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Figure 1: Map of the British Peninsular


Thursday 21st August 1924

Martlet

Deputy Prime Minister James Pentecost paced the upper gallery in the Houses of Parliament. He was anxious and fretful as he took out his pocket watch. Barely a minute had passed since he last looked. “Bother the girl! Where is she?”

From the floor of the Parliament chamber Prime Minister Aiden Fawkes looked up to the gallery, opened his arms and mouthed “Well?” to Pentecost.

Pentecost shrugged, helpless. The official State Opening of Parliament was shaping up to be a disaster of historic proportions.

Fawkes turned and muttered to the Member of Parliament for Bath and Wells, Field Marshal Oswald Hansen. Hansen’s usually intense and animated face was serene. He placated the Prime Minister and encouraged him to sit. Fawkes sat on the edge of the front bench on the government side, fidgeting and glancing occasionally to the regalia box and the opposition’s benches on the far side of the chamber.

In four minutes the King would enter the chamber. According to the carefully choreographed ceremony, the King would then take his seat. The Master of the Watch was to take the ceremonial orb and sceptre from the battered burgundy red box on the debating table, and present these symbols of monarchy and power to the King.

Only they were not in the box. They hadn’t been for almost a year. They were last seen just after the previous year’s opening of Parliament. Pentecost knew it, Fawkes knew it, Hell’s donkeys – even the tea lady probably knew. And yet events were unrolling with a nightmarish inevitability.

Outside, Martlet was running through Bristol’s central park towards Parliament, a bundle wrapped in sacking in her arms. A hundred yards behind her six policemen ran hard, sounding their whistles whenever breath allowed.

A soldier in ceremonial uniform turned to see the commotion. He assessed the situation and turned to his walking companion. “Never fear, Deirdre, I’ll have this sorted momentarily.”

He slunk down into a wrestler’s stance, ready to grab Martlet as she came close. “Hold it lass! Let’s be having you!”

Martlet was furious. She panted out “Haven’t. Got. TIME for this!” as she approached.

The soldier grinned and grabbed hold of Martlet. Only… she wasn’t there. With inhuman speed she had switched direction and now launched herself from the soldier’s outstretched leg on the other side. The soldier screamed at the crunch of his knee, but Martlet was propelled forward and over a hedge into the grounds of the Houses of Parliament.

The policemen yelled at the soldier to get out of the way, then looked around for Martlet. Deirdre pointed along the path, and the policemen continued on their way. Deirdre glanced towards the hedge and smiled as she saw Martlet pull a small service doorway closed behind her.

Inside the chamber invited dignitaries were starting to fill the benches that had been installed for the Opening ceremony. The Master of the Watch had moved to the table in preparation for his small role in the proceedings. He had one hand on the box.

“Hello Deputy Prime Minister, looks like a good turnout for the event?”

Pentecost was startled by Martlet’s sudden appearance at his side. “What? Where are the regalia?”

Martlet shrugged. “I don’t have them. Oh look, they’re getting ready to start!”

A liveried bailiff shouted in a stentorian voice. “Prithee be seated!”

The aisles cleared as the last of the attendees found their positions and sat in preparation for the arrival of the King. It was important to the bastions of ceremony that all should stand as one for the King’s entrance into the room.

Suddenly there was a loud cracking of wood as the rearmost bench collapsed, sending assorted gentlefolk of good breeding spilling across the floor.

Pentecost glared at Martlet as she stifled a giggle. Realisation dawned and he looked down at the Master of the Watch. The Master didn’t appear to be unduly concerned by the commotion behind him. He was facing the head of the chamber and both hands were resting on the burgundy box.

“Your doing?”

“Me? I’ve just arrived. Came right up to watch the ceremony with you, Mr Pentecost.”

Pentecost gave her a stern eyebrow-raised look. She relented. “Well yes. And I had a little help, I couldn’t risk crossing the House floor myself.”

“You have always had a way with recruiting assistance for your schemes, Martlet. The Master of the Watch, of course.”

“And someone to cause a distraction – I had no idea what it would be. Come on, you have to admit seeing England’s finest go sprawling on their arses was a little funny, right?”

Pentecost grunted, but a smile hovered around the corners of his mouth.

The broken bench was removed and the dignitaries were told to stand in place as the King swept into the chamber in a riot of ermine, velvet, and crown.

“Prithee stand for the King!”

It was a ragged performance, but Pentecost breathed a sigh of relief as the sceptre and orb were taken from the box and accepted by the King.

The Prime Minister looked up at Pentecost, a big dopey grin on his face as he chanced a discrete thumbs up at waist level. Oswald Hansen’s urbane manner had slipped; there was a distinct look of shock on his face.

“Thank you Martlet, glad you managed to recover the regalia. Only just in the nick of time mind you, but all’s well now.”

“Oh those aren’t the real ones.”

“WHAT?”

“As far as I can make out, someone had them melted down last year. Look at Oswald Hansen. Wouldn’t you say it looks like he wanted them to be missing? I can’t think why – perhaps he has someone in mind to blame for their loss? I’d watch my back around him if I were you.”

Pentecost looked down at Oswald Hansen who was politely applauding the end of the King’s speech. Oswald’s smile was painted on with a manic intensity, but the overwhelming emotion he projected was a burning, malignant fury.

England’s Avarice

Tudor Jones squinted in the sun. He was sweating after his long climb up from the beach, and up a further hundred steps within the towering lighthouse.

He paused to catch his breath before turning to the black-clad man waiting for him at the railings. Behind them the lighthouse’s lamp sat dormant within the heavy rings of a Fresnel lens.

“Morning Barbican! Aren’t you sweltering in that long coat?”

Clive Barbican turned to him, his face stoney and impassive. “Unlike you, Jones, I know how to pace myself. I saw you, scrambling up the steep path like a goat. A wiser man would have allowed more time and taken the longer route.” He pointed to a winding path that gave a gradual ascent from the small huddle of fishing shacks at the island’s Northern end.

Tudor grinned. Barbican had the appearance, and probably the metabolism of a turtle.

Tudor surveyed the windswept island, the lustrous grey-green sea, and the waves crashing white-foamed onto rocks two hundred feet below. “So, this has to be by far the most unlikely meeting place for two senior Buckthornes board members. What do you have in mind?”

Barbican pointed to the high-power binocular telescope mounted on a post at the edge of the platform. “Take a look through that, tell me what you see will you? I have it all set up, no need to move… For pity’s sake man. Back to the right a little – see it?”

Tudor smiled inwardly at having irritated Barbican with an unnecessary adjustment to the binoculars. “Some kind of island? I see lots of buildings in the middle, there must be a very steep hill, because the buildings have to be hundreds of feet above sea level. I can see a decent sized boat right by the cliff. It has those dark red sails, like a Thames sailing barge.”

“Not an island, not as such. The town of Splinterton. Those buildings are built on a platform held aloft above the sea by enormous stilts. You’re looking at the remnants of an ancient volcano, Jones. The cliffs are a protective wall, all that’s left of the volcano above the water. The town itself sits on the submerged basalt plug. God help me, many’s the time I’ve wished the volcano would erupt and wipe out that abomination.”

Tudor stood and raised an eyebrow. “Why? What did they ever do to you?”

"Should never have existed. That’s the last openly pantheistic settlement in Europe. They were on the point of being wiped out five hundred years ago, yet they were allowed to build their little wooden town on sticks. And you know what? They prospered. It became a convenient neutral location for trade between France, Wales, and England, so we let them remain independent.

Now they are protected under international law. Never mind what ungodly perversions they preach.

They have this cosy little “we’re all in it together” mentality and almost everyone potters around with some little cottage industry or other. Not a solitary honest to goodness Corporation between them. Where’s the profit in that?"

Tudor shrugged. “Where’s the profit in us worrying about their little top-of-a-volcano idyll?”

Barbican looked him squarely in the eye. “They have things we need, Jones. Things that could bring us great profit. What’s more, Splinterton should be under English governance. And what England governs, Buckthornes profits from. It’s the established order of things.”

Tudor bent to the telescope again. “Doesn’t look like they’ve got much. If they have, why don’t we just take it?”

Barbican leant against the railing "Looks can be deceiving. They have mineral wealth, and the technical know-how to extract it from the heart of that old volcano. If we knew how they did that, we could exploit the technology in volcanic regions throughout the English empire.

But we have to be stealthy. England must appear always to operate from a position of high moral authority in light of the Three Nations international treaty. Also… it is rumoured that Splinterton is protected. I consider that to be absolute tosh. If they were so mighty, why do the French and Welsh navies have to patrol these waters?"

Tudor stood back. He took a cigarette from a silver case and offered one to Barbican, who accepted. “Very well, I’m all for a bit of fun if it can turn a profit. What do you have in mind?”

“For now we wait. I have a couple of people on my payroll on the island right now, but they are idiots. Low level government with little knowledge and less imagination. Soon I will have more effective agents in place, and we’ll see what they uncover that could be of use to us.”

“I wondered why you dragged me out here for this, Barbican, but I get it now. Nothing like seeing your objective in the flesh to focus one’s efforts. Shame really, it looks quite pleasant in a sad run-down way. We’re going to give them hell.”

Practical Diplomacy

Horse hooves clattered on the cobblestones of the streets, echoing from the buildings around the entrance to the Bristol docks. The rain had passed, leaving puddles and slick wet stone reflecting white moonlight and the gentle yellow glow of gas lit street lamps.

Arthur Greenock pulled down his hat and raised his collar against the cool night breeze. A trickle ran down the back of his neck from the upturned collar and he gave an involuntary shiver.

He paused for a moment, ducking into the shallow inset of a doorway. He looked along the two streets that merged with the dockside road opposite the doorway, and listened for any sound of pursuit.

The muted clacking of footsteps paused briefly, then Arthur heard the change in cadence as a young woman crossed the cobbled street and walked towards the warm glow of a pub. The sound of a piano and cheerful drunkenness spilled out as she pulled the door open and let it close behind her.

He shrugged, thinking “You’re jumping at shadows, Greenock. Just a working girl. Probably worried you were going to jump out at her as she walked past.”

Arthur hurried on, knowing that he was already late. Behind him Martlet watched him leave. When he was out of sight she slipped from the pub doorway and walked briskly to a nearby phone box.

She gave a number to the operator and waited impatiently to be connected.

“He saw me. Outside the Dockers Arms. Looks like he may be going to the Guildhall, there’s not much else in that direction. Well yes, apart from a couple of brothels of course. Want me to check in at the Guildhall? No? Very well, goodnight. I’ll be in the city for a few more days if you need me again.”

Arthur found the alleyway that led to the back of the old Guildhall. Walking along it, the light from the street lamps soon faded away. Tall buildings blocked any illumination from the moon. He fell over a pile of refuse hidden in the shadows. He landed heavily on a soggy mattress, he thanked the Mother that his fall was broken, then cursed softly when his trouser leg was soaked in chill water.

No choice, he had to use a torch if he was going to find his way along the alleyway. He pulled the square device from his pocket, the parabolic reflector on the front catching on his coat pocket as he pulled it free. He held the lens to his chest and slid the top switch.

A little light leaked out into the alleyway and he saw several pairs of tiny eyes light up around him. He turned the torch forward, pointing it towards the ground. The rats froze in place. As he moved forward they ambled out of his path, or continued eating from the discarded kitchen waste that littered the ground.

Arthur reached the heavy black rear door of the Guildhall. He hesitated, wondering if he should knock on the iron-studded oak. A movement from the window to his right. Through the dusty pane he caught a glimpse of a shock of brown hair and a pale face, washed out by the light from his torch.

The door was opened and Bryn Jones let him in. “You’re bloody late! I’m going to be honest with you, I nearly left you to it! I’m supposed to be giving a bloody speech in a minute or three!”

Arthur grinned at his friend. “Go on, quickly. I’ll follow you shortly and find somewhere at the back of the room to stand, preferably out of sight.”

“Yes. Well. Remember we’re on dodgy ground here. Technically the Welsh delegation can invite consultants to this meeting, but the English may not take kindly to it. Just stay quiet and don’t make a fuss, understand?”

Arthur shooed Bryn away and took off his hat and coat. “I’ll be along shortly.”

Arthur had other things to check on before joining the back of the public audience in the main hall.

On his left sleeve Arthur wore the red and blue lightning bolt of the All-England Union. He made his way to tonight’s objective with an unhurried and casual air, acknowledging the covert recognition signs of the few Unionists he passed amongst the back stage crowd.

At last he located the main speaker at tonight’s rally. Member of Parliament Field Marshal Oswald Hansen was pacing around a private function room. A door opened briefly as a young man left clutching a clipboard. Arthur counted at least a dozen people in the room before the door closed again. Hansen was talking excitedly, striding with manic intensity and gesticulating wildly.

“Well, I’m not getting in there.” Arthur looked at the transom window over the door. He couldn’t eavesdrop in this busy corridor, but perhaps there were other options.

He entered a dark adjoining room, and quietly pulled a table close to the door that connected with the private function room. Careful to avoid being seen, Arthur eased open the top of the transom window and used a mirror to watch the proceedings.

Hansen was engaged in a verbal sword fight with several seated men who were checking of items on their lists.

He crossed the room and pointed on one of them. “After I talk about strength through clear direction and unity of purpose you say?”

“Er, one moment, you’re going out of order. I say ‘But how do we know the rest of the Union of Kingdoms will stand with us?’”

He looked up. Oswald was livid. “Forget the order! I set the order! Me! Get it? You better be ready, no matter what! And make it snappy! Pow! Pow! Pow! The plebs need to be fired up, and that’s your job. I don’t want you letting me down tonight. Get it right!”

“Perhaps a short break, Field Marshal? A restorative powder perhaps?”

Oswald turned away from the target of his anger, flinging out his hand in disgust.

In a quieter voice he said “Yes. Just a little something to focus the mind perhaps.”

A moment later a look of tranquillity came over him, and the frown eased into a predatory smile on his gaunt features.

He turned to the “heckler” who was frantically reviewing his lines and cues. “Sorry if I’m shouting, I’m cutting back on the laudanum and I’m a bit on edge. You know how important this is tonight? For all of us?”

“Yes sir, I won’t let you down sir.”

“See you don’t. How long do we have?”

“You’re due on stage right now sir.”

“Good. We’ll give them five more minutes, build the tension.”

Arthur stepped down from the table in the next room. Time to find a place at the back of the room near the Welsh delegation. He took off the sleeve flash and left it in a waste bin at the door.

An hour later Oswald Hansen was energised and triumphant, basking in the fierce approval of the crowd.

To open his speech he had raised them up, praising the hard-working English dockland workers.

Then he had invoked the spectre of foreign forces working against them, he had instilled the fear of unfair competition, of factories and docks closing, of no more work for shipbuilders, of starvation and rampant crime.

He left them wallowing in the darkest depression, bringing on another speaker to list other countries and how they were breaking their treaties with England.

Then he stood again and gave them hope. He showed them a path to a powerful England, rising as a force for God and Law, a beacon that would bring light to the whole of Europe. The crowd were howling with militant fervour.

Bryn Jones found Arthur at the back of the hall. “What are you still doing here? We’re getting out while we still can, this crowd is turning ugly!”

Arthur nodded and joined the Welsh team, easing their way as best they could through the tense, excited crowd.

From the stage Oswald Hansen called out “I see our esteemed guests from the green valleys of Wales are leaving! Give them room, let them go. Give them a warm friendly slap on the back if you want, from me.”

“Oh, and I heard we had an uninvited guest from Splinter Town Island too. Watch yourselves over there. Stay on our good side, or we’ll come for you, Splint.”

The crowd started jostling the small Welsh contingent. Arthur saw someone pull back to punch Bryn. He pushed forward and took the blow on his shoulder, urging Bryn through the doorway and out into the hallway. The door was closed behind them, and Arthur and the Welsh delegation were escorted out of the building by hard faced Unionists.


Sunday 31st August

Sunday Afternoon

Splinterton creaked in the sun, its silver-grey wood cracked and baking in the heat. Walkers in tawdry Sunday finery strolled arm in arm along the Promenade. Some leant on the parapet with their backs to the rising jumble of tenements. Far below them, heavy oily waves washed against the ancient trees that formed the foundation and skeleton of the town.

At the centre of Splinterton Minnie sat in front of her ebony and brass telephone exchange. Her hands flew from line to line as she connected callers across the town. The shining plug-board gleamed from the loving care with which she polished it every day. Every cord she touched, she checked for chafed fabric coverings or perished rubber insulators around the brass plugs.

Minnie hoarded the town’s memories; she knew secrets and scandals, every birth, adversity, triumph and death. She sat in the shadows, providing a humble service at the core of the town. Her true age was known only to her, but there were none within the town who remembered a time before Minerva Eccles.

Far above Minnie, the day’s fire watcher stood with her back pressed firmly to the central mast of the Crow’s Nest lookout tower. She peered queasily over the low railings to the jumbled rooftops of the town a hundred feet below. Nikki was fourteen years old, and this was her first day of three months of civic duties. She hoped that tomorrow she would be assigned something a little closer to the town’s decks.

Nikki took a deep breath and after once again checking her safety line, started walking around the central column. Far to the North she could see the hazy coastline of Wales, and when she dared to inch her way round to the opposite side of she would see the cliffs of French-occupied Devon.

She recited the instructions she had been given at the start of the shift, “Look north to the Mumbles, scan left to St Ignatius’ spire, sweep south to the Great Hall and the Baron’s Palace. East to the Sailing Barge dock, north to the Apollo Theatre, then finish off back at the Mumbles. Next sweep, same again but this time only halfway out to the edge of the town, then start quartering. Then keep doing it until I’m bored out of my plunkin’ mind.”

Far below Minnie’s cluttered rooms were the mussel-scrapers. They climbed the twisting stairs beneath the Promenade and clambered with practised ease over seaweed-slick beams. Working industriously they filled knitted nets with wild-growing things, some of which only the truly motivated would consider food.

The sea was calm. A small group broke away from the crowd of scrapers working in the cavernous shadows under the town. Taking a boat, they rowed across the caldera bay to the oyster beds at the foot of the basalt rim wall that surrounds Splinterton.

Behind the Great Hall the Baron fussed over the birds in his aviary. He frowned then wiped his nose when he saw a fallen fledgling at the bottom of the finch cage, an expression of abject loss on his face. With a shrug he reached in and grabbed the still-warm bird. He threw it across to the owls and raptors on their perches by the East wall, where it was snatched from the air by the small but speedy peregrine.

To the North, the grizzled Watchmaster trained his binoculars on a convoy of sailing ships on their way to the Welsh capital city Cardiff or  Bristol, the capital of England.

The Watchmaster noticed a set of sails breaking away from the convoy. He picked up a heavy black Bakelite handset, cranked the bell handle and muttered into the phone.

Minerva manipulated plugs in the switchboard to connect the call through to the Harbour Master’s office. Far to the East, the phone was answered before the third ring. The Watchmaster spoke into his phone. “Jed? Send out the launch, we have an incoming passenger vessel.”

Jed leaned out of the open top half of his cabin door and spotted a young boy sitting on the jetty, his dark skin glowing with warm highlights in the sun. The boy was poking with a long stick at a dead fish floating belly up in the assorted debris trapped in a corner below the decking.

“Mitch! Go tell your Dad to get the launch ready! The Clipper will be here in half an hour!”

Mitch gave the fish one last prod and grinned up at the Harbour Master.

“Ok Mr Jed!”

Jed reclined in his comfy chair, glad to be going back to his book instead of taking a long walk to the dock. “Well, go on then! Don’t dilly-dally!”

Abram pulled down the heavy canvas-wrapped steam tube with a boat hook, snagging onto a ring at the side of the bulky bronze valve assembly. It fit snugly onto the steam inlet of his boat, and he quickly cinched tight the locking ring. Putting on heavy leather gauntlets that reached up to his elbows, he opened the boat’s inlet valve just a touch to ensure that the connection was steam-tight. The residual pressure in the boat’s tank rushed into the valve space, but there was no leak.

Satisfied, Abram opened the inlet valve all the way. Mitch sat on the dock next to the boat, watching him fuel the launch from the enormous overhead steam tank. A banshee wail roared as the boat’s tank took on steam, growing fainter but rising in pitch as the pressures equalised. When the boat’s pressure needle was well into the green range of the dial, Abram closed off the overhead tank outlet valve, then the boat’s inlet valve. He picked up the long wrench to disconnect the pipe.

“Dad! Wait!” Abram turned to the boy.

“Good lad, what do we do before we take off the pipe?”

“First you have to clear the chamber, dad. Don’t want to get in the way of locked-in steam!”

“That’s right son. Awful lot of heat even in that little chamber.”

Abram made sure that the vent was pointing away from both of them, then turned a handle on the valve to release the pressure before removing the hose.

“Go tell your mum I’ll be home for supper, it’s too late for any of the passengers from that Clipper to go back on this evening’s tide.”

Thomas Arrives

It was late in the day. Thomas Hughes climbed out of the steam launch and pulled his rolling trunk up onto the landing jetty.

Abram said “You’ll need a hand getting that trunk up to the Promenade level, put it on the platform over there and we’ll hoist it up. Get your landing papers ready, you’ll need to give them to Jed in the Excise house at the top of the ladder.”

Thomas nodded and followed the other passengers from the Launch. He had already surmised that he was the only Mainlander during the short voyage on the Clipper. The returning Splintonians had a conservative functional style to their garb, and would have looked no more or less out of place on the Mainland if they had visited any time in the previous forty years. Looking at the ladder, he smiled when he realised why Splintonian women tended to wear britches rather than dresses.

The dock moved slightly under his step. The whole structure covering perhaps an acre was floating, moored between wooden pillars to allow the dock to rise at least twenty feet from its current position. He suddenly understood why the climb to the Promenade level was so vertiginous – Splinterton was subject to tides far exceeding those he had experienced during holidays to the seaside on the mainland.

He reached for the ladder and started climbing. For the first time he was touching the ancient timbers of Splinterton. He had heard that the oldest structures were more stone-like than wood, but the feel of it in his hands was a revelation. This simple ladder was hundreds of years old.

The climb was more tiring than he had anticipated. He paused half way up and looked through the ladder to the space beyond. Quite clearly he could see an articulated stairway that could be lowered down to the dock.

“Hey skipper?” he called down.

“Yes?”

“Why aren’t we using those stairs, rather than this ladder?”

Abram laughed “Think about it son, tell me when you work it out.”

As he reached the promenade and looked around for the Excise house, Thomas heard the hoist engine kick into life and with much creaking start to bring his trunk up from the jetty. He leaned on the railing looking down at the jetty, and across at the mooring posts with their weed covering scuffed by the rising and falling of the rings to which the dock was attached.

“Got it! The stairs are for when the dock is in a specific position of the tide, otherwise it would be at an unusable angle, right?”

Abram laughed and gave him a thumbs up, then turned and backed the Launch away from the dock, heading towards a boat shed just to the North.

Thomas was pleased with himself for solving the conundrum, but then he scratched his head. When exactly would the dock be in a set position long enough for it to be worth unfolding the stairs? Puzzles upon puzzles – I have a lot to learn about this place, he thought.

The Excise house was brightly lit and Thomas sat on a bench awaiting his turn to be interviewed by the harbour master.

Thomas Interviewed

“Purpose of visit?”

“Well, as it says there on the visa, I’m a cultural exchange student.”

“Don’t get smart lad. I can have you locked up and sent back on the next Clipper. Why are you here?”

Thomas swallowed. It wasn’t supposed to be like this, he had heard that the Islanders were friendly and welcoming. Suddenly he felt hot and itchy, but he desperately did not want to fidget in front of this minor official. He decided that humility and flattery were his best options.

“My dad spent six months here when he was my age, he said that now that I’m apprenticed into the family business, I need to learn how the whole of Splinterton works together. He said it was the best preparation I could get before University fills my head with guff.”

“He did, did he? So he would have been here sometime around the turn of the century?” Jed seemed somewhat mollified. “And you plan on being here the same amount of time?”

“I think it was in 1900. Yes sir. I have the receipt here for my landing fees, deposited into the Caulkins and Wiggins bank, and I understand that I’ll be on the Civic Duty roster for my keep for the duration of my stay.”

“Wait here. What is your Father’s name?”

“What? Oh, Edward. Edward Arthur Hughes.”

Jed left Thomas fidgeting in his chair in the little interview cubicle and went into the back office. He picked up the phone, cranked the handle and waited for Minnie to answer.

“Minnie, we have a cultural exchange here. I dunno what it is, but something doesn’t feel right to me. His name is Thomas Hughes, says his dad was here on an exchange visit in 1900. His dad’s name was Edward…”

“Yes yes, I remember him. It was 1902. Decent lad, got into a couple of scrapes early on, but turned out fine. Married a Splinterton lass a couple of years later, Muriel Frankes her name was, but everybody called her Molly. Ask him his mother’s maiden name.”

After confirming with Thomas, everything went smoothly. Jed issued him his landing papers and gave him a town map.

“You’ve been allocated a room in The Mumbles,” Jed jabbed a finger at the map. "here in Northern Splinterton. I’ve written the address on your landing papers. It’s your own room, but in a shared house, so you’ll have to muck in and help with food and cleaning like everyone else – they’ll sort you out when you get there.

“Take tomorrow for yourself, explore the town, get to know your way around, then Tuesday morning at eight o’clock meet me at the harbour master office – it’s the one with the big clock on the roof on the promenade, here.” He pointed to a spot on the map.

“Until we get you set up on the roster, you’ll be working with Skipper Kedge’s crew, that’ll keep you busy enough. Off you go then. You’ll need to go up two levels to get to the streets marked on that map, but there are ramps you can pull your luggage up.”


Tuesday 2nd September

The Sail Loft

Thomas Hughes sweated in his unfamiliar Splinterton dock worker’s uniform. The loose but wind-proof blue fisherman’s smock over a bulky woollen jersey and heavy-ribbed brown corduroy trousers were comfortable enough. Even the borrowed mid-calf length waterproof boots fit well, but he felt ridiculous.

“Sir, could I not just wear my regular clothes? I have some work clothes that I wear when I’m working in my father’s machine shop.”

“You’ll be glad of those when you’re out on the sea. Good Splinterton clothes, they are. Keep you cosy when the waves sweep over the boat.”

Thomas waited for more. He didn’t feel that Jed had answered his question. Jed continued writing, and Thomas walked around the Harbour Master’s office, inspecting the many items hung from the walls.

Jed finished writing and closed the massive ledger on his desk. He turned and looked at Thomas, who was studying a collection of knots in a showcase on the office wall.

“I dare say you’ll be able to tie a few of those by the time you’re done today, lad. Come on then. Abram’s crew is preparing the Remembrance for dry dock. She got a bit banged up in last month’s storm, needs some tender loving care. You can help put her sails up in the drying loft.”

Thomas followed Jed out of the office and down a ladder to the floating dock area. It was close to low tide now, the climb was at least ten feet further than his previous ascent when he arrived in Splinterton’s launch. He looked around at the newly revealed base of the rim wall, and spotted small waves breaking around a low rock in the middle of the waterway. “Well, that doesn’t look very safe!”

Jed followed his gaze and nodded “We we call it Old Tom. He can rip the bottom out of any boat if the skipper doesn’t know what they’re doing.”

“Why don’t you dynamite it? Make the channel safe?”

Jed raised an eyebrow. “You’re plenty ready to rip up our town aren’t you? Been here just a couple of days, young Tom wants to tear down Old Tom.” He laughed, breaking off in a wheezing cough.

“If you’re around for a Processional Tide – that’s when the seabed is exposed for half a day – you’ll see that’s just the tip of a twenty foot spike. Old Tom comes in handy if you know what you’re doing, though – see those scrapes on top?” Thomas nodded.

“Well, when sailing barges like the Remembrance come into harbour, they can lower their leeboard and ground it on Old Tom’s head, then pivot right round it to turn into the unloading docks. Wouldn’t catch me risking a boat for it, but the skippers say it saves them a quarter hour of faffing around.”

After rounding a corner, Thomas saw the sail-drying lofts for the first time. The Remembrance was docked underneath a row of outlandishly tall, skinny sheds. They looked like a line of outhouses for giants.

As they got closer, Thomas saw a rope descend from the underside of one of the sheds, and watched someone on the boat reach for it with a boat hook. Only then did he appreciate the full scale of the scene. The sheds were perched twenty feet above the barge, and stood at least sixty feet tall.

“Hold up Abram!” called Jed. “We have a Mainlander apprentice working with you today – how about we have him draw up the sails?”

Thomas grinned “Cultural exchange student actually…” He trailed off under a withering look from Jed. Abram turned to him and grinned.

“Ah yes – Hughes isn’t it? I remember ferrying you from the Clipper on Sunday. Well, climb on up into Number Four shed and meet the lads, we’ll have a brew before pulling the sails, we’ve been working since just after dawn.”

Thomas was introduced to the crew, starting with two stocky brothers who appeared to be twins – Thomas didn’t catch their names.

Robin was a slightly older lanky man with glasses. He had a haircut that could only have been styled using a coal scuttle – flat across the forehead, sweeping down in a curve across the ears, then flat round the back at collar length from earlobe to earlobe.

The last to be introduced was Nigs, the shortest of all the crew but powerfully built, with an easy smile and the strutting walk of a rooster.

Unanimously they decided that they wouldn’t call him Thomas, because they already had Tom The Baker, the world-famous Skipper Thomas Filtre, Tom The Pub, and of course Old Tom in the harbour, so it would all be too confusing – they’d just call him Mainlander, or ‘Lander for short.

The group broke up into separate conversations. Thomas leaned over to his nearest neighbour. “Hey Robin, why is he called Nigs? Some kind of nickname?”

“He really doesn’t like his name. If you fancy chancing a wallop round the jaw just you try calling him Nigel!” Robin grinned.

Thomas was taken over to a large winch. He felt a touch of vertigo when he looked through the opening in the floor. Thomas could see the end of the line arcing down to the deck of the Remembrance tied up to the jetty far below. The line was hooked into one corner of the mainsail, which lay puddled and wet on the deck.

Nigs told him to start winching the sail, then went over to the other side of the shed and started untangling and winding lines, storing them in labelled cubby holes.

It was back-breaking work – for every turn of the handle, the sail lifted barely an inch. Thomas still felt that despite the gearing of the winch he was lifting a fair proportion of the sail’s weight. After a few minutes, Nigs wandered over and threw a lever on the winch and looked up into the rafters. “Alright lads – ready when you are!”

Fifty feet above them the twins jumped a six foot gap from the gantry on the side wall of the drying shed and grabbed hold of the line. Just below them Robin gave a wild yodelling call as he jumped even further from the back of the shed and caught the line – sending both the twins swinging in long lazy ellipses. Nigs threw the lever back and the sail immediately started lifting as the winch pulled in the slack line by itself.

“How is that happening?” asked Thomas. Nigs grinned up at him. “You didn’t think you were raising the sail by yourself, did you? Well, ok, you did a bit, but mostly you were just loading a line tensioner.”

The sail rose up and the people on the line came down until they were evenly balanced. The sail was the colour of old blood, it filled Thomas’s vision. It took up almost all the space in the slot that reached from side to side in the floor of the loft.

“Ok Lander – start winding, don’t leave those guys hanging!”

Thomas set to with the winch handle. This time the winding was much easier. The sail rose smoothly. Soon the sail was entirely within the loft, and Robin was dangling a few feet above the floor. He came down the line hand over hand and Nigs threw the winch lever again. He, Robin and Thomas finished winding the sail up until the twins could come down from the line.

Nigs nodded to Thomas, who through the lever for the final time to  clamp the sail in place. The twin with the moustache – (Thomas struggled to remember his name, Brian? Or was this one Greg?) – shook the cramp out of his hands, all ruddy with the effort of holding the line for several minutes.

“Not bad Lander – not bad at all, though I could have done with you being a bit quicker on the winching, you’re going to have to bulk up a bit!”

“Me bulk up? Why don’t you use a power winch? You have steam pressure to power that little boat that picks people up from the mainland clipper, and there’s electricity for lighting and your telephone system, why are you jumping on ropes and winching by hand?”

“Ah now, well I look at it this way. There’s things you have to do, there’s things you can do, and then there’s things that are fun to do. This way is just more fun.”

Through the Darkness

“Alright Thomas, that’ll do for today, just pick the remaining cordage up off of the floor and put it in that empty bunker on the end. We’ll sort it out tomorrow.”

Abram looked around at the rest of the crew, who were all finishing up odd tasks and talking quietly. “Well, the Remembrance is pretty much squared away, we’ll tow her over to the cradle dock on tomorrow’s high tide. Anyone fancy a pint at the Pig and Whistle?”

“Are you buying, skipper?”

“Cheeky monkey, you should be buying me beer for being such a kind boss and letting you off work early, you miserable slackers. Alright, first round is on me, since it’s a special occasion, what with our new temporary crew member visiting. You’re up for a pint, Tom?”

Thomas hesitated – he had promised to help cook that evening, but with the aching in his shoulders and limbs the thought of sitting down with a pint did sound very tempting. He started to demur.

“Oh don’t worry about that, I’ll call ahead to your house block and let them know you had to ‘work late’ tonight. Come on then. Robin, why don’t we show Thomas the quick route?”

Robin grinned. “You’re going to like this Lander. I’ll bet you’ve never seen anything like this on the Mainland!”

Instead of climbing down from the Sail Loft to the dock area as Thomas expected, Robin went up a level and opened a door in the back of the loft that Thomas had not previously noticed.

“Watch your step here, Lander, there’s a distinct lack of what we in the trade call ‘a floor’.”

Robin stepped across an eighteen inch gap into a dark hallway leading into the bulk of the town. Thomas stopped before stepping across and looked at the gap.

He saw that the sail loft was almost entirely separate from the town’s structure, with the exception of some sturdy beams bracing either side at intervals of fifteen feet from the loft’s base to its roof-line. The line of lofts made the gap a dark forbidding channel. He steeled himself and stepped across to where Robin waited. The rest of the team followed, oblivious to the gap and the surging sea far below.

The hallway opened out into an immense room suffused with a soft white light. Thomas could see that the pillars that held the town above the waves continued through this level and up through the ceiling. It was difficult to get a sense of the true size of the room; everywhere he looked the view was interrupted by stacked barrels, filled sacks, shelving or mysterious tanks and machinery. Even at the extreme limit from this viewpoint he couldn’t see a wall across the room, just more stacks dwindling in perspective.

At irregular intervals, he saw the source of the uncanny light in this space. Light shone down from holes in the ceiling and hit what appeared to be giant white glass pineapples sitting on six-foot tall columns standing on the floor. The pineapples caught the light and reflected it up to the ceiling, which unusually for Splinterton was painted a brilliant white.

“That seems very odd – the glass mouldings appear to be giving out more light than is shining down on them” mused Thomas.

“Nigs knows how they work, don’tcha Nigs?”

“What you have there Lander, is what the cognoscenti would call your actual transducer – the light that comes down through the light pipes to the town’s service level contains all sorts of energies, most of them we can’t see. The pineapples absorb that energy, and reflect it out again as light we can see. Keeps shining all night, in the summer at least. Simple really, surprised you didn’t know that, being a student type and all that.”

Thomas considered mentioning that Nigs hadn’t really explained how that worked, but thought better of it. Not a good idea to pinpoint the limits of someone’s knowledge in the presence of their less capable friends. “That’s marvellous! And the light from the pipes comes from…?.”

“Mostly sunlight. There are motorised mirrors on the roof that turn throughout the day and reflect light down those pipes. A large crew has to go up there every so often and adjust them – the angles and speeds change with the season. I dunno if you’re going to get on that work detail, but it’s a grand way to see the town. I hope you’ve got a head for heights!”

“He did all right jumping on the winching rope this afternoon, not many trainees do that!”

“I just thought I had to – you didn’t tell me I had a choice!”

“You’re Ok, Mainlander, you’ll do just fine.”

Further into the under-town service level the crew came to two women working on a complex mechanism of brass, bronze, and copper piping.

Thomas saw enormous green and black painted cylinders, and all manner of gauges and ratcheting levers. He thought that this could be nothing more or less than the sprawling creation of a madman who had combined the engines from a steamship and several locomotives with the switch-work from a busy railway goods yard signal box.

“Hiya Skipper Kedge!” one of the women said to Abram. The other continued to work on putting a new gasket into one of the pipe joints. “Who do we have here? Stranger innit?”

“This is Thomas, his dad sent him over from the Mainland for a few months to learn all about Splinterton, he arrived Sunday. Thomas, Suzie Bodmin, and this is her sister Jane.”

“Alright, well we’re about to do a steam run – you got a few minutes? This is going to be a doozy, you’d pay extra for this one on the Tourist’s walkabout”

“Well, I don’t know, we were heading for a pint…”

“Actually, if you don’t mind, I’d rather like to see this – I do have a passion for steamwork, and I haven’t the foggiest what is going on here”

“Are you doing a freshwater or a seawater run today, Suzie?”

“Seawater – the freshwater tanks are running a bit low. We’ll just be a minute or two more, right Jane?”

“S’right” Jane grunted as she finished tightening the last flange bolt.

They finished preparing for the steam run, then started up the pump.

Abram explained to Thomas “What they’re doing here is using the pressure from one of the town’s big steam storage tanks to power the pump, which draws seawater up then forces it down a pipe into the heart of the old volcano underneath the town, where it is turned into steam – wait for it… any moment now…”

An eerie howl shook the room and wheels across the whole span of the engine started spinning.

Abram leaned close to Thomas, to make himself heard. “There are eight storage tanks fed by this engine – the machine uses part of the energy to multiply up the pressure in the tanks to many times the pressure we get from the up-pipe. This engine feeds the tank that I use to fill the steam launch, so you’ve already had the benefit of it. The heat is also used across the whole town to feed the cooking ranges and heat the rooms in winter.”

After a while the frenzied activity in the machine slowed down.

“Last phase” said Jane, “purging. We don’t need to do this if we use fresh water for the steam run, but when we pump seawater down, we do salt recovery – watch that belt over there.”

The engine settled into a different cadence, and a conveyor belt started up. Suzie kept it fed with flat open-topped wooden boxes, which the machine filled with a thick white sludge from a wide spout.

Suzie said “That’s Finnders Salts – you’ve heard of it?”

“Yes, that’s used in all sorts of things over on the mainland, there’s a glass factory in my home town that uses it in glass making – gives it a green glow. I think it is used in pharmaceuticals as well.”

“Much more than that. And it all comes from here. Right Skipper, I believe you mentioned something about a pint?”

The Pig and Whistle

“All I’m saying, on the mainland we have freedom. We can do anything we want, we can go anywhere we want, we can work anywhere we want. Free.”

Thomas waved his glass around, a sweeping gesture taking in the entirety of the public room, and the quieter, more ornately decorated saloon room visible beyond the black wood bar where the landlord was polishing glasses. He kept a careful eye on Thomas while he served the occasional customer.

Thomas continued. “I mean, this is lovely and all, wouldn’t have missed it for the world, but doesn’t it all seem a bit controlly?”

It was a quiet evening in the pub, and Abram’s crew was a conspicuously noisy group hunkered down around a corner table. Abram raised an eyebrow to Nigs, who was grinning at Thomas. “I think we’re needing a little something to soak up the alcohol. Stan! Six pie dinners, whenever you’re ready – put it on my tab.”

Nigs picked up his glass and leaned forward on his elbows.

“Well, I guess it depends how you define freedom. We do put in about three months every year working civic duties, but we get paid for it. Some people work civic all year round, if it suits them. I spend half the year working crew on a French long haul trader, and most of the rest of the time I make stuff to sell when we stop off at ports on the next voyage. I’m feeling pretty free, myself.”

“But three months! That’s three months every year that you could be building your own business. You’re getting ripped off with that three months serfdom here.”

“You pay taxes over there on the mainland, right?”

“Of course”

“Well isn’t that like serfdom? Do you pay more or less than twenty five percent, if you add in all the taxes?”

“Not nearly twenty five percent.”

“Are you sure? Last I heard there’s income tax, property tax, sales tax, investment tax, inheritance tax, it all adds up. And then you have to pay at the hospital if you get sick or injured – doesn’t sound like a great deal to me.”

“But we have the best hospitals in the world, and you get insurance through your job, so you don’t have to pay all the cost yourself, and you can always shop around to find the cheapest hospital.”

Robin chimed in “So you’re tied to your job, otherwise you don’t get insurance? That sounds like serfdom to me. How’s it feel shopping around for the cheapest hospital when you have a burst appendix?”

Abram brought over another round of beer. “C’mon lads, leave him be. We have our ways, they have theirs and I dare say we’d all look very odd to a Selenian.”

“But wouldn’t you agree that under the Mainlander system we get to make all our own choices, and everyone has the freedom to reach their maximum potential without the burden of supporting less deserving members of society?”

Abram put down the tray.

"That may be the way you see it lad, but some would say that if your goal in life is the maximising of your own happiness at the expense of your neighbours, then you’re missing the point of living in a society in the first place.

“Right, enough of all that. Did I tell you the one about the old man, the witch and the dangling participle?”

Peggy Kedge

“Hello love, you’re looking a bit the worse for wear.”

“I know – hello Peggy” Abram bent down and kissed his wife. “A few pints after a long day and I’m knocked out, I really am too old for that kind of gallivanting.”

“Phew! Your breath! What was the special occasion?”

“We have a new temporary crew member, a cultural exchange student from the mainland. I had my reservations about him, thought I’d see what a pint or three could get him to say. Hah – I don’t think he has had too many pints before, let alone Old Fasswits Island Ale.”

Peggy laughed. “And how did that go?”

“It’s kind of sad, I don’t know if it is what he has heard from his parents or if they teach it in the schools, but he is a dyed in the wool Munchenist – it was like he was quoting straight from the handbook. Me first, everyone else can look out for themselves.”

“He’s young and from a wealthy family, or he wouldn’t be here. Still, he’s here now, there’s a chance that he’ll see there are other ways to live.”

“I hope you’re right. Is Mitch in bed already?”

“No, he’ll be home soon, he’s next door finishing a homework assignment with Stella and Steven. They have to use string to show boat rigging. They’re doing the Remembrance.”

“Can you imagine what those three are going to concoct with a ball of twine and a pot of glue? Glad it’s happening in their house rather than ours! What have you been working on today?”

Peggy got up and went over to her work table. “Remember Minnie asked me to come up with some ideas to renovate the old Frankes Merchant Residence a couple of weeks ago?”

Abram nodded, “That would be a big job, most of the inside has collapsed, it’s a bit of an eyesore when you sail round the south side of the inner bay.”

“Absolutely. Well – this is what I’m thinking.” She showed him a large drafting film with detailed elevations and section plans.

“Oh that is beautiful! You’re thinking of stripping out all three floors inside the building and putting in full height glazing?”

“Yes, and look, there are two layers of glass, it’s going help keep it warm in the winter, and cool in the summer. Do you see how these new angled beams brace the building façade where the floors used to be? They keep the space light and airy, and give enough room to make the front half of the whole building into an arboretum.”
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