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Preface


Early Spring, Early Warning: 2 February 1808


DAWN BREATHED A line of light the colour of quinces across the sea’s grey and slumped horizon, bled a little red towards the east, where the sun would soon-time rise, spread the sandstone cliffs with gold and shadow. Almost to the top, a stick insect seemed to twitch its legs and move. It was a boy, his thin body spread-eagled against the rock, fingers clinging to their holds, heart beating fast as stoats amidst the clap, clap, clap of pigeon wings that spiralled about his head in half-asleep alarm, disturbed from their roost by his climb.


Steffan felt the prickle of sweat on his forehead, at the roots of every hair, wanted more than anything to brush it away, fought off the reflexive itch of his muscles which tried to make him lift his hands. He breathed hard, touched his head to the rock, felt the drip-wet dew of it, the stink of foul-smelling oil that came from the fulmars’ nests, and knew he did not have far to go.


Only a few yards, he thought. Surely I can do this.


The birds bred soonest here, were the only ones to have eggs this early in the season. His grandfather had told him they were like troubadours without the singing, spent their whole lives adrift and alone upon the sea, until the milder weather came and they headed for land. It had been so very mild this year, and by the middle of January they were already circling about the edges of the cliff, cackling on their bare rock ledges, clacking beaks and winding necks. His grandfather had taught him all this, though could not be here with him to collect the early eggs; had been six spades deep these past few weeks, with Steffan blinking away the tears over the cold, frost-hardened ground, giving the old man one last promise: that he would go in his stead.


And so here he was, spooked by a pack of rock doves, and only a few yards to go. He hoped the lifting of the birds would not disturb the big grey gulls which were his aim, though felt a little calmer now the doves had risen, could hear his grandfather’s voice telling him which way to go, loosened his left hand and moved it up a pace, found another grasp-hole, hauled his feet up below him, just as he had been taught to do. Slowly now, trying to remain invisible and without sound, he got himself ready for the next move, knew he was close, heard the gentle cackling of the birds just above him, knew that it was almost sunrise and the time when the fulmars would stretch their long grey wings and set out across the sea, leaving their eggs for him to steal.


The slip and slide of sheep guts came at him from nowhere, landed with a slap against his upturned face, the slither-green sack that had contained them becoming a mask of stink and blood. He lifted his hands involuntarily to wipe the shit-smelling, grass-fermenting coils from off him, and felt the cold of air rush past his body as he left the sandstone of the cliff, recognised the panic that he had sweated through so often in his dreams of falling, went over once, then twice, his sheep-splattered head shattering on the outlying precipice of rock from which the doves had so recently departed, mewling like a seal pup that has been long abandoned upon the sand. Two seconds later, and Steffan hit the cove floor, every part of his young body breaking, the water sucking at his wounds, the tide already snatching at his clothes and rolling him out into the breakers, swirling him with the spume between the outcrops and bouldered arches that lay scattered about the base of the cliff like bones; a single splash of colour in the scroll of rolling grey that was the uncaring sea.


Up above, gaunt strands of heather began to lift as the sun warmed the frost from off their tips, stretched a silent hand down the sandstone to tease up from their nests those last few fulmars sleeping. Only a scrape of time since Steffan had fallen, and already he might never have been, and the man who had unburdened himself of his sack was already a quarter-mile distant, running like a wolf across the moor, his shadow lengthening over the newly budded shoots of bilberry with the growing sun, making it hard for him to see his steps, made him stumble into bog-fringed pools and over clumps of cotton grass, made him curse the cold and cramp that twisted the muscles within him, torqued the skin upon his skeleton as upon a rack.


Eyvind Berwald was neither young nor small, as Steffan had been, and yet the fear he felt tightened his lungs just the same, brought the goose-bumps up on his hard, soldierman’s skin, made his close-cropped beard prickle amidst the grey. It was the same fear he’d felt as when Gunar Torrensson first spoke of his schemes to his specially elected crew, the strong wrapping of each one’s hands within his own as he passed amongst them, boasting of the days of thunder and strike to come, marking each date out upon the calendar with the black swirl of his thumb. The weeks of worry that had followed had hammered like woodpeckers at Eyvind’s heart, made it harder than ever for him to think, which had never come easy, the constant tick and tick inside him as he tried to hatch a plan to get him off this wagon he had hitched to Torrensson so long ago. Then, it had carried him strong and screaming through each battle at his brother, Onni’s, side, feeling braver with each survival, the ever-growing possibility of victory within his sights. Now he realised the battles would never end, that Torrensson had no other life but to lead, and needed this band of men at his back to do so, needed their shouts behind him to push him on, would rather die and take every last one of them with him than live in any other, more ordinary, way.


Throwing down that bag of guts, Eyvind knew again the same jig and jump of his heart as that morning when he’d knocked on Torrensson’s cabin door, made his poor argument, his voice pale and trembling, his fingertips twitching at the seams of his pockets, the tic of blood throbbing beneath his temples, the sickly rise of hope and bile within his throat as Torrensson sat and smoked and thought, left him hanging in the doorway like an outsized strip of arsenic paper used to catch the flies, swaying slowly, waiting for whatever was to be thrown at him to hit and stick.


And then Torrensson had rolled his shoulders, rubbed his neck, turned his flat grey face towards him, and Eyvind had known from the twist of his captain’s lips that his contribution to the cause had been approved, and Eyvind had won his way out of the mutiny and off the boat, and had to put his hand out to the doorframe to keep himself from sinking to his knees with relief. He felt again that same paroxysm of giggling that had accompanied his slow release from the deep, dark pool of war and death and duty that had weighed upon his shoulders like a grindstone; felt and savoured the gradual lightening of his conscience as it rose towards a better life, the growing hope that one day soon he would break the surface, and step out clean and without blood and be able to live his last few years as a blameless man.


Eyvind thought these thoughts as he took his uneven way back across the moors, having thrown his sack of sheep guts down and over the cliff, wiping his hands again and again upon his trousers to remove the blood he knew must still be there. He could feel it hardening beneath his fingernails, in the skin about his knuckles, and the loose wrinkles rippled around the callused pads that ridged his palms. The sweat was pouring down his back, and his skin felt slack and wet against his bones, but the knife was still heavy in the inner pocket of his jacket, pricking at his side with every step, so that when he finally reached the abandoned byre he now called his home, it was with a certain satisfaction that he stripped away his stinking shirt, and found a pipped and purpled bruise the size of a fist against his side, gained comfort from its presence. Prodding at it with his thumb, he enjoyed the pain it gave him, a hidden penance for all the things he had done, and those he would yet be forced to do.


He would have sicked his stomach inside out to see the dead boy, Steffan, rolling in the surf and know it was his doing, would have understood then that the clouds he saw were only reflections and that the dark waters were already gathering above his head, that the self-disgust and sorrow he felt had only just begun.


On top of that cliff, he had turned for a moment, stared at the rising sun until he had to close his eyes, could still see the burning disc of it upon his eyelids, sparks splintering all about it like a devil in the fire. He had opened his eyes then so that he could see again to walk, saw instead the dark and terrifying circle of the sun riding ramrod through his vision, the black and dirty marks of Torrensson’s thumb inked upon his calendar, and dreaded the times he knew were about to come.


At matins that morning, the priest who had so recently buried Steffan’s grandfather, and who would so soon have to bury a coffin of stones approximating the boy’s weight, crossed from his reed-hatted cottage the one hundred yards to his wooden church. He rubbed and blew into his hands to keep them warm – had always had problems with his circulation these cold winter months, would find his fingers waxy and white and completely without feeling when he awoke. It was a condition that often persisted the whole day through, and had forced him to devise a system of strings and weights with which to turn the pages of his books and Bible. He glanced at the pink midriff of sky, which glowed so serenely between the sea and the orange-bellied clouds above it, shivered as the wind cudgelled at his cassock, recognised its direction, and that it meant to stride across the sky towards the islands, bring those clouds with it, and obliterate the earth beneath its snow.


It had been a strange year, a start of warmth that had misdirected the willows to roll out their buds before their time, bring up the butterbur two months early from the soil, eased the odd mining bee or butterfly from its hole. But he was not a man for signs and miracles, and knew his God, knew without doubt or rancour that what was given with one hand would be taken away with the other. He shook his head and watched his breath hang there like a mist, tried to get back to the sermon he had been working on, knew he would have to remember it without his notes, that once again his fingers could not be relied upon, even with their tags and weights. St Blaise’s Day, he reminded himself, feast day of the crippled and diseased, always a big turn-out, no matter the weather.


He paused his step a little as he approached his church, could see a shape hunched on the deck of the porch. He crossed himself with the frozen hooks of his fingers, hoped to God it was not another child, remembered the last one, blue as a cornflower and dead, despite the blanket that had been so carefully cosseted around her shoulders. But the next step told him that this was no child, no human form, could smell it too clearly as he closed upon it. It was an animal, a lamb, or at least a small sheep: small, and curled into a comma upon the church steps, a faint glisten of blood iced about it in a pool. It had been crudely shorn, and beside it lay a woolcomb. His fingers hurried to the sign of God’s comforting cross about his neck, but as ever, his fingers disobeyed him, could not find what they sought beneath his cassock and caught instead at the throat of his long-johns. His words of pre-emptive blessing were leaves in a frozen waterfall and, like them, he stopped. There was something else about St Blaise, delivered up so early to his martyrdom in AD 209, something that called the priest right back to his seminary days and his early teachings: St Blaise, his flesh torn from his body by an iron wool-comb, right down to the bone, until he had died like an animal where he lay.


Just like the one that had been left for him here, still bloody, abandoned next to the corpse that lay upon the steps of his church.




PART 1


LOST VALLEYS AND MISSING LIBRARIES
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The Coprological Museum that is Everyman’s Home: April 1808


‘SO WHAT’S THIS you’ve been doing, Jack?’ asked Whilbert Stroop, leaning down low over the papers laid out on the table.


Jack moved slowly and deliberately, sucking the end of his pencil in the same manner Stroop always did – though neither of them was aware of it – carefully laid the tip of his index finger to the edge of the drawing he had been working at, then retreated from the table, wanting to let Stroop make his judgement in peace.


Thomas was in no such mind of reverence, and spoke up for both.


‘So what do you think, Mr Stroop? Will it do?’


Stroop looked at the page of painstaking work, knew his word would be taken more seriously than anyone else’s, excepting perhaps for Mabel’s. He leant forward, studied the picture and its notes carefully for a full minute to emphasise how seriously he was taking their task.


‘Excellent notes,’ he said as he straightened, looked at the lanky lad who had subsided into the furthest, most shadow-ridden corner of the room. ‘Jack and Thomas, you have done wonders, and you are both welcome to become Members of the Institute of Stroop Studies.’


Jack catapulted out of the chair that had barely been containing him, and shouted out at the top of his voice, which wasn’t loud, muted by the strictures of scar tissue that wrapped around his throat like a second, thicker skin. ‘I told you he’d like it! Didn’t I tell you?’


Thomas, all fourteen years of him, was bound to agree. ‘We done just what you said, Mr Stroop, and a bit more. See when we went to that museum place? We been chasing it up ever since.’


‘So I see,’ said Stroop, and didn’t wonder at it. He’d taken them to Coffer Byng’s Coprological Entertainment a week last Wednesday. It offered a complete diagnostic of tracking the spoors and excrements of animals they were highly unlikely to encounter during their everyday lives, and included the exotica of giraffe and lion droppings, fresh from the King’s zoo at the Tower, but both Thomas and Jack had been adamant this was a trail they chose to follow, and Stroop had been pleased to encourage them.


‘Look for the different things we might find near rivers, or barns, or various work establishments,’ he’d advised. ‘Let’s see if we can’t find patterns in what is dropped and where.’


Thomas and Jack had taken him quite literally, and found otter spraint by the river, bat droppings near barns and churches. Owl pellets. Excrement of dog, cat, fox, vole, rat, whatever they could find. Thomas had taken notes in a scrawl decipherable only by himself, spent long laborious hours transcribing those notes into wobbly lines of capitals in a spare ledger Stroop had provided. Jack had done the drawings, astounding everyone with how meticulous he was, how steady his hand. He’d invented a little code, just as he knew Stroop would have done: a sign to denote the colour of the collected specimen, another for where it had been found – wiggly lines for water, sticks for trees, blocks for walls.


Stroop felt an immense, if slightly ridiculous, pride that they were proceeding with their experiment just as he would have done, and with as much dedication. They’d gone out into the field, collected their spoors, taken samples where they could, and made drawings where they could not, taken notes of each and every find. It all helped to fill out another little part of Stroop’s Sense Map of London. And also helped to fill the void left by Mabel, since she had been invited to the site of last year’s adventure, exploring the catalogues of Astonishment Hall.


‘If only Mabel could see you now,’ Stroop said, and wished immediately that he hadn’t.


They all missed her in so many different ways. Stroop missed her careful copying of all the notes he had made on his own latest forays. He’d spent a lot of time with glass-blowers and bellfounders, and with the makers of prosthetic limbs. But each night he got home, he knew she would not be there to go through them all again with him, to be so evidently excited at each new discovery made, each interesting fact, her enthusiasm to get them catalogued and cross-referenced, pointing out any holes and gaps. He missed the home-baked smells of the meals she made, still stopped every time he put his hand out to the latch of the gate to try to guess what would be on the table waiting, had to remind himself she would not be there to greet him, had to stop himself shouting out every evening for more coffee or more wine when he was working at his desk.


He knew that Thomas missed her guiding hand at almost every turn, missed her little lectures on how not to be a street boy any more. That he had taken to stealing from the markets again, but left his prizes to rot on the table, not knowing what to do with them now she was not there.


But mostly it was Jack who quietly grieved, who had grown so silent and thoughtful, though no one ever knew what he was thinking. Only Mabel. Jack was a boy who had never grown older than his boots, and he never had those for very long, not unless Mabel was there looking after him.


Stroop couldn’t say how much he longed to have her back with them all, knew she would return in a moment if only he would ask. Knew also that she needed time to get over the things that she had seen and suffered, both at Astonishment Hall and before. And that it was there that she had realised other horizons might await her, different parts of herself she might explore, and, God knew, he did not begrudge her that.


Still, there it was. He missed her, and he wanted her back, and so did Jack and Thomas. She was the ribbon that plaited them all together, and without her they were all just strands of horsehair tangled in the same tail, though with no guiding pattern.


Stroop heard a tap-tap-tapping at the door. Knew it would be the street vendor come to dispense his ladles of stew. Sighed, because it was Friday, and inevitably the stew would involve some kind of fish, which he hated. He had found lamprey suckers in the last Friday bowl he had gingerly explored; had given it to Bindlestiff, Mabel’s old dog, who had somehow managed to wheeze on in his corner of the kitchen, despite being apparently older than the hills and having feet that smelt of cheese. Even the dog missed Mabel, had twice this week neglected to haul himself to his stinky feet and woof to be taken to the garden to have his pee. Stroop remembered coming in the night before last and seeing the old dog on its blanket looking up at him, the soft waft of warm urine coming up from his blanket, the awful look of resignation in the old dog’s eyes.


‘Thomas,’ he said, as he unbent his back away from the chair in which Jack was now sitting, still poring over his drawing, his pencil in his fingers. He placed his hand on Jack’s head a moment as he straightened. ‘Thomas,’ he repeated, and had a shiver of Christmas about to unwrap itself as he spoke out loud the words he had thought so many times to say but not yet said, ‘go and get my writing kit from the desk. I think it’s time we asked Mabel to come home.’




2


False Lights, False Hopes


A STRANGE PLACE IS the island world of Saaremaa, spread low like freckles across the long arm of the Baltic Sea as it swims the one hundred and fifty miles between Sweden and the Estonian Bay. Throughout the long months of winter, the salt waves froze into a crust about the islands, stopped up ships like corks caught in its ice, squeezed at the crews stranded upon the wooden-backed boats on which they spent their days, sent them sometimes crawling out over the ice like sprays of pebbles, bludgeoning seals hauled up through their blow-holes until the snowy surface was stained black with blood, sucking the blubber to keep themselves alive on the ship that shadowed behind them, or loading whatever they could onto sledges, which they hauled the long walk back to land.


Strange are the names of those islands: Abruka, Hiiumaa, Kassari, Prangli, Vislandi . . . More than a thousand of them, almost two, if each rocky outcrop and reef were known, or counted, by any but the few who wedged their boats into bays too small to beach a whale-bone, to cast out their nets and lines and drag in their catch, boots jacked into crevices to halt their fall when the wind changed direction, or a wave loomed up behind them like an anvil, brutal, unexpected and three times the size of the ones that had gone before.


Tamas Swarthaar knew nothing of those other islands, knew only this small part of the bay that stretched out from Hiiumaa, and looked out now across the mist-shivered causeway that linked him to his home. He knew he would have to speed his work, saw the storm clouds lift from off the mainland as the sun began to sink, as if a vast blue heron had drawn its wings across the sky. He’d been stranded here once, a few years before, having misread the signs of the sky, and the petrels and puffins that had huddled back into their holes. The wind had swept so swiftly across the bay it had scoured the surface of the sea clean over his narrow pathway, left him cleaving to the rock with his bare hands, the spray drenching his back, filling his mouth, the fish creel ripped from his shoulders and almost taking him with it. The few seals that had wallowed on the spare yard of shingle below him had flumped and galumphed back into the rising waves, popped up their heads a bit way out and stayed there, staring up at him, their brown eyes full of pity, wondering why he didn’t follow. He’d spent that night in cold and terror, the storm rising so suddenly it snatched the breath from his throat, stole the light from his eyes, left him like a piece of sodden kelp, straggle-backed against his rock, clinging on and on, crying to think he might not live to see another dawn.


He had never made such a mistake again. No man would, or wouldn’t survive it if he did. And so he wondered a little at what he thought he could see now, thought he could make out a man, pinch-backing himself and his lantern up the side of a distant rock. He held his hand to his eyes, tried to make things out a little clearer, for ever since that long and lonely night his eyesight had been bad. The salt had sucked out the centre from his vision, left him only a circle of world frayed at its edges. He tilted his head, was sure he could see a lantern flickering, hoped for a wild moment it was his lost son Steffan’s spirit lingering on though almost three months dead, the grief still raw as butcher’s meat within him.


But no, whatever might have been on that ziggurat of rock was lost now to the mist, and Tamas concentrated on his line, unhooking the mackerel one by one into the creel which rode upon his back like a shell, then set himself back across the causeway, picking his way like a crab across the stones.


Out on that other rock, Eyvind Berwald hauled himself up from the sway of his boat by a grapple-hook, the slight glow-worm of his light wobbling in the jar he’d slung about his neck, the heavier sack upon his back constantly slipping to one side and impeding his climb. Cursing, he gained the top of the talon-splintered reef, his hands torn by the sharp cuts of barnacles, pricked red and ringed with anemone stings, and slimy from the bursting of their guts.


He panted, patted at the rock to find a flattish place to sit, and wiped his hands upon the sacking of his bag. He flexed his fingers free of the pins and needles caused by his climb, took out his rations from the sack, and, more importantly, the lamp that was the purpose of his struggle onto his pinnacle of rock. He didn’t want to do this, had been dreading it, had been counting off the days one by one, hoping the message would not come. He found a crevice and jammed the lamp in so that it stood steady, made sure the shuttering of the door was oiled and easy to move, that the wick was trimmed and ready.


He saw the long worm of wind stretch across the surface of the sea, sink down into every trough, and back up to the white tops of the breakers, gathering the scent and scale of deep-living things and the brine that moved upon them. He saw the truncated outline of the lighthouse away to his right, built only to its neck and no further, still lacking its light, as was integral to Torrensson’s plan. Eyvind checked his lamp, made sure of its wick and oil, tried to be calm, to breathe in the exhalations of the dim and dying day, that drift of wet and wind that falls upon every rock and boulder, on every house and tree and blade of grass, on every man, and every night, in Saaremaa.


Anto Juusa ordered the men of the Pihkva to slacken the sails, close-haul them into the wind. He needed to turn the boat about, stop it running so hard before a broken sea, felt the rise of wind beginning to push the boat too quickly towards the shore. The Pihkva was sluggish with the weight of its cargo, though they were hardly fully laden, only the huge sacks of grains and sugar hugging at its boards down below, casks of wine and spirits rolling slightly in the cradle of their wedges, rocking with the play of the sea. Juusa and his crew had plied over from Sundsvall to drop off supplies to the islands before heading on for Tallinn. They’d been planning to dock in at Körgessaare on Hiiumaa, took each island turn by turn on every pass, but the sky had darkened too soon, making it difficult to navigate the thousands of reefs and islets that surrounded Hiiumaa’s shores. It was here they had meant to swap most of their cargo for the short, stocky workhorses bred by the so-called barley-heads who lived here, which sold so well on the mainland. He was thinking now they might have no choice but to go on. The winds were pushing the waves out from Sweden behind them, and when the storm hit from the other side, they would be caught in the middle, and the waves would begin to boil in angry swirls about the reefs, hiding them, making of them maelstroms, unnoticed until they started to scratch at the bottom of the boat, and rip at its planks.


His first mate came up behind him. ‘Thinking to go on, sir?’ he said, one hand flat on his head to hold down his cap.


‘Ay, thinking so,’ replied the captain, not taking his eyes from the dirty-yellow clouds that lay like scum over the sea to the east, narrowing them against the hard dash of spray that slapped against the boat-sides, threw up and over them like spittle. ‘Men be all right with that, will they, Valk?’


Johann Valk nodded grimly. ‘Better skin on their bones than gold in their pockets. I’ll talk ’em round, though they’ll not be best pleased. Lost a bit of a packet last time and this’ll not help back home.’


Valk’s captain screwed up his mouth as he ran his tongue along the inside of his teeth. He was still angry at the pallets of tea-bricks found spoilt by mould and ballast that last return to Sundsvall, was going to give that bastard Russki merchant something to chew on when he caught him up. They’d lost good money from that rotten sale, and it had cut the boys’ profits to practically nothing. They’d been meaning to make it up again this trip, take on more horses, had deliberately kept the cargo weight light so they could take more than usual to make up the gap. Horses were good tender in these parts, none better. Island horses, said every man in Estonia, despite the barley-head slur, lasted twice as long for twice the labour as those bred on the mainland.


Both Valk and the captain were startled by a crew boy coming scuttling across the boards towards them, arms splayed out to take the dip and yaw of the boat as it came alongside the wave-roll, turned through it, moving away from the island.


‘Quarter man’s seen lights off to starboard!’ he shouted excitedly, the large gap in his front teeth making him whistle with every exhalation, with the hiss of a slow-boiling kettle.


Captain Juusa and his first mate exchanged glances, thought they’d piloted the vessel too far from the shore to be able to see any lights, at least from the main ports.


‘Could be the peninsula at Ristnaneem,’ shrugged Valk. ‘Heard they’re building lighthouses there and all along the shore.’


Juusa was doubtful. Last time they’d passed close enough to see, the tower was barely halfway built, and that had only been a few months back. He rolled his lips together, tasted the salt that had grown from his beard, the spit and cut of blood from his cold sores, wanted to ease himself out of the constant dampness of his clothes, thought about the log fires that would be awaiting them at the inn of Körgessaare, shivered as another blast of wind sliced the collar from his neck. He lifted his head slightly at Valk, who understood, strode off quickly with the boy to check out his story, make sure it was signals they were getting to help them in, and not some light from a fire on a hovel-rock where a man might be cooking up some soup from seaweed and sand-gritted oysters. He was as keen as the captain to get beached and dried and preferably drunk, which is every sailors’ duty when he first hits shore. Juusa watched them disappear into the shrouds of sail and spray and night and storm, and hoped the boy was right, hoped there was someone out there who had seen them, who would guide them in from the storm. Nobody knew like a sailor did how precious such a light could be in the dark night of the sea. Knew that if anyone shorewise had seen them, they’d be eager to get them in safe, be first to greet them and their cargo and see what barters might be made. Knew also that no one on the island could have known they were coming in right at this moment, that only a rough agreement had been made the last time they had visited as to when they would come by again.


A few minutes later, and he saw Valk waving a lantern above his head, confirming the boy’s tale, that the lights and the messages they gave out had been properly sent and received and responded to, so down he went to the wheelhouse to send them tacking inwards like one firefly towards another, sending signals, being answered, one flash, two gained, then three repeated on either side. They went slowly still, didn’t know the waters, had to trust to the signaller the way they must go, sending them to the left or the right. And so it went, and they went well, and they rounded a dark headland with relief, saw it loom out to starboard, saw more lights flashing their staccato greetings from what Juusa assumed must be the stub-headed cliffs, knew then they were safe and would soon be out of the reaches of the storm.


The barrage of cannonballs hit them like thunder, split through their bows like fire-headed hail. Broadside on broadside came roaring down upon them, set the sails into sheets of flame, bonfires of burning oil skittering out across the decks where the canvas drooped and fell, volley after volley of musket shots spitting down upon them, splintering the wood from the masts and the sides of the Pihkva and the edges of the wheelhouse, stopping the men who were trying to escape from the burn of the sails, holing out the stomachs of the first mate and the boy as they tried to weave an unseen path to safety, sent them screaming into the sea with their guts spilling out of them, eyes wide and white with shock as the water dragged them under, skinny arms waving like pale, moon-struck weeds above the surface for just a second, before they both disappeared, and Valk and the hissing boy were no more.


Juusa saw nothing except a night torn asunder by fire and smoke, was horrified by his incomprehension, was screaming into the wind for his first mate to drag his men to order, heard instead the confused crew of the Pihkva yelling and calling for help, their thin black silhouettes spread-eagled across the deck-boards as they tried to reach the wheelhouse and the pistols they knew were stockpiled there in case of the emergency no one had seriously thought would come; saw instead the boulder of the unlit boat that had drawn alongside, the sharp, spider outlines of grappling hooks backlit by the fires that spread out across the boards in their rainbow pools. And then came the screech of wood on wood as gangplanks were thrown from the enemy ship to the Pihkva, and Captain Juusa could only watch as the invaders began to spill over the sides of his boat like beetles, grinning and shouting and firing indiscriminately into the air, into the deck, into anybody who had the courage to run at them with their empty hands and threats.


‘Hold fast!’ commanded the last man to board the pirated ship, stood with his feet anchored to the deck as if he were made of iron. ‘Hold fast and surrender!’


Juusa felt the sweat and salt spray streaming down his face, his hands shaking with fury, his legs numbed by fear, but he took his way from the back of the wheelhouse, went out and onto the upper deck, screamed out his rank and called for his men to get into line, to cease their commotion, wanting to stop any more of them being killed than had already been. And up beside him came the foreign captain, took over his charge, gave out his own orders, knowing there would be no dispute.


Quick and brutal went the action after that. The wheelhouse was overrun and robbed of every last firearm it had stockpiled, and the cargo doors were torn open, the crew of the Pihkva forced to disgorge its holdings at musket-point. The few who refused were given no second chance, were slung about their necks with ropes and flung over the boat’s sides, heels kicking against the boards as they choked in a slow and horrid death, or fell into the cold arms of the sea as the ropes were cut.


Juusa’s own throat felt hard and bitter as unripe almonds as he scanned his shivering crew for first mate Valk, who had always been his strength, wanted Valk to cry out in the voice he could not himself muster for his men to stay calm and obey. Better skin on their bones, was all he could think, in an echo of Valk’s voice, but he could not see him anywhere, and never would again. Not even a rag of bones and bloated flesh upon the next day’s shore.


He waited out his impotency as the marauders took what they would and went, streaks of ruined grain strewed out across the decks where the sacking had been dragged and snagged upon the boards of the deck, spilling out their entrails to soak and burn in the thin glimmer of flame that licked and lapped at its feeble fuel, aided by the tar that caulked its planks.


The attackers disembarked as suddenly as they had come, and left the Pihkva limping loosely, wagging without anchor in the slack waters of the bay, the wind screaming overhead and plucking at what little was left of the topmost sails as if they were flags spelling out their despair. There was nothing the crew could do then but wait, and soon enough came the horrid caterwaul of strangling boards as the base of the Pihkva finally ground to, caught the last of its wooden life upon the reefs below the watery surface of the sandy bay, and ceased its toil.


Juusa remembered only dimly the hard climbing over the rocks behind the Pihkva, the tears in his eyes as he heard his first and last command being dismembered plank from plank, nail from nail, mast from board, side from side; the scrambling of his men down to the skirt of shingle at the head of the bay, trying, in darkness, to salvage the last few crates that floated free, looking harder for the bodies of their comrades, of which they found but a few, and one they wished they hadn’t, which was the boy who had been in the crow’s-nest when the sail-fires had taken, and the odd smallness of his blackened body which seemed to have flown free from his high home and out into the sea, and curled and burnt itself into a cinder upon the shore.


Juusa remembered the smell of wet tar-paper from the cover of the logbook as he clutched it tightly to his chest, the drag of his clothes against his skin, the scratch of salt and sand in every seam, the desultory walk over the clumps of crowberry and heather into the morning, the swearing of his men at his back, the constant clicking of their tongues as if there was something else they thought he should have done.


But how could he have known those welcoming lights were luring them into ambush under perfect cover of the storm? Did they suppose he would have responded to them if he had known?


He didn’t want to answer his own questions because, beneath it all, like them, he blamed himself, because, yes, he should have known, and taken evasive action, or anchored the Pihkva out in open seas and ridden out the waves and the wind, which surely they could have done; waited until morning to take harbour.


The guilt of his loss consumed him without the added accusations of his crew, and he tried instead to concentrate on what they would do now, how things would go, the tasks he would need to complete, the letters he would need to write. But over and over in his head, the words shook inside him like knuckles in a counter-cup – how could he have known? How could he have known?


Most likely he could not have, just as he could not have known that this same storm, now spiralling on to the North Sea and a thousand miles to Juusa’s west, would soon start its ruination of far more lives than he had ever been responsible for, and that two of those lives would wash up on these same shores, and one of them take the same path that he was taking now, tread upon the shingle of this same bay, and take a little piece of the wreck of his beloved Pihkva away with him in his hands.
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The Fading of Astonishment


MABEL WAS SITTING with her own little piece of wood, the splinter embedded into the heel of her hand a full half-inch. She had been crow-barring off the lid of yet another crate when the battered old slats had suddenly given way, and she had sat back, tears of frustration and pain rising in her eyes. She had gazed up then at the domed windows above her head, saw the soft drift of blown cherry blossom mingling with a brief late fall of snow that had gathered there overnight, and wished she were up there with them, ready to blow away with the wind. She had been happy at Astonishment Hall, had enjoyed the trust that had been given her to do what she had been asked to do; she had opened crate after crate of books, tingling with excitement at each levering up of their lids, each careful exploration of the piles of manuscripts and papers that lay within. Had done her absolute best to catalogue the extraordinary knowledge that each book held, had tried her hardest to get as much of it down in the tiny but legible writing she knew was expected of her, filling out stack after stack of catalogue cards with titles, authors, notations, cross-references; the huge satisfaction that came with each completion of her task as she filed the finished cards into the cataloguing drawers and moved on to the next book and the next stack of cards.


And yet, and yet, she could hardly bear to say it, could hardly even admit it to herself, had kept at her work the harder to try to push the feelings away, and had managed it well enough until this one morning when she had just sat there, the splintering bulk of the unexplored crate beside her, the tears trickling down her face, the horrid, empty feeling of unhappiness washing over her. She longed to be back with Jack and Thomas and Mr Stroop, could feel it more with every minute that passed. She had sworn she would take her post of secretary for the spring and summer seriously, yet after only a few weeks she had felt the pull of home so strongly she had almost thrown down her pen and papers there and then, and started off for the nearest road that would take her back to Bexleyheath. She had quelled those first feelings of homesickness, had persevered, had seen through the weeks as they came and went, one by one. But always there was that nagging little tapping out of all the scenes she might be missing, her eyes constantly flicking to the big clock above the fireplace in the library, trying to imagine what Jack and Thomas were doing at that moment, if they would be sitting down to breakfast or tea, and if they were, what they would be eating now she wasn’t there to prepare their meals for them. Or if maybe Thomas was out at the marketplace pinching handfuls of spring greens, worried as always, that one day he would be caught; could picture Jack in his always-filthy trousers, leaning too far over the enclosures of Smoke Street, trying to comfort each and every animal that was due for slaughter. Saw Mr Stroop hunched over his desk in the study, adding a little bit more to his Sense Map of London, had a sudden panic that she would not recognise the map when she got home, that it would be too different; had nightmares that finally she had come home and nobody had recognised her either, and woke up sweating, wondering for a moment where she was, why the windows of the room looked different, why the bed was so soft, why the wardrobes were not standing in their usual crooked way.


She had been so excited when she had started out, had been assured by Mr Stroop that she could stay as long as she wanted, wished now that he had demanded, no! One month and no longer! Wished he had voiced his need of her, that he had not told Jack and Thomas to stop their begging that she would not go. She couldn’t understand now how she could have been so eager to leave them all behind, and at that moment, with the splinter sharp in the heel of her hand, the drops of blood falling and soaking into her dress, she felt the letter Stroop had written her several days before, crumpled in her skirt pocket, and knew now she would answer. He had finally asked her home, and she would go.


She looked up again at the domed window above her, saw the clear blue sky beyond where the sun had melted away a little patch of snow, and the wind had swept the glass almost clean of fallen blossoms and leaves, and felt a warmth growing within her bones that she would soon be looking out of other windows, for other things. Would soon be scouring the streets for Jack and Thomas and Mr Stroop, could almost smell the big pot of stew she would have waiting for them, and the cheesy whiff of old Bindlestiff’s feet as he snuffled about her, tripping her up, felt like the swallows and swifts must feel after their long flight over the sea, to spy the first footfall of land at last before them and know that within days, they would be back to the very nest that had first fledged them, and where they knew they truly belonged.
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The Slaughter of Lower Slaughter


THE STORM THAT had done for the Pihkva came in slowly from the sea, had been a smaller and less greedy thing by then and almost spent, but had bided its time, swirled itself around a while in the Atlantic, and come back at the valleys of England with new strength. It came light enough at first, a dancer alone in its ballroom, a few days of sleet, a little hail, the wind swirling slowly about the dour hills of Wales, gathering its stamina, sending out dark blusters into the valleys below and away to the east, building slowly, settling snow then setting it to thaw, swelling the waters at the head of the valleys, getting ready to send its fist flying with the full force of its wind.


The snow fell in silence upon Griselda as she hurried across the millpond bridge. She had done everything she could do to make safe her home, had loaded down the thatch with stones and sealed every window tight with straw. It worried her that she could not do more, that the bakery building, onto which her little house was tacked like a kid to the teat, could not be strengthened further than had already been done, that only moments had passed before it was rain that had fallen and now it was snow, had never known a thing could change so quick from one skin to another.


Her boot spanned the missing spar without losing pace. A sprinkle of snow fell and disappeared where the mouths of mullet sucked the belly of the ice skinning the water below. She slowed at the downward steps, not wanting to slip, the suede of her gloves darkening with damp, skimming the guiding rails like skis down the slope of the valley. She crossed the miller’s kailyard, bolted cabbages frozen into sentries, fennel stalks fallen-waisted in the wind, bayonets abandoned amidst the battlefield, crossing blades with broccoli spears, purple and pimpled with the cold. She reached the door, stubbed her toe on the crouched iron boot-scrub, which could not be seen beneath the little nubs of snow growing all around it, started to hammer at the wood. The stiff breeze coloured her cheeks, pulled strands of hair from her bonnet, strengthened as she raised her fists and went at the dark planks again and again. The wind sighed around the barn and set the water wheel scratching at the thin ice, rocking in its paddles. The sentries shivered and whispered in the garden, the moon a silver penny balanced upon the hump of the hill, haloed with ice, the threat of dark and heavy clouds slowly sinking down upon it, crowding out the last of its pale light with their heavy-shouldered hunch.


The miller sat by the fire, wreaths of smoke being blown back by the wind from the hearth, the steady puffing of his pipe further obscuring the accounts book at which he had been working. He reached the bottom of the page and flipped the lid closed on the inkwell, laid aside his pen, cocking his head as the wind whipped at the cottage that enclosed him and his book and sent showers of old soot down upon his fire. It flared and floozied with black-shadowed demons as he stood to poke it back from the hearth, and only then did he hear the arrhythmic thumping upon his door break through the years of dust and husks that had dulled his ears. He replaced the poker, put his pipe on the mantel, led the lamp to the door.


They’re not using the bell, he thought as he made his way down the hall, clapper must’ve frozen. Means another month till proper spring.


He tapped at the weather-glass as he passed it by, watched the mercury shiver and drop, felt the draught around his ankles where his stockings parted company from his trousers, watched the flame’s reflection flicker in the rusty flakes that were all that was left of his mother’s mirror, heard another barrage of fists hitting at the door, setting it shivering in its frame.


‘I’m bloody coming, aren’t I?’ he grumbled half out loud. ‘Keep yer blinking hair on.’


When he opened the door to Griselda, her hands were lifted to strike again, her gloves soaked, her hair flat and wet against her pale face, bonnet blown and gone.


‘Well, well—’ he began to say, but she cut him off, shouting against the wind.


‘It’s the river.’ She pointed wildly up past the millrace where the banks had been widened and weired to lead the water down to the wheel. Her breath froze a cloud about her head like the cold arc around the now hidden moon. ‘The river!’ she mouthed so he could read the words he could not hear. ‘It’s taken Upper Slaughter, and it’s on its way down here!’


The church bell tolled in Lower Slaughter, water dragging at the ropes. The heavy church door groaned upon its iron clasps but did not give, yet still the water filched a way through every crack and gap and would not go, lifted the coarse-haired, boot-cleaning mat from the flag-stones, wended a slow way through hymn sheets and books of psalms, made a path through apse and bay, tugged at rope and hassock, sat itself at every pew, eased the candles from the tenebrae hearse, left their tang-spikes bare and sharp as the tines of a newly sharpened fork. It dragged the verger’s gown around his legs, sucked at the seams, layered them with silt. He struggled through the swirling mud, hands slapping at the brown scum as he tried to reach the altar. The water was up to his waist when he’d gained his goal, the altar cloth already lifting gently from its table, trying to trip the thurible that held it down. He saw the monstrance in its niche behind; he struggled to gain the aisle steps, reached out his hand.


But before his fingers could grasp its stem, the monstrance eased gently over with the rising water, and scattered the Sacred Body onto the scum. Pale penny wafers, blind eyes gazing up at painted stars, soaked and sank, melted into the flood. The verger wept to think his God would curse him for his negligence, but the brown owl in the gallery cared nothing for his despair, only shrieked at her disturbance, set the bats to spin and slap their leathery wings about the turret, turned her head to the belfry openings, where the sounds of the softly ringing bells escaped into the storm. Her wings unfurled and she disappeared into the snowy night, oblivious of the watery world below her, caring nothing for the low-lying houses, whose tie beams broke, their ancient gable-ends collapsed, thatch turned into duck-raft as it was swept off on the broad, black back of the flood.
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