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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				We’re back for another year, into double digits and very proud that two of our stories from last year - Simon Petrie’s ‘All the Colours of the Tomato’ (issue #9) and Thoraiya Dyer’s ‘Going Viral’ (issue #8) - are both shortlisted for this year’s Aurealis Award for best SF Novella. We’re keeping our fingers crossed for the winning announcements at a special award ceremony at Swancon over Easter.

				But Dimension6 is all about the future and we have some excellent new fiction for you in this issue: Craig Cormick reinvents the Captain Cook mythology in ‘The Seven Voyages of Captain Cook’, Natalie Potts comes face to face with some indigenous fauna in ‘Glide’ and Rjurik Davidson moves between worlds in ‘The Other City’.

				So sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				The Other City — Rjurik Davidson


				Gustav shattered the bottle across the side of my head. Fragments flew in all directions as I collapsed against the couch’s armrest. The old picture book fell from my hands onto the floor half-open. In my half-conscious state I caught a glimpse of a pretty young woman from the 1920s, a damaged building – presumably hit by a shell during one of the wars – behind her.

				‘It was you, wasn’t it? You’re the one,’ Gustav hissed in that placeless accent of his. Lines ran away from his eyes like cracks in a glass pane. He was older than us, with thinning hair and scars running horizontally down the outside of one of his forearms. Gustav had always terrified us. Prone to eruptions of violence, he’d once pummeled some poor kid into unconsciousness at the line-up to an East-end club. I’d seen him silence a room with claims that we had taken drugs without him. I’d watched him stand face-to-face with a dealer’s bodyguard, until the man flinched. There were rumours he’d travelled to Spain to revenge himself on some poor New Zealander who’d fled after ripping him off. It was said the man had ended up in an ice bath without his kidneys. Gustav had contacts everywhere, and it was just the kind of thing we imagined him doing. Everyone was too scared to tell him that we didn’t like him and to piss off.

				‘Not me, Gustav. I wasn’t the one,’ I pleaded. ‘If it was me, I’d be gone now wouldn’t I?’

				‘That’s just what you want me to think, isn’t it?’ he said, the speed psychosis twisting his brain in odd directions. ‘Better pray I don’t catch you out. I’ll kill you, you know. For your crime. I’ll fucking kill you.’

				The others had scurried away at the first sight of him. No one had any desire to protect me. Not after what I’d done. It came to me in flashes: glimpses of disembodied limbs, a knife separating skin, the weird thought that it felt just like cutting a cake, someone crying.

				It was the time of life when everything falls apart. The London sun had retired for the year. Fog hovered in the mornings, morphing into swirling rain in the afternoons. We had entered one of our periodic phases of sustained drug-fuelled violence against our bodies. Nights faded into other nights. As I lay on the couch over endless afternoons I found myself studying that old picture book about early 20th century Finland. I lost myself in pictures of the struggle against the Russians, the revolution, the Civil War in 1918. Fragmentary images filled my mind of 1920s cars, of suited men, of rough bars and restaurants, of armies marching in long coats, of pretty young women walking among the devastation. In the evening, we found ourselves wolfing down meals in cheap, fried chicken shops in Hackney – this was before hipster cafés started appearing in a trail reaching down to Shoreditch, staffed by fellow Australians with their professionalism and coffee snobbery. The sex was easy – English girls in the clubs as wasted as we were and searching for some kind of connection among the vastness of things.

				This is all to say, I was miserable.

				It sounds like a cliché, but somewhere under all that mess I wanted someone to need me. I met a girl just before that time, but she never really explained why she ran away – I probably scared her.

				And now Gustav was going to kill me. But he didn’t kill me, because he hadn’t yet found the knife I’d stolen from him and used. After he left, I took it from under my bed, the blood now caked on the blade, and held it in my hand. I couldn’t think of what to do, so I hid it under my bed again and planned my escape.

				The doctor didn’t ask questions as he stitched my scalp together. I didn’t offer any explanation either. That night, I took the old picture book and found myself racing not to Heathrow, where I thought Gustav might be waiting for me, but up north through bleak fields to Luton airport – my own speed psychosis had set in, I guess. The earliest flight left for Singapore from Helsinki, but I needed to get there first, so I bought a short trip that would get me to Finland the night before.

				From the window seat at Luton I watched the tarmac speed past. When the plane took to the air, the sense of relief was finally coming out of the grey doom that fills your days after a long binge.

			

			
				‘There it goes.’ The man in the aisle seat beside me wore a suit. His hair was greased back, with the slightest touch of premature white at the temples. One of the new breed of yuppies, flying from their jobs in Bank to the financial centres of the world. I could see him doing coke off some oak table in an office overlooking the Thames. Maybe he was going on to St Petersberg where they were still buying up things at a cut price, stripping them down.

				‘Yes, there it goes,’ I said.

				‘There’s something about leaving London, isn’t there?’ He spoke in an accent, perhaps a strange mixture of Eastern European and Australian. Is there a nastier combination?

				‘Like leaving the centre of the world,’ I said.

				‘Running away are you?’ He grinned, showing inflamed gums, just like mine.

				The question came as a jolt. What did he know? My hands clutched the armrests. ‘Going home.’

				‘Ah yes, home to that other city.’

				I scrambled for some escape from the conversation, and settled on, ‘Sorry, I need to sleep.’

				Without giving him a chance to speak again, I closed my eyes, but felt his unnerving stare lingering. Exhaustion pressed down on me. My mind wouldn’t calm down, anyway. Flashes of the last weeks kept coming at me: disembodied limbs moving in and out of focus, someone crying and trying to get away, the thought about cutting a cake, me staggering away through the darkness.

				The next thing I knew, the stewardess said, ‘Would you like some lunch, sir?’

				At least in those days they gave you proper hot food on the plane, instead of stale rolls with soggy tomato.

				After they took away the trays, the man turned to me once more. ‘Are you going to kill yourself?’

				My mouth formed words but I couldn’t struggle anything out.

				He grinned again, quite genially. ‘You should kill yourself.’

				All I could do was stare into his amiable face, into his eyes, which betrayed his pitilessness. Then he stood up and left for the bathroom.

				Filled with dread, I waited for him to return. The minutes stretched longer and longer. The cabin crew called for everyone to remain seated for landing. The man did not return. I kept staring at his seat, which remained vacant like an empty coffin, even after we landed.

				The art deco Helsinki train station was shadowy in the early evening. Statues of giants holding immense spherical lamps loomed above me from where they stood by the grand door. Cold stabbed at me through my dirty jeans. At least I had a decent coat.

				My flight left the next morning and I had neither the money nor the courage to book a hostel from London. So I set off towards the wide boulevard of Mannerheimintie, where trams rattled and lone hooded figures walked leaning forward against the whipping wind. Like most boulevards in European cities, the street was wide and ran straight out from the city between five and six storey buildings. But unlike many, there was a darkness to Mannerheimintie, perhaps due to the early fall of the northern sun. The streetlights seemed few and sparse. Shadows loomed against the grey city walls. Through that icy night I marched. The place seemed bereft of light.

				How mournful those moments were, when I felt my guilt and isolation so completely. Two years I’d spent in London, hoping to crack the club circuit as a DJ, but all they wanted was for me to play shit house music. Somewhere there those ambitions had drained away, until I wasn’t sure what I wanted, what I was doing. That’s why Australia seemed perfect for me. Australia – the land of defeat.

				Past Mannerheimintie, the city now seemed completely deserted. The streets narrowed. The buildings might have been dark cliffs, the windows gaping shadows on greater darkness. I suffered some kind of fragmentation; it seemed to me that I could see a second city, superimposed on the first, its alleys crossing at angles. Shadowy half-visible walls came at me, and I passed through them, the outlines of another set of streets led away. Some part of me felt I had passed into those streets and that I was now lost, far away from the world I had known.

			

			
				Then a street opened up, filled with light. People sat on the terassi laughing and singing. Folk songs carried through the air. Gas lamps lit the walls with warm golden light. An ancient automobile – a real classic car from before the Second World War – raced past and I couldn’t help nodding at the elderly driver, who stared back suspiciously. Through the happy groups at their tables I saw a door opening to a restaurant, filled with wooden tables and weathered looking people speaking warmly to each other, putting their hands on each other’s shoulders kindly.

				Eager for solace, I swung open the door. The heat embraced me. An open fire crackled in one corner.

				The men and women against the bar waved me over to them. They were dressed in worn suits, waistcoats, dresses for some vintage party. They passed me a shot and raised their glasses happily. ‘Kippis!’ ‘Kippis!’

				The alcohol burned cruelly down my throat, but their cheerfulness was infectious. We had another round. A man slapped me on the back and said something in that crackling and incomprehensible Finnish language. How relieved I felt to be among friends, these people with their generosity to a stranger, their embrace of me as one of their own.

				After the third round, lightheadedness took me, and I found a bench against the wall, behind a grainy wooden table.

				A woman slipped in beside me. Jet-black hair framed the round, smooth-skinned, face that I recognised as distinctly Finnish. She slipped her arm through mine.

				‘Look how handsome you are,’ she said with a strong accent.

				‘You knew I wasn’t from around here.’

				‘You have a great weight on your shoulders. I can see it.’ The way her full lips pressed together with concern for me, the sort that a mother might feel for a sick child, the sort a lover might feel for their grieving partner.

				I felt close to her and said, ‘I’ve done a terrible thing.’

				‘We all have, we all have,’ she said. ‘It takes courage to admit it. I can see that I could fall in love with you. I almost feel like I love you already.’

				Those words warmed me more than the steaming air of the restaurant. I felt like crying from the solace they gave me, after everything, after the strung-out nights and the race to escape London, knowing that Gustav would track me down no matter what.

				‘Could you fall in love with me?’ she said.

				‘I could.’ I would do anything for her, here, half-drunk, stretched like string. ‘I think I could.’

				‘Do you want to make up for it? Do you want to make up for your crime? There’s no justice here, you see. We have to make our own justice.’

				‘Yes,’ I said.

				‘Come with me.’ She took my hand and pulled me out onto the streets.

				Snow drifted down, was caught in the wind, danced up and down. The stark beauty of it took me aback, but there were shadows there. Ghostlike figures straggled by: an old woman wearing a headscarf and a bony man. A body lay collapsed up against a wall nearby. For a moment I thought it was the man from the plane, but darkness shrouded his face. Was he grinning? I couldn’t tell. The sound of people running, but never seen. Gunshots echoed from nearby. ‘Ei! Ei!’ someone cried.

				A thousand or more feet stomped down a boulevard to one side of us. Stopping, I stared at their thick coats, their rifles held to their sides. Some of them were limping; others wore bandages, tight around their heads. This was no victory parade; this was the procession of an occupying army, not long after a battle.

				‘Come,’ she pulled me away.

			

			
				A building rose above us, with a tower that reached for the sky. In front of the building stood several guards, each holding rifles.

				The woman pulled me close, and I thought she might kiss me, but she said, ‘There is a man there, up there in that tower. He is a bad man. He is a killer. A rapist. You want me to be happy, don’t you? Do you want to assuage your guilt? Go up and kill him. Here, take this and kill him.’

				She handed me a long knife.

				‘But the guards,’ I said.

				‘They will think you’re from England. They will believe you if you say you’re here to see him. He’s expecting foreigners to visit. They’re everywhere in the city. Agents.’

				None of it quite made sense, but the certainty – no, the love – in her voice kept me going, that and the strange reverie into which I had fallen. This place had a logic of its own. It resonated with me, this dark city.

				The guards tensed as I approached. One of them pointed a gun at me and stared at my coat with puzzlement. ‘Jo?’

				‘I’m here to see him,’ I said. ‘He’s expecting me.’

				They stepped aside, and before anything else was said, I climbed up the rickety stairs. Everything in this city was worn and run down. Everything seemed ancient.

				When I approached the door at the top of the staircase, I slowed down. Creeping up, I looked through the open door to where a man sat, leaning over a wide desk. He was facing away from me, out over the dark city. Who was this man? Did he have the look of a bad man? There were no distinguishing features, just the slightly thinning hair. He might have been anybody, somebody’s grandfather, staying up late now that he’d retired. He might have been a kindly friend. He was certainly a bad man.

				He turned the page on one of the newspapers he was reading. I caught a glimpse of Gustav’s profile. That was impossible, yet here he was, and here was my chance to get rid of him, for all the terrible things he’d done, for all the things he would do. To make up for my own transgression.

				Creeping forward, I held the knife before me. With each step I expected him to swivel around. Then the knife was close enough to touch his back.

				There was blood, I remember that; flashes of disembodied limbs and someone crying. Again, I thought to myself, yes, it’s like cutting a cake. He didn’t struggle as I expected but seemed to give in to it, as if it came with some kind of relief.

				He found it as easy as I did.

				I slipped the knife beneath a cot in the corner, then I headed down the stairs, nodded to the guards as I passed them. This time they frowned but didn’t speak.

				When I found her around the corner, she said, ‘Did you kill him? Did you do it?’

				‘I did it.’

				She turned sharply away, began to walk into the darkness.

				‘Wait, wait for me!’ I ran beside her, but she had pulled her hood over her head and no longer could I see her face.

				‘Please, leave me alone,’ she said and she seemed afraid. Was she frightened of me?

				‘Don’t you feel like you could love me? You said you felt like you could love me.’

				‘I don’t. Go away.’ She turned at a street and left me standing alone on the icy corner.

				The devastation rushed through me but had no time to settle for, moments later, the whistles of the guards blew. Their rifles clutched in their hands, they came for me.

				Through the streets I ran, and again I saw that spectral city superimposed on this one. Into a park I fled and there found an ancient greenhouse. I levered a door open, and found that it was hot inside. Tropical and exotic plants grew everywhere. Gloriously coloured flowers – purples and reds and golds – sat in pots against the glass window, a stark contrast against the snow outside. Crouching down, I hid among those plants in the heat and thought about my aloneness.

			

			
				When the morning light broke, I sneaked from the greenhouse back towards the station. The bus arrived and I rushed onto it. The people on the bus watched me. At the airport, a blonde woman smiled, but there was a fakeness to her kindness. At any moment I expected for the guards to rush up, to capture me, but I boarded without raising suspicion.

				As we waited for clearance to take off, I glanced at the old picture book of Finland for comfort. Again I saw those ruined buildings, the little streets with men and women dressed in 1920s clothes, ancient automobiles passing by with grim-faced drivers behind their wheels, warm light thrown out onto the cold footpaths of that other city.

				Then the tarmac sped by and again I felt that wonderful sense of relief. Australia wouldn’t be so bad, after all. I could see now the long beaches and the crashing surf, the bronzed bodies and long warm days, the birds and beasts. Home, it wasn’t so bad after all. Before too long, they projected a film onto the screen at the front of the cabin area. This was back before you had your own screen.

				And yet, after the plane took off, slowly, moment by moment, I became aware of the empty aisle seat next to me. It seemed to be crying to me: look at me, I’m here, I’m empty. Looking around, I saw that the sign showed the toilet was occupied. I knew who was in that toilet. I knew who would swing open that door and stride down towards me. Turning away, I closed my eyes. Then the anticipation was too much and I turned back and waited for the occupant to show himself.


				



			
				Author Loci

				Rjurik Davidson
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				Rjurik Davidson’s novel, The Stars Askew was released in 2016. Chicago Review of Books recommended it as one of the best 10 SF novels to read over summer and Pop Mythology says it, ‘fleshes out his wonderfully bizarre world, a world that blends familiar elements of history and mythology in unique ways.’  His novel, Unwrapped Sky, was published by Tor Books in April 2014. Sci Fi Now claims it can, ‘go toe-to-toe with China Miéville’s best.’ Rjurik can be found at www.rjurik.com and tweets as @rjurikdavidson.
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				Glide — Natalie J E Potts


				If the world was kind, the cat would die. She was already a good five years older than her wild counterparts; she had lived a good life. As Ash scraped the tartar off the cougar’s remaining fangs, she couldn’t help but hope this member of the zoo family might not wake up from this check-up.

				The door to the surgery swung open and Andrew, the primate specialist came in. He was wearing one blue latex glove, its mate squashed into his palm while his naked hand held a telephone.

				‘Ash, call for you.’

				‘Ummm. . . busy,’ Ash said with a frustrated shrug. She leaned in to get to the last two teeth up the back. There was definitely decay down there. Any other animal and she’d look at doing some dental work, but the cougar wouldn’t survive long enough to get the benefit.

				‘It’s the police,’ Andrew said flatly, putting the phone down on the tool table beside her. ‘They said it’s urgent.’ He didn’t wait for her response, eager to get back to his own patients.

				Ash looked at the phone as the mute light flashed an agitated red. She dumped her tools on the quilted paper before rolling off her right glove. She scratched Kimba between her shoulder blades and checked her vitals. It was not good to keep her under too long, Ash would get off the phone quickly.

				‘Hello?’

				‘Doctor Aswathy Kapur?’

				‘Speaking.’ She waited through the pause. This was where the person on the other end of the phone processed that she was a woman. It was an almost unconscious moment she went through at least once a day on the phone.

				‘Doctor, it’s Detective Woods here. We have a confidential situation that calls for your expertise. How soon can you get into the city?’

				‘I have some time on Tuesday. . . ’

				‘No, we need you today, now if possible.’ The man audibly took a breath. ‘We’ve got a body that looks like it has been attacked by an animal. Decomposition is already worse than we would like, so the sooner we can get you in the better.’

				‘I think you want a canine expert. Doctor Keller is excellent, I can see if he. . . ’

				‘It wasn’t a dog. We’ve already had Keller in here, he’s the one who suggested we try you. He said it wasn’t a dog attack.’

				Dogs tended to tear their victims: bite, pull, and hang on. Aswathy felt a shiver of anxiety turn in her stomach.

				‘Look, I have a heavily sedated cat on the table. . . ’

				‘Doctor Kapur, we need to know exactly what we are dealing with as soon as possible so we can get a team out there to take care of it.’

				Ash looked at Kimba. Even though only a small ‘big’ cat, the cougar was not a beast you would want to run into without some serious back-up. Having evolved apart from humans they didn’t display the fear that you could count on from the other big cats. ‘Okay, I can be downtown in twenty minutes.’

				‘There’s a patrol car waiting outside. It will get you here in ten.’

				Detective Woods was a large man in his late thirties, but had the eyes of a man ten years older; drawn and tired, they seemed like they had seen more life than the rest of his body. The detective seemed embarrassed as he met her at the door to the morgue. He clearly didn’t want to bring her out any more than she wanted to be there.

				‘Thanks for coming Doctor Kapur.’

				‘Please call me Ash.’

				‘Um, sure. . . ’ The pleasantry seemed to catch him off-guard. Ash noticed the wires of tension running down the sides of his neck. ‘I need to warn you, the body has been in the sun, and even with the low temperatures, decomposition is already pretty advanced.’

			

			
				‘I’m a vet, Detective, I’m not often squeamish.’

				The detective nodded as if he didn’t believe her, but he took her acceptance keenly. ‘Come this way,’ he added, as if she might still change her mind.

				The smell of the morgue was more sterile and sharp than the organic odours of the zoo rooms. It made sense that the dead were easier to keep clean. Ash felt herself slipping into science mode, the shade coming down over her emotions as her pulse settled back to something resembling normal.

				A man in khaki pants and matching shirt was standing in the corner of the room looking out of place. Although an easy match for the detective’s size, he seemed to fold in on himself like a cornered animal.

				‘Ah, Ranger Michael Scott, Doctor Aswathy Kapur.’

				The ranger reached out his hand toward Ash, apparently eager to grasp a piece of normal in this crazy morning. Ash felt the scratch of his calluses against her palm as they shook hands.

				‘Michael found the body,’ the detective explained.

				If they were going to talk more, apparently it wasn’t to be in here. The detective strode purposefully over to another set of doors at the far end of the room, the intention clear that both his charges should follow.

				Then doors swung open on the autopsy room and there was no masking the stench of decayed flesh. The only human body Ash had ever seen was in the med labs at vet school, stripped and sterilised. It could never have prepared her for what was laid out on the steel table.

				‘Leon, could you bring Doctor Kapur up to speed?’ the Detective said. ‘Doctor Kapur, this is Doctor Hill. He’s the ME who specialises in exposure cases.’

				‘Hello, Doctor Kapur,’

				‘Doctor Hill,’ Ash said quickly, trying to keep the contents of her stomach in place. She felt the ranger step back behind her, putting her between him and the autopsy table. As she took in the body she wished she could do the same.

				‘The victim is male, twenty-seven years old, 182 centimetres and about eighty-five kilograms. He was face up on the ground in the Wollemi national park. Cause of death appears to be exsanguination from the left carotid artery.’ Dr Hill noticed Ash’s eyes dart down to the mess that was left of the man’s stomach. ‘The gut wounds were all made post-mortem,’ he elucidated. ‘He bled out very quickly. He wouldn’t have put up much of a fight.’

				‘Stomach contents are prized by carnivores. . . ’ Ash said quietly, recognising the calling card of an animal attack.

				Dr Hill leaned in and plied one of the wounds open. Despite every instinct telling her to do the opposite, Ash bent over to get a closer look. ‘You can see the scrape marks on the bones. . . ’

				‘Definitely made by teeth, not tools,’ Ash said, the scientist in her pushing past the revulsion.

				‘That’s what we thought, but the bites are too shallow for a dog. I think Dr Keller’s exact words were “only a pug on speed could come close to this”.’

				‘He thinks it’s a cat,’ Ash filled in the blanks. ‘Maybe a cougar or a lynx, it couldn’t be anything bigger than that.’ She thought about the cat she had left on her operating table. ‘They are not this aggressive, only if they had young to protect. . . ’ She looked at the neck wound again. ‘A cougar would go for the neck, but they usually try to snap the spine. He wouldn’t have known it was following him until it jumped him. I assume he was alone?’

				‘As far as we can tell,’ the Detective confirmed.

				‘What was he doing out there?’

				‘We don’t know exactly,’ Detective Woods said, ‘but he was in an unmarked section of the park, which is why he wasn’t found sooner. His friends were evasive when they called to report him missing.’

				‘Why?’

			

			
				‘The exact location of the Wollemi pine forest is secret,’ the ranger said from behind her. 

				Ash caught herself before she jumped; she had forgotten the man was there. 

				‘The pines are living fossils found nowhere-else on the planet. There are less than one hundred mature specimens, so we are pretty keen to keep them hidden. It’s necessary to keep them safe from souvenir hunters, or vandals.’

				‘You think this guy was looking for the forest?’ Ash asked.

				‘He wouldn’t be the first,’ the ranger answered. ‘At least his friends called this one in as soon as he didn’t get back. Most times they don’t tell anyone. People can be lost out there for weeks before the bodies are found.’ Ash heard a quaver of memory in his words.

				‘So you think there might be a big cat on the loose in the wild part of the park?’

				‘There have been rumours of panthers in the hills for decades. Apparently the American troops released them after the war was over.’

				‘I don’t think this was a panther attack,’ Ash said flatly. ‘They wouldn’t leave this much behind, and it doesn’t look like they have gone for his marrow. Whatever killed this man couldn’t break his bones.’

				‘So what expert do you think I should be calling in?’ The age of Detective Wood’s face was quickly catching up with his eyes. Ash wondered how long the day had been for him.

				‘I don’t know,’ Ash said. ‘It does look like a cat, but a small cat. Did you collect any scat or prints at the scene?’

				‘We thought we were dealing with a dog attack,’ Ranger Scott massaged his brow self-consciously. ‘We have been baiting in the area for months, it’s a known issue. . . So no, we didn’t get anything.’

				‘Well we need to get out there and check the location, because right now I’m drawing a blank.’

				The Detective looked down at Ash’s shoes. ‘Can you hike in those?’

				‘You want me to go now?’

				‘If there is an animal out there killing people, I want to know about it as soon as possible. Michael can take you.’

				Ash glanced back at the body. ‘Sure, I just need to grab some equipment.’

				‘You are welcome to anything you like here,’ Doctor Hill offered. ‘We have a fully stocked lab next door.’

				


				A little over two hours later Ash and Ranger Scott were bouncing along a fire track on the outer edge of Wollemi National Park. Scott drove the 4WD with the casual confidence of a man used to the vagaries of off-road driving. Since they had left the cloying stink of the morgue he had seemed to grow several inches, his large shoulders were no longer hunched.

				‘Are we picking up anyone else?’ Ash asked as she observed the increasing remoteness of their path.

				‘No need, I was at the site where the body was found, I can take us back there.’ Scott risked a look at Ash. ‘Besides, funding cuts meant no-one was available. We are running a park of over five thousand square kilometres with less staff than a supermarket.’

				He didn’t need to explain. Anyone working in a low-income generating government department was feeling the pinch of the new millennium. Scott wrenched on the steering wheel, plunging them down an even rockier road.

				‘I guess they don’t get the graders out here much,’ Ash said, pressing against the ceiling to help ride out the bumps in safety.

				‘This isn’t a road,’ Scott explained. ‘It’s a creek bed.’ Only the smooth rocks gave any hint of its winter half-life. It gave a whole new meaning to ‘off the beaten track’.

				‘Do we get phone coverage out here?’ Ash asked. ‘Just in case we need to call in the cavalry?’

			

			
				‘At the top of the hills you should be able to get a line out,’ Scott said. ‘I also have an e-purb.’

				‘E-purb?’

				‘An emergency beacon, just in case.’

				‘In case of what?’

				‘If they need to find our bodies.’ Scott laughed, the smile settled in his eyes, giving him a cheerfulness she hadn’t seen in him since they met. ‘Rolled ankles, snake bites, whatever. . . ’ he continued, ‘It has an emergency transponder if we need it. Planes fly over this part of the world every few minutes, so if we need help we’ll get it pretty quickly.’ His attempt at assurance had the opposite effect.

				Without warning the Ranger pulled to a stop, killing the engine and wrenching on the handbrake in one quick motion. ‘We walk from here.’

				Ash shouldered her pack, filled mainly with empty containers and enough water to see her through the remainder of the afternoon. She saw the Ranger swing his own well-worn bag onto his back, before slipping a large rifle onto his shoulder.

				‘Tell me that’s a dart gun.’

				‘I can tell you whatever you want, but if I shoot this thing, make sure you are not in front of it.’ 

				For a brief moment Ash wondered if she should have checked out the man’s credentials further. After all, he was the one who found the body. 

				‘Trust me,’ the Ranger said, clearly picking up on her sudden trepidation. ‘I’ll only use it if I have to, and believe me, if I have to, you’ll be glad I brought it.’ 

				Scott took off through a gap between the trees, instantly lost to the dense undergrowth that wired itself around the edge of the narrow track. Despite her reticence, Ash followed him.

				Ash would like to have been able to walk in front, better to spot any animal life before the big man ahead of her scared it off. To his credit, despite his size, he walked with the quiet grace of a man who was at home in the wild. Besides, he was the one who knew where they were going, and if he was following some kind of path, Ash couldn’t make it out.

				They walked for at least forty minutes before Scott slowed. They were in the bottom of a valley. The high ridges of hills on either side of them cast deep shadows across them, protecting them from the heat of the day. The astringent smell of eucalypt flowed down from the sun-scorched hill above.

				‘I found the body about twenty metres ahead, so did you want to start looking for your droppings or whatever?’

				‘This is the way you came out before?’ She asked. Scott nodded in affirmation. ‘In that case most of what’s here will have been trampled. Let’s go to the site of the attack and I’ll see if I can uncover anything there,’ Ash suggested. ‘I can do circles out from there to find what wasn’t obliterated by the rescue crew.’

				‘Retrieval,’ Scott corrected absently before realising what he had done. ‘Sorry, we call them a retrieval crew when it’s a body.’ He shouldered his pack a little higher and turned away. 

				Ash started to follow when a blur of movement from a distant escarpment caught her eye. Something large had briefly caught the sun before falling into the shadow of the hill.

				‘Do you get base-jumpers out here?’ She asked, surprised.

				‘What are you talking about?’

				‘It looked like someone just jumped off that ridge up there.’

				Scott looked up to where Ash was pointing. He stepped up onto a boulder and squinted into the glare. ‘I can’t see anything.’ It was true, if anyone was base-jumping they should have been able to see the parachute by now. ‘That bushland up there is pretty inaccessible,’ Scott explained. ‘There would be about a thousand other places which would be a hell of a lot easier to get to. Maybe it was a branch dropping or something? The trees are still pretty stressed from summer.’

				‘Yeah, maybe. . . ’ It wasn’t a branch, Ash was sure of that. 

			

			
				Scott stared down at her from his perch on the boulder, she could feel him trying to read what she was thinking. He seemed to give up and turned back toward the site of the body.

				He didn’t get to step down from the rock. A taupe shadow crashed into the side of his head, sending him flying into the bushes. Scott’s scream of pain was muffled by the animal clawing at his head. The only thing Ash could make-out with any clarity was the creature’s grey-brown fur and long tail, its limbs were obscured as they scratched at Scott’s head.

				She darted forward and sank her nails into the flesh of the beast, and started to pull, eliciting an even greater wail from Scott. Despite the pain, Scott used the gap Ash had created to push his hands up and protect his face under the flap of grey fur. Ash squeezed harder with her nails, feeling them split with the effort.

				The beast pulled back its head and turned to look at Ash. The face was a picture of gore, with two surprised, round eyes. Ranger Scott’s blood was matted around its short muzzle and something hung from its mouth, which Ash first mistook for a tongue before realising with horror that it was part of Scott’s face. Ash screamed, scaring the creature into letting go.

				As the animal dropped to the ground, Scott yelled unintelligibly through the open flap of his cheek, ‘Gurr! Gurrrrr!’ He blindly grabbed at his shoulder and Ash realised what he was saying. Before he could bring the gun around, the animal ran off into the undergrowth, a loping gait unlike anything Ash had ever seen.

				Not wanting to turn her back on the area into which the animal had just escaped, but knowing Scott needed help, Ash kneeled next to him. She ripped open her pack and quickly located the first aid kit the mortuary staff had given her.

				Scott had stopped trying to talk, focussing instead on keeping his face together. He pressed his hands into his cheek and across his eyes. Ash checked the bush again before turning back to him.

				‘I have to wash the wound,’ she explained, resting her hand lightly on top of his. ‘You need to take your fingers away.’ She could feel a shiver run through him, it could be the start of shock. ‘I can stop the bleeding if you let me help you.’ The hand on his cheek moved away, exposing his teeth back to the second set of molars. His tongue pressed into the bottom of his jaw as if it had swollen. The hole in his cheek was massive; the gap between the flaps of skin was too distant to draw together to suture. She would have to pack it and hope the pressure could stop the bleeding.

				She explained what she was doing as she rinsed away as much dirt as she could. Her eyes kept seeing ghost movements in the bush, but nothing came out. Once she had dealt with the cheek wound she turned her attention to his eyes. Now her own hand was shaking as she placed it over his other hand. Ash was all too aware that he was the only one who knew the way out.

				When Scott pulled his hand away Ash let out a small gasp of relief. ‘Your eyes are okay,’ she quickly said, aware her reaction might sound bad. ‘They are scratched, but not burst.’ They were already swelling shut in their own form of protection, and she had to work quickly to rinse them before they closed over locking any pathogens inside to do more permanent damage. As the saline burned its way across his face, Scott remained still. It took a moment for Ash to realise he was listening. She started to wind a bandage across his eyes to hold the gauze saline patches in place.

				‘Ears,’ Scott grunted, freeing his ears from the turns of the bandage. Ash re-wound the strip so it sat higher on his head.

				‘Gun,’ Scott said out the good side of his mouth. Now that the gash was packed, the words were easier to understand. ‘Give. I take safety off. You shoot.’ The clipped sentences conveyed the pain of each word.

				‘Where is the emergency beacon?’

				‘Gun!’ The force caused a spasm of pain, which he quickly absorbed.

				Ash reached past him to where the gun had fallen, and placed it in his hands. He blindly reached down, disengaging the safety with practiced ease while turning his head, pointing his ears in all directions.

			

			
				‘Take,’ he said, holding the gun out. Ash took it from him, as unfamiliar with it as if he had just handed her a flute and asked her to play. ‘Two shots, reload,’ he said. ‘I do.’ He paused and turned his head around, scoping for sounds again. ‘Where? What?’ The pain of the monosyllabic sentences creased across the small expanse of brow visible under the bandage.

				‘It’s gone,’ she said with more confidence than she felt. ‘I. . . I don’t know what it was. It looked like. . . ’ She already doubted her memory.

				‘What?’ He demanded.

				‘It was like a possum. . . No,’ she corrected, ‘more like a giant sugar glider.’

				Scott pointed in the direction of the ridge where Ash had seen something jump from earlier.

				‘Oh my God!’ Ash said. She looked around the valley they were in, cliffs and hills towered over them on all sides. ‘They could come from anywhere.’

				‘Out of valley,’ Scott said before climbing unsteadily to his feet.

				‘We can’t move you.’ Ash said. ‘If you exert yourself you’ll lose too much blood.’

				‘Stay here, lose it all.’ His shoulders jerked as if he had just laughed.

				Ash surveyed the hills around them; so many potential launching points. ‘A standard glider can cover eighty metres in the right conditions,’ Ash said, remembering the few facts she carried on the local gliders. ‘This thing was as big as a dog, it can probably manage at least 150.’

				Scott blindly pulled out a bottle of water from his bag, before Ash could say anything he had swigged far too large a gulp through the good side of his mouth, saturating the gauze she had packed into the other side. A rose blossomed on the dressing, quickly washed to pink tears that ran off his chin.

				‘Just sip it,’ Ash said needlessly.

				Scott dropped the water bottle, turning his head around. ‘Gun!’

				Ash pushed the rifle against her shoulder as she had seen others do and tracked the ridgeline where Scott was pointing. His ears must have been better than hers, she couldn’t hear it, but she could see the waving branch while the trees around it were still. They were being watched.

				‘We need to get out of range,’ she conceded. Ash moved over to Scott, not taking her eyes from the tree that had now fallen still. She grabbed his hand and guided him to the belt at the back of her pants. ‘Let’s go.’

				Scott briefly let go, lunging back for the bag, he pulled out a small box with an orange ball atop a long antenna. Ash assumed it must be the emergency beacon. Scott expertly found her, his hand returning to her belt exactly where she had first placed it.

				Ash retraced their path as far as she could remember, quietly dictating the topography and everything she could see as they went. Only once they came up alongside the cliff wall did she start to doubt that she had come the right way. The direction she thought the car was in looked a lot more impassable than she remembered.

				‘Break,’ Scott commanded. He pushed his back against cliff wall and faced out to the valley as if he could actually see. He lifted another water bottle to his remaining lips and sipped slowly, the gauze only slightly bulging before settling back into place. He shook his head. ‘Fking drop bears.’ He started to laugh, but the pain of his missing cheek took away the humour.

				Ash looked at the beacon he had clipped to his belt. ‘Should that be flashing or something?’ She asked.

				‘Not on,’ Scott said before hazarding another sip.

				‘What do you mean it’s not on? How are they going to find us if they don’t know we are in trouble?’ She reached for the beacon. He heard her move and pulled away, out of reach.

				‘Last option,’ he said, fending off her hand with his own. ‘We set it off, we bring in every teenage radio-listener for miles. They won’t have guns.’

				The speech must have taxed him painfully.

			

			
				‘I can’t get us out of here,’ Ash said angrily. ‘I have no idea where we are.’

				‘Follow rock-face to creek bed. Will lead back to car.’

				Before Ash could argue, movement above them pushed all other thoughts from her head. Launching itself into the air, a massive beast with a two-metre wingspan rode eddies of thermals directly toward them.

				Ash levelled the gun, the sound of her movement enough to make Scott drop to the ground, making Ash the main target. She squeezed the trigger.

				The blast was deafening. Now she understood why Scott had crumpled to the ground and covered his head. But the animal was still coming for her. Her shot had probably gone nowhere near it, and she only had one shot left.

				‘Behind!’ Scott yelled, his still working ears feeding him information she couldn’t get.

				Ash turned in time to see another creature coming down at them. Aware she only had seconds before its mate would reach them from the other side, she pulled the trigger again. This time she was ready for the recoil, the animal, much closer than the first, exploded on one side, sending it crashing to the ground.

				Not waiting to watch more, Ash turned to meet the first animal face-on, but the beast twisted in the air, changing its trajectory to take it further down into the valley.

				‘Re-load!’ Ash demanded, pushing the gun into Scott’s hands. He cracked the rifle and shoved two more shells into the chamber, all the while turning his ears around them. The gun was back in Ash’s hands before the panic could fully set in.

				‘Move,’ Scott said, pushing into the small of her back. Ash started to walk, forgetting to navigate the way, causing Scott to stumble along behind her.

				‘They teamed up,’ Ash finally managed to say. ‘Lions do that, dogs, but not marsupials. This is crazy.’

				‘Walk. Soon be dark!’

				The two saucer eyes, of course, they would be expert hunters in the dark. Ash and Scott would be dead before dawn.

				‘We have to set off the beacon!’

				‘Dead before they get here,’ he hissed.

				‘But you said they would pick up our distress in minutes,’ Ash stopped walking, but Scott pushed her forward. ‘You said the beacon would be picked up immediately.’

				‘Lied.’ It was a simple word, simple but chilling.

				Ash looked at the sky around them; it was already getting darker. A hawk in the distance set her heart pounding. Ahead of them a knot of blackberries held a dangerous appeal. She warned Scott before plunging into the scratchy mess of weeds. She hoped they would reduce the chance of attack from above.

				‘The one I shot might be ahead of us,’ Ash speculated. ‘We should take the body with us. I know a lot of people who will be very interested to take a look at it.’

				‘No,’ Scott grunted. Ash felt him remove a hand from her belt, she could almost imagine him pressing it against the dressing on his face before he spoke again. ‘We leave it behind. We don’t tell anyone.’

				Ash slowed. ‘What are you talking about? This is a whole new species. We haven’t seen a flesh-eating marsupial of this size on the mainland since the Thylacine. They must have been living in here for tens of thousands of years without anyone knowing.’

				Ash was forced to stop as Scott wrenched on her belt, keeping her in place.

				‘How long you think they will survive if people find out?’

				‘You can’t be serious,’ Ash said. ‘They will be a protected species.’

				‘Tell that to the Tasmanian tiger.’ Scott pushed Ash onwards. ‘We’d have hunters from all around the world. It could spell the end of the pine.’ It was obvious he wanted to say more, but the hole in his cheek cut the lecture short.

			

			
				‘How are we going to explain your face? The dead man? Or have you forgotten about him?’ Ash started walking again.

				‘He shouldn’t have been here, we shouldn’t be here.’

				‘We can’t just leave a dangerous animal like this out here, un-known, un-studied!’

				‘This isn’t a madman we are protecting, Ash.’ It was the first time Scott had used her name. ‘We are in their territory.’

				They walked in silence along the rock wall until the protective tangle of undergrowth started to thin. Ash could see the boulders of the dry creek bed ahead. She pulled the gun around so she could swing it back into a usable position as soon as they cleared the scrub.

				‘I can see the creek bed,’ Ash whispered.

				Scott pulled on her belt, stopping her progress as he dipped his head, listening. ‘We’ll be coming out father down,’ Scott said to himself, checking his memory against the path down which they had come. ‘We’ll be surrounded by gums, tall gums.’

				Ash strained to look past the sanctuary of the brambles into the trees beyond, but the shadows were too deep. Anything could be out there. She cocked the gun. ‘Get your bullets ready,’ she said.

				‘Shells,’ Scott corrected. ‘Got plenty.’

				The leaves overhead whispered a warning of movement the moment Ash stepped free of the brambles. Scott barked a command, but the gun was already raised. She blasted a shower of pellets toward the nearest tree, a howl of animal pain her reward.

				‘Behind you!’ Scott yelled. Ash swung the gun around, but Scott surged forward in a misguided attempt at protection. Ash ducked right to get past him as a beast slammed into his back. Ready for it, Scott ran backwards, slamming the creature into the rock wall they had followed. ‘Shoot!’ Scott yelled.

				Ash swung around to see two creatures gliding toward them. She paused as their trajectories lined up before she gently squeezed the trigger. The ancient animals exploded in a shower of fur, bone and blood. Their pained screams were almost human as they crashed to the ground.

				When Ash turned back to Scott she saw he had managed to beat the animal off his back, but it was circling him as he blindly kicked at it. As she lifted the gun, Scott’s ears tracked the sound.

				‘You’re out of ammo!’ He reminded her.

				‘I know!’ Ash said, before swinging the butt of the gun down on the glider’s head. The crack was audible against the animal’s skull, the shudder of the gun nearly loosening it from Ash’s grip. The glider pulled back with a screech before running into the blackberries.

				Scott pushed forward again, wrenching the gun from Ash’s hands and expelling the spent casings before reloading in one quick movement. Ash backed up to him, her eyes on the trees. The gun was back in her hands before she managed to take a breath.

				‘Come on,’ Scott said, dragging her blindly away from the protection of the rock wall. ‘We have to get to the car.’

				Ash heard movement above them and let off another shot into the trees. Beside her Scott tripped on the uneven ground, falling heavily onto his injured side. Behind the bandages his face grimaced in pain, but he didn’t make a sound. Rolling over to his hands and knees, he started to crawl up the creek bed. ‘Have to cover me,’ he said reluctantly. ‘I can’t walk on this.’

				Turning back to the valley, Ash scoured the darkening sky, her night vision already starting to let her down. Nothing moved. ‘You can’t crawl all the way back to the car,’ Ash said tersely, all too aware of how slow his progress was.

				‘The scrub closes in over the creek soon, and we can beat these things in hand to hand combat.’

				Ash turned as a flicker of something caught the last blush of the sunset. She didn’t wait to find out what it was, sending a blast of pellets into the sky. She ducked low as she handed the gun to Scott, snatching it back the moment he was finished.

			

			
				Sudden movement beside her made her cry out, scaring a mob of kangaroos down into the valley she and Scott were trying to escape. Scott pulled her down, holding her tightly against him to make as small a target as possible as the marsupials bounded past.

				As soon as the animals were clear, Ash stood up, and instantly felt claws dig into her back. She screamed before swinging the gun around, only to slam her arm painfully against the low bow of a tree. She moved forward, freeing her back from the twigs that had caught her. In the deepening darkness, she could just make out the taloned shadows of the bush closing in on all sides.

				‘We both crawl from here,’ Scott said, pulling her down to his level. ‘Not far.’

				The flashes of the cameras were blinding. Ash didn’t want to be part of the media conference, but her expertise made her the obvious choice. Besides, it was the animal on the table that had everyone transfixed. She doubted they would remember her name in twenty-four hours. She looked over at Ranger Scott, a piece of skin purloined from some other part of his body, glowed pink on his cheek, still bearing the stitches from his emergency surgery.

				‘The cougar was very old,’ Ash went on, the script clear in her memory. ‘And we can confirm it showed no signs of having produced any cubs, so there is no chance that there are any others out there.’ The dead cat was splayed on the table in front of them. Ash absently scratched the space between her shoulder blades, just shy of the bullet wound that had taken off the back of her head, most of her neck and all of the microchip. ‘If we hadn’t shot her, she would no doubt have died of her advanced age very soon anyway. If it weren’t for the unfortunate incident of Mr Collins’ death, we might never have known she was there. Her previous kills of native fauna were undoubtedly put down to dog attacks.’

				‘Thank you, Doctor Kapur,’ Detective Woods said, keen to wrap up the circus as soon as possible. ‘We have time for just a couple of questions.’

				‘Doctor Kapur.’ One of the journalists in the front row stood up. She looked vaguely familiar. ‘There is no doubt that recent events have sparked an interest in the small big cats.’ Ash remembered where she had seen the woman. She was in the media department at the zoo. Her presence there was as intentional as Ash’s. ‘Is there anywhere in Sydney where we can see a living version of the animals?’

				‘We happen to have a new exhibition opening this weekend,’ Ash took the lead she had been thrown. ‘Two cougar cubs are on show in a recently vacated enclosure.’
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				The natural world is a beautiful, terrifying and sacred place, and there is too little of it left. While most people believe in saving what we can, it takes only one poorly motivated individual to destroy something ancient and unique forever. I love that we have parcels of unexplored and unpopulated wilderness left in Australia and I hope they remain that way.  

				Glide is not just a ‘monster’ tale, it is a story of hope. Hope that a piece of nature can be preserved for the future, no matter what horrors might live there. We should never focus solely on saving the cute and fluffy’s. Critters with scales, with claws, those who slither or crawl, all have earned a place on the planet, as have the plants which feed and house them. Far be it for us to decide which is worthy of existence.

				If the gift of getting older is wisdom, surely its curse is being around long enough to see the impact of man. I swam on the Great Barrier Reef over twenty years ago when the irukandji did not make it down south. Coral bleaching was still uncommon back then, and we were yet to have our first crown-of-thorns starfish population explosion. 

				Over my lifetime I have seen extinctions of animals both large and small. I have cried as I read of thousand-year-old forests which have dried out and burnt in fires that had never previously been able to take hold. And I have lived through storms, heatwaves and bushfires with increasing regularity as the climate I have known changes.

				But. . . In that time they also discovered the Wollemi Pine, hidden safely away for ninety million years in a remote part of the NSW forests. Video footage has been taken in Tasmania of animals that look remarkably like thylacines (Tasmanian tigers – thought to have been extinct since the 1930s). Living stromatolites were found off the remote coast of WA (and subsequently in several other secluded locations around the world). These were only known in the fossil record when I studied zoology at university. 

				Despite my fascination with the animal kingdom, I did not go on to become a scientist or a vet. I work in IT mainly with systems implementation. Writing speculative fiction has allowed me to explore what amazes me most about the natural world and humanity. It lets me follow my passion anywhere I want to take it.  

				My writing covers the ‘big three’ of spec fiction: horror, science fiction and fantasy. Usually I find a way to blend them in some way so they don’t fit precisely into any category. I have been published in Australia, the US and the UK in such magazines as Aurealis, Midnight Echo, ASIM, Antipodean SF, Kaleidotrope and numerous anthologies. I am a regular flash fiction contributor, but I often venture into the longer short story form as well. I have also completed several young adult novels, all of which are looking for homes. 

				For more information about my publications or what I’m up to now you can visit me at www.nataliejepotts.com or follow me on Twitter @nataliejepotts.
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				The Seven Voyages of Captain Cook — Craig Cormick


				‘On reading over the journal, I find I have omitted some things, and others were not sufficiently explained; these defects are attempted to be made up by notes. In short, I have given the most candid and best account of things I was able. I have not natural, nor acquired abilities for writing. I have been, I may say, constantly at sea from my youth; and have dragged myself (with the assistance of a few good friends) through all the stations belonging to a seaman, from apprentice boy to a commander. After such a candid confession, I shall hope to be excused from all the blunders that will appear in this journal.’


				Cook’s Journal note, Cape of Good Hope, March 22, 1775

				1. The Transit of Venus


				There is my father, standing up at the prow of the ship, looking out over the vastness of this wide blue world, as if he might see what lies over the horizon. They call him the Master. The Great Navigator. The Captain. His father called him after himself, James Cook.

				Look at the way he tilts his head just a little, listening for the slightest of changes to the sounds of the ship’s engines. He pays more attention to the demands of the ship than he does to the demands of his own aging body. But my father is the consummate Company man. He has dedicated his life to fulfilling the needs of the Council of Seven who sit around a large wooden table so far away and decide his fate. And they have decreed that he should cross into the forbidden territories on this side of the globe and chart the unknown lands here.

				Perhaps they have obtained some of the mythical maps of the ancients, showing the lands of gold and giants that are said to be here. Or perhaps they just became curious, or greedy, and wondered if whatever dangers that had once led to the loss of all ships that ventured here, had finally passed. If Father has any fears about this mission he has not expressed them to any of the crew or even my mother.

				Father’s expedition is nominally a scientific one, but the Company sees science as a path to commerce. So we are laden with scientists, who are charged with making detailed reports of everything they encounter, and the Company will sift them to find things that they value.

				My father turns now and looks back to the helm where Robert Molyneux, the ship’s balding and overweight Chief Officer, will be steering us. It’s still early, so he should be sober enough not to make a hash of it. And Daniel Solander, Father’s favourite scientist will be at his instruments charting the course for him. Joseph Banks, of course, will probably be looking over his shoulder, wishing he knew how to work them. Wishing he was more a favourite of my father. But for all his scientific talents, Banks is not a Company man. He has paid his own fare on this voyage, and pulled well-connected strings to join us. He may give us some extra air of neutrality though if we encounter competitor ships here in the forbidden territories.

				Solander is a well-travelled and much accomplished scholar, and his baby-face hides his age well. He is not English by birth, but Father trusts him more than any other man on board. He speaks several languages and is skilled at identifying and classifying unknown animals and plants. And he knows how to work the ship’s systems better than anyone. He can tinker with them and improve their efficiencies. He can read the sonar and radar charts like a surgeon might examine a blurry X-ray and state with certainty what it reveals. And he looks out over this new world with soft blue eyes as though he is never surprised by what we encounter. He has a calmness to him that is rare on a Company ship where everyone is hungry for promotion.

				Banks by comparison is eager to make his name. He is as young as he looks, and tall and awkward around authority. He desperately wants to return with exotic specimens and wild tales and be the darling of the social set. His family money would always ensure that, though he wants to achieve something on his own. Something great. An important new discovery named after himself. Or perhaps to do something heroic. Something that historians would write about. He keeps detailed journals, which are probably the first draft of his history.

			

			
				Monkhouse is the third man of science – though that is perhaps an overly-kind estimation. He is officially the ship’s surgeon, although aged, overweight and suffering many ailments himself – including insufferable halitosis. He does not get along particularly well with anybody on board the ship, though he tries his best. But as my father says, it is hard to hold a cordial conversation with a man at dinner who may have fingered your testicles at breakfast and examined your stools at noon. Monkhouse is in awe of the ship’s engine works, and tries to understand them like the workings of a human body. The ship’s engineers are not helpful though when he asks them to explain intricate machines to him one more time. He hopes that this voyage will prove his worth to the Company more, and he has been training himself to think more like a Company man.

				There is actually a fourth scientist on board: Charles Green, the astronomer. He has been charged with mapping the new night skies we will encounter on this side of the globe. But so far all he has managed to map is the ceiling of his cabin and the bottom of his sink, as he suffers terribly from the motion of the ship. My father says he might be better employed as ballast in the depths of the ship, where his perpetual vomiting won’t stink up the corridors. He has the pallor of a man who won’t need to worry overly how the Company may regard him though, and the ship’s crew jokingly refer to him as the supernumerary.

				And of course there is Molyneux, the ship’s Chief Officer. He is a secret drinker, which is perhaps the worst-kept secret on the ship. Despite my father having punished him several times and threatened him with demotion, he still accesses his secret stashes of alcohol, hidden all over the ship in nooks and crannies, and by the mid-afternoon of each day is not to be trusted at the helm. By evening meal he is sometimes aggressive and looking for a fight, and by supper he has passed out.

				We are a complex crew. A small handful of officers and scientists, three engineers, three marines and half a dozen general crew men. No women. No children. All divided into our hierarchies with my father at the top. The Master and Commander of all who work beneath him.

				My father says that while individually they may be difficult men, taken together they are as fine a crew as the Company could hope to have assembled. Or rather, he then mumbles, as fine a crew as the Company’s rivals could hope we would have assembled. My father has rare moments of droll humour.

				Yet he does not know that one of us has an intent to kill him. He has no reason to suspect. And why should he? He is a good Company man. He follows their orders. Why would anyone want him dead? 

				But I have seen the deep currents that swirl beneath the surfaces that cannot be seen from a ship’s prow.

				The only member of the crew that I envy is young able-seaman Isaac Smith. He is slightly older than me, at seventeen years of age, but my father has taken him under his wing. He is related to our family, being a cousin of my mother, and Father perhaps favours him overly – though not often in front of the crew. I like to think that it might be me who was standing there by Father’s side while he explained the details of a map or what the ship’s sonar was showing on the bottom of the deep sea beneath us.

				Father now turns this way and looks through me, staring out over the large blue world there ahead of him. He was not even born within sight of the sea, but he has made it is his life. As it was mine. The difference is that I drowned in service to the Company. He was already away at sea, and knows nothing of it. I am Nathaniel Cook, only fifteen years old, and driven to follow in his footsteps.

				As a young boy, I had dreamed of a different life. I sat on the floor at my father’s feet, on his rare times at home, and I listened to his stories of lie at sea, and I thought I would like to record his stories. Be the one who chronicled them. When I went to sea I thought it was the end of that dream. But now I find I am here doing it. Telling stories of my father’s discoveries. Hoping to discover more about him in the process.

			

			
				A hurricane brought me here. Winds of tremendous strength attacked our vessel, sent cold towering waves battering us, until we sank with all hands to the bottom of the ocean.

				I wish Father had sailed over my resting place and seen a sonar picture of me there, lying on the seafloor, my skeletal fish-nibbled hands perhaps waving to him. Calling to him to take me along, and explain all the skills of his trade to me. I wish he had known me better. Knew what a studious apprentice I would be.

				I wish he had known me better.

				Then he stops and tilts his head again. The engines have given a cough like a consumptive might make. Then they stop. My father’s face grows dark and he is gone from the prow. Storming down into the bowels of the ship to take command. A hurricane of authority.

				‘This mission will be the death of me,’ mumbles Father, as the Endeavour drifts helplessly on the wide ocean’s currents. The sun has just risen behind us and the morning light shines a path across the ocean that runs to the east. On the other side, the shadow of the Endeavour is like a giant dark pointer that runs to the far horizon. That is the point that Father stares at, believing that’s where we’ll see land. If we ever get power restored. Then he smiles at a sudden hum beneath his feet. He walks back onto the bridge and looks to Solander. He is seated by a console and says, ‘I’ve got an image on the radar.’

				‘Good,’ says Father. I know it irks him a little that Solander can always locate land before he is ever able to sight it. But at least Solander is able to tell him where to look. I’m sure there is still a certain satisfaction in being the first to see it visually. Father looks at the coordinates and then goes back to the outer deck and puts his telescope to his eye. He scans the horizon for some time before he sees it. A faint dark smudge on the horizon. An island.

				‘Full ahead,’ he calls, and feels the repaired engines engage and pick up speed.

				‘We’ll be there in about an hour and half,’ says Solander.

				‘Good,’ Father says again. He wonders if he should send someone to wake Banks and Monkhouse. They’d be annoyed if they were still asleep and missed witnessing the approach to the first island, sighted on this side of the globe. This is a monumental event. The neutral territories are, after all, only known in rumour and fables.

				It was a bold move by the Company, breaking the endless stalemated negotiations, to send a ship into the territories. It risked a global trade war with the other four world Companies – unless we find them here too.

				Father decides to let the two scientists sleep. He walks around the outer deck and looks towards the rising sun. The ocean is turning a bright blue now, covered in diamond sparkles that dance and move about. I can see that he thinks it a wondrous site, and undoubtedly regrets that he could never capture it in a way that the Company might appreciate in his reports to them. They would ask, what profit could be gained from the illusion of diamonds?

				But it is a feeling of tremendous and immeasurable worth to be standing there beside Father, amidst the vastness of this unchartered ocean, approaching land. It is like the sudden realisation that you are standing in a moment that you had only ever dreamed of.

				Father takes a deep breath. Lets it out slowly. His own dreams have been quite bizarre and troubled of late. He puts it down to the stress of this mission. Oceans to chart. Peoples and animals and plants to study. Trade goods to find that can be turned to a handsome profit. And all this aboard a ship with worn-out engines and a crew of science staff who bicker and feud constantly.

				He takes another deep breath. Holds it in before exhaling. He has begun writing his dreams in the ship’s log, and knows that he will have to rewrite it all before he hands it over to the Company at the completion of the voyage. But when he awakens in the night, with ideas and images burning in his mind, it seems vital to capture them and write them down.

			

			
				I will try and record them too, so they are not lost after he has gone. Last night he had dreamed of this island before us. The first island in this new world. He had dreamed of it rising from the ocean like a sea creature. Like a living thing. All wet glistening vegetation and dark hidden jungles. He looked upon it as if from afar, and it had suddenly seemed to be the thatched moist pubic mons of an ocean woman, lying there in the water before him. Inviting him to come ashore and enter that jungle. He had awoken confused and aroused. Thought himself too old for the type of young man’s dreams and longings that taunted our all-male crew the longer we travelled without women.

				Doctor Monkhouse, the oldest man on board, had espoused on this once at dinner. How men were driven to seek equilibrium with the opposite sex. And how that drive could be channelled into other endeavours for the Company’s benefit.

				Channelled into his Endeavour, Father had thought.

				He’d climbed from his bed and wrote the details of the dream in the ship’s log book before it faded from him. As if it were somehow valuable, and not to be lost.

				He doubts the Company would see it the same way though.

				Father lifts the telescope to his eye and looks towards the distant island once more. It is still indistinct. Solander mocks him for using the telescope, he knows, insisting that his computer imagery is far superior. It may well be, Father muses, but it would never look like the island that had appeared in his dream, as it can when he looks at it through the telescope, remembering that troubling yet pleasing feeling he had awoken with.

				Young Isaac Smith then comes out onto the deck and Father turns to him and says, ‘Isaac. Come here. Look and tell me what you see.’

				He hands Isaac his telescope. Lets him hold it in his thin awkward fingers. Isaac scans the horizon and Father stands behind him and puts his hands on Isaac’s arms. Turns him towards the island.

				I feel a small but sharp pain inside me. Look at him. Pimples on his chin and wispy light hair under his overlarge nose. Like he is still growing into his body.

				But he will grow out of it!

				Finally Isaac sights the island and says, ‘I see it!’

				‘What does it look like?’ Father ask him.

				‘Like. . . like. . . ’

				He lacks the words and the imagination to name it.

				‘Like land,’ Father says.

				‘Yes. Like land,’ Isaac says.’

				The two stand there for some time until Father says, ‘Carry on with your duties then.’ Isaac raises a knuckle to his forehead and then returns back inside the ship. I step closer to Father. I can see a pain on his face. But it is not like my pain. His is a soft gnawing on his insides. Something is growing there. Some days he has had to ask Doctor Monkhouse to give him a pain killer. Some days it feels like there is something moving about inside him, clumsily exploring each twist and turn of his intestines. As if a tiny replica of his ship is inside him, captained by some malign competitor, intent on discovering what is to be found therein. Father thinks he would like, sometime, to send such a vessel into his head while he slept and perhaps make some great discovery there.

				I would gladly volunteer to sail such a ship.

				The Endeavour circles the island slowly, staying some distance off at sea. The crew crowd against the rails, looking at the strange vegetation. Tall spiky plants. Trees bare of branches but with thick fronds on top. Even the shades of green they see seem different to any green they have seen before.

			

			
				Then they point and call to each other in excitement. They see human figures. Father places his telescope to his eye and regards them. They are brown-skinned with dark hair. The same dark green leaves as are on the trees and plants seem to grow upon their bodies. Father observes both men and women there. Sees them regarding us in much the same way we regard them, point back at us.

				Banks and Monkhouse have been roused and stand at the rail too, somewhat churlish that they weren’t called earlier. They tell Father how imperative it is for them to be woken as soon as any land is sighted. But he looks beyond them as they complain to him, as if he can neither hear nor see them.

				We complete a slow full circle of the island, and then Father has the Endeavour brought around to the small bay where we sighted those people. He takes the ship in carefully and orders us to halt about 100 metres off-shore in deep water. Solander never moves from his computer terminal. Never once looks up to see the island through the ship’s windows.

				A sizeable crowd of the island people has now gathered on the beach in front of us, and as the men on the Endeavour watch. The islanders drag canoes down to the water and launch them, rowing cautiously out towards our large white ship. This makes Monkhouse nervous. ‘Should we prepare to repel them?’ he asks Father.

				But Father shakes his head. This is a delicate moment. First contact. And if there is conflict, it will be his head that rolls, not Monkhouse’s. ‘They don’t appear to be carrying arms,’ he says.

				‘Nor trade goods,’ says Doctor Monkhouse, with a derisive sniff.

				The islanders row out close to them and the men in one canoe stand and wave green branches above their heads. Then they sit, as if waiting for a similar signal from the men on the Endeavour. None comes, as the men on the ship do not know what to make of this. Then they see another canoe with three topless women who start singing to the ship. The men on the Endeavour appear to understand this better and smile and wave appreciatively to the women. This appears to confirm to the islanders that it is safe for one canoe to draw up close, and we can see the men and women are very healthy-looking. Bright white teeth smile to us. Dark eyes regard us. We see that the leaf skirts are actually hand-crafted and not growing from their torsos, as I had imagined them.

				Father orders one of the sailors below to fetch small toys and mirrors and pocket knives. He passes them down to the islanders on the boat. They examine the goods carefully and pass up goods of their own wrapped in large green leaves. Trade has been established! It is a momentous day.

				Father and his men unwrap the offerings and find a rainbow of coloured orbs within them. ‘What are they?’ Monkhouse asks.

				Banks picks one up and examines it. Feels the softness. As if it might be one of the breasts of the near-naked women there below us. He then sniffs it. ‘They appear to be fruits of some kind,’ he says.

				The women in the canoe now sing again, and all the canoes row back to the shore, waving more green leaves in the air.

				‘What now?’ asks Banks. ‘It seems an invitation to follow them.’

				‘Prepare a shore party,’ says Father. ‘Scientists and marines.’

				The natives are drawn up in two long lines to welcome us ashore, singing and dancing. Their fingers float about them like butterflies, and their hips gyrate, shaking those leaf skirts like a wild animal running through the undergrowth. Some wear shell necklaces that hang between the fruits of their small naked breasts. I admit I cannot look away from them. But Father, dressed in his blue ceremonial Company uniform with brass buttons, keeps his gaze at their faces. He leads us along the centre of the row. The lines quickly dissolve as the islanders step forward to touch our shore party’s clothes and feel our hair and limbs.

				Banks is the first to understand why one woman keeps placing her hands on his trousers. ‘They want to know if we’re men or women,’ he says.

				‘Isn’t it bloody obvious,’ says Monkhouse.

			

			
				‘Perhaps not to them,’ says Banks, and in turn he points to the woman’s leaf skirt. She obligingly lifts it to reveal the tops of her thighs disappearing into a thick thatch of pubic hair. Banks smiles to see that the islander women appear to have genitals compatible with his own. But I can see Father has a knot in his stomach. He stares at the woman’s sex and remembers his dream – the island rising from the sea, wet and glistening. It makes him giddy. He sees the same look on the faces of the men about him. As if somehow they have all had the same dream too.

				He turns away and looks for a head man or chieftain of some kind. He does not see Banks lower his trousers and proudly display his pale member for the islanders to look at. He even lets the woman who has exposed herself touch him. He reacts at once, starting to swell, and the islanders smile at this, having found a common language of understanding.

				Monkhouse snorts in disgust. Although, truth be known, he is just as eager to know the intimate biology of these people. But he is certainly not about to put himself on show to anyone. He is going to remain a man of science.

				Now a thickset man steps in front of us, and the crowd draws back. Banks fumbles with his pants in an attempt to regain some dignity. The thickset man has many shells around his neck and his hair has signs of grey in it. His face has more lines around the eyes. Some of them painted on. Clearly an elder. He speaks to Father in a deep voice. Father waits until he has finished and then, in an attempt to match the man’s speech, says, ‘We thank you for your welcome and your hospitality.’ Then he reaches into a pocket and takes out an ornate pen. He passes it across to the man who takes it and examines it carefully.

				‘I wonder if they have any knowledge of writing?’ whispers Monkhouse.

				‘Or need of it?’ replies Banks, who has not taken his eyes off the young woman who held him a moment before. He is hooked like a fish on a line, I see. No longer a man of science. Just a man.

				Before returning to the ship both Banks and Doctor Monkhouse petition their Captain on the need to undertake some ethnographic studies. Both have said it can only be done by leaving a man amongst the islanders and having one of them come out to the Endeavour in exchange. Of course, both men wish to be the one chosen.

				After some deliberation Father agrees, and with hand signals to the chieftain he explains that he wishes for both Banks and Monkhouse to sleep on the island, and that one of the natives should come with him to the ship. The chieftain seems to understand and calls one young man forward. Father considers him. He is well-built and has a very intelligent face. He appears about the same age as Banks, who is in his mid-twenties. He smiles to Father and Father smiles back to him. The deal is arranged.

				As we leave to return to the ship, Father says to Molyneux, ‘If there is anything of value to be found on the island, Monkhouse will find it.’ Then. ‘I wonder if the islanders might presume this to be a permanent trade?’

				‘I don’t think the Company would be impressed to have traded both of them for only one islander,’ Molyneux says. Though I think that Father can see a certain merit in it.

				On the ship, Solander – who has stayed behind with his instruments – greets the news that his scientific colleagues are staying on the island with a wry grin. ‘We will be collecting them again?’ he asks.

				‘Most probably,’ says Father, ‘though it might be more in the hands of the islanders than us.’ And I think that I know exactly whose hands Banks will be in tonight. Monkhouse will certainly make a big fuss of it when he returns, citing Company protocol and seeking Father’s admonition. I wonder if Monkhouse were as young as Banks whether he’d have a different perspective of it. And I then wonder if Father himself were as young as Banks, would he also have a different perspective on it.

				But he is my father. My mother’s husband. It is hard to think of him as anything other, though I must if I am to truly write his story.

			

			
				Father then goes to his cabin and he works on his charts and log book late into the night. He writes what he has observed of these islanders. Writes how like them they appear to be. Then he strikes it out and writes how unlike them they are. But that’s not quite it either. He is confounded by trying to get his first impressions recorded as accurately as possible. And I think he is still a little uncertain as to what exactly his impressions are.

				I could help him in that, I think. Could offer him advice on what he has seen and what he thinks about it. But frustrated at his attempts to do justice to our first encounter, he fetches his Secret Orders to read over once again. The Company always has Secret Orders. Some they pass onto the Captain. Some they might give to the Chief Officer only. Some they might share with no one. Always intrigues within intrigues.

				Father remembers how he had sat there with his door locked, with a growing concern chilling his insides, when he had first read them. It was always a fraught moment, opening Secret Orders from the Company. As daunting as being called to a meeting of the Board, or worse, a secret meeting with just one or two Board members.

				The orders were sealed with what looked like an old-fashioned wax mark, which he knew was in reality a highly complex encrypted lock. He matched his access codes to it and then opened the document carefully. Taking a deep breath, he pressed it flat on the table and began reading. This required great concentration, for the Company was always inscrutable in its communications – always remaining just a little opaque in its directives, so the meaning was never crystal clear – in order that the Company could argue that what they said was actually something entirely other, if their well-wrought plans should ever go awry.

				They could, Father knew, claim that black was white if it suited their needs, and reinterpret any set of given orders to prove just that. Father often felt that those above him in the Company – the nameless men who wrote his orders – were promoted to their positions purely on their skills with evasive words.

				Father sometimes wonders what they’d make of his log book entries if he was as skilled. He could write one thing, but then later show that it actually meant another. But he is a man more suited to charting the exact lines of truth. That is why they have chosen him for this mission, he knows. His maps cannot be manipulated and made to mean different things like words can. What he maps will be the truth of it.

				And good maps are worth more than gems to the Company. Their trade is filled with treachery, murder and endless forgeries, but to have a trusted man make original maps for you – that is something priceless.

				He read the document once and then read it again, looking for phrases that he should beware of, looking for turns of expression that might be traps for the unwary.

				The orders talk vaguely about a long history of espionage and subterfuge by the five world companies – the Pentad – each seeking to secretly enter the neutral territories in search of a great south land of untold wealth. Father knows there are rumours and stories that abound about this land, some saying that it is a place of jade palaces whose inhabitants bedeck themselves in opulent jewellery. Others say it is a land of strange and fierce beasts that guard deep gold mines. And others hint that it is the land where a tree grows that gives visions of the future and immortal life to any who eat its fruit.

				Of course the document does not state if these are stories are to be relied upon or not, for it is not inconceivable for an opposition Company to have gone to great lengths to invent such a fiction simply to tempt a rival Company to break the restriction on entering the disputed neutral territories and be subject to trade embargoes, or just to waste resources in pursuit of folly.

				The only part of his orders that are unequivocal is the command that he find this land. But – and there is always a but in Company directives – he suspects that if he charts these seas and fails to find this fabled land of wealth, he will be considered not one who has shattered a myth, or who has unearthed a clever deception, but one who has failed in his mission. He will be held responsible for breaking the restriction on entering the neutral territories, and he will be the one who is pilloried for it, not the Company. They will cast him adrift as if in a lone lifeboat in the middle of a stormy ocean.

			

			
				The Company desires him to find this land that has been created in their minds, and they therefore expect him to find it.

				He ponders this for some time, reading the orders a third time. The Company are unforgiving of failure, he knows. And these Secret Orders will remain secret, being shared with no one else on the ship. If he fails, the failure will be his alone. The burden of being Captain.

				He stands and seals the orders away in his small safe, then calls for Doctor Monkhouse to attend to him – before remembering he is on the island. His insides hurt as if the long arm of the Company has reached inside him, squeezing a tight fist there to remind him that they hold him ever in their grip.

				It is after mid-night when Father considers turning in, but before he does he goes back to the bridge for a last check on the state of the vessel. He is surprised to see Solander and the islander still there. Solander has an excited light to his face. 

				‘It’s incredible,’ he says, when he sees Father. ‘The man is exceptionally intelligent.’

				‘How so?’ asks Father.

				‘He has already grasped some of the basics of our language, and can interpret the scans of the island we have done.’ Father raises an eyebrow, as if he feels Solander is playing one of Banks’s childish pranks on him.

				‘Let me introduce Tupia to you,’ says Solander. And the islander stands and bows to Father, saying, ‘Me Tupia. Me welcome to your ship.’

				‘Yes,’ says Father with a look of surprise on his face. ‘You are very welcome to my ship.’

				‘Thank you,’ says Tupia, and he bows again, both hands clasped before him. Standing in the artificial light of the ship, Father can see a web of tattoos on Tupia’s skin. Extraordinary intricate patterns there. Like maps, perhaps, he thinks, though undoubtedly they are something else.

				‘What can he tell us about this island?’ says Father.

				‘Quite a lot,’ says Solander. ‘He says he will guide us around it. But he can also tell us about other islands that lie to the west of here.’

				‘Other islands?’ asks Father, stepping forward. ‘How many islands?’

				‘Many islands,’ says Tupia and he points in the direction where the sun had set.

				‘Very good,’ says Father. ‘Very good indeed.’ And he turns and looks towards the west, towards the darkness of our future.

				On the island, Banks and Monkhouse have sat around a fire with their islander hosts until very late in the night. The islanders cook some kind of meat in a pit in the ground and pass it to the two visitors, wrapped in large green leaves. It is steaming hot and the meat inside is red. Monkhouse cautions Banks not to eat it, but Banks devours it with great appetite, which pleases his hosts. The women come and sit beside them, touching them in open curiosity and pulling at the buttons on their clothes. They reach for Monkhouse’s trousers, perhaps wanting to see his genitals too, but he is embarrassed and brushes them away. They laugh and sit beside Banks instead, who is only too willing to oblige them once more.

				Monkhouse wants to feel outraged. Yet he notices how the islanders about him accord him some new element of respect now, which pleases his vanity greatly. They even ask him to sit up with the elders, at the top of the circle, who all have a quiet dignity about them.

				The islanders tell long unintelligible narratives to the two men and sing songs. Their skin appears quite gold in the firelight, Monkhouse see. A flesh colour he has never seen. But as they step away from the fire, it returns to a deep brown. He longs to touch one of the young women and feel the texture of that skin, but makes no move to. He has lost all sense of time when the people finally start drifting away to sleep. An elder lady takes his hand and leads him to a large hut, where several old men are already asleep. He lies down beside them, and she leaves him. He is very tired, but does not sleep well. He can hear Banks in a nearby hut engaged in deep ethnographical investigations, and his moans and grunts keep waking him through the night. It’s as if he wants the whole village – even the crew on the Endeavour – to know he’s satisfying his base and carnal passions.

			

			
				He won’t admit that he’s filled with a jealousy, not just for Banks’s sexual conquests, but for what he is learning about the body of that woman. But he’s certain that Banks will choose not to share it with him.

				As Monkhouse lies there one of the old men rolls closer and wraps his arm about him. Monkhouse tries to shrug it off. Unsuccessfully. The sounds from this hut are only those of snoring and occasional farts, and Monkhouse finally understands that he has been relegated to the company of the old and infirm. The taste of the night’s feast is now bitter in his mouth. He hears Banks laugh and moan in pleasure once more. He tells himself that he is Banks’s moral superior, for he is respected by these people. But he also knows that he would trade that for a night with one of these women.

				After some time he rises and goes out to sit by the campfire. Just on a whim. Just to see what happens. It is a little cooler now and the strange stars of this land provide a faint light. It is quite pleasant, he thinks. There are a few elderly women still up by the fire. He sits down and he smiles to them. One smiles back. Monkhouse feels a warm glow. Perhaps from the fire. Then the woman rises and comes and sits by him. She pats him on the knee. He smiles again. He is looking at her carefully, examining the tone of her skin and the deepness of her eyes, when she stands and takes him by the hand. He lets her lead him. Away from the fire.

				Back to the hut of the old and infirm.

				He lies back down and the old man throws an arm over him again. Outside he can hear the laughs of the old women at the fire. As if they have thrown the last shreds of his self-respect onto the coals and are watching it burn.

				Father and Tupia return to the island with Solander mid-morning, to find the islanders are awaiting their return. Monkhouse is sitting by a cooking fire, looking haggard and ill-slept, but there is no sign of Banks. Tupia quickly has a large audience gathered about him, and he is talking animatedly in their language, explaining all the wonders he has beheld on the Endeavour.

				Father steps across to Monkhouse and asks him, ‘Was it a profitable night?’

				‘For some,’ says Monkhouse.

				‘What have you learned of the people?’ Father asks him.

				‘Better to ask Banks,’ he says.

				‘And where is Banks?’ asks Father.

				Monkhouse indicates one hut with a turn of his head and, as he does so, Banks stumbles out, half-asleep, with three naked women clinging to him. Father frowns. Banks grins. Monkhouse looks back into the fire. Spits into the coals. Looks down as the islanders glance at him and smile.

				‘They won’t let me go,’ says Banks, as if offering some excuse. Indeed, the women keep plucking at him and imploring something of him.

				‘Can somebody not tell them I’m spent?’ says Banks, trying to make light of this.

				Then Tupia steps forward and the women turn to him and tell him something in urgent tones and he says, ‘You give them a thing now.’

				‘What?’ asks Banks in surprise at hearing the islander speak his language. ‘Give them what?’

				Tupia turns to Solander and confers with him a moment, using words and hand signs. Solander consults his palm computer and says, ‘You must trade, I believe. The women now expect you to give them something of value.’ He has difficulty in hiding a smirk as he says it.

				‘Trade what?’ asks Banks. Then Tupia says something to the women and they point at the shiny gold buttons on his jacket.

			

			
				Banks looks to Father, who sighs. It appears they have established both units and items of trade, though he doubts it will impress the Company’s accountants.

				Tupia is leading Father, Solander and Banks along the beach to show them something of his island that he has told them is called Ohetiroa. Banks keeps wandering into the jungle to look at strange botanical specimens. The others wait patiently for him each time and each time he lingers longer, looking at the strange fruits with bright vibrant colours that seem to him like a rainbow of sexual organs. He would name this island Venus, he thinks. Everything here is so sensual. He wants to hold each plant to his lips. To taste them. They are mesmerising and it takes him some time to realise that the others are calling his name. He stumbles back to the beach, stepping out into the blinding sunlight and has to shield his eyes. ‘Here I am,’ he says. ‘I’m not lost.’

				Then he feels a crunching beneath his feet. He looks down and for a moment he sees hundreds of small bones there. He steps back, quite unsettled until he sees that they are shells. Small bleached-white shells.

				He sees the others are all staring out to sea. ‘What is it?’ he asks.

				‘An island,’ says Solander, and he points to the horizon.

				Banks screws up his eyes and can see the dark outline of the island there. ‘So?’ he asks.

				‘It didn’t show up on any of the ship’s sensors,’ says Solander. ‘We should have had an image of it.’

				Tupia then says something to Solander, who fiddles with his palm computer and asks Tupia to repeat it again. ‘What is it?’ asks Father.

				‘I don’t know,’ says Solander. ‘Something about a floating island.’

				‘That’s nonsensical,’ says Banks.

				Tupia points at the island and says, ‘Bad.’ 

				And Solander frowns and says, ‘It shouldn’t even be there.’

				Father stands there with the men, regarding the distant smudge of the island and then says, ‘We can check it out later. Perhaps we should resume our tour?’

				But Tupia turns on his heel and leads them back along the beach towards the village, as if this has been an ill omen, with not a single word to explain himself.

				Over the next few days, Father finds an ever-increasing difficulty in asserting the priority of their mission with the crew’s ever-increasing desire to sample the distractions of the islander women. Men are literally standing at the rails of the ship, awaiting their turn for shore leave, and Father suspects that if he suspended leave, the men would simply desert and swim ashore. The women stand in the shallows waving to the men, calling them to the island. And when men return to the ship, whispering stories to each other of the unimagined sensual delights, Father tries not to hear them.

				Monkhouse, however, has begun interrogating the crew one by one, asking them to detail the women’s anatomy, describing the size of their limbs and the thickness of the fatty tissues and the shape of their bones. He would love to measure the thickness and depth of them himself, but has chosen not to return to the island for reasons he chooses not to share. Only he and Green remain on board, the latter still ill in his cabin. I watch Monkhouse each time he has interviewed another crew member and think that the information is not benefiting him any.

				Father is quite amazed that the islanders do not seem to mind the liberties his men are taking with the women. Perhaps it is just their custom. Or perhaps they value the brass buttons so much. Indeed, his own jacket is one of the few that still has all its buttons on it, and he is aware that the exchange rate for buttons on board the Endeavour has become astronomically high. Hyperbuttoninflation, the Company’s accountants might term it.

				Solander seems the only other crew member not infected by this madness that makes a mockery of the Company protocol to engage in ‘friendly intercourse with the natives they encounter’. He spends long hours with Tupia, continuing to learn about his language and customs and quizzing him about the islands that lie to the west of them. And the mystery of that floating island we observed that has enigmatically disappeared again.

			

			
				And Banks: he has taken to prowling the crew’s quarters, offering to trade almost anything for a few buttons. 

				‘It is vital that I conduct further genetic research,’ he says. ‘It is in the Company’s best interests,’ he says. ‘It is imperative.’ 

				But the crew have hidden their buttons and will not give him any.

				I wonder if Banks will become so desperate that he might ask Father for a button from his jacket? But it is a measure of his authority that such a time should never come.

				Father wakes in the night with a dream of the island fresh in his mind. But a new dream. That luscious mons on the body of the young woman has become something other. Something dangerous. He was walking the dark interior of the island, probing into its deepest recesses, when the island slowly sank back beneath the waters. And it was as if he was both on the island and also on the decks of the Endeavour watching, helpless to call out and save himself.

				He sits up to write the dream in the ship’s log, determined to catch every detail before it fades from him – when Molyneux knocks on his door. ‘What is it?’ Father asks testily.

				‘Two of the ship’s crew have disappeared,’ Molyneux slurs. ‘Run away with native women and gone into the thick interior of the island.’

				Father is silent a moment. He knows this is a sign that they should be gone from this island. The only thing they have found here that he puts any value on is Tupia’s knowledge. ‘I want my men back,’ he says, the dream still in his mind. ’Send a party of marines to fetch them.’

				A party sets off at first light, and returns late in the day, with their uniforms in tatters and their skin covered in cuts, as if they have been ambushed and attacked. ‘The jungle is impenetrable,’ they tell their Captain. ‘We will never find them.’

				Father is angry, but Solander tells him that Tupia has volunteered to accompany them on our ship as a guide to the islands to the west. Father doesn’t need to consider this very long. He think that this one islander for two crew men is a very good trade indeed.

				‘Alright,’ he says. ‘We will be departing in the morning. You had better inform Tupia. And I want all the men on board and all the island women on shore.’

				‘Will we be coming back on our return journey?’ asks Molyneux, thinking of capturing the two crewmen in the future.

				But Father doesn’t answer him. As if he somehow knows that he will never return this way on board the ship.

				2. The First Island in the World


				Father asks Tupia to draw them a map of the lands ahead of them, showing where different islands lie and what peoples they will encounter there. But instead Tupia tells him stories.

				In the first days of the world, he says, with Solander’s help, the sky lay closely embracing the mother ocean and there was no light. Not until the first man, born of their coupling, sailed across the ocean. This man, the great navigator, separated the sky and ocean, letting in light upon the world. He travelled all across the oceans, and one day he took his fishing hook, and piercing his nose with it, drawing blood for bait, he threw it into the water. He let it sink as deep as it could go and he soon got a tremendous bite and pulling on the line he hauled up a chain of islands. Some were small and ringed with reefs and other had tall mountains on them. And in this way, sailing the oceans, underneath the watchful eye of the sky, he fished up all the island of the world.

			

			
				Then Tupia told them how each land that was fished up from the ocean was settled, and how the great navigator mated with the earth and left his descendants on each island.

				Father listens carefully, rubbing one hand under his chin, wondering how accurately Solander might have translated Tupia’s words. He knows the gaps in their understanding of each other are still vast. And he knows that if he records this as it has been told to him in his log book it will make little sense to the Company men.

				‘What do you think it means?’ he asks Solander.

				‘I think they might be metaphors?’ he says.

				‘Metaphors?’ asks Father.

				‘Parables, if you like,’ says Solander. ‘Perhaps the stories are the way they record their histories, as they have no written language, and they are a code, like our written words are codes for meanings.’

				Father thinks on this for some time. ‘So it might be possible to turn these stories into maps?’

				Solander is not sure, but he says, ‘The realms of possibility are vast.’

				As vast as this ocean, Father thinks, looking out the forward windows across the endless blue water ahead of them, wondering how far an islander in a small boat would travel before he felt he had reached the edge of the world.

				Solander comes to Father the next morning and says, ‘It is proving difficult to translate Tupia’s stories into nautical charts.’

				‘How so?’ asks Father.

				‘Because they keep changing,’ says Solander. ‘As the weather might change. As the ocean currents change. What I write down and read back to him, he says is not right the next day and alters it.’

				Father raises his eyebrows. ‘What do you make of it?’ he asks.

				And Solander shrugs. ‘I have thought, sometimes, that perhaps that’s just how the stories are. They change according to a pattern of their own.’

				‘That’s ridiculous,’ says Father. ‘It’s like believing that an island can lie in one position one day, and in another the next.’

				‘Yes,’ says Solander. ‘That’s just how I’ve thought it myself.’

				Following Tupia’s stories, Solander navigates them to a chain of islands. He records over a dozen of them on the ship’s scanners, according them the names that Tupia gives them. Tupia acts as their interpreter and guide wherever they land. They come ashore looking for tradeable goods, but all they discover are crude huts, open fires and dark-skinned men and women who have nothing to offer but their hospitality.

				Banks has been going ashore at each opportunity, to collect biological specimens, but he never seems to come back with any. There is something about his time spent with the island people’s that troubles him though. The people here are very dark-skinned, and stare at us sullenly. They trade, but only foods and goods and have no interest in sharing their women’s favours. As if it is not a currency they would ever consider.

				They anchor at one small island to explore what is concealed behind its thick green foliage. I stay on board with Father and, after watching him at his charts for some time, I go to the underwater observatory set into the hull of the ship. It is a small cramped chamber with a glass base for viewing the world below. I lie there and watch the drift and pull of the waves, the seaweed and coral and fish moving back and forward with each surge. It is mesmerising. I think that this is something that I should study. Surely if I stayed there long enough, staring out at the drift of the current in the silent world below, then I’d discover some understanding of the nature of this vast ocean. Something of worth for Father.

				And then I recall a feeling that sometimes sneaks up on me when I am on the deck of the Endeavour, in the mid-day heat. I feel the cool inviting water fill me with a sudden urge to jump into it. It takes me quite by surprise and I have to struggle to shake off the pull of its inviting embrace.

			

			
				Would Father jump in to save me? If he knew I had fallen. If he thought he could prevent me from dying.

				Eventually we come to an island, at the end of a long chain, that Tupia tells us is the first island in the world. Father has been up on deck observing the thick archipelago of islands we have been cruising through. They seem to stretch off into the cloudy distance, each a little more indistinct than the one before it. They look as if they have grown up out of the ocean about us, and it feels as if more islands might suddenly rise out of the water, surrounding the ship and stranding us.

				But beyond this last island is nothing but wide blue ocean.

				And he is suddenly thinking of the floating island, for that’s what Solander calls it. He says he sighted it again on their scanner, briefly, but then it disappeared once more, as if it had floated over the horizon and far way.

				Solander had asked Tupia if it was the same island they had sighted earlier, but he will not talk of it. He says it is a place they should not think of and should not long to travel to. Father asks Tupia why, and is told because they might reach it.

				So Father then asks Tupia to tell them more about the last island that is now before them, that he has brought them to, and he says that it was the island that all people originally came from and it is where he was born.

				‘Did your parents live here?’ Solander asks him.

				‘No,’ says Tupia. ‘Never here.’

				‘Then how were you born here?’ he asks.

				And Tupia says that all people were born here.

				Tupia guides our ship in close, through a complex maze of reefs that we can see in the light green shallows. The crew look carefully about for signs of habitation. But there are no huts, nor smoke from open fires to be seen.

				‘There is no sign of life,’ says Monkhouse.

				But Banks points to the shallow water before them and says, ‘It is full of life. Starfish. Sharks. Jellyfish. Barracuda.’

				‘All very dangerous,’ says Monkhouse. ‘They are not signs of life. They are signs of death.’

				After Tupia has guided us to a small cove Father leads a boat ashore and no sooner have we stepped upon the island than we find a small crowd of islanders lined up before us. As if expecting us. 

				‘These are my relatives,’ Tupia says, and he embraces each of them.

				‘But you have never visited this island before, have you?’ asks Solander, who is starting to understand in a way the others are still struggling with.

				‘No. Never,’ says Tupia. He goes forward and talks to the people, and they welcome us all by waving green fronds, and they lead us into the island’s cool interior. We go along a path a short distance and are amazed to see a large black stone temple there.

				‘What is it?’ Father asks. And Tupia says that it is first place. Solander takes readings of the stone and measures the building’s dimensions. It comprises a ring of upright black stones, with large black stones atop them, and an altar of some kind in the centre. The rock is as deep a black as a thing that will never be known, and Solander thinks that if he presses his hand heavily against it, it might sink into the stone.

				That evening the people of the island perform a welcoming rite for Tupia and his friends, and they sing and dance in a manner that Father describes in his log later as ‘having obvious fertility references’. To the minds of the sailors and science officers it would be more accurately thought of as stunningly ribald and erotic. Both men and women gyrate their hips passionately, and embrace as if mating with complete abandon. The evening is surprisingly cool, but most of the visitors begin feeling more than a little hot under their collars.

			

			
				Banks asks Tupia several times to explain to him the meaning of some intricate actions. He would explain it, he says, but he has no adequate words for what just is. Banks, completely enchanted by the movements of the women dancers, leans across and asks, ‘Are these women like the women on your island?’

				‘No,’ says Tupia. ‘Different customs.’

				Banks takes their fierce grimaces to him as warning that they will not be as free with their favours, so he just sites and stares wistfully.

				After a while the songs and dances change, and Tupia tells them that these are stories of the voyages over the oceans undertaken by the great navigators. Father watches the way that people become islands and wishes he could understand them better. ‘What are they telling now?’ he asks, as a handful of men and women dance off into the darkness.

				And Tupia says that is the great voyage southwards. They are telling of the islanders who sailed away to the south many, many years ago, and have never been heard of since. It is the dance of the lost tribe and the great unknown south land, Tupia tells him.

				‘Indeed,’ says Father and I can see by the firelight that he now has a similar gaze of passionate longing as Banks has. But his is a longing for their stories and where they might lead him to. And I see Tupia watching the two men and can see that he knows that Father’s longing will remain as elusive to him as these women will be to Banks. But he says nothing of this. He just sits in front of the fire and is warmed by the songs and dances that he knows so well, yet has never seen before.

				3. Terror Nullius


				It has been a long journey across the ocean until we next sight land and I often watch the crew staring over the horizon, and I wonder what they are pondering. The future? The past? Family? It gets harder to remember what I had thought when I stood at the rail of the ship I had been on, looking to the horizon. I like to think that I was remembering happy times in England, at our cosy home in Mile’s End. Mother fussing over the little ones, and Father home from the sea. There were six of us children, four boys and two girls, and young George was born only a few days before Father left on this mission. I imagine he looks forward to meeting him upon his return, not knowing that poor George has passed away too. His spirit now watches over his mother at the family home, filling her with sudden warmth when she is lying abed overcome with loneliness.

				So that is a choice I have to make. Reuniting Father with me, or with young George.

				I stand at the ship’s rail and ponder that. And then I realise that I have probably adopted that same wistful stare that so many of the crew have when they too look beyond the distance.

				I go below to join Father, who sits in the ship’s small conference room now, and stares at the assembled science officers. He has always considered that for every situation there is one immutable factual account, and he has always strived to record it in the ship’s log as such. As clear as the lines of the maps he draws, making the unknown known and the uncertain certain.

				But this?

				It is as if he and his scientific officers are all taking part in different voyages, although all on the same ship. Father has assembled them, along with our native guide Tupia, in the ship’s conference room, and has asked them each to tell their accounts of the past few days. They all agreed on how Solander had found a large land mass ahead of us on the ship’s radar and all had pressed to the rails or windows to see it.

				It was low and a soft green land, different to any we had seen or imagined so far. We slowed the engines and cruised northwards along its jagged and rocky coast, noting the occasional columns of smoke, indicating people lived there. Finally we reached the large sheltered bay where we had anchored, and where the divergences began.

			

			
				Father had already written in his journal that they had seen several natives and their huts when they had come into the bay. I read his fine script, like that of a map caption, recounting how he ordered a landing party to go ashore. There were about half a dozen of the ship’s company, including  the young aristocrat Mr Banks, the bumbling Doctor Monkhouse and Tupia, our enigmatic guide who was the only one of the three he seemed to put any trust in. As they approached the shore, and Father gave young Isaac Smith the honour of being the first out of the boat, two shadow-black near-naked men stepped from the trees to oppose them. The two men threw spears at Father and his men, forcing him to order several shots to be directed at them, wounding one in the leg. The Captain and his men stayed on the beach there a short while and then returned to the ship.

				But according to Banks’s account of things, when they came into the bay there was a woman standing on the shore with two small children gathering shells or some such. All three of the natives looked up as the ship cruised past, very close to them. ‘But it was like they could not see us,’ Banks says. ‘Like they looked right through us. As if we did not exist!

				‘And then, when we went ashore in the launch, two natives stepped out of the forest, shouting at us and waving their spears in a menacing fashion. It was apparent that they were going to attack us, and you then commanded a marine to open fire. I saw one native fall dead, and he was dragged clear by his comrade.’

				Look at the way Father frowns and taps the table before him. ‘Doctor Solander?’ he asks.

				The ever-efficient Solander, who Father thinks is most likely a Company spy yet the only one of his science officers worth his pay and respect, says, ‘I was busy at the console, and was taking readings of a fine sloping sandy bottom to the bay, with no dangers from rocks or reefs. It was, to my mind, a very safe harbour for our vessel. That natives had settled in such a sheltered cove should therefore not be unexpected, and that they might not understand our desire for trade, and mistake it for aggression, would be a result of their primitive state. I can offer very little else from my observation of events.’

				Tupia, who sits next to Solander, as ever, says that he knows nothing about this land, nor how such a large land mass came to exist and not be told of in his people’s stories. He then recounts that when he went ashore he had called out to the black-skinned men on the beach, but they did not understand his language. And when they called to him, he could not understand their words either. They were, he says, people that had never been known. People that had not existed until this day. And when they were shot at, he said, they just melted into the forests, like shadows returning to the darkness.

				Father then turns to Doctor Monkhouse.

				‘When we came into this bay I was on the ship’s deck’ he says. ‘But I saw neither people nor huts on the shore. It was not until we went ashore ourselves that the first natives appeared. Two men. Exceedingly dark of skin and savage of appearance, waving spears in a most threatening manner. I would judge the men to be moderately well-fed, but not living in a land of excess, by their thinness. That they were near-naked and their spears primitive wooden shafts indicates that they have had no contact with any civilising influences.’

				‘Or it might indicate that their land provides them with everything they need,’ says Banks, ‘and they have no necessity to develop technologies of even the most basic kind.’

				‘Even the need to wear clothes?’ asks Monkhouse.

				‘Perhaps,’ says Banks.

				Monkhouse gives him a long level stare and then says, ‘I cannot tell you much more. I cannot even tell you what colour their blood is when they are shot, as their skin is so dark it absorbs all light. In the darkness they would become quite invisible, I’m sure.’

				‘But you agree that one was shot?’ asks Father.

			

			
				Monkhouse waves his hand in the air, as if shooing an insect. ‘The merest of flesh wounds,’ he says.

				Father drums his fingers on the table top again. Uncertain what to make of it. Perhaps he should revise his journal. The Company, who have sent him on this exploring endeavour, are happy to dictate uncertainty, he knows, but never to receive it. Of that one thing he is certain.

				‘We will stay a few days and chart the bay in greater detail,’ he says.

				One of the sailors had gone missing and Father sent a party out to search for him. Could he possibly have run off to cohabit with the natives, as many had done in the islands? But most of the ship’s crew regard the natives here with great caution. They see them occasionally in the woods. Dark forms that detach themselves from trees, take human shape for a moment and then merge back into the landscape. The man returns to the ship the following day. He tells the officers that he had become lost and had stumbled upon a native camp in the darkness.

				‘What were they like?’ Banks asked.

				‘I sat amongst them and they fed me,’ the man said.

				‘Did you learn any of their language?’ Solander asked.

				‘Not a word. We sat in complete silence. I slept by their fire and in the morning they were gone.’

				‘I would not have slept a wink,’ said Monkhouse. ‘I would have been filled with terror.’ He turned to his Captain, but he had not heard him. Father was puzzling whether it might be possible to communicate not by words, but by silence.

				4. The Last Wave


				So we left that Bay of contradictions and travelled further northwards, charting the coastline of this new land for several days before entering a maze of reefs. My father is asleep in his bunk, sedated to alleviate the pain that grows inside him daily, when the collision happens. The impact sends him tumbling to the floor. He rises and looks about him, suddenly quite dislocated. Then he hears the engines labouring terribly. Then the terror of it fills him. They’ve struck the reef!

				He grabs his hat and jacket and heads to the bridge. He finds Mr Banks and Mr Solander there, but Solander is not at the helm. The ship’s surgeon, Dr Monkhouse is, and he looks mortified.

				‘What happened?’ bellows Father.

				‘Something hit us,’ says Monkhouse quickly.

				‘Or perhaps we hit something,’ says Banks softly.

				Father strides across to look at the gauges. The sonar says they have no space at all under the hull. We’ve gone aground! He turns a few dials and moves some other indicators. ‘Damnation and blast it all, man,’ he says to Dr Monkhouse. ‘One shoal for miles about us and you hit it!’

				‘Actually,’ says Dr Monkhouse, keen to defend himself, ‘I’d been managing to avoid a great many shoals for the past hour.’

				‘I’m glad to hear it,’ says Father. ‘Think of the damage you’d have done if you’d hit every one of them.’ He sends the engineers below to examine the damage, and he looks at Monkhouse out of the corner of his eyes and scowls before going below to join them.

				Monkhouse looks at Banks’s smug grin and says, ‘He’d be just as angry if you hit it. Worse probably.’

				‘Yes. Probably,’ says Banks, determined to enjoy every minute of this.

				One of the engineers has crawled into the bilge with a torch and it takes some time before he re-emerges. He’s soaked and Father knows that’s not a good sign. But it fills me with gladness. The ship is sinking. Father may join me. Put his arm around my shoulder the way he puts it around that of Isaac Smith, and teach me things that he’s learned. Tell me all the stories that I’ve never heard during his long absences.

			

			
				‘What is it?’ Father asks the engineer, whose name he is trying hard to recall, but it stays just out of reach.

				‘It looks grim,’ says the engineer, who enjoys this short moment of superiority over his Captain. ‘There’s an almighty big hole in the hull.’

				‘Will the self-sealing chambers contain it?’ Father asks.

				‘Now that’s hard to say,’ says the engineer. ‘Most likely yes. But we’ll need to put into land to effect repairs, and if we hit another reef in doing so, I don’t fancy our chances of the self-sealing doing any good.’

				‘We don’t intend to hit any more reefs!’ Father says angrily.

				‘Oh?’ says the engineer.

				‘We can still make good time with this damage, can we not?’ asks Father.

				‘Ah well,’ says the engineer, ‘That’s another issue altogether, the buckled plates are blocking one of the drives. We can only run on very minimal power.

				‘How minimal?’ Father asks.

				‘We’d be doing well to make headway against a strong tide,’ the engineer says.

				And of course the tide is running against us, carrying us further out to sea where we would founder way out of sight of land, all the crew sinking to the bottom of the ocean as I once sunk. The horror of that is great but it passes.

				Father then asks his engineers to come up with a solution to save their lives, yet it is Doctor Monkhouse who spites me and suggests that they rig sails.

				‘Sails?’ asks Father.

				‘Yes,’ says Monkhouse. ‘Why not? The wind is blowing to shore quite strongly. We’ve the canvas and ropes aboard and I’m sure we could rig a mast of some kind. The engineers must be able to do that.’

				‘Sails?’ asks Father again.

				The engineers fuss about, attempting to construct the mast and rigging while my father, the great Captain Cook, stands on the deck unable to even offer commands to assist them. These men, so skilled with engines, are like children with ropes and canvas, and it takes many failed attempts, before they finally get a sail raised. Then it fills with wind, and Solander, who is manning the ship’s navigation station, says, quite in amazement, ‘It’s working. We’re gaining against the current.’

				Now Father billows like the sails, with a sense of victory, and he stands there at his favourite place on the prow of the upper deck. He can hear the pumps going flat out below him, and he knows that while the going will be painfully slow, we will reach land before we sink.

				So we limp towards the coast, careful to check the depth and reef patterns ahead as we go. Father has banished Monkhouse and Banks from the bridge until we reach land. Mr Solander, the sole science officer still in favour, is beside him and is quite reflective. ‘There may be some fortune that comes out of this for us, you know,’ he tells his Captain.

				‘And what in heaven’s name might that be?’ asks Father.

				‘Well, many great scientific discoveries were chanced upon by accident. Serendipity, you know.’

				‘And what great scientific discovery do you think this mishap will lead us to?’ Father asks.

				‘Ah, that’s the joy of science,’ says Solander. ‘Never knowing quite what you’ll encounter, but having an open mind to recognise it when you see it.’

				‘Well it seems every time I retire for a sleep and leave the ship in somebody else’s hands, I never seem to know what I’ll encounter when I awake,’ says Father, with just the faintest discernible sarcasm.

				‘Exactly,’ says Solander, perhaps thinking he might make Father see things from a scientific point of view before this voyage is over after all.

			

			
				It takes the Endeavour over six hours to reach land, with the incoming tide finally assisting us, and it is nearly dark as we approach the shore.

				‘None too soon,’ says Father. The crew have been getting strangely seasick from the changed motion of the ship.

				Solander doesn’t reply. He’s feeling a little queasy himself.

				‘We’ll run her up onto the beach,’ commands Father, ‘And when the tide drops we’ll be able to access the hull for repairs.’ He takes the helm and steers his ship into a sandy cove. He winces painfully at the sound of the hull grinding on the sand as he beaches her.

				‘Leave the ship lights on and post guards,’ he orders. ‘I’m going to get some sleep. We’ll begin work early in the morning.’ And then he adds to one of the marines, ‘Oh, and don’t let Banks and Monkhouse anywhere near the bridge unless I’m present.’

				Dr Monkhouse is up before Father, just before first light, and keen to make amends. ‘I’ve examined the ship on the outside already,’ he says, ‘and the damage might not be as bad as you think.’

				‘I’ll be the judge of how I think,’ says Father and climbs down to the sand beside his ship. It is leaning slightly to one side, exposing the hole in the twisted plates. He shakes his head. ‘No, Dr Monkhouse,’ he says. ‘Not as bad as I had first thought at all.’

				Dr Monkhouse smiles.

				‘Infinitely worse!’ he says. Then he storms back up onto the ship and goes to wake the engineers.

				Father emerges from the bowels of the ship about mid-morning and goes up to the bridge. ‘Ah there you are,’ says Dr Monkhouse who is standing outside with Banks, watched by a marine, still keen to get back into favour. ‘How are things progressing?’

				Father just grunts. He knows of Monkhouse’s fascination with all the mechanical workings of the ship. Father steps inside the bridge and Solander looks up and says, ‘I’ve something to show you.’ And he points down the beach to where they can see about twenty dark-skinned men and women working on something. ‘We’re not alone,’ he says.

				‘What are they doing?’ asks Father.

				Solander shrugs. ‘They’re gathering driftwood and assembling something.’

				‘A fire?’ asks Father. ‘Are they hostile?’

				‘I don’t think so,’ says Solander. ‘If you look you’ll see they’re laying the driftwood out in a large circle, or an oval shape really.’

				‘What do you think it means?’

				‘Aha,’ says Solander. ‘If we observe them closely we may find out.’

				Father nods and says, ‘A perfect task for Mr Banks and Doctor Monkhouse.’ He looks across at them, still outside the bridge, and then says, ‘I’ll be down below supervising the repairs if you need me.’

				‘And if you need any assistance there. . .?’ offers Monkhouse. But Father is gone.

				Late in the afternoon Banks ventures down into the engine room and finds Father looking very tired. He asks one of the engineers how they are progressing.

				‘Be another day in it yet,’ he says. ‘We’ve got the hole covered so the rising tide won’t get in, but we’ve still a lot of new plates to be welded into place.’

				‘And we’ll probably need the repair strong enough to withstand another grounding on the reef,’ says Father grumpily.

				Banks says, ‘If you’d like a break, there’s something very interesting outside I think you’d like to see.’

				‘What is it?’ asks Father.

				‘Our neighbours down the beach.’

				Father follows him up out of the ship and they make their way down the beach towards the natives. ‘Mr Solander has joined us and has actually been making some progress in communicating with them,’ Banks says.

			

			
				‘What has he learned?’ asks Father.

				‘Well, it seems they’re expecting a giant tide or wave to come and they are preparing for it.’

				I am excited by the idea of that. As if my longing was gathered up from the ocean’s depth into a large wave to draw Father to me.

				‘A driftwood boat?’ asks Father.

				‘Yes,’ says Banks. ‘Of sorts.’

				They are close enough now to see the shape of it. ‘It can’t be,’ says Father.

				‘It appears it is,’ says Banks.

				Solander looks up and says softly, ‘Approach slowly.’ Father nods. The black men and women regard him cautiously as he approaches.

				Father walks slowly around the whole structure, looking at each detail. Banks follows him, stating the obvious. ‘There is the upper deck. There is the bridge. And look, there are the engines!’

				‘How would they know about engines?’ asks Father.

				Both Banks and Solander shrug.

				‘What have you learnt from them?’ Father asks.

				Solander shows him drawings in the sand that he has been making with the natives to communicate with them. There are lines and circles and many patterns that he does not understand. ‘It is something about this wave destroying things.’

				‘Hmmm,’ says Father. Something about these people has clearly captured his interest. He watches Solander squat by one elderly man with grey in his beard, and he starts making drawings in the sand with him. The native draws a ship, of sorts, and keeps gesturing towards Father with his eyes down.

				‘What is it?’ Father asks after a while.

				‘I’m not certain,’ says Solander. ‘But I think they want you to stay with them and captain their vessel.’

				Father’s eyes show his surprise. This was something unexpected indeed.

				‘See this figure,’ says Solander, pointing to something the elder native has drawn. ‘I’m sure that’s you.’

				‘They want you to live with them,’ says Banks, making his own interpretation of things.

				‘Live where?’ asks Father.

				‘They have a village of sorts,’ says Solander, indicating further up the coast.

				‘We could name it Cooktown,’ says Banks, with a grin.

				Father frowns. But he walks around the driftwood vessel once more. He examines it in detail. Watches the way the natives regard him. Then he examines the drawings in the sand in more detail. I can tell the way he sees it, that he is being carried to these people on the wave. Not carried away by it. Not being drawn to me at all. I take a step back from him. Suddenly feeling very alone.

				And he stands there for some time, before saying to Solander, ‘Thank them for me, but tell them that I have my own ship and my own destiny. They must chart theirs themselves.’

				Doctor Monkhouse is proving a greater distraction than ever the next day. He has been down into the engine room three times and keeps asking the engineers questions about the ship, trying to find analogies with the body. Eventually Father becomes angry with him, but in response Doctor Monkhouse tells him that he has been observing him closely and fears he may be suffering from some ailment that is clearly affecting his humour. Father stares at him coldly and says he suffers from no ailment that has not been caused by a doctor, and that the engineers cannot repair for him.

				Late in the afternoon, the incoming tide has embraced the ship once more and Father has all the crew assembled to cast her off back into the water.

			

			
				He has emerged several times through the day to watch the progress of the natives. They have built a fair replica of his ship, he sees, and now more natives have come out of hiding and are assembling around the vessel. Father watches them for some time and then asks of Solander. ‘Do you think this wave of theirs might be a possibility?’

				Solander shrugs. ‘They say it is going to inundate the land.’

				‘They haven’t got the slightest hope of their vessel floating,’ Father says.

				Solander shakes his head. ‘No. I don’t understand its purpose fully.’

				Then Father says, ‘Perhaps Doctor Monkhouse will volunteer to remain behind and captain it for them?’ He turns to Monkhouse who looks even more mortified than the night he hit the reef.

				‘No?’ asks Father. ‘Then I take it you’ve had your fill of captaining for the time being.’

				Doctor Monkhouse nods.

				‘Well then,’ says Father. ‘If you’re going to remain on board, make yourself useful and prepare me a sleeping draught. One that makes me dream of my family at home.’

				And then he steps out onto the deck and looks to the natives. My father. Captain James Cook. The great navigator. Thinking of me after all. And I imagine he is thinking again of that notion of communicating by silence. Then I see a change come over his face and know that it has occurred to him that Solander might have gotten it wrong. They were not building a boat for him to take them to sea. It was to ensure that he left them. I watch him as he raises one hand towards the natives to signal his departure, and the men and women stand as still as shadows and regard him. And not one of them returns his wave.

				5. Miasma


				We wind our way out of the reef system and make our way cautiously to the north where we encounter open waters again. Then we turn west, moving to the western end of the forbidden territories.

				Father sits in his cabin creating charts, filling in all the blanks in the Company’s knowledge. Detailing the shape of the lands we have found, and colouring them according to potential worth. Brown for lands of little value, black for those of some scientific interest, and red for potential riches. His red inks stay unopened though.

				‘Perhaps the next land we sight then,’ Father tells Solander. There are myths and stories of lands of great wealth to the west of the forbidden territories. Islands of exotic spices and narcotics and rare gems. But perhaps they are just stories.

				Two days after leaving the great southern land Solander announces land ahead. The ship slows and we approach it cautiously. We are in the high tropics now and the air is thick and moist, and the land ahead of us is obscured by a thick fog.

				‘What do the scans show?’ Father asks Solander.

				‘They show something that looks like buildings,’ he says.

				That raises Father’s eyebrows. ‘Signs of life?’

				‘None.’

				Father stands at the rail and stares into the fog. ‘Curious,’ is all he says.

				Father leads the shore party of science officers, along with Tupia, and he also lets young Isaac Smith accompany him once more. They are all very quiet as they steer the boat into the fog, and it feels as if it muffles all noise as we draw up to the shore of the island. And the temperature drops significantly, as if we were in the far north.

				We are all surprised to see a wharf, of sorts, appear from the fog. It is stone and covered in green moss and slime. ‘Tie up,’ Father orders and the men tie the boat fast and slip and slither their way up the overgrown stone steps to see what lies beyond.

			

			
				It is a city. Or the remains of a city. Stone buildings half in ruins and festering canals that may once have run with calm water. ‘How old do you think this place is?’ Banks asks, examining the lichens and moss that covers everything.

				Solander looks closely at the shape of the buildings and the layout of the streets and canals and says, ‘They are European.’

				‘Impossible,’ says Doctor Monkhouse. ‘That would mean somebody had entered the forbidden territories and built an outpost.’

				‘And then abandoned it,’ says Father. ‘There are stories of such things. Colonies that were set up and then disappeared. Expeditions that never returned. Perhaps we’ll find some clues here. Let’s split up and see what we can find.’

				Most of the buildings are quite bare, though some show the rotted remains of rugs or wooden furniture. Banks comments that it is odd that we do not hear any birds calling or even see lizards scuttling about on the ground. Tupia is clearly very afraid of this place, I can see, but he is trying not to show it. Young Isaac Smith, however, wraps his shirt tight about himself and visibly looks fearful. Father never should have brought him along.

				Doctor Monkhouse is the first to find anything of significance. Graves. About a hundred of them. The first are marked with ornate stone crosses, while the last of them are little more than mounds of earth.

				Banks and he clear the moss off some of the headstones to try and read what the inscriptions say, but they are too badly worn to make out much. There is one word, or a partial word though, that Monkhouse finds on several of the stones. Miasma.

				‘What language is it?’ asks Isaac Smith.

				‘The word is originally ancient Greek,’ says Doctor Monkhouse. ‘And it used in most European languages.’

				‘What does it mean?’ Isaac Smith asks.

				‘It means contaminated air,’ says the Doctor.

				Father looks at that fog around them and the stagnant waters on the canals and says, ‘I think it is time to return to the ship.’

				While we have been ashore the fog has spread on the wind and reached our ship, and Father wastes no time in ordering us to move further out to sea. But it is too late. During the night men start falling sick with a fever.

				Men take their hammocks, coughing and spluttering and gasping for breath as fluids fill their lungs. Doctor Monkhouse moves amongst the sick men, with a mask over his face, taking samples of their sputum and trying to alleviate their misery.

				Father is worried, I can see, and asks Tupia if he has any stories about a sickness cloud in his lore, but he tells him that he does not. He says that the type of sickness the crew are suffering is unknown to him.

				I can see Father is disappointed by that. Another unknown that their native guide cannot help them navigate. He is overly churlish about this, I think, until I realise that he too has the fever. The next day he stays in his cabin in a fevered sweat and Doctor Monkhouse is at a loss to know how to help him. He worries greatly that Father is already weakened by the unidentifiable malady that creeps within him, and that it may make him more susceptible to this sickness. Monkhouse takes blood samples and looks for signs of foreign bodies invading his system, so that he can determine how to repel them, but he can see no clear sign of any.

				I stand by Father’s bed, more dutiful than any nurse or doctor, and listen with delight to the gurgling of liquids flooding his lungs.

			

			
				‘Soon,’ I tell him. ‘Soon. It only hurts for a moment.’

				But Father proves to have a stronger constitution than I’d hoped for. It is Tupia though, who has the least immunity to the fever and he is the first to die of it.

				Solander watches as his friend fades away before his eyes, imploring Monkhouse to try anything at all to save him. The doctor explains, however, that there is nothing that he can do. The pathogen is unknown to him and the illness is too far advanced.

				‘So what can be done?’ Solander implores him. But Monkhouse shakes his head and says, ‘He will die of this. As will many of the crew.’

				Solander asks, ‘And what of the Captain?’

				‘I do not know,’ says Monkhouse. ‘It might be time to start considering who is to be his replacement.’

				Tupia passes away in the night. Doctor Monkhouse is by his bed and I can see he thinks of fetching Solander, but then he seems to think that it will not help him any to see his friend die in pain. Better to unlock his tortured and clenched limbs and bend the truth in telling Solander that he passed away peacefully in his sleep.

				The doctor lays Tupia’s body out and for the first time examines in detail the intricate web of fine tattoos across his body. They are like maps, he sees. Or perhaps they tell his story in his own language.

				And I wonder if he can remember asking Banks, derisively, if he thought these people could write. He traces one finger along the lines across his body as if it is a language that he has not learned to read. And as he touches him, Monkhouse tells Tupia, ‘I have been having dreams lately about tracking lines across my own body. Like a gypsy woman might trace the lines on a palm. But it felt that I could trace the lines across my whole body, and know my destiny from it. Not by intuiting it, like a palm reader might, but actually read it like mapping the health of the body beneath.’ Then he adds, as if Tupia can hear him, ‘A fantasy, I know. And yet. . . ’ He continues to trace the strange lines and circles etched onto his body, and there is something oddly intimate about it. I doubt he would do it if Solander had been there.

				And Solander weeps over Tupia’s body when he is finally fetched, and shakes his head at both the loss of a friend and the loss of so much they could have learned from him.

				The following day fully one-third of the Endeavour’s men are infected with the sickness. Monkhouse is the only one who knows that half of them may die of it, and he tells each man not to be concerned, as they are not seriously ill. But he watches the way they shake uncontrollably and cry out in pain as every muscle in their bodies aches and contorts. I can see that he feels his medical expertise will be good for nothing other than burying their bodies at sea.

				Isaac Smith does not sicken. Of course. He is promoted to the position of acting Lieutenant to fill the shoes of a crew man who is in a bad way. I suspect he is the only man who will come out of this well.

				But in fact most of the crew are soon out of danger when we are far from the miasma and the men are able to breathe clean air again. A few will not recover though. I can see it on their faces. Some die quickly and some linger on and on until they just fade away.

				The loss of several members of the crew leaves an echoing emptiness around the ship, and sailors turn and call to their shipmates for some time, before realising that they are no longer with them. Then there comes an unspoken pact not to mention the names of the dead again – as if that might protect the living in some way.

				And I wonder if that is why Father never mentions my name?

				‘Where might such diseased air come from?’ Monkhouse asks Banks, when the science officers sit down to examine what they know of the miasma. They sit in the ship’s small conference room, the air conditioner struggling to rid the room of the sickly stench of illness that fills the ship still. They all look haggard and ill-slept, but they are alive. And they know the Captain will recover and might return to duties in the next day or so. Banks answers the doctor’s question by telling him that he knows of some plants that eject poisonous spores when disturbed.

			

			
				‘But what did we disturb?’ the doctor asks the botanist.

				‘What have we not?’ asks Solander.

				I spend the whole time after that by Father’s side. He has once again failed to take my outstretched hand, and joins the men who are returning to health. Doctor Monkhouse, however, has stopped tending to him, and when he asks after him, he is told by Banks that the doctor has died suddenly – along with the ship’s Chief Officer, Molyneux, the ever-seasick astronomer Charles Green, and the young lieutenant whom Isaac Smith had replaced.

				‘He has gone on a distant voyage without us,’ Father says. Then, after a long moment of reflection, adds, ‘We will bury them at sea with full honours.’ I will of course welcome them when their bodies are cast into the waves, but Banks asks, ‘Should we not take them back with us?’

				‘No,’ says Father. ‘We have left little enough of value in our wake already, and what is of more value than our men?’

				The words of a great leader, yes? But that evening he writes in his journal that they have happened upon a new commodity of trade in the forbidden territories. Our dead.

				6. The Last Islands in the World


				Father has had another dream. I look over his shoulder as he jots it into the ship’s log. Trying to capture it before it fades from him. He writes that the ship was heading northwards, searching for the last island chain pulled up from the ocean by Maui, the great navigator, the first man in Tupia’s stories. It was their last chance to find wealth in the forbidden territories, he felt, yet they cruised further and further without finding it, until the seas began to turn cold around them. A chill mist drifted down from the north, wrapping itself tightly about them, and then it began to snow. The ship’s instruments stopped working in the cold, and they had to proceed by listening to the plaintive wailing of the sea lions, that warned them off shoals half-hidden in the fog.

				Ice settled on the ship’s hull like a coast of sparkling diamonds, and Banks took to recording the shapes of the many frost formations as if they were rare and delicate ice flowers. And so they were, for they melted as soon as you touched them.

				Most of the crew, fearful of being in deadly peril, shouted out in alarm as they sighted rocks and whirlpools, convinced we were about to run aground. But Father was able to steer the ship through to safe passages.

				And then, when the fog and the mist and darkness of the north had closed most tightly about them, they came upon a long chain of islands. They were bare wind-swept rocky places that Father inscribed on a chart in the dream as the last islands in the world.

				They ship cruised past each one, looking for signs of life, until they came to the very last island, a low twin-volcano-peaked rocky mass.

				Father wrote that he went ashore and found a missionary there – where no man should rightly have been. He was clad in a long black frock-coat, standing there on the dark beach, as if waiting for him. He bade Father to follow him and he said he would show him the island’s treasures. He led him into the only building on the island, a small church that seemed to be built from drift-wood, appearing in front of them as things do in dreams. Father went inside and saw a long dim corridor, stretching off into darkness, with glassed in cubicles all down one side.

				It was like some kind of a museum, he wrote. Like some distant memory of being in such a place as a youth. I leaned forward closer, eager to see what my father wrote of his memories as a young lad. That was as mysterious and unknown a land to me as this land was to him.

			

			
				But he wrote no more of it. Instead he recounted that he walked up to the first cubicle and looked in. It was a small spartan bedroom. It had a bed and chest of drawers with some religious ornaments on it, and a single chair. He looked at the missionary, his guide, who just smiled at him and then stepped back to allow Father to look into the next cubicle.

				It was just as small. Cramped and simple. And Father wrote that he could not discern if it were a room or a cell. However this one clearly belonged to a woman, from the lace cloths and hair brushes there. He turned his head towards the missionary, and asked him what the rooms were. But the missionary made no reply. Father looked back and saw a reflection in the glass that looked like a face. Was it his own or the missionary’s, he wrote. Then he looked at it closer, and saw that it was neither. It was a woman’s face. A dark-skinned woman, standing there in the room, where he had failed to see her a moment before.

				And the closer he stared at her, the more clearly he could make her out. She was about thirty, he supposed, with dark frizzy hair and a smile full of white teeth. And she looked straight at him. Father took a step back in surprise.

				‘That’s Eve,’ said the missionary. ‘She was one of the first.’

				‘The first what?’ asked Father.

				But the missionary didn’t say. He walked on, inviting Father to look into the next room. There was another woman there – or perhaps the spirit of a woman – if that’s what these were. She also had dark frizzy hair and a dark face. But she just glared at him. Angrily.

				Father didn’t know why the look in her eyes pained him so much, so he stepped away, he wrote, walking down the entire corridor, looking into each room. Or cell. But most were empty, the furniture covered in dust. Some had empty bottles in them. Some had broken furniture. Others had native ornaments cast about on the floor like useless detritus.

				‘Where are the people?’ Father asked.

				‘They come and go,’ the missionary said.

				‘Where?’ Father wrote that he wanted to ask. There were so many things he wanted to ask. But when he turned to the missionary, he saw that he had become a dark-skinned native too, with elaborate tattoos about his face, dressed in the missionary’s frock-coat.

				‘What is your name?’ he asked, and Father said, ‘Cook. Captain James Cook.’

				‘Ah yes,’ the man said. ‘We know you.’

				‘How do you know me?’ he asked.

				‘They tell stories about you.’

				‘What type of stories?’

				‘They say that you sailed across the seas of the world, renaming all the islands that had names already, making people sick and destroying their beliefs. You impregnated their women and shot the men who opposed you. Then you cast nets over the islands and dragged them up into the cold northern climes, far away from the warm oceans the people had once known. And there they had to live, here, removed from their gods and customs and their knowledge of the seas, and even removed from the warmth of the sun.’

				And Father wrote that he wanted to deny it. Wanted to say that he’d never killed people like that. Never stolen land. Wanted to say that it was not the truth. But he could not, for in the dream at least, he confessed, he no longer felt so certain what the truth was.

				7. Cook Loses His Heart to the Native Girls


				And so Father turned the ship south-east, determined to leave the forbidden territories, when we came upon the floating island, drifting towards us out of the setting sun.

			

			
				‘Land,’ says Solander. ‘But it is moving.’

				‘How is that possible?’ asks Banks.

				Solander doesn’t need to answer him. And Father doesn’t even take any time to weigh up the biggest decision of his life. He just commands, ‘Turn west towards it.’

				‘Do you remember what Tupia had said?’ Solander warns. ‘That we should avoid this island.’

				‘Yes,’ says Father. ‘But we will explore it nevertheless.’ He knows this will be the last island we will likely encounter before leaving the forbidden territories, and that means it will be our last chance to discover something of value.

				We come up close to the island and stand off through the night, taking scans, but they don’t reveal what the island might be concealing from us. So the following morning Father tells Banks, ‘You will lead the initial shore party, but report back in two hours.’ But he is gone for over half the day, and Father is just about to send a party of marines to find him when we see him returning to the ship. He has one of the natives with him – a young woman, who looks about her in great incredulity at everything and everybody.

				‘This is truly an untouched paradise,’ Banks tells Father. ‘The people live in total harmony with their environment. They are strict vegetarians, though there is a creature like a wild boar that lives in the jungle. They want for nothing. The island provides them with everything they need. It is more a paradise even than Tupia’s island!’

				‘Which probably means they didn’t ask for his brass button in trade for sex with them,’ mumbles Solander.

				‘Oh, and there’s this,’ says Banks and opens his hand. He holds a huge gemstone, as red as blood. Even Solander is awestruck. ‘Well, well,’ he says.

				Then Banks introduced the girl. ‘I call her Mina. It’s short for something much longer. She asked to come and see the ship.’

				I can see that Father wonders whether she had actually asked, or whether Banks had decided she had asked, regardless of what language or hand signs she had been making to him. ‘Well let her inspect the ship, but then take her back to the island,’ Father says, examining the deep gold of her skin that seems to glisten in the sunlight. As Banks takes her arm to lead her away I can see that she is plainly more interested in our Captain than our ship.

				Later in the afternoon a large catamaran canoe comes out to the Endeavour. It stops just off our bow and the natives on board stand up and raise their paddles in the air. Dolphins leap out of the water behind them. Mina stands amongst them and points to Father.

				‘What do they want?’ he asks.

				‘I think they want you,’ Solander tells him.

				So Father allows himself to be rowed ashore, sitting high atop the catamaran as the natives on shore sing out to him and wave from the shallows. He can see dolphins swimming around them in the clear waters of the lagoon. Upon the island, young girls lay fronds under his feet for him to walk upon and lead him up to the hut of the chieftains. They sit in a circle within, waiting to receive him. Each has a large gemstone around his neck, tied tightly by a woven cord.

				I watch closely as they sit him at the head of the circle and have fruits bought to him. Have young girls sit on either side of him. They wear dolphin-shaped symbols as amulets, I note, and some wear necklaces of dolphin’s teeth.

				The natives tell Father long and intricate stories that he cannot understand, and then they prepare a drink for him that is made from a gnarled root that is ground in a wooden bowl and mixed with water. They pass it to him alone to drink. It looks like dirty water and I can see it leave his tongue numb when he lowers the bowl. But he continues drinking it with the elders until late in the night, and then they escort him to a hut and let him know that it is for him alone to sleep in.

			

			
				And for once Father decides that he will not sleep on the ship. He lies down on a woven mat in the darkened hut and falls into a deep sleep. I sit by him and watch as he waves his arms out from his sides, like he is floating in the warm shallows of the ocean. Like he too has passed beyond drowning. Beyond that pain that constantly gnaws at him, gently ebbing and flowing with the tides.

				I reach my hand out as if I could touch his. And I feel the dream too. Feel what he is feeling. Like we are adrift in the ocean together, discovering the secret depths of the seas here, like the floating island itself, roaming across the waters not as an intruder, but as a part of these waters.

				When he awakes in the morning he feels that he could map the very seabed where the floating island had drifted. He then spends the day in anticipation of what visions he will experience that night.

				Father stays for ten days at the floating island until he has run out of excuses to stay longer. Solander has tested the gemstones and found them to be of little value. Banks has found no valuable plants or genes. The islanders do not even possess metal tools, apart from the few knives that Father has traded with them, and the only meaningful trade to be had is the copious exchange of bodily fluids undertaken day and night by our crew and the island women.

				But they do have the root of visions. Each night the chieftains of the island sat Father at the head of a circle of elders and bade him to drink of the ground root. And each night he had the vision of joining with the ocean. And with each passing night I can feel him closer. Until I do not just feel what he feels, but can almost touch him.

				Until the tenth night. 

				On that night the young girl that he had first dreamed of upon entering the neutral territories weeks before comes to him. I can see her as he sees her. Feel his suppressed desire for her. The island of her mons beckons to him. The warmth of her embrace is like the touch of the tropical sun. The taste of her lips is like ripe fruit.

				Father awakens to find the salty smell of the sea all about him. His pants are as damp as if he had been sleeping in the shallows. And a feeling of unimaginable peace is over him. He has felt he was not just one with the sea – but was the sea. Has felt the movement of all its tides and currents. Has felt he could navigate the vast unmapped oceans with ease. Felt he could chart where the floating island would drift to next. Felt his whole being stretching out over the ocean, understanding its every wave and current.

				He has journeyed with me in the night and does not even know it.

				The root, he believes, is from the tree of knowledge. The Company will prize it greatly. They will use the visions to map the currents of comments. They will use it as the basis for their claim on the neutral territories. His praises will be sung and his future assured. And they will value the way he has come to understand and chart this wide ocean.

				So Father gathers up samples of the root, locking them away in his cabin on the ship, and gives the crew the order to depart, using the only word that could possibly convince the men to abandon the delights of this island – ‘Home!’ he commands.

				The natives line up on the shores to bid us farewell, and weep openly at our leaving. Men and women dive into the water to swim out to us, waving after us. All the crew, including Father, stand at the rails and wave back to them, genuinely sad to be leaving the riches they have found on the floating island.

				One day later we are almost at the edge of the forbidden territories when Father hears the Endeavour lose pressure in one of its thrusters. ‘They’re cooked!’ the engineers mumble to each other. That is an expression of theirs that means they’d had it. That they have been driven beyond a safe limit. They duteously tell Father that they will need to return to the island to undertake maintenance work.

				Father considers this as he paces back and forward impatiently on the bridge. We had, in truth, stayed over-long on the floating island already, charting its movements around the ocean, recording the natives’ language and customs, and discovering the secrets of its women. We are already behind schedule, and Father knows the nameless men in the Company will be counting the days he is overdue in their ledgers, but he cannot see what else he can do.

			

			
				So he orders the ship to turn about, and as we slowly power towards the west a large new moon rises in the sky above the horizon. It is quite red in colour.

				‘What do you make of that?’ Father asks Solander, who is seated by one of the consoles on the bridge, as ever. Solander looks up and nods his head slowly. ‘Ah, I was wondering when we would see that,’ he says. ‘Did you know the natives on the floating island divide their seasons of the year around cycles of the moon? There are the seasons of no moon, the seasons of the moon and seasons of what they call the blood moon.’

				‘The blood moon?’ asks Father.

				‘Yes. Though it is most likely an effect of the atmosphere that causes is.’

				‘How do they observe these seasons differently?’ Father asks.

				‘I’m not sure yet,’ says Solander. ‘I have many hours of recordings to feed through the translation program and it’s proving slow going. It’s a very complex language.’

				‘Not all communication is done by language,’ says Banks, stepping up onto the bridge. Father sees Solander roll his eyes. Banks considers himself somewhat of an expert on the natives now, having slept with so many of them, yet he still speaks scarcely any words of their language.

				Solander has been asking Banks repeatedly about the scarcity of plant specimens he’s meant to be collecting and studying. Reminding him of how he’d once boasted of new drugs, new chemicals and new gene sequences to be discovered.

				‘Too busy on the job to do your job?’ Solander had asked him.

				Banks, as ever, feigns not to notice such vulgar comments.

				After two full days of limping back to the island on half-thrusters, Father asks Solander, ‘What more can you tell me about their customs?’

				‘They appear to have a hierarchical tribal structure,’ Solander says. ‘Everything is accorded a ranking in their understanding of life, from fish down to pieces of fruit. And each has its own story that tells how it must be eaten.’

				And I know that Father remembers a strange red fruit the natives had offered him. Bare-breasted young women held it up to his lips, with the juices running down their arms and sides. They had shown him just how he should hold each piece and eat it. And he remembers Banks’s stories about how particular the women were about how they should mate, as if each had a different position that was hers only.

				Banks has been pestering Solander to tell him if there are any stories of valuable plants amongst those few that he has collected, but Solander always tells him that he has not found any mention of them yet, regardless of what he has found. He tells Father, however, that there is a story of a Great Navigator coming to them out of the east. He tells him that they seem to place a great importance on the direction of the sunrise and the sunset and he has also found many references to the times of light and the times of darkness.

				Father ponders this for some moments and then says, ‘I wonder if they will tell new stories because of our visit?’

				We arrive at the island early the next morning and Father and Banks go to the deck to look for the natives. But there are none to be seen. Father taps his fingers idly on the railing, looking across the lagoon to the deserted huts. ‘Send a shore party to find out where everyone is,’ he says.

				‘I’ll lead them,’ volunteers Banks a little too quickly.

			

			
				‘No,’ says Father sharply. ‘Let’s send a junior office this time.’ He has not slept well the past few nights since leaving the island, his insides causing him pains again, and he is more short-tempered than usual.

				So two marines and a junior officer take the launch and speed across the low waves of the lagoon to the shore. It should rightly have been Isaac Smith, but Father spares him. He and Banks and Solander watch them reach the shore and then make their way up into the darkness of the trees and disappear. They wait for over an hour, with Father annoying the engineers by watching over their shoulders as they begin work on the thrusters, but the shore party does not return.

				‘Prepare another shore party,’ Father says to Banks, impatient to know what has happened. Impatient with those who cannot follow simple orders. ‘And I’m going too.’

				Their dinghy cuts across the water quickly and Banks notices fins slicing the water around them. He narrows his eyes at them a little. For they are shark fins.

				Upon the shore, Father stands where he had stood several days earlier and calls out in the natives’ tongue, one of the few words he knows, the word of greeting. It is made like a long low chanting sound. He calls twice, but there is no reply.

				He looks at Banks who shrugs his shoulders. They walk a little further towards the village and Banks points out a face in one of the hut’s doorways. It is a young woman. Her face is dark and confused looking. Fearful even.

				Father walks up past the cooking fires and calls out again. He does not notice the bones of animals scattered around in the ash of the fires.

				Solander, on board the Endeavour, is working through the translations, trying to piece one particular story together. He is possessed with a great urgency to understand it. The different moons mark something greater than a change of season. As best he can understand it, the blood moon is the time of the shark. And that is a time of darkness.

				Father and Banks have found about a dozen natives, hiding in the huts. They seem different. Their skin darker. Their eyes red and angry. Then Banks sees one of the young women whom he recognises. He calls her name. It is Mina! Banks reaches out and catches her by the wrist. But she turns and quickly bites him on the forearm, then turns and runs into the jungle. Father and Banks are stunned. Neither man noticed that she wore a figure of a shark around her neck.

				Banks sees there is blood seeping through his shirt sleeve. He mutters that Solander will have something sarcastic to say when he’s told of this.

				But Solander is reading it at that moment. He’s found a story about their coming to the island from the east during the time of light, and how the natives greet them and exchange gifts and join flesh with them. Father is clearly referred to as the Great Navigator, who the natives have waited for, for many generations, telling the story of how he will arrive during this time.

				Banks now tells the marines to protect their Captain as he must go back to the dinghy for the medicine kit. He suddenly thinks of new genotypes. Infection. Exotic diseases. Incurable strains.

				And Solander reads how they return from the east, during the time of darkness. The time of the shark. And the joining of flesh is marked by a bite.

				Father watches Banks’s frightened retreat and then steps into the chieftains’ hut. He sees about a dozen men sitting around the fire. They are the same men who offered the drink of visions to him, but they too look different somehow. He greets them with the low moaning chant. His one word. But they don’t return it, nor even his stare, looking around themselves awkwardly.

				And then Father sees the bones in the cooking fire. Sees the remains of a large carcass upon the embers. He remembers Banks’s words that they didn’t eat meat. Sees other bones scattered about on the floor. Too large for a boar.

				Solander is racing through the story now, trying to make sense of it. Going too quickly for every small detail. There is something about killing and eating in the time of the shark. Something about darkness. The darkest of times. Something about death and rebirth.

			

			
				‘Back to the dinghy,’ Father orders the marines in an urgent tone, but he is slow to follow them. He backs out of the chieftains’ hut looking at everything at once. The darkness of their faces. The sharks’ teeth they wear around their necks. The colour and texture of their skin. The burning red colour of their eyes. And then he is outside the hut and finds he is suddenly surrounded by natives. Dark and solemn. Familiar faces, but completely unknown to him.

				I want to tell him that it is all right. That he should not be afraid. But he hears Banks call out, and he turns his head and sees how far he and the marines are from safety. Their guns waver with uncertainty, and Father signals for them not to shoot, certain it will only make things worse. He gauges the distance and the press of the crowd and thinks he can make it.

				And then Solander understands it. The natives will surround his Captain and will knock him to his knees. Will stab him to death in the shallows so that his blood mingles with the ocean’s water and the ocean enters him through the wounds in his body.

				Father moves slowly through the natives, not showing any emotion.

				They will split his skull open and let his dreams and visions leak out to mingle with the sand and sea, to join with and drift on the currents of the wide ocean. Then the women will roast his body over the fire until it is ready to eat.

				Five more steps and he’ll be clear Father thinks. He moves more carefully.

				‘Do not be afraid,’ I tell him.

				Some of his body they will share amongst the tribe. Some they will throw to the sharks in the lagoon as a sacrifice. And some, Father’s hands, heart and liver, they will bring out to the ship wrapped in fronds, so that they can take it away and restore Father for when he will come back to them one day, out of the west once more during the time of light.

				He’s going to make it, Father believes. And then he turns his head and catches Banks’s eyes. Lets him see that he is showing no fear. For I am holding his hand now. As his guide. I remind him that he has seen his own future. That he will travel all the expanses of this ocean and will learn everything about it as he becomes a part of it. All its secrets and riches. Its dark depths and dangerous currents. Together with me. And he determines that he will write that in the ship’s log that evening. Will write his own future. But he sees Banks’s eyes fill with a sudden fear.

				And only the engineers, who always interpret the world through the working of machines, will stare at the remains of their Captain’s body as if they could somehow reassemble him into something almost like a mortal man, and whisper to each other, ‘He’s well and truly cooked now.’

				And Solander will forbid the ship’s crew to fire upon the natives, and will tell them how they will tell the story of the Great Navigator again and again, hoping that he will one day return to them. And through their stories, he says, their Captain will live forever. As he will. As eternal as the restless ocean currents that could no more be charted by a mortal man than one could hope to chart any man’s soul or his destiny.

				You can spend your life staring over the far horizon hoping for a glimpse of that, but never see it.
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				What is it about you and Captain Cook? my wife sometimes asks me. And like all good questions relating to writing, it is a hard one to answer. I write a lot of Cook stories. I have travelled to many of the places he travelled to. I have stood on the sandy shores of Botany Bay where he walked, and I have stood on the stony shores of Kealakekua Bay in Hawaii where he was killed. I have even crewed aboard the Endeavour replica, climbing high into the rigging and looking down on that small ship in the vastness of the Pacific Ocean.

			

			
				Cook is an itch that I have to scratch. Something about his voyages that encapsulates discovery and mapping the unknown and first contact with new peoples, and boldly going where no (white European) man had gone before, intrigues me. Like if we can just figure out a new way to understand his voyages and their impacts we will have a new way of understanding the world. Life. Everything. 

				And isn’t that the point of creative endeavour?

				His voyages changed the way that people thought about the world, opening up new vistas of the imagination. And of course opening up new opportunities for exploitation. 

				He was the first Captain Kirk. The first Ancient Mariner. The first European great song cycle of the Pacific.

				But I have also talked to many Pacific Islanders and Indigenous Australians about Cook, who can see him quite differently - as the first exploiter, the first coloniser, the first bringer of disease. 

				Cook can be seen in so many different ways depending on our perspective, and so perhaps it needs new perspectives for us to gain new interpretations and new meanings.

				Perhaps, for instance, we don’t really see the vast cultural gap between Cook and the peoples he encountered, as they are both so far from us in development and time. So my Cook strikes out into the Pacific in a ship powered by engines and equipped with radar. We now see the chasm between the cultures more starkly.

				Perhaps.

				And Cook the man, Cook the myth, Cook the demi-god, is grounded in my telling by the narrative voice of his dead son, who is journeying with him. Longing to be with him. 

				That was one of the few considered structural elements in the stories that make up the Cook Song Cycle, or ‘The Seven Voyages of Captain Cook’ as I have titled it. The rest of the stories were written more intuitively. Based on dreams. Based on speculative wanderings. Mapping out the direction as I went, never quite knowing what was over the horizon.

				Not every reader that I have let see ‘The Seven Voyages of Captain Cook’ gets it. But that’s okay. As a writer your first responsibility is to scratch that itch, to try and find the magic words that make sense of the questions in your head. That soothe that creative unease within. 

				You need confidence in your own voice and confidence that somebody else somewhere is going to get it.

				I thank Dimension6 for getting it.

				Craig Cormick has written over twenty-five books of fiction, non-fiction and children’s fiction, and dabbles in all kinds of genres, perpetually looking for those magic patterns of words that open portals and change perceptions. He has been chair of the ACT Writers Centre, Writer in Residence at the University of Science in Penang, and an Antarctica Arts Fellow.

				He also works as a science communicator and is the current President of the Australian Science Communicators. 

				His writing awards include a Queensland Premier’s Literary Award, the ACT Book of the Year Award, the Tasmanian Writers Prize and a Victorian Community History Award. His most recent books include the Shadow Master Series, published by Angry Robot Books.  

				www.craigcormick.com


				https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Craig_Cormick
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				Why Dimension6?


				PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

				Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

				Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 

				Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

				Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

				The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 

				That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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				Next Issue

				The next issue of Dimension6 will be available free for download on 7 July 2017 with all-new fiction from Robert Stephenson, Nathan Burrage, Simon Petrie and J Ashley Smith.

				You can download Dimension6 by visiting the Dimension6 webpage. 

				We’d like to thank our affiliates for helping spread the Dimension6 word.

				AntiSF


				Canberra SF Guild 

				Cheryl Morgan 

				Sharon Johnstone 

				Tracie McBride 

				Mark Webb 

				Jonathan Strahan 

				Pulp Fiction Books 


				Bookonaut 

				Undead Backbrain 


				Robert Hood 

				Cat Sparks 

				Jack Dann 

				If you’d like to join our affiliate program, email me at keith@coeurdelion.com.au

				You can also sign up for our MailChimp List to get instant notification of the next issue.
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