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The Boy in the Wooden Chest





Years ago, in the Archduchy of Waldland, on a night when the wind was strong and the waves were high, a boy washed ashore in a small wooden chest. The chest took refuge in a nest of boulders at the foot of a cliff. It swayed there for hours as the surf crashed on either side, threatening to sweep it away to be gobbled by the deep.


The boy in the chest was a babe, scarce a year old. He wore a white linen cap and nightshirt, and was bundled tight in a fine woollen blanket. The sound of the waves was a comfort to him after the screams he’d heard before the chest had been sealed. Now, as the surf threatened to destroy him, the infant dreamt he was rocking in his crib.


Meanwhile, up the coast, a stumpy man of lumps and bumps stuck his shovel in the sand and cursed to heaven. It was the grave robber, Knobbe the Bent.


Knobbe plied his trade in County Schwanenberg, in the archduchy’s eastern reaches. Tonight, the raging wind had promised a shipwreck – two or three, God willing – so Knobbe had scrambled down the steep cliff path to the beach, hoping to plunder the bodies of the drowned. For hours, he’d prowled the coast, checking the spots where the tide deposited its gifts. He’d found nothing. Not a single corpse. Not even a skeleton dislodged from the seabed, its bony hands still covered in rings.


Knobbe cursed and scratched behind his ear, dislodging a beetle from his matted hair. He began the trek home to his cave, but at the foot of the cliff path he stopped. What was that sparkling in the moonlight? His heart danced up his throat. It was an oak chest, bobbing in a cluster of boulders, the sides inlaid with teak, the lid studded with jewels!


The grave robber dragged the chest to higher ground and prised off the lock with his shovel. Inside, he saw a rich woollen blanket wrapped around some hidden prize. He unspooled the wrapping, hoping to find treasure – perhaps a carved ostrich egg or an ivory horn encrusted with gold. Instead, he came face to face with the baby.


Knobbe screamed in shock and tossed the baby in the air. It landed on the sand and started to wail.


‘Shut your yap,’ the grave robber yelled. ‘It’s me what should be crying.’


He consoled himself with small mercies. The blanket would keep him warm; the jewels on the chest could be pawned; and the chest itself could be used to stash loot. The baby was another matter. Maybe it could fetch a reward?


Moonlight rippled off the waves and the wet limestone cliffs, revealing a carved crest on the inside of the lid: an eagle’s head spewed lightning bolts above two unicorns dancing on a bed of wreaths. Zephyrs blew from the left. The sun shone from the right. A few Latin words scooped the bottom.


Knobbe grunted. The crest was not from the Archduchy of Waldland. The boy was from far away. There would be no reward. Best to leave him on the sand where he lay, then. After all, what good was a baby?


The grave robber made a knapsack with the blanket, put the chest inside, and swung it over his shoulder. ‘Farewell,’ he said to the infant.


The boy had stopped crying. He looked up at Knobbe with big solemn eyes.


‘Don’t play your baby tricks on me,’ Knobbe warned. ‘Your sort are all alike. Sneaky little schemers, out to make a fellow weak.’


The infant crawled towards him.


‘Don’t come crawling to me, neither. If you want to beg, beg to them what locked you in that box and tossed you into the sea.’


The infant continued his advance.


Knobbe retreated. ‘Stay back! I’ll take my shovel to you!’


The infant gurgled.


‘So I’m funny, am I? Good night to you then!’ Knobbe hawked a great gob, turned on his heel, and began the long climb home.


Halfway up the cliff, he stopped, leant against the rock face, thumped the ribs over his heart, and gasped for air. What would become of him when the years piled a weight on his shoulders more crushing than stone?


It was then that a thought emerged, as a ghost ship out of the fog – a thought that caused the grave robber to look down at the tiny creature who’d wriggled his way to the base of the path.


In no time, the brat will be walking, talking, Knobbe thought. He could be my lookout. A few years more, he’ll be able to dig and tunnel and cart my gear. Then, in my old age, he can tend me.


He’d have to raise the lad, but what of that? A strip of weasel or rat meat would do for feed.


Knobbe descended the cliff. The infant was laughing in wonder, now, at the glittering crabs that skittered from the rocks and sand holes to the sea.


‘You, boy, you’re mine,’ the grave robber said. ‘From this day forth, you’re to obey me. Your name shall be Hans, a name as simple and unimportant as you yourself. Understood?’


He hoisted the baby up by its armpits. On its right shoulder was a little birthmark shaped like an eagle. Damaged goods, oh well, who was he to complain? Knobbe plopped the boy into the chest, and hauled him up the cliff to his cave. He had himself a son. And the infant Hans had found a new life as the grave robber’s apprentice.
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Growing Up Grave Robbing





Hans and Knobbe were hunched at the fire pit outside their cave watching the sun go down. Knobbe scratched his bald spot.


‘It’s over twelve years since you washed up,’ he said. ‘Counting your baby time, that makes you thirteen or thereabouts. Think of it. You’re all of your fingers and some of your toes.’ Knobbe had never been to school, but he knew how to count. At least up to twenty.


‘How old are you?’ Hans asked cautiously.


‘Older than all the hairs in my nose. But don’t you go changing the subject.’


Hans closed his eyes. When Knobbe was fixed on a subject, he was like a vulture circling a dead rabbit. There was no distracting him till he’d picked the subject clean. But what exactly was the subject? Hans nervously traced the little birthmark on his shoulder, waiting for the grave robber’s thoughts to land.


Knobbe wormed a string of old squirrel meat from between his teeth. He stared at it gravely. ‘I’ve been a good father to you.’ It was what Knobbe always said when he wanted something.


‘Yes, Papa. If it weren’t for you I’d have been ripped apart by seagulls.’ It was what Hans always said when he didn’t want to get smacked on the head.


‘I spared you from foxes, too. And from the Necromancer,’ Knobbe continued. ‘Oh yes, if it weren’t for the rope that tied you to my belt when you was an infant, his little minions, the Weevil gang, would have stolen you whilst I was digging up Herr Blooker’s grave. Your brains would’ve been ground up in the Necromancer’s skull pot with a little pumpkin seed and hedgehog dust. You’d have been turned into a spell for the devil.’


‘Yes, Papa.’


‘But most of all, I’ve given you honours,’ Knobbe intoned. ‘Honours that lead to the greatest honour of all: initiation into the Grand Society of Grave Robbers.’


What will the honour be tonight? Hans shuddered.


When he was a child, the honours had been easy. Knobbe had hidden him behind stone slabs in various county churchyards while he dug holes in the ground. Hans’s honour was to make a birdcall if he heard someone coming. When Hans had realised there were people in the holes, Knobbe’d told him they were friends of his who’d had a tiring life and gone there to sleep. Hans’s new honour was the privilege of staying quiet so he wouldn’t wake them.


Hans had asked Knobbe why he dug up his friends if they wanted to sleep.


‘It’s a game of hide-and-seek,’ Knobbe’d replied. ‘They hide in the holes. My job is to find them. When I do, they give me their brass buttons.’


And other rewards besides buttons. Hans had discovered these by accident. He’d always wanted to see the inside of Knobbe’s bounty box – the chest in which he’d been washed ashore – but Knobbe had made it clear that it was off limits. Still, the chest held mysteries for Hans. Where had he come from? Who were his parents? Did they love him? Miss him? And the greatest mystery of all: who was he? Who was he, really?


One day, Hans’s curiosity had got the better of him. While Knobbe was away, he’d opened the chest and stared in wonder at the carved crest on the inside of the lid. He’d run his fingers over the eagle spewing lightning bolts, the unicorns, the winds, the sun, and the strange words. Then he’d rummaged through Knobbe’s collection of rings, buckles, brooches, and snuffboxes to see if there were other carvings in the wood. At the bottom of the chest, he’d found a cloth bag. It was filled with gold teeth.


That’s when Knobbe’d returned. ‘What are you doing in my bounty box?’


‘Nothing.’


Knobbe’d grabbed the chest and hugged it tighter than he’d ever hugged his son. ‘This bounty box holds presents promised me by my friends when they was alive. They’re things the dead owe me.’


‘Even their gold teeth?’


‘Especially their gold teeth. They’re all I have to remember them by.’


Once, Hans had suggested his father might sell these presents, especially the jewellery. With the money, they could dress in real clothes instead of burlap sacks, and have a house in town.


‘A house in town means neighbours, and neighbours means questions,’ Knobbe’d replied. ‘Best to keep to ourselves, selling the pretties one at a time as needs be. Besides –’ and here he’d tapped his nose – ‘you wouldn’t want someone spotting their family’s rings on other people’s fingers, would you? Pretties must be kept till those who remember them are underground.’


‘But Papa— ’


Knobbe’d held up a hand. ‘There are things you’re too young to understand, my boy. Things you’ll know when you enter the Grand Society of Grave Robbers.’


As Hans grew into a wiry young man, the ‘little honours’ his father bestowed on him had become more physical. After years of digging in the damp, stony earth, Knobbe’s right shoulder had ballooned like a pumpkin, while the bunions on his large, hairy feet bulged unto bursting. So Hans was obliged to carry shovels, ropes, and crowbars, and to dig down till he tapped a coffin. Then he’d scramble out of the hole, leaving Knobbe to deal with the dead.


Yet crawling in and out of graves was getting harder on the old man’s bones. Thus, tonight, Hans was not entirely surprised to hear his latest honour:


‘In three nights’ time, there’ll be a new moon,’ said Knobbe. ‘On that night, you shall rob your very first grave single-handed, and enter the Grand Society of Grave Robbers.’


Hans felt sick. Knobbe was blessed with a weak nose and a strong stomach; Hans was not. When the grave robber toiled in the holes, Hans closed his eyes and dreamt of daylight, birdsong, and the roar of the sea. He couldn’t condemn the man who’d saved his life and raised him since childhood. Yet the idea that in three days he’d be robbing a grave himself was unbearable.


Knobbe smacked Hans on the side of the head. ‘What’s the matter? I offer you the greatest honour of your life, and not a word of thanks?’


‘I’m sorry, Papa.’ From the corner of his eye, Hans saw a turkey vulture glide past the cliff edge and over the sea. It hovered, then swooped through the dusk towards the distant turrets on Castle Hill. Oh, to be a bird, to soar free, high above the earth, Hans thought. Oh, to be anywhere but here.


He rose unsteadily to his feet.


‘What is it, boy?’ Knobbe growled.


‘It’s . . . I’m . . . It’s . . .’ Hans swallowed and swallowed and swallowed. His arms circled limply at his sides.


‘Spit it out.’


Hans could barely hear or think or breathe. It was as if he was under water, drowning. His feet began to move, all on their own, one in front of the other.


‘Where are you off to?’


Hans neither knew nor cared. He swayed to the crag beyond the fire pit and started to run, bounding out of the barrens and into the gathering night. On and on he ran, through Potter’s Field, past the churchyard, into the village, his bare feet pounding the cobblestones outside the baker’s, the blacksmith’s, the tinker’s, the tailor’s, and over the bridge by the mill. Back in the country, guided by starlight, he turned off the road, jumped over a ditch, and tore through fields and groves till he could run no more. He dropped to his knees by a stand of bulrushes at the foot of Castle Hill.


Hans froze. He’d crossed into the estate of the Count and Countess von Schwanenberg and of their daughter, Angela, the Little Countess. If he were caught, there’d be trouble. Yet Hans was powerless to move. He could only gaze up in wonder at the castle above him. From the barrens, it looked impressive. Here, so close, it seemed a miracle of God.


Hans lay on his side and imagined life within its gilded walls. How glorious it must be for even the lowliest of the lowliest servants. Maybe they had to empty chamber pots and clean out the stables, but at least they never had to rob graves.


Hans made a promise to the stars: ‘One day, I shall know who I am. From that day forth, I shall live in the light, breathe clean air, and never again have to crawl with the dead things.’ Then his eyelids flickered shut and he drifted into a sleep far deeper and more troubled than the grave.
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The ‘Little’ Countess





‘Prepare to die, Boy!’ howled the Necromancer. ‘I’ll drain your blood to feed my ghouls!’


The Boy hung from a hook on the back wall, his wooden head and limbs smudged with dirt and clay. A line of hideous creatures, suspended by strings, scraped towards him. Out of the dark a voice rang out: ‘Halt, O Spectres of Hell! It is I, Angela Gabriela, Avenger of God!’


The line of ghouls stopped in its tracks. The Necromancer trembled. Angela Gabriela was about to swoop in, wielding her Sword of Justice.


Only she didn’t. She was distracted by a snore – a screechy snore as loud as a hog at market that echoed around the little turret theatre.


The Countess Angela Gabriela von Schwanenberg had had enough. She stormed from her perch above the puppet stage and marched through the side curtains to confront her audience, the Necromancer marionette swinging from her right hand.


The usual suspects were in attendance, propped up on a row of mismatched castle chairs: Lord Forgetful, Lady Bottoms-Up, Mistress Tosspot, and General Confusion. Angela knew they were innocent. After all, they were nothing but pillows and cushions sewn together and draped in costume finery, with button eyes and horsehair wigs. The fifth audience member was another matter altogether.


‘Nurse!’ Angela exclaimed. ‘Nurse!’


Nurse blinked in midsnore. Seeing Angela, she clapped wildly. ‘Bravo, Little Countess! Bravo!’


‘Stop calling me “Little” Countess. I’m twelve. In barely a month, thirteen!’


Nurse pursed her lips, adjusted her spectacles, and took up her knitting, an endless grey shawl that had fallen from her ample lap on to her sewing basket. ‘Oh my!’ she muttered, so Angela could hear. ‘A full grown-up countess still playing with her dollies.’


Angela flushed. ‘They aren’t dollies, they’re marionettes. And if you don’t stop ruining this rehearsal, next week’s production will be a disaster. Please, Nurse. Mother and Father will be coming. I need them to like it. I want to make them proud.’


‘Then do a lute duet with the music master. That would be far more ladylike.’


Angela bristled. ‘Puppet troupes are serious business. They perform at all the great courts of Europe.’


Nurse glanced heavenward. ‘Aren’t we a little big for our petticoats? Here you are in a child’s nursery, talking about the great courts of Europe.’


‘My theatre is not a nursery! Father imported it from Venice. The curtains are velvet. The stage is oak.’


‘Indeed,’ Nurse mocked. ‘And the audience is stuffed with goose feathers.’ She winked at the pillow-head slumped to her right. ‘Isn’t that right, Lord Forgetful? You’re not quite up for a ball at the palace, are you?’


‘Be as mean as you like,’ Angela said. ‘Plays matter.’


Nurse snorted and took a gander at Angela’s newest creation. The marionette’s body was wrapped in a dirty velvet shroud. The arms and legs sticking out from it were goose bones. The head was an owl’s skull, its eye sockets empty.


‘What fiendish thing is this?’ Nurse whispered.


‘If you bothered to watch my rehearsals, you’d know,’ Angela said, barely hiding her hurt and fury.


Nurse clutched her chest. ‘I asked you a question. What have you made? What have you done?’


‘I’ve made the Necromancer, as if it isn’t obvious. See the bits of dried leaves I glued to the bones to look like his scaly skin?’


‘That doll of yours will summon the creature himself.’ Nurse trembled. ‘He’ll sweep up from his lair in Potter’s Field, him and his crows. He’ll enter your dreams. He’ll ruin us.’


‘For heaven’s sake, Nurse,’ Angela sighed, ‘if the Necromancer could really speak to the dead and make evil spells, Father would do something.’


‘Even your father dares not touch him,’ Nurse said. ‘Oh, Angela, his power is real. Ask anyone in the village. Destroy that thing!’


‘No!’


‘Then I shall!’ Nurse exclaimed, and grabbed the puppet in both hands. Angela darted about her, screaming to get it back, but Nurse was on a mission. She dashed the owl skull on the stone floor, broke the goose bones across her knee, and wrapped the shards in the velvet shroud.


‘You had no right to destroy my puppet,’ Angela cried. ‘I am the Countess Angela Gabriela von Schwanenberg!’ She tossed her golden curls in fury and strode to the turret window, chin up, chest out.


‘A countess doesn’t sulk,’ Nurse said.


‘I’m not sulking,’ Angela snapped. ‘This is an intermission.’


‘Is it now?’ Nurse removed the crucifix from her neck and tied it tight around the unholy bundle. Then she returned to her chair, placed the broken puppet in the bottom of her sewing basket, and laid her knitting on top.


Angela gazed out of the turret window to the barrens on the horizon. All she cared about was her theatre, but Nurse was right. It was a nursery. Despite her titles she was a child, a girl, a nothing. Her future? To marry some stranger and be stuck in his castle far from home. Her only pretending would be pretending to be happy.


As if she wasn’t pretending to be happy now. I’m all alone, except for my puppets, she thought. Mother and Father haven’t time for me, and who can I play with? No one.


It was true. An only child of noble birth, she could hardly mingle with the village urchins, and the offspring of other counts lived so far away they might as well be dreams. Except for Georgina von Hoffen-Toffen, who’d been a nightmare. She’d mocked Angela’s theatre and called her silly. Then she’d married Archduke Arnulf and drowned in a bath of milk. So now who was silly?


Angela sniffed and turned her gaze north to the sunny farms that led to the great forest and the far mountains beyond. She thought of the ghost marionette she’d made of Georgina, and of the others. The one of herself, of course, and of the Necromancer, and of the strange, mysterious Boy from the barrens. He starred in all her plays. Sometimes he was a rogue, other times a wretch, or a hero who’d save her from the Wolf King, said to live in the great forest with his monster horde. Nurse had noticed Angela’s interest in the Boy. She called it unnatural. Then again, Nurse found everything unnatural except for her Bible and her knitting.


Still, why did Angela think of the Boy? He was a peasant – a nobody – with hair as brown as dirt and a pale complexion ruddied by clay. He stood alone in ditches when her family’s carriage passed by, or at the edge of the village square on feast days. Angela imagined she’d need a perfumed handkerchief over her nose to get within ten feet of him. Yet when he glanced at her, she always blushed and looked away.


Angela gasped. No sooner had the Boy crossed her mind than her eyes had drifted to the bulrushes at the foot of Castle Hill – and there he was, asleep. How wonderful to come and go as one pleases, she thought. How wonderful to be free.


But what was he doing on her estate? Should she call the guards? If he were caught, he’d be in trouble. But if he was up to no good and she did nothing, whatever he did would be her fault. What was he in real life: hero or villain?


‘What are you looking at?’ said Nurse.


‘Nothing,’ Angela fluttered. ‘It’s time to get back to the rehearsal.’


‘Not so fast, my girl.’ Nurse had a nose for mischief, and it was twitching up a storm. She made her way to the window, propped herself against the casement, and had a good squint. ‘God spare us!’


‘From what? He hasn’t done anything.’


‘Oh, but he will, my love!’ Nurse pointed to the county road.


It was then that Angela realised Nurse wasn’t frightened of the Boy. She was terrified at the sight of the twenty soldiers galloping toward the castle. In their lead, a team of stallions drew a fearful black carriage. It bore the standard of His Royal Highness Archduke Arnulf, ruler absolute of the Archduchy of Waldland.
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Prisoners





The archduke’s troops tore into the courtyard, leapt from their horses, and stormed the entrance hall. Angela heard a torrent of noise below – her parents’ cries, the servants’ prayers, and a clang of armour bounding up the stairs. She ran to Nurse for protection as four soldiers burst in. One tossed Nurse to the ground. Another, the size of a house, hoisted Angela over his shoulder.


‘Put me down,’ she shrieked. ‘I’m Countess Angela Gabriela von Schwanenberg.’


The soldier laughed and whisked her to the staircase. Angela pounded his back, bruising her hands on his heavy chain mail. ‘My father will have you in irons.’


The soldier knocked her against the wall like a sack of potatoes. Angela tried to bite his ear, but got only a mouthful of helmet and hair. Descending into a blur of confusion, she saw maids and valets herded into a circle by six of the archduke’s men.


Next thing she knew, she was being carried across the courtyard to a carriage with bars on the windows. The soldier swung open the door and tossed her inside. She landed hard on a wooden bench. Her parents were seated opposite. Angela wanted to throw herself in their arms, but she was afraid to shame the family.


‘Chin up,’ her father said tightly.


‘All will be well,’ her mother echoed.


The driver cracked his whip. The archduke’s horses reared with a fierce neigh and flew down Castle Hill. Angela peered between the bars and watched her home disappear in a whirlwind of colours and dust.


‘What’s going on?’ she asked, struggling to control her voice. ‘Where’s the archduke?’


‘He’s with the archduchess at his palace,’ her father replied, as if everything was normal. ‘We’ve been summoned for an audience. The soldiers are escorting us.’


‘Has Nurse been taken too?’


‘I believe we’re His Highness’s only guests,’ her mother said.


‘Guests?’


‘Yes,’ her mother said discreetly. She fanned herself. ‘An invitation to the palace is a great honour. Don’t fret. Nurse will attend to things while we’re away.’


Angela looked from one to the other as if they’d gone crazy. That’s when she saw her father’s knuckles pressing up through his silk gloves and the lines on her mother’s face breaking through her powder, and realised her parents were as frightened as she was. They had no idea what was happening either and, whatever it was, no power to stop it. It was the first time she’d ever seen them helpless, and it scared her to death.




*





There followed a hard, three-day ride to the archduke’s palace in the capital. The carriage followed the coast. It stormed up rugged cliffs, hurtled along craggy beaches, and rattled over perilous bridges spanning rivers and steep ravines. Between the window bars on the left, Angela glimpsed the brilliant blues and whitecaps of the sea. To the right, she saw fields and woods sweeping north to the far mountains.


The soldiers paused to change horses at various of the archduke’s country stables, stationed at intervals along the way. During these stops, they poked a little dry bread and cheese through the bars for food.


The count and countess wilted faster than cut flowers. By first nightfall, they’d loosened the heavy satin ruffles at their throats. By dawn, they were using the ruffles to wipe their sweat. And then, dear Lord, they took off their wigs. Angela had never seen her mother’s hair before – a close-cropped grey – or known that her father was bald. It was a shocking sight, like seeing them naked.


She looked away. When she looked back, she caught them staring at her with longing and regret. Her mother inched her fingers forward, and instantly pulled them back.


‘Mother?’


‘I was just wondering . . .’ her mother said awkwardly. ‘That is, I wasn’t sure . . . but if it would please you . . . would you like me to hold you?’


Angela hesitated. ‘I’m not sure. I’m almost thirteen. Would it be all right?’


‘I think so. Yes,’ her mother said. In a heartbeat, Angela was pressed to her chest. She was glad there was no one to see. Especially Nurse.


Her father cleared his throat. ‘We could tell each other stories. That would pass the time.’ He stroked a damp ringlet from Angela’s forehead. ‘You’d planned a puppet play for us, I think. Tell us about it. Your stories are always so good.’


‘Do you mean it?’ Angela asked. ‘You like them?’


‘Of course,’ her mother said in wonder. ‘Didn’t you know?’


Angela shook her head.


‘Oh, my darling.’


In no time, Angela was acting out her entire play. Her forefinger shrouded in a handkerchief became the Necromancer. Her little finger, the Boy. The role of Herself was played by a thumb. She thrilled as her parents cheered and applauded and praised her more than they ever had at the castle.


Angela closed her eyes and for a moment the carriage prison disappeared. She’d always wondered if her parents loved her. Now, she not only knew it, she felt it. And she knew that she loved them back, and always would, more than anything in the world.
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