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And might it not be, continued Austerlitz, that we also have appointments to keep in the past, in what has gone before and is for the most part extinguished, and must go there in search of places and people who have some connection with us on the far side of time, so to speak?


—W.G. Sebald, Austerlitz


Ah, so it’s true, I didn’t just imagine myself, I actually exist.


—Clarice Lispector, Too Much Of Life


Suche fantasies ben in myn hede


So I not what is best to do.


—Geoffrey Chaucer, The Book of the Duchess









Part One













Cynsea



Early in the morning of the last day of May, an hour shy of dawn, a band of intense rain swept across the Blackwater Estuary. Marc Winters woke as the staccato hammering on the roof of his narrowboat deepened into a jet-engine roar, couldn’t find his way back into sleep after the rain had slackened and passed, and brewed a mug of black tea and picked a couple of energy bars from the catering-sized pack and sat out on the little stern deck. Water dropping from the weatherbent Scots pines alongside the mooring pattered haphazardly on the gravel path and the roof of the utility shed. Scant birdsong in the reedbeds and salt willows. Scattered solos where once there would have been a full choir. The river’s broad dark sweep flaring to gold as the sun rose.


When it was light enough Winters pulled on his clothes and set off around the perimeter of the island to check for storm damage, following the boardwalks and raised paths that snaked through the marsh and the salt-willow brakes. He visited the bird hide that overlooked a pond circled by reeds, walked to the platform at the far end of the marsh where a pair of composting toilets stood, and climbed through the patchwork woods strung along the shallow rise of the island’s backbone.


Cynsea. His little kingdom. A world entire.


The wet planks of the boardwalks were littered with smashed leaves and broken twigs, washouts had bitten into edges of the path to the tidal causeway that linked the island to the mainland, and a freshet snaking downslope had undercut a flight of steps at the seaward end, but there wasn’t anything that required immediate attention. Still restless, he stripped the cover from the skimmer and took it out on a loop around the archipelago of mudbanks that curled downstream. Rain had rinsed the air clean. The sky was a cloudless dome of unblemished blue. In shallows fringing the remnants of the island’s old breakwater, shoals of tweaked mussels were pumping water through their gills and filtering out microplastic particles, layering them into the world’s ugliest pearls. A troop of flamingos, descendants of escapees from a private zoo, browsed at the edge of a mudflat, strutting and dipping like regal stiltwalkers. Swallows traced erratic arcs above the river’s flood, their twittering cries carrying faint but clear across the water. And further out, high above the navigation channel, a scattered cloud of airjellies was drifting towards the north shore, their black, fist-sized bells trailing tangles of delicate filaments.


Winters aimed his phone at the cloud and asked his assistant to check its direction and speed, blipped the data to a couple of drones and let the skimmer drift on the outgoing tide as they whirred out from the island, square catchnets strung beneath their landing gear. After they’d made their first cut through the airjellies, he restarted the skimmer’s motor and made a wide turn and headed back towards Cynsea, planning to log the sighting and make his daily count of victims of the crab die-off before the island’s first visitors arrived.


He was halfway home when he spotted the dark shape on the grassy hump of a mudbank. About the right size for a seal, although seals had vanished from the coasts of England, Scotland and the Principality more than twenty years ago, killed off by a virulent strain of distemper. Still, there was the small possibility that it was a vagrant from the last surviving pods in Norway or Iceland, and even if it was dead it would be a solid tick mark. A mention in the agency’s dispatches, might even make the local newsfeeds. As he nosed the skimmer towards the mudbank’s blunt crescent half a dozen gulls lofted into the air and tilted away, more than he’d seen in any one place for a while, and the shape shortened and stood up and he realised that it was a person, arms raised above their head and crossing and uncrossing in the classic semaphore for help.


The castaway was a slender androgenous kid dressed in an old, oversized wetsuit, cuffs bunched at wrists and ankles, a long rip in one calf exposing a nasty looking gash. Black hair clipped short, dried in uneven spikes. Brown skin and solemn dark eyes, good cheekbones and a serene, slightly otherworldly air, as if being stranded on a mudbank in the middle of the estuary wasn’t especially unusual. No big deal. Their name was S Odice, they told Winters. No, the S wasn’t an initial or short for anything. Just S. They/them. On the drift, no fixed address. Reciting these bare facts wearily, as they’d no doubt recited them many times before.


‘That’s a Bristol accent, isn’t it?’ Winters said, trying for a connection. ‘I grew up not far away, in Gloucestershire.’


The kid’s shrug was a minimal twitch of one shoulder. They were standing at the edge of a rippled apron of mud exposed by the receding tide, squinting at Winters and his skimmer riding in shallow water a few metres away.


‘Hop on,’ Winters said. ‘We’ll get your leg fixed up.’


‘No hospitals.’


‘I didn’t say I’d take you to one. We’ll head to my place, over on the island there. I have a good first aid kit, and I know how to use most of it.’


‘Are you some kind of police?’


‘I’m a wildlife ranger.’


‘Of that island?’


‘Cynsea Island, yes. These mudbanks, too.’


‘You going to arrest me?’


‘For what? You signalled, I came to help. Which is my job, or part of it anyway.’


The kid thought about that for half a minute, then picked up a pair of swim fins, a dive mask and a canvas weight belt and waded out to the skimmer. After they’d clambered aboard Winters handed them his steel water bottle and they sucked on its spout greedily, tilting the bottle to get the last drops, asking him if he had any more.


‘There’s plenty in my narrowboat.’


‘I tried drinking the river water, but it’s hella salty.’


‘The tides mix it up with seawater. How long were you stuck there?’


‘Most of the night.’


‘Out in the rain?’


For the first time a trace of animation broke through the kid’s laidback demeanour.


‘That was interesting. Thought I might drown, or be washed away. Had to dig in and hunch down until the worst was past.’


Winters reversed the skimmer in a churn of silty water and turned its blunt prow towards the island. ‘How did you end up there?’


‘Was working a car reef,’ the kid said, addressing the air off to one side of Winters. ‘One of the ones off Mersea? Got caught in a current and swept downstream, washed up here.’


Winters knew about the car reefs, where thousands of scrapped vehicles had been dumped in an attempt to prevent coastal erosion; knew that a crew of local chancers, the Lamb brothers, hired drifters to work as salvage divers, paying them a pittance and selling the electronics and catalytic converters they recovered to the recycling plant over in Gravesend. Blatant exploitation, though legal. But the reefs were more than twelve kilometres away, near the mouth of the estuary, and he thought it more likely that this castaway had been raiding one of the nearby oyster farms. They’d been working alone and got into trouble and ended up here, or had been working with a crew who’d dumped them on the mudbank after some kind of disagreement.


‘If you were working on the car reefs, what happened to your salvage?’


‘My what?’


‘Reef divers usually have net bags they hang from their belt, fill up with the stuff they find. Their salvage. Looks like you lost your air bottle and regulator, too.’


‘Didn’t have an air bottle.’


‘You were free-diving the reefs?’


‘I’m a good swimmer.’


‘But not good enough to stay out of trouble. Even if you know the tides and currents, you can easily get into serious difficulty out here. You were lucky to have ended up on that mudbank. Lucky I spotted you.’


The kid shrugged.


‘If I were you, I’d take it as a sign,’ Winters said.


‘A sign?’


‘That you should find another line of work.’


In the narrowboat’s cabin, the kid drank two glasses of water, wriggled out of their wetsuit and, in shorts and a frayed T-shirt, sat with a kind of rigid stoicism while Winters examined the gash in their leg. It was long and ragged but not especially deep, and had mostly stopped bleeding. Winters soaked cotton pads in boiled water and cleaned the gash and patted it dry, painted it with prion solution and closed it up with wound glue and bandaged it. Told the kid to keep it clean, try to keep their weight off it as much as possible and see a doctor if there was any sign of infection, and found them a freshly laundered T-shirt.


‘Your feet are about half my size, so you’ll have to go barefoot.’


‘Okay.’


‘I have to ask – how old are you?’


‘Old enough.’


‘How old’s that?’


‘Eighteen.’


‘You have some ID?’ Winters said, because the kid looked a year or two younger than that. A possible school-age runaway from some crisis or horrorshow. There were far too many like that on the drift.


The kid pulled a zipbag from the back pocket of their shorts and took out their ID card and handed it to Winters. Under a long string of numbers and letters, a photo of the kid rotated to the left and rotated back to face forward again. S Odice, born April 28th 2060, non-binary, a Bristol address.


‘So you’re eighteen, but only just,’ Winters said.


The kid shrugged.


‘You look younger.’


‘I get that a lot.’


‘This address, is that where your parents live?’


‘Where I was living, once upon a time.’


Winters gave the ID card back to the kid. ‘Before you went on the drift.’


The kid shrugged again, dropped the ID card into the zipbag and stuck it in their pocket.


‘When did you leave?’ Winters said.


‘A few years ago.’


‘Two years? Three?’


‘Something like that.’


‘Are you still in contact with your parents?’


‘Not really. And it isn’t any business of yours.’


‘It would have been my business a month ago. Before your eighteenth birthday. But not any longer. Is there anyone who might have reported you missing, might be worried about you?’


The kid shrugged.


‘How about someone you could call, ask to come pick you up? If you’ve lost your phone you can use mine.’


Another shrug.


Winters knew he wasn’t getting anywhere and pointed to the head, told the kid that they could wash up there. When they came out, face scrubbed and hair slicked down, the hem of their new T-shirt around their knees, Winters had brewed a pot of tea and was sitting on the L-shaped couch behind the little table, smoking what was left of last night’s joint. The kid sat as far away from him as possible, wary as a cat in a strange house, but accepted a mug of tea and an energy bar, asked Winters how long he’d been living there.


‘Coming up for two years.’


The kid unwrapped the energy bar and took two big bites. ‘Looks like you just moved in, you don’t mind me saying. Could do with, I don’t know. Some pictures. Flowers. Unpacking those boxes.’


‘It suits me,’ Winters said, and took a long drag on the joint and blew out a riffle of smoke and offered the stub to the kid.


‘I don’t do that stuff.’


‘Good for you,’ Winters said, and licked his finger and thumb and pinched out the stub’s coal.


The kid took another bite of their energy bar and said around it, ‘You seem pretty cool, for the law.’


‘I’m not anything like the law. More a sort of caretaker.’


‘Did you set those drones on the jellies?’


‘You saw that, huh?’


‘Jellies are mostly harmless, aren’t they? Why you so down on them?’


‘They’re proscribed biotech, designed by some hobbyist to absorb pollutants from the air. But they also sweep up insects, so if too many people release too many jellies it could cause all kinds of harm. Crops failing because there aren’t enough pollinating insects. Fledglings starving in nests because birds can’t catch enough insects on the wing.’


‘Everything’s connected to everything else,’ the kid said.


‘Yeah. Kick a rock, start an avalanche. So I had a thought while you were washing up. Someone I know, Teddy Stokes, might need some help. He grows all kinds of produce in his allotment, has a gleaner’s licence too. You know anything about gardening, or foraging for wild food?’


The kid shrugged.


‘Doesn’t matter. Teddy can teach you all you need to know, and he sort of owes me a favour. If you like, I’ll give him a call, let him know you’re looking for work. He lives over in Tollesbury, but your best bet is to catch him at his stall in the green market. He’s there every Saturday.’


The kid ate the last chunk of their energy bar. ‘Why are you doing this?’


‘I don’t know. Maybe it’s my turn to help someone out. Reckon you can walk on that leg?’


The kid nodded.


‘I’ll walk you to the causeway. Take another energy bar for the road. Grab a handful if you want.’


The causeway was a sandy path just wide enough for a single vehicle, raised on a low embankment curbed by boulders and swatches of seaweed and looping away towards the mainland shore like a child’s scribble, its far end obscured by a shimmering haze. The freshness after the rain had burned off and the morning was growing ever hotter.


The kid shielded their eyes with their forearm and studied the causeway and said, ‘Can’t you take me in your boat?’


‘I have things to do here. As long as you’re quick you won’t get washed away again.’


‘Really?’


‘No, I’m kidding. Tide’s just about on the turn, but you have plenty of time to get across. Even with that gimpy leg.’


‘My leg’s good.’


‘Keep that cut clean,’ Winters said. ‘And don’t forget about Teddy Stokes. You can’t find his stall in the green market, just ask around. Everyone there knows old Teddy.’


He watched as the kid limped away down the causeway, wetsuit rolled up and tucked under their right arm, swim fins dangling from their left hand, dive mask hung around their neck. A small stubborn figure dissolving into the glare of light on water. Winters sometimes took in injured or exhausted birds, tried as best he could to nurse them back to health, and felt the same way now as when he let one of those birds go. Knowing that it was the right thing to do, but also knowing how hard it was for a broken thing to survive in this world.


‘Here he comes, the hero of the mudbanks,’ Mic Thomas said, when Winters came into the room, and Embry Clarke turned in his chair and greeted him with a slow handclap and a couple of high-pitched yelps.


‘If I had to guess what that was meant to be, a seal would be the last in a very long list,’ Winters said.


This was in the back room of Heybridge Basin’s harbour office. The monthly meeting of the rangers in charge of reserves in and around the Blackwater Estuary. Half a dozen people in agency jackets and shorts sitting on stacking chairs in a loose semicircle. Evening sunlight burning at the edges of blinds pulled down over a pair of windows. A ceiling fan stirring soupy air.


Embry laid an arm along the back of his chair and smiled at Winters. ‘And how is your seal boy?’


‘They aren’t a boy. Or a girl, either. And they’re doing fine, as far as I know.’


‘My bad,’ Embry said, not at all abashed. ‘So were you really hoping you’d found an actual live seal?’


‘For maybe half a minute.’


‘A grey seal or a harbour seal? Or maybe a Weddell seal, on holiday from Antarctica.’


‘Give it a rest, Embry,’ Jude Lee said.


‘Walruses,’ Jon Holderness said.


‘Even more unlikely than a seal,’ Mic Thomas said.


‘They’d visit now and again, back in the day,’ Jon said. He was the oldest of the group, white hair pulled back from his weather-beaten face and tied with a black ribbon at the back of his neck. ‘Young males, usually, on what you might call a walkabout. Looking for new territory or maybe just seeing something of the world. They’d lounge about on slipways or buoys, climb on boats at anchor. And they’re big animals, walruses. Weigh a tonne or more. Nothing you could do if one decided to settle on your shrimper or sailboat. You’d just have to wait until it lost interest and left of its own accord.’


‘Well, they’re all gone now,’ Mic said.


‘There’s still a few in Canada,’ Jon said. ‘I don’t know if one could make it all this way, but it wouldn’t surprise me if it did.’


Embry looked at Winters and said, ‘Would you have checked him, excuse me, checked them out if you’d known they were just a drifter from the get-go?’


‘What would you have done?’


‘I wouldn’t have left them there, but I wouldn’t have turned them loose until I’d found out what they’d been up to.’


‘They claimed they were working on the car reefs.’


‘I mean what they’d really been up to.’


‘Embry has a point,’ Honey Yong said.


‘The point being that maybe it’s a good thing it wasn’t his call,’ Jude said.


‘It was Marc’s rescue, his decision,’ Nina Patel, the senior ranger, said. ‘And I don’t see any harm in treating a drifter with a little kindness. If you’re all done with that topic, let’s make a start on our actual agenda. We’re already running late.’


Winters filled a chipped mug with tea from the big aluminium teapot and took a seat as Nina announced that the first item was a note about the crab die-off.


‘Tell me they’ve finally found what’s causing it,’ Embry said.


‘Unfortunately, that’s still undetermined,’ Nina said. ‘We’ve been reminded that it is important to collect carcasses from our chosen strips of shore every day, and log species counts as well as overall numbers. Apparently some gaps have begun to appear in the records. I know it’s been several months now, and I’m as tired of it as anyone else, but we need to stay on top of it. And also make sure we burn everything we collect.’


The die-off had begun late that spring, when thousands of Chinese mitten crabs had crawled out of estuaries and rivers along the east coast. Aimless armies wandering across mudflats and nearby fields and roads before expiring. At first, there was no particular urgency to investigate. Mitten crabs were a prolific and widespread invasive species that would never make a red list anytime soon, even in these parlous times. But then the corpses of other species, green shore crabs and edible crabs, spider crabs and velvet swimming crabs, began to wash up, there were mass deaths in offshore crab farms and hatcheries, and catches in the few licensed traps still in operation dropped precipitously. Water temperatures along the east coast were no higher than average, there weren’t any toxic algal blooms and the crabs weren’t suffering from excessive parasite infestations or from shell disease, white leg disease or other common bacterial or viral infections, didn’t have unusual loads of dioxins, PCBs, organochlorides or heavy metals. The cause of the die-off appeared to be a synergistic combination of sub-lethal factors. As if the environment itself had become toxic.


‘There haven’t been so many to collect and count in the past couple of weeks,’ Honey Yong said. ‘Maybe it’s easing off.’


‘Or maybe there aren’t many crabs left,’ Embry said. ‘The agency really doesn’t have any strategy but watch and wait?’


‘I don’t like it any better than you do, but those are our instructions,’ Nina said, and crisply moved on to the other items on the agenda. Short- and long-range weather reports, precautions for the fire season, and an announcement that the new eelgrass initiative had been green-lit. Which was, Mic Thomas pointed out, no different from the old eelgrass initiative, five years ago. It had failed then, she said, so why was the agency wasting everyone’s time by trying again?


‘Try again, fail better,’ Embry said. ‘Our unofficial motto.’


‘If you’d read the briefing, you’d know that this is a new strain, with new tweaks,’ Nina said. Standing straight-backed at the lectern, fixing her gaze on Embry like a school teacher challenging a disruptive pupil. ‘First tested in Spurn Bight last year, now approved for testing in several new locations. Including Blackwater. The team which ran the Spurn Bight project will set up the trial beds, and most of the monitoring will be done remotely. If those trials are successful, the beds will be expanded, creating new habitats for marine life. Increasing species diversity, and also acting as an efficient carbon sink.’


‘This is the official word,’ Embry said.


‘That’s what you’ll tell anyone who asks about it, yes. No talk about failing better.’


Embry touched his brow with a forefinger. ‘Whatever you say.’


‘And if anyone asks about disturbances this experiment could cause?’ Honey said. ‘If fishers and gleaners, the owners of shellfish and kelp farms, are worried about effects on catches and productivity. What do we tell them?’


‘The outreach team will be in contact with people who have commercial interests in the estuary,’ Nina said. ‘But if anybody raises a concern, you can tell them that the project involves only a small number of carefully chosen and rigorously monitored sites. And that it has the potential to increase fish populations and the estuary’s overall health.’


‘And if it doesn’t work out, like last time? Or like the bumblebees?’ Embry said. ‘What’s our script then?’


‘It’s too early to think about that, but I’m sure the agency has it covered. Planting out the trial beds will begin in four weeks. And we will of course fully cooperate,’ Nina said, and asked if there were any matters outwith the agenda.


Mic wanted to know if there had been any movement on her request to repair last winter’s storm damage to the causeway to Northey Island, it wasn’t getting any better by itself and couldn’t be fixed by a few bags of gravel. Nina promised that she’d chase it up, and Jude raised his hand and said that a white-spotted bluethroat had been seen in the reedbeds along the edge of St Lawrence Creek. ‘It’s only been a couple of days since the first sighting was posted, but it’s already attracting birders. We should expect more as word spreads.’


‘Remind them that if they want to visit Northey they’ll need to book,’ Mic said.


‘I’m sure they will,’ Jude said. ‘They’re generally a well-behaved bunch.’


‘If there’s nothing else,’ Nina said, and as usual closed out the meeting with the little ceremony, the loss protocol, that memorialised a species recently pronounced extinct in totality.


Most were obscure, because part of the point of the loss protocol was to remember everything that was gone from the world. Not just the charismatic and keystone species, but also the foot soldiers, the marginal and overlooked plants and animals whose disappearance made only the smallest of holes in the world. This time it was the Lesser Lichen Case-bearer moth, Dahlica inconspicuella. An image of a drab insect with dusty brown wings kindled in the air beside Nina, and Winters and the other rangers watched in deferential silence as a sequence of short sentences scrolled up, explaining that the Lesser Lichen Case-bearer moth had been locally common in parts of England, but was found nowhere else in the world. The specimen displayed was a winged male. The females had been wingless, emerging from cocoons and mating and laying a clutch of eggs and dying, the eggs hatching into larvae which, protected by cases got up from silk and sand grains and lichen fragments, grazed on lichen and grew and eventually spun cocoons and transformed into short-lived adults.


There were people who had, over years and decades, mapped the moth’s locations, catalogued variant styles of larval casings and wing patterns, and monitored its slow decline, but this, the official recognition of its final end, was the only moment when it achieved any kind of significance. An exemplar of all that had been lost. The most beautiful and most wonderful forms that couldn’t be saved.


I never knew you, Winters thought, as he often did, but I’m sorry that you’re gone.


Later, sharing a joint with Jude after the communal meal, he said, ‘I’ve come to the conclusion that I shouldn’t have mentioned seals in my report.’


‘It was a nice touch,’ Jude said. ‘And pay no mind to Embry. He can be an asshole sometimes. Doubles down when someone calls him on his bullshit.’


The two of them were sitting on a bench on the patch of scorched and threadbare grass between the Old Ship pub and the sea lock and floodgates which, at high tide, allowed passage of boats between Heybridge Basin and Colliers Reach and the rest of the estuary. The last of the sunset was fading from the darkening sky. Lights shone on the decks and in the portholes of boats moored two or three deep in the basin and the moon-coloured streetlamps along the basin and the promenade behind the sea wall had switched on.


‘What did he mean by that remark about bumblebees?’ Winters said.


After almost two years on post, he still hadn’t untangled the old disputes and rivalries, the losses and small victories, that informed the back-and-forth between the rangers.


‘One of the agency’s first attempts at reintroduction hereabouts,’ Jude said. ‘They bred up two species of bumblebee and released them in the reserves. Both species were once native here, and both died out inside a year. The agency tried it again, same result. Things had changed too much. The bees couldn’t hack it anymore.’


Winters passed the joint and said, ‘So Embry had a legitimate point, Mic too, if this is the second go-around with eelgrass.’


Jude sucked on the joint and breathed a long riffle of smoke into the hot dark air. He was the youngest of the estuary’s five rangers, a calm, amiable, self-sufficient person with elf-locked red hair and a broad sunburnt face who seemed to have unfolded smoothly and completely from child to adult without any of the usual transitional stresses, crises and doubts.


‘Maybe this new strain will take hold,’ he said. ‘I hope it does. But sometimes it’s hard to justify trying to bring back what’s been lost when we barely have the resources to protect what’s survived.’


‘That’s kind of cynical, you don’t mind me saying.’


‘It’s the nature of our work,’ Jude said, and took another puff on the joint and handed it back to Winters. ‘What is this weak shit?’


‘Goodberry Tea.’


‘You’re still buying from Teddy Stokes.’


Winters took a long drag on the joint and breathed out smoke and said, ‘He’s the only one who sells it.’


‘He knows what his customers like. Something homegrown, but innocuous. Something that’ll give you the same kind of buzz as a nice Chardonnay,’ Jude said, and shook his head when Winters offered him the joint again. ‘Hit me up in a few days. I should have some new stuff you can try.’


‘This would be more of that weird gear peddled by drifters,’ Winters said, and took a last quick puff and ground out the nubbin’s last spark in the dry dirt between his boots.


‘The last batch you tried was pretty good.’


‘It was still kicking me in the head the next day, if that’s what you mean.’


‘I’ve been told that this new stuff is strong but mellow,’ Jude said. ‘“A ride as smooth as silk” was the sales pitch.’


‘I’m not sure if any of it can even be called marijuana.’


‘It mostly is. Just tweaked in interesting ways. Speaking of drifters, do you know what happened to your castaway?’


‘I made Teddy Stokes an offer. Said that if he threw a little work the kid’s way I’d overlook the fact that his gleaning licence had expired a couple of months ago. And so far it seems to be working out. I told the kid to look up Teddy at the green market, but instead, after I turned them loose, they walked all the way to Tollesbury. Found Teddy on his allotment.’


‘You’ve got your castaway working for your drug dealer?’


Winters smiled. It might be weak shit by Jude’s standards, but the joint had nicely blurred the edges of the world and set his thoughts adrift, little clouds softly bumping around in his skull.


‘Sounds sort of bad when you put it like that,’ he said. ‘I found them work and a place to stay is all, and they seem to like it.’


He’d pitched up at Teddy’s stall in the Green Market, bought his usual bag of Goodberry Tea as a pretext for an unofficial welfare check. Teddy and a couple of his pals were sitting on upturned crates, drinking beer from waxpaper cartons and gossiping, and S was serving customers and seemed happy and well, said that they’d been taking care of their leg and it was almost healed.


‘Teddy told me the kid had been double-digging his allotment, and has a fair eye for foraging. Which is high praise, as far as Teddy’s concerned. He’s paying them minimum wage, as we agreed. Drifter scrip, not credit. S doesn’t have a phone.’


‘One of those folk who want to drop all the way out of society?’


‘Or maybe they have a good reason for not wanting to be found. I didn’t ask,’ Winters said, and told Jude that he’d also stopped by the produce stall run by the Lamb brothers. There were four of them, operating a variety of dubious businesses, including the car reef thing, out of a smallholding near Mersea. The youngest, Luca, had been manning their stall that Saturday.


‘You know him?’


‘Scary big fellow,’ Jude said. ‘But good-natured, as long as you don’t get on the wrong side of him.’


‘I wanted to check the kid’s story about diving one of the reefs, told Luca I’d rescued someone who claimed to have been working for his family, asked if he knew anything about it. And he said that he didn’t have anything to do with that side of the business, but might have heard something about one of the divers getting into trouble. In this offhand way, as if it was no big deal, which pissed me off somewhat. S could have drowned, the fucker could care less. I said that as far as I was concerned the reef-diving business should be shut down before someone got themselves killed. Said that I’d found a new line of work for the person I’d rescued, but that might not be the end of it.’


‘Oh boy,’ Jude said.


‘Yeah. As soon as I said it, I thought I was in trouble. But it was okay. I think Luca was amused. Like a kitten had tried to bite him. He told me that Teddy Stokes had returned the diving gear, the kid’s share for the scrap they’d brought up had been paid, and that was that. Done and dusted. I think he was relieved that S had been found alive. That there wasn’t an inconvenient body he and his brothers would have to answer for.’


‘So all’s well that ends well.’


‘Yeah. And it turns out that S was telling the truth. They really had been diving the car reefs, must have floated all the way to Cynsea. Twelve kilometres, give or take. Pretty amazing.’


Jude said, ‘Didn’t you once have a girlfriend who was in the life?’


‘Briefly. I was nearly on the drift too, at one point. And yeah, maybe that did have something to do with wanting to help the kid,’ Winters said. ‘But you know how drifters are. Sooner or later they’ll decide to move on.’


‘No doubt,’ Jude said. ‘But the way you stuck up for them, going toe to toe with one of the notorious Lamb brothers? I get the impression that you’re hoping they’ll stick around.’


Although Winters’ path to Cynsea Island had been as haphazard and circuitous as any drifter’s, he knew precisely where it had begun. The siege of Wakestone Farm, the commune where his sister Izzy lived, his detention by the counterterrorism police and all the rest of the sorry mess. Unlike Izzy, he’d chosen a conventional life. University, employment as a sustainability analyst in the London offices of a construction company, tentative plans to move out of his efficiency pod, the kind that could be hosed down between tenants, and find a place to share with his girlfriend as soon as both of them won the requisite bumps in their salaries. All of that had gone to smash with the siege, which ended in a fire so intense it left no identifiable remains. Izzy, along with her guru and master Kasey Motte, the rest of Motte’s followers and the hostages they’d taken, were pronounced dead at the coroner’s inquest on the basis of police evidence and Motte’s infamous list of so-called saviours. Winters was released without charge, but the construction company invoked the morals clause in his contract and terminated it with immediate effect and no compensation, his relationship with his girlfriend didn’t last much longer, and at the age of twenty-five he was suddenly unattached and unemployed, free to reinvent himself but with no idea of what he wanted to be.


Mostly, he wanted to disappear. To escape the media’s bottomless appetite for morsels of Izzy’s life, the stigma of guilt by association. His uncle, a senior civil servant, arranged an interview with a multinational logistics service provider, and he spent the next three years drudging in minimum wage gigs in mainland Europe. Back-office work in an aid distribution centre in Spain and one of the new ecocities in Albania, organising meals and accommodation for engineers and labourers at the construction site of a desalination plant complex in Greece. Which was where he contracted a new and vicious strain of dengue fever that laid him up in a high-dependency clinic for six weeks.


Serious illness was a different kind of discontinuity. A chance to click pause and reassess. The newsfeeds, citizen journalists and various polders of social media that had once hounded him had moved on to other scandals and moral crusades, and he wanted to believe that he had moved on, too. Had outgrown his shame and remorse and helpless anger, his obsession with the last time he’d met his sister, the stupid fantasies about rewriting the past. No one noticed or cared when he returned to England. He was working as night manager of a factory that farmed black soldier fly larvae, processing them into food-extending protein and turning their frass into fish-food pellets, when a friend tipped him off about job openings for one of the Biodiversity Agency’s rewilding initiatives, part of a plan to enrich and expand the National Forest which ran from Cornwall and Devon to Northumberland and the border with Scotland. Winters won a place on the project partly because of his experience in the sustainability business and partly because of his long-standing interest in natural history, rooted in the citizen science projects he’d helped Izzy with, back in the day – plant and insect surveys, bird counts and owl pellet inventories, restoration and renewal parties, and so on. Some might think that ironic, or a rebalancing of karmic forces, but Winters, who in his before-times life had used the metrics of ecological economics to identify and measure the contingent value of ecosystems and the costs of making good losses caused by development and construction, knew that the world was as it was, no more, no less. Transparent, computable and, within the limits of the negative-growth economy, utilizable. Izzy’s belief in the world-changing powers of her commune’s mushroom dreams, his scary meeting with Kasey Motte, had strengthened rather than undermined this stubborn rationalism.


His first year with the agency, he was part of a crew deployed along the border between Somerset and Devon. Charting numbers and diversity of plant, insect and animal species in tracts of woodland, using chainsaws and industrial strimmers to clear the remains of dense blocks of conifers grown for the timber trade and patches of trees trashed by wildfires and storms, and planting saplings of species adapted to the new climate – horse chestnuts, Turkey oaks and Spanish oaks, wild service trees and grey elms. It was challenging and physically demanding work, but he was fitter than he’d ever been, the crew he worked with was tight-knit and good company, and days and nights spent in the countryside reminded him of the best times in his childhood, when he’d roamed the local common and woods and fields with his sister or his friends.


Sometimes, though, especially while working alone in patches of old woodland, he’d be ambushed by the creepy sense of an uncanny, unseen presence, or the feeling that he’d strayed across some impalpable boundary into woods as old as the world and deep and boundless as an ocean. Faint and fleeting echoes of the hallucinations he’d suffered when Kasey Motte had spiked him with a supercharged strain of shrooms, but deeply unsettling nevertheless.


In the spring of that year he met his first dreamers. A young woman and man on the drift who like others before them stopped by the work camp one evening and were given a share of the workers’ supper. A sweet, sincere, other-worldly couple. Vagabond mystics who used shrooms, one of the hallucinogenic species picked in the wild, nothing like Kasey Motte’s special strain, to connect with the dreams of the land and memories of its deep past which in a thousand or ten thousand years might return with no need or care for human intervention. They didn’t recognise Winters or mention Kasey Motte and his perversion of shroom visions, but he was relieved when they left the next morning.


After the work in Somerset ended, he moved to a project on the English side of the Black Mountains, establishing forests in upland grasslands where biodiversity had been compromised by centuries of sheep grazing. He was a trainee ranger by then, learning about conservation management, prepping for extreme weather events, and basic forestry skills, leading guided walks for visitors and local schoolkids. In the spring CeCe Craddock joined the crew, and within a couple of days she and Winters were sleeping together. A mutual infatuation between two people who had little in common except for some pretty intense sex and a liking for weed, which Winters had acquired during his voluntary exile in Europe. A classic example of the attraction of opposites, according to CeCe.


She was a drifter ten years older than Winters, a sturdy, spirited woman with pale freckled skin and an uncombed mass of red hair who claimed to be a full-blooded Celt of ancient lineage. She had a trace of a Welsh accent that became near operatic at sexual climax, but wouldn’t tell Winters where she had been born and brought up, and warned him at the start of their affair that she was a rambler who refused to be held down by anyone or anything, had no home but the road and places and people she found along the way. She only used her phone, an ancient hard-shell model that predated bionics, when she needed to access credit earned by what she called straight-world jobs, and preferred whenever possible to pay for goods and services with greasy polymer banknotes printed with the likeness of a dead king, the common currency of the drifter community.


On their days off, CeCe and Winters went on long hikes with minimal gear, camping overnight under a groundsheet stretched between a couple of trees for shelter when it was raining, under the open sky when it was not. Sharing a joint by a little campfire, zipping their sleeping bags together, waking at sunrise. Winters, still abed, watching as CeCe squatted naked by the fire she’d rekindled, boiling up wild comfrey tea in a battered aluminium pot.


She wouldn’t let Winters consult his phone’s agent or satnav on their hikes, had no use for maps. Said that getting lost was the best way to discover something new, and navigated by the sun and instinct and whim, skirting roads, houses and farms as much as possible. It was harder to avoid damage done by decades of wild weather and the overheated climate. Landslips which cut wandering trenches across grassland or carved fresh cirques and slumps into hillsides. Patches of woodland smothered by honeysuckle or dense curtains of Russian vine. Tracts where dead trees stood like congregations of stark white ghosts, or had been uprooted by storms and lay in impenetrable puzzles of broken trunks and shattered branches, all overgrown by bramble and dog rose.


The summer of that year was exceptionally hot and dry. The foliage of heat-stressed trees flamed red and yellow in false autumn and leaves shed to alleviate water stress crackled underfoot and drifted amongst withered clumps of ferns and grasses. One evening, standing on the crest of a ridge burned entirely black, a warm wind blowing siftings of ash past a cairn of stones cracked and broken by the heat of the fire, Winters and CeCe saw the smoke spires of five separate wildfires rising in the shimmering panorama below.


In another life, on another path, Winters might have gone on the drift with CeCe after his contract ended. Might have joined the alternative community of runaways and refuseniks who had chosen or fallen into a low-impact nomadic way of life, owning only what they could carry, taking temporary and seasonal work wherever they could find it. Maybe he would have found happiness on the drift. Fulfilment. A way of healing. Instead, they ran into CeCe’s witchy friend, with her weirding ways and her fucking Tarot cards, and that was the end of that.


It was in the last days of summer. They were following a sunken lane that tunnelled through a wood, a holloway first walked by Saxons according to CeCe, and deepened by the tread of feet and hooves and the passage of cart wheels for more than a thousand years since. A hushed place that, in the green shade of trees that clung to steep banks clothed in ivy and ferns and brambles, seemed to stand outside of the ordinary passage of time, haunted by the ghosts of secret histories.


The holloway curved around an outcrop of fractured stone, the slope on one side flattened out, and there, in the shade of a large yew tree, a woman sat crossed-legged, thumbing through something on her phone, looking up as Winters and CeCe approached. They’d met drifters before, lone men or young couples, a raucous crew squatting on a rocky outcrop in unreconstructed moorland. Had always called out greetings and walked on, but this time CeCe surprised Winters by striding towards the woman and giving her a stooping sideways hug, the woman patting CeCe’s back while looking straight at Winters. She was in her late fifties or early sixties, her face creased and deeply suntanned, glossy black hair gathered into a loose ponytail splayed across one shoulder. A small blue rucksack stood on the soft duff and an aluminium kettle sat on a camping stove.


CeCe was telling the woman it had been an age, asking why she was so far from her usual beat.


‘I got the wandering itch. And maybe I know why, now. Who’s your friend?’


CeCe introduced Winters, told him that this was her good friend Ayn. ‘Come. Sit. We’ve some catching up to do.’


The woman, Ayn – whether that was her first, last or only name Winters never knew – studied him with a frank gaze as he settled beside CeCe. She wore a soft leather shirt with red stitching, baggy earth-coloured utility trousers. The soles of her bare feet were black with dirt, toenails painted different colours.


‘Where did you find him?’ she said.


‘We’re both working for the agency,’ CeCe said. ‘Patching in trees here and there, cutting back undergrowth, that kind of shit. Sort of clicked together.’


‘He isn’t one of us.’


‘Partly why I like him.’


‘Not from around here, either.’


‘But not from that far away, originally,’ Winters said, somewhat nettled by being treated like a curiosity. ‘I grew up on the other side of the Severn.’


Ayn ignored that, told CeCe that she had some tea and pulled a jar from a hole in the ground. ‘Birchbark. Cut the twigs yesterday, let them steep overnight.’


The pale amber tea was cool and faintly astringent. Winters sipped his measure while CeCe and Ayn swapped gossip about common acquaintances, who was on the road and who’d left it, the latest turn in a long-running feud between two sisters, the death of a man they both knew.


‘I hadn’t heard,’ CeCe said. ‘Was Freya with him, at the end?’


‘He knew it was his time, but didn’t tell her when she last visited. Left a note in his bivvy and set off towards one of his favourite spots. Got most of the way there, sat down to rest and didn’t get up again. Freya found him the next day.’


‘Poor Freya.’


‘Was her choice to make that promise. She didn’t have to, not after they split up like they did. But now that promise has been fulfilled, and she can move on.’


There was a silence between the two women while they sipped their tea.


‘I wouldn’t say no to a reading,’ CeCe said at last.


‘I was thinking it might be necessary,’ Ayn said, and reached inside her shirt and fetched out a pack of greasy cards bound with a black ribbon that she undid with slow care and tied around her wrist. She spread the cards in an arc, face-down, and surprised Winters by holding them out to him and told him to choose three.


‘I’m not much of a fan of magic tricks,’ Winters said, feeling he’d been put on the spot.


‘Isn’t a trick,’ Ayn said. ‘Isn’t magic, either. Think of a question and pick any three.’


‘What kind of question?’


‘Up to you. Something you want, perhaps. Or something that’s been bothering you.’


‘Where I’m going in my life, maybe.’


Perhaps her cards would tell him if he should stick with tree planting or go on the drift for a while, with or without CeCe. Get a feel for that life.


‘Everyone who can’t think of a real question falls back on that old chestnut,’ Ayn said. ‘But all right. Hold it in your mind and pick your cards. One for yourself, one for your situation, one for the challenges you face. Pull them out and turn them over. Sideways, not end for end. It’s important which way up they are. Whether they’re reversed or upright. Set them in front of you as you find them.’


‘Go on,’ CeCe said. ‘Ayn doesn’t do this for everybody. She’ll tell you something interesting about yourself.’


The cards were hand-drawn, black ink on heavy white stock. Winters chose three at what he hoped was random, setting them down one by one on the carpet of brown needles.


An old man in a black robe trimmed with fur, one hand resting on a telescope aimed through a window filled edge to edge with stars, the other pointing to papers scattered at his feet.


‘The Magus, reversed,’ Ayn said.


A figure of indeterminate sex with butterfly wings, rising above rippling water into a sky densely cross-hatched with tiny symbols.


‘Emergence, also reversed.’


Four swords laid in a compass rose, their points meeting two more swords standing in the centre, lit with a blaze of white in a dark land under a dark sky scribbled with symbols, the moon’s crescent cocked high in one corner.


Like the others Winters had chosen, it was upside down. Reversed. When he laid it down Ayn didn’t name it but stared at the three cards as if they had suddenly transformed into something loathsome and poisonous and pushed back a little, the heels of her bare feet raising ridges in the duff, her back pressed against the trunk of the yew.


‘You shouldn’t have brought him here,’ she told CeCe.


‘It’s not as if I expected to find you.’


‘But here you are and here he is. And I’d kindly like you to leave and take him with you.’


‘What do the cards say?’ CeCe said.


‘He don’t belong here and I shouldn’t have done this,’ Ayn said. ‘Just go. And don’t ever bring him back.’


‘What did I do?’ Winters said.


He was angry and upset. Wondering if the woman had recognised him, knew about his sister. If she believed, because of her stupid card trick, that he was tainted by Kasey Motte’s folly.


‘It isn’t anything you did,’ Ayn told him. ‘More what you are.’


‘If this is about what I think it’s about, I didn’t have anything to do with it.’


‘That’s the point. You don’t have anything to do with anything. You’re here, and you shouldn’t be,’ Ayn said and turned her head and screwed her eyes shut, as if in childlike denial.


Winters and CeCe had been planning to walk up to the Cat’s Back and take in the view, then find a pitch in the woods around Upper Blaen. Instead CeCe turned back towards the work camp and Winters followed her.


‘Do you know what those cards were supposed to mean?’ he said.


‘Not really. If you want, you can look it up.’


‘They’re just cards. It’s crazy to think they mean anything.’


‘They’re symbols of deep patterns. The shape of the world. The shape of us. And they told Ayn something.’


CeCe was walking quickly, bouncing along the uneven track. Winters, trying to keep up with her, was slightly out of breath. She was seriously spooked. By the cards. By her witchy friend’s allegations.


‘What did she mean, I don’t have anything to do with anything?’ he said.


‘I don’t know.’


‘You don’t know what she thinks those cards told her.’


‘No, I don’t.’


‘Maybe it isn’t anything to do with them. Maybe she thinks she knows something about me. Who I am.’


‘And who would that be?’


Winters was briefly tempted to tell CeCe about Izzy, but glossing over his past had become a deeply ingrained habit. And besides, it would most likely make things worse.


He said, ‘We’re letting that woman’s craziness ruin the day.’


‘Ayn isn’t crazy. Weird, maybe. Weird, and deep. But not crazy.’


‘Are you saying you believe her?’


‘I don’t know what she saw in the cards, but she definitely saw something.’


Later, despite his misgivings, Winters looked up the cards he’d chosen. They weren’t part of any Tarot set he could find, but the names of the first two were in common use and he guessed that the third was the six of swords, sometimes called the Navigator, and he plugged their names and the fact that they were all reversed into a site that gave him a free reading. You are between worlds, it told him. The prisoner of a divided situation. You need to make an effort to sharpen your focus so that you can fully understand it and use your special knowledge to take action.


Generalised double-talk. Something which meant everything and nothing, like a fortune cookie message. But he couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that Ayn and her cards had delved into the past he’d tried so hard to put behind him. His entanglement with Kasey Motte’s fantasies. His final parting with Izzy. Her madly hurtful dismissal. It didn’t help that it ended his relationship with CeCe, who quit work and left the camp the next day. No warning, not even a note. Just gone.


Winters moved on. Maybe the cards were right about one thing. He needed to take action. Realise his potential. He worked on various conservation projects in reserves in the salt marshes of the Thames Estuary and finished his apprenticeship, and soon afterwards saw an advertisement for the post of wildlife ranger for the Cynsea Island reserve, filled in the online forms and attached his CV and sent everything off with a single click. He didn’t have much hope of success, but two weeks later he was invited to the agency’s head office in Nottingham and quizzed during a walkabout in the model reserve outside the city, followed by a more formal interview with a panel composed of two senior rangers and three administrative officers, and shortly afterwards was offered the job. As someone once told him, you can make all the plans you like, but wherever you end up is where you were headed all along.


Cynsea was the smallest of the three significant islands in the Blackwater Estuary, connected to the mainland by a causeway that was impassable twice a day, at high tide. Its name, like many in that part of England, was a corruption of the original Saxon. Cynesige. Royal Victory. Mersea Island, near the mouth of the estuary, had been used as a holiday resort by Roman occupiers and the remains of Celtic salt workings and fish weirs had been found there; once upon a time Viking marauders had sailed their longships up the estuary and landed at Northey Island, where they’d lost a famous battle with a Saxon army. But all that remained of Cynsea’s early history was an oyster-shell midden, a Mesolithic flint adze far from any source of flint, and the hilt of a seax, the long knife commonly carried by Saxon men, found by a metal detectorist in the 1980s. Even the reason for its name, if it had been the site of an unrecorded skirmish in the marshes, perhaps, or part of the settlement of a disputed inheritance, was long forgotten.


In the first quarter of the twentieth century the island had been purchased by a philanthropist who built a half-timbered brick lodge in the local vernacular style and rented the patchwork of small fields to a farmer. On his death, the island had been gifted to a charity and the lodge converted into a sanitorium that was requisitioned by the government during the Second World War and used as a nursing home where injured RAF pilots recovered from their wounds and burns, adjusted to their amputations and facial reconstructions. Abandoned after the war, it was briefly squatted by a hippy commune but otherwise had been left to fall into ruin until, in the economic boom of the 1990s, the freehold of the island was bought by a director of a private bank. He restored the lodge and built a concert hall and cottages to accommodate musicians and guests for exclusive recitals, and the island was used as a holiday home by his family until the middle of the twenty-first century, when the Biodiversity Agency acquired it through a compulsory purchase order.


The lodge had burned down in an arson attack, leaving only the outlines of its foundations and a chimney stack, mostly held up by a thick cladding of ivy, which was the roost of a colony of pipistrelle bats. A beach of imported sand and a significant portion of the fields had been washed away during the Great Storm of ’49, and rising sea levels had turned most of the rest into a marsh of mudflats, reedbeds and salt-willow brakes. The roofless shells of the concert hall and the guest cottages, scattered along what had once been the shore, were half-drowned and clad in thick skirts of seaweed. Only the low ridge of the island’s spine, its clumps of trees and hawthorn thickets and little clearings, stood above the tideline.


It was a place of shifting and indefinite boundaries. Long perspectives of water dissolving into misty air at a horizon that seemed to be no more than knee-high. Tides and currents rearranging mazy configurations of mudflats and mudbanks. His first summer on the island, Winters had a brief affair with the assistant stage manager of a touring opera company which, on a pair of flat-topped barges anchored side by side off Northey Island and surrounded by an audience aboard every kind of small boat, had given three performances of Britten’s Peter Grimes. Music and human voices echoing out across the water. The floating stage, illuminated by a choreographed flock of drones, seeming to grow brighter and ever more hyperreal as summer’s dusk deepened.


Winters and the other local rangers were tasked with policing the audience’s boats. After the technical rehearsal, he fell into a conversation with the ASM, Lyla Stering, they drifted away from the others to share a joint, and ended up in Lyla’s narrow bed, in a cubbyhole tucked into a corner of one of the barge’s holds.


Each performance of the opera ended with a little piece of theatrical trickery. The lead tenor playing the unjustly accused hero, who committed suicide by scuppering his boat and drowning himself, appeared to climb into a dinghy and sail off down the estuary. But it was really Lyla, a mariner’s cap pulled low to hide her face, who took the dinghy around the point of the island while the music of the finale played, so that the tenor could take his bows with the rest of the cast. After the third and last performance, she didn’t return to the barges but waited for Winters to catch up with her in his skimmer, and he guided her to Cynsea and his narrowboat’s mooring, and followed her into the cabin, his mouth parched with desire and anticipation.


Early the next morning, Lyla insisted on being given a tour and said that the island, its marshes and quaint ruins and narrow ribbon of woods, was the ideal hideout for a gang of children from one of those old adventure books. She could see Winters living there like a castaway, she said. The only inhabitant of his little world, catching fish and robbing bird nests, foraging for berries and mushrooms.


Winters tried to deflect this with a lame joke, saying that Cynsea would be the perfect desert island if it wasn’t for the paperwork and the constant stream of visitors, but he felt seen. The job wasn’t all it could be. He missed the cheerful rough-and-tumble camaraderie of the forestry camps, was basically a caretaker and tour guide subject to the directives of scientists and bureaucrats, constrained by a thousand regulations and the tireless scrutiny of his supervisor. But at the end of each day, after the last visitors and volunteers had left, he loved to wander along the island’s marshy shore or amble through its patchwork woods, listening to wind moving amongst leaves in summer, breathing in the damp and decay of autumn, watching the winter sun rise beyond a lacework of bare branches. And every morning, whether he woke to sunshine and birdsong, to drifts of rain or to haar that shrank his world to a muffled bubble, like the last fragment of a shattered planet adrift in universal blankness, was an affirmation of his luck. His rolling contract was subject to review at the end of every year, and he wasn’t certain if he wanted to stick to the job for the rest of his life, but for now he’d found a place of shelter. A safe harbour and useful work. A kind of peace.


When Winters and Jude arrived at the patch where the bluethroat was showing, a hair past seven on a warm sunny morning, there were already several men in high-end outdoor gear and army surplus camo crouched behind their camera tripods, and two local volunteers were standing watch, making sure the visitors picked up their litter and didn’t stray from the shore trail or put up drones to triangulate their prize.


The locals were Bob and Will Flowers. Uncle and nephew, birders who kept records of what they called little brown jobs, reed warblers, grasshopper warblers, reed buntings and so on, that went back a couple of decades, and led parties of schoolkids on birdwatching expeditions. Bob, a burly man with a Santa Claus beard, told Winters that bluethroats weren’t quite extinct, but the visitor to the estuary was a notable rarity.


‘The first seen in England for more than twenty years. Back when young Will was in short pants. They used to pass through on their way to breeding grounds in Europe in spring, or on their way back to wintering grounds in Africa. This one seems to have decided to settle. Shows no sign of Zugunruhe.’


‘Zugunruhe?’ Winters said.


‘It’s German. Means migratory restlessness,’ Jude said.


‘Germans have a word for everything,’ Will said.


‘Probably have a word for “having a word for everything”,’ Bob said.


When it appeared, this uncommon visitor didn’t seem especially spectacular. Robin-sized, with a blue bib and a dash of white at its throat, pecking about the dusty ground under a patch of gorse downslope from the shore trail. Winters put up his field glasses and tracked it as it fluttered up to a perch on a prickly gorse branch and cocked its tail and carolled a staccato sequence of trills and chirps. Pausing, head tilted, as if listening for the call-backs of rival males or awaiting the cautious approach of a female, before sailing off into the scrub.


‘There’s a theory that males sing more loudly as numbers of their species drop,’ Jude said. ‘Trying to cover a larger territory, so they’ve a better chance of attracting one of the few remaining females.’


‘Like in cities, where birds have to sing more loudly to be heard over background noise,’ Will said.


‘Back in the day, people thought male birds sang to define their territory,’ Bob said. ‘Competing against other males to prove themselves worthy for female attention. Now, we know they sing when there’s a lack of females. Because they’re lonely. Used to be, the dawn chorus ended early in summer. Late May. June. When birds had paired off and eggs were hatching and it was all about feeding chicks all the time. Now, you get some males singing into July or August because they still haven’t found a mate. If he stays, this one could be singing all summer.’


Out in the scrub, the bluethroat trilled its lone and lovely song again. One of the visitors was holding above his head a big directional microphone attached to a long aluminium pole and sleeved in furry camo. The others had their field glasses up, trying to spot the bird in the briars and dry grass.


‘I heard the song of an endling once,’ Jude said. ‘The last known wood warbler.’


‘I know of that one,’ Bob said. ‘Norfolk, wasn’t it?’


‘A patch of woods near the River Yare,’ Jude said. ‘I was new to the agency, temporary assistant to a sound recordist. We set up before dawn for three days straight until we heard it. Singing for a mate it would never find. There hasn’t been a confirmed sighting of a wood warbler here or in mainland Europe since then, but the recording’s in the agency library if anyone wants to hear it.’


‘Stellar little bird,’ Bob said. ‘Green plumage on top, fresh as a lime, yellow breast, white belly. A mega-tick on a trip I made to Poland some thirty years back. The Białowiez˙a Forest.’


‘A migrant like our friend there,’ Jude said. ‘But none of them learned to stay put.’


‘Unable to resist their Zugunruhe,’ Will said.


‘You ever heard of Weltschmerz?’ Bob said to Winters.


‘Vaguely.’


‘Another German word. Means world weariness, world pain. Coined back in the nineteenth century to describe the grief of poets and painters whose ideals were harshed by reality. A lot of people these days suffer from something similar. What you might call solastalgia.’


‘My German isn’t all it could be.’


‘It’s a mix of Latin and Greek. Something someone came up with to describe the feeling you have when you’re on your home patch, knowing everything’s changing in all kinds of bad ways you can’t control, and also knowing that it’s only going to get worse. Anticipating a future that’s even more fucked up than the present.’


‘Yeah, I know that feeling,’ Winters said.


‘Pretty much every birder does too,’ Bob said. ‘Every year, our tick lists are shorter than the year before. Question is, does our feathered friend feel the same way? Is it singing to attract a female, or does it know it doesn’t stand a chance, but is singing anyway, for itself? And if it’s singing for itself, what kind of song is it? Is it hopeful or defiant, or is it grieving for the gone world?’


One night, it was about a week after he’d paid his respects to the bluethroat, Winters was woken by a phone call. It was close to midnight. Absolute darkness pressing at the porthole beside his bed as he groped for the phone. No name or number showing. A voice in his ear saying, after he accepted the call, ‘Is she there?’


‘Who is this?’


‘You know who I mean.’


‘No, I don’t,’ Winters said, although he was wondering if this was, somehow, something to do with the kid, S Odice.


‘Are you sheltering her on your lovely little island?’


The voice was crisp and precise and affectless, the male equivalent of his agent’s default persona. He’d never bothered to customise or name her, rather liked her somewhat severe manner, its suggestion of an unjudgmental efficiency, but this version seemed calculatedly menacing, like a psychotic computer from some ancient sci-fi film.


‘I’m not sheltering anyone,’ he said.


‘You are claiming to be alone.’


‘How did you get this number?’


‘Perhaps you don’t know yet. But you will.’


‘Don’t call me again,’ Winters said, and cut the link, and asked his agent to give him the caller’s number.


‘I’m afraid that it has been withheld.’


‘You can’t trace it?’


‘I regret to say that I lack the means to do so.’


He tried to dismiss it. A malicious crank call, nothing more than that. But it reminded him of the media barrage after the siege, the calls and ambushes, notes stuck to the door of his efficiency pod offering to listen to his side of the affair or threatening to tell the real story of his involvement, not to mention the deluge of flat-out trolling, and he found it hard to get back to sleep and woke early the next morning from uneasy dreams of wandering the empty streets of an unknown and depopulated city on an urgent but bootless search for something or someone he couldn’t name.


A few days later, out on the river on a routine patrol, checking the mudbanks for fish traps and other signs of poaching, trespassing campers and so on, he spotted a dinghy hauled up on the landward side of a sandbar and steered closer, saw Teddy Stokes standing amongst cord grass and the kid trudging through knee-deep water, leaning into the long handle of a push net.


Teddy touched two fingers to the fraying brim of his straw hat as Winters walked up to him.


‘Ranger.’


‘Teddy.’


‘Another hot day.’


‘I see you’ve got our young friend working.’


‘Their third go at shrimping,’ Teddy said. ‘I believe they’re beginning to get the hang of it.’


He was a tall, stooped geezer with a bush of woolly grey hair, barefoot in cut-off blue jeans and an old, unbuttoned cotton shirt. Retired from school teaching after more than forty years, he supplemented his pension by selling produce and weed he grew in his garden and double allotment, and marsh samphire and shrimp and prawns he gleaned along the shore.


‘You still haven’t got around to renewing your licence,’ Winters told him.


‘I’ve been rather busy. Sorting out a place for S to stay, for one thing. They didn’t take to sleeping in the house, so we set up a mattress in my shed on the allotment. Cleaned it out, hung curtains, tried to make it homely. And there were clothes to buy, a few necessities. Not to mention smoothing things over with the Lamb brothers.’


‘Yeah, I had a word with Luca Lamb, and he mentioned that you returned the kid’s gear. How did that go?’


‘I know those boys have a reputation, but they’ve never given me any grief. I taught three of them, back in the day, all but young Luca, and they still call me Mr Stokes. Jake, the elder brother that runs the diving business, told me that S is an odd fish.’


‘How so?’


‘He didn’t exactly explain. Apparently, S had been working on their fruit farm, and one day volunteered for the reef diving gig. Brought up three catalytic converters inside an hour on their first and last outing, big prizes because they contain rare metals. And after handing Jake the third one S went down again and didn’t come back up.’


‘And drifted twelve kilometres to the mudbank where I found them,’ Winters said.


‘Hard to believe, but there it is,’ Teddy said.


The two of them watching as the kid lifted the push net out of the water and examined their catch, picking out bits of seaweed and throwing them over their shoulder, plucking small creatures and dropping them into their catch bucket, a nylon cylinder clipped to the belt of their waders. The hot wind blew streamers of fine sand along the broad wedge of the beach, combed the mane of cord grass.


‘I had a phone call a couple of days ago,’ Winters said. ‘Late at night, anonymous, sort of threatening. It didn’t mention S by name, but I can’t help wondering if someone might be looking for them.’


‘If they are, I’ve not been troubled yet,’ Teddy said.


‘No odd phone calls or messages?’


‘Not a one. Do you think the youngblood’s in trouble?’


‘I hope not. Have they said anything about how they got into the drifter life?’


‘Not yet. And I don’t intend to pry. Either they’ll volunteer it, or they won’t.’


‘Most likely won’t.’


‘Most likely. Anyway, what with all that business, and teaching them the ins and outs, sorting out my licence was rather pushed to the back of my mind. But I’ll get around to it.’


‘Sooner rather than later.’


‘Don’t worry. I’ll get it done.’


Out in the shallows, S had set off on another transect with the push net, and Teddy cupped his hands around his mouth and called to them, told them to come on in. He kicked a hole in wet sand at the water’s edge and took the push net from the kid, wedged the triangle of netting strung at its fore edge in the hole and emptied the contents of the catch bucket into it, and he and the kid squatted head to head, sorting through their prizes. A double handful of wiggling brown shrimp, several bug-eyed prawns, and a couple of baby dabs and a small pipe fish Teddy chased into his cupped hand.


While the old man walked into the water to set the fish free, Winters asked S how it was going.


‘Okay, I guess.’


‘Teddy or anyone else gives you any trouble, you let me know.’


‘He’s okay.’


‘Everything’s good, then.’


‘Sure. Why not?’ the kid said, with a little shrug of one shoulder.


They were both shy with each other. Uncertain of their relationship.


Winters said, ‘I hear Teddy gave your gear back to the Lamb brothers.’


Another shoulder shrug.


‘Best to stay away from them from now on.’


‘I can take care of myself.’


Teddy was coming back, saying that it was time to pack up. ‘We have more than enough for supper. And you’re welcome to join us. Shrimp, greens from the garden, flatbread warm from the oven. Food of the gods.’


‘Another time. I’ll see you around, S.’


‘I know,’ the kid said, and walked off towards the beached dinghy with the long pole of their net resting on one shoulder, a small scrappy figure in the brassy sunlight and booming wind.


It grew ever hotter in the days that followed. Trees restless in scorching winds, the broad sweep of the estuary flecked with white caps, the sunlight unstable. Winters tried to get most of his work done before noon. Meeting parties of schoolkids, giving them his canned introduction to the island. Checking on birders and casual visitors. Patching washouts on the path to the causeway, overseeing a work party dredging rafts of water hyacinth from ponds and channels, meeting with a retired surveyor who’d volunteered to update the island’s GPS maps, and a couple of volunteers who were setting up plant identification boards. An awful lot of the work was done by people who gave up their time to do species surveys, lead youth groups, give talks, help with construction work, odd jobs and general maintenance. A good number of them had been volunteering for work on Cynsea and in the other reserves around the estuary for longer than any of the rangers had been in service.


By late afternoon the island lay silent and becalmed under tonnages of suffocating heat. Winters sprawled in the narrowboat’s stern deck under a canvas shade or hung off the jetty, submerged in water only a little less warm than body heat. It was even too hot to enjoy a joint – the smoke tasted like burnt chemical waste.


About a week after he met the kid and Teddy Stokes on the river, a thunderstorm drifted in from the west, trailing skirts of rain that mostly evaporated before they hit the ground, and lightning struck a tree on Cynsea and set fire to reedbeds in the Old Hall Marshes reserve. Winters, pitching in with the other rangers and crews from three fire stations, was put in charge of one of the gangs of volunteer workers who, armed with rakes, shovels and long-handled swatters and guided by a drone, located and beat out spot fires kindled by windblown embers. It was a small, localised blaze, nothing like the wildfires which raged through thousands of hectares of farmland and forests old and new every spring and summer, but preventing it from spreading into the grassland and salt marshes beyond Joyces Head Fleet was hard, hot, stop-and-go work. The firefighters soon exhausted the internal tanks of their engines and coupled long runs of hoses that snaked across dry turf to pumps sucking water from one of the ponds. Sunlight blazing through hazy drifts of smoke spun rainbows around the spray from a dragon drone that flew a hose out above smouldering thickets of bramble and blackthorn. Across the estuary, beyond the floating grids of shellfish and kelp farms, a mountainous range of thunderheads had stalled above the shore, and in their penumbral shadow lightning scrawled bright crooked threads like fleeting fractures in reality. Winters saw several strikes flicker close to the square sepulchres of the decommissioned nuclear power station. Saw a volunteer flinch from a whirl of wings when she trod up a covey of small birds hiding in long grass, saw a dead tree entirely clad in licks of flame, saw a gaggle of the reserve’s sheep huddling in a corner of Flying Field like bewildered evacuees.


S Odice was one of the young runners who ferried bottles of water to the firefighters and the volunteers. Twice supplying Waters and his gang, there and gone before Winters could speak to them the first time, the second time handing him the last bottle of water from their net bag and saying that Teddy was filling the bottles from a standpipe in the farmyard, it had been his idea to come out here and help.


‘You and him still okay?’


‘Sure. Teddy told me to tell you that he’d renewed his licence.’


The kid was breathless and flushed, dressed in baggy shorts and a raggedy, oversized T-shirt printed with the emblem of an extinct car manufacturer. Beaten up nologo sneakers, a faded red kerchief knotted around their neck.


‘I hope he’s sharing the takings with you,’ Winters said.


‘A little bit. And I have a place to sleep, and food. So.’


‘Teddy’s a good guy, but also something of an outlaw. Don’t let him exploit you.’


‘I won’t.’ S studied Winters as if seeing him for the first time and said, ‘Reckon you’re something of an outlaw yourself.’


‘Is this about my smoking weed? It’s been legal for longer than you’ve been alive.’


‘Not that. Just, I don’t know, your attitude.’


‘My attitude?’


‘The way you bend the rules and such.’


‘Sometimes they need a little stretching. You can tell Teddy that I’m glad to hear about the licence. And I should get back to beating out little fires before they become big ones.’


‘Can I take a turn?’


‘At beating out fires?’


‘Why not?’


‘I don’t have a spare mask.’


The kid lifted the ends of their kerchief. ‘I’ll wet this, tie it over my mouth and nose.’


‘I guess that’ll do,’ Winters said, and handed them his multitool. ‘After my crew has dealt with a fire, use this to grub up soil, chop up and smother anything that’s still smoking. And if a stray spark restarts the fire, don’t try to put it out yourself. Call us over. Okay?’


A quick smile, there and gone. ‘Okay.’


The kid tagged behind Winters and his crew for the rest of the afternoon and well into the long evening, hacking at patches of grass burnt to charcoal, digging up squares of smouldering sod and folding them over and stamping them out. Sootstreaked and indefatigably energetic despite the heat. At last, the deputy chief fire officer declared that the incident was over and stood everyone down. Broad swathes of Bale Field and patches of reeds and grass in the grazing marsh beyond had burned, but the greater part of the reserve had been saved and the fire hadn’t spread beyond its seawall.


In the farmyard where the base of operations had been set up, the kid solemnly handed over the multitool and told Winters that they’d see him around and went off to find Teddy. Winters snagged a bottle of water and poured half of it over his sunburnt face and drank the rest and sat with the other rangers and several volunteers, listening to them talk over the high spots of the day while sharing beers and smokes.


Embry Clarke told a story about how the fire service had lost a brand-new bulldozer in a big blaze which had jumped from woods into crop fields and threatened to spread all the way to Heybridge Basin.


‘They brought out their new toy, first time in action. Shiny red, like a low slung tractor with this big angle blade. They were using it to scrape a fire line through a soybean field when the wind changed and the fire outflanked it. Driver had to abandon ship, run for his life. Bulldozer was swallowed up by flames … ’ Embry looked at Winters and said, ‘Ever see batteries catch fire? The graphene ones?’


‘I don’t believe I have.’


‘Like something in a war film. Big flash like a lightning strike, then a fireball rolling up and bulldozer parts raining out of the sky,’ Embry said, pantomiming the explosion with his hands.


There were other stories. The time when huge rafts of bladderwrack had washed up along the east coast and drifted into the estuary on a king tide and smothered its shores and mudflats in stinking windrows that bred billions of flies. The seaweed couldn’t be burned or used as fertiliser because it was contaminated by plastic detritus, arsenic and heavy metals, so it was scooped up by grabs mounted on flat-top pontoons and compressed into bales, and the bales were loaded onto ocean-going barges which sailed north and dumped their cargo in the deep trenches of the Devil’s Hole, where the sequestered carbon should remain undisturbed for at least a century. The time when a huge storm got up over the North Sea and swept across the estuary like Hell’s own runway train. Thunder like an artillery barrage, lightning everywhere, winds peaking at a hundred and fifty kph. And as the storm was beginning to clear, a waterspout came tottering upriver, its snout sucking leechlike at the cloud base and its column flexing about a footing of foam and spray. It hit land at the head of the estuary and cut along a street at the edge of Maldon, trashing gardens and stripping roofs on one side, flinging broken slates and the sodden contents of bedrooms into the road, but left the houses on the other side untouched. Moved on across fields beyond, and collapsed in a rain of fish and terrapins. There were stories that reached further back, too. How every caravan and mobile home in a holiday park had been washed out to sea during the Great Storm. How the same storm had driven a container ship aground at the east end of Mersea Island, and the ship had stood there for six years, until a Bangladeshi company had broken it up in place. How locals had banded together in a militia to protect farms and market gardens from bandits during Panic Summer. The flocks of swans, wild ducks and other water birds which had overwintered in the estuary or passed through it on migration. Cormorants nesting in trees. A field covered in thousands of Brent Geese. Thousands of starlings lifting off from the mudflats in a great rising wing, darkening the sun as they passed overhead.


Winters liked to listen to those old stories. They evoked a wistful nostalgia for times before he’d been born. A bittersweet, sentimental longing for a past present only in memory and imagination. No doubt there was a word for that feeling. Bob Flowers would know. The world was not as it was and never would be again, but in time, decades or centuries, the losses would abate and some new stable point would be reached. Winters hoped that he was making a small contribution towards making that possible. Hoped that, as the agency claimed, the Old Hall Marshes and Cynsea and all the other reserves were seed bombs from which a better future might grow. It was nice to think so, anyway.


The tree which had been struck by lightning stood at the eastern end of Cynsea, close to the causeway. It was a tall Corsican pine with tufted rafts of needles that began more than halfway up its trunk, and the strike had left a rip of shredded bark spiralling from top to base, exposing a broad pale ribbon of living heartwood. Winters sent photos of the damage to the agency’s arboreal management service and decided that it was time he dealt with the steps at the other end of the island, damaged by May’s rainstorm. It had been too hot to contemplate the hard labour it would involve but, following on the heels of the thunderstorm, the weather was cooler now.


He made a start early the next morning, cutting back the remains of the steps and marking out the site with a builder’s line and pegs. With the help of his agent and a pocket drone he measured the necessary height and horizontal distance, calculated the number of treads and risers needed and pegged lines to mark the backs of treads and roughly shaped them with a spade. He had to break off for a couple of hours to help supervise the visit of a primary school class, an anarchic tribe of seven- and eight-year-old kids in orange safety vests scrambling around the muddy foreshore, searching for the items on their checklists and making drawings of their finds, but by the end of the first day the new course of stairs was dug out and shaped.


He took photos of his progress, told his agent to write a brief piece about the project for the island’s diary, and rewarded himself by ordering a drone delivery of cauliflower curry, samosas and pickles, which he ate on the stern deck of the narrowboat while a mosquito coil lofted an unravelling thread of lemon-scented smoke into the darkening air and tree frogs piped and whistled in the salt-willow brakes. An invasive species, the tree frogs. Imported in cargoes of bananas from the Caribbean, back when bananas grew on banana plants rather than being printed from cell cultures, thriving in the warming climate like the red-eared terrapins in the mudflats, the ring-necked parakeets which quarrelled ceaselessly in the trees, and water hyacinth, Himalayan balsam and other superinvasive plants which Winters and his volunteers hacked back three or four times a year.


Before he could resume work on the steps the next morning, he checked in a party of birders and met a graduate student, Shan Cowie, who was making a survey of moth abundance and diversity in the estuary, and helped her lug cases containing disassembled Skinner traps from her cargo bike to sites in the island’s pocket meadows and patches of woodland.


According to Shan, moths were seriously underappreciated. Stealth pollinators that serviced a wider variety of plants than bees and butterflies.


‘Not that I have anything against bees,’ she said. ‘But they’re charismatic critters with great PR, while moths work away unnoticed. Visiting plants bees ignore, because bees target the richest sources of nectar and pollen sources. If you want a good diversity of plants, you need plenty of moths.’


‘How are they doing, moths? I know one species was just declared extinct.’


‘The Lesser Lichen Case-bearer? That was sad, but it had been in decline like forever. And wasn’t a pollinator.’


‘That’s what you’re interested in. The pollinators.’


‘It’s why I’m here. Their numbers are much lower than they need to be. Not as low as bees, but still.’


‘And you want to fix that.’


‘First, I have to find out what needs fixing,’ Shan Cowie said. ‘This is lovely.’


The path they’d been following through a scrubby patch of hawthorn and brambles had brought them to a long stretch of waist-high honey-coloured grass punctuated by clumps of flowering thistles and the rusty spikes of docks. A tract of day lilies, one of the escapees from the old lodge’s gardens, grew along one side of this miniature meadow, clumps of dark green blades punctuated with orange flowers vivid as fireworks. And as Winters and Shan Cowie followed the narrow path that cut through the middle of the meadow several small brown and white moths fluttered up from grass along the margins. Common heath moths, according to Shan. A dayflying species.


‘I’m really interested in what comes out at night. But it’s a good sign.’


Winters left her to unpack and assemble her traps and collected his tools from the narrowboat and headed over to his half-finished stair project. He dug a shallow slot trench for the footing of the first riser and filled it with porridgy zero-carbon concrete and measured and cut boards to protect the fore-edges of the rest of the risers, sweating through his T-shirt and stripping it off, fixing the half boards in place with wooden stakes hammered into the hard dirt. By late afternoon it had become too hot to work and he took a break for a couple of hours and returned early in the evening, determined to finish the project. Setting the last of the boards in place and shovelling gravel behind each one and tamping it down and levelling it off. Labouring slowly and steadily until, four steps from the bottom, the gravel ran out.


He was close to finishing the damn thing, so took a quick coldwater shower and drove the skimmer up the navigation channel to Heybridge Basin, where he signed out two bags of gravel from the agency store and used the store’s sack truck to wheel them to the skimmer. After returning the sack truck and locking up the store, he wandered along the basin in the evening gloaming. The air warm and close. Narrowboats and barges, houseboats and cabin cruisers all packed together. Families sitting out on decks and roofs, chatting, thumbing their phones, grilling food. A man watering tubs of vegetables and cane fruits on the roof of a Dutch barge. A woman sitting on a plank slung from the top rail of a narrowboat’s cabin, adding a white rose to a half-finished frieze of painted flowers. Two optimists fishing off the foredeck of a chunky catamaran whose mast towered above the boats anchored around it, and someone somewhere playing a stately, precise piece on a violin. Something by Bach, maybe. Or Monteverdi or Vivaldi. The early to late Baroque music which Julia, Winters’ mother, played when she shut herself in the outhouse she used as a studio and was deep in what she called the process. Mum’s brain food, according to Izzy. A sign that she shouldn’t be disturbed.


Julia Winters had been a painter, although not an especially famous one. She’d turned to art after her husband was killed in a train derailment caused by heavy rain, a landslide and a faulty signal. Quit her work as a teaching assistant, moved with her young daughter and newborn son to a rented cottage in Gloucestershire, in a village under the brow of a scarp at the eastern end of the Cotswolds. In before times, she’d dabbled in watercolours, mostly still lives of flowers and weeds, hedgerow fruit and fungi. Now, supported by a life insurance payout, she carpentered frames and stretched canvases, and coated them with thick, sculptural layers of black and umber oil paint in which specks and shards of white and yellow shone like birthing stars in galactic dust clouds, gems in subterranean seams, or the final thoughts of a dying brain. In the first flush of her new career, she acquired an agent, shared a gallery show in Cheltenham with two other artists, staged a solo exhibition in a tiny gallery in East London and sold one of her first paintings to a renowned classical composer. That early success was followed by a long tailing off, but she refused her agent’s advice to change her style or take commissions. As far as she was concerned sales were incidental. The act of making, rendering in oil paint and canvas the clash between her interior life and the state of the world, was all that mattered. Every painting was part of a long series she called the Emotional Weather Report; when she was felled by her final stroke, she had been working on Emotional Weather Report CXXIV. Winters sometimes wondered if her brain food music had still been playing when her body was discovered by a concerned neighbour, two days after she’d died.


One of the narrowboats had been converted into a café. The owner knew Winters from times when he’d eaten there with the other rangers, and greeted him and led him to a table in a corner, beside an open window. He ate a big bowl of mushroom, lentil and mealworm lasagne and slowly drank a bottle of yeasty alcohol-free beer and paid and walked towards the sea lock and was leaning at the railing, smoking a joint and staring out across the sleeve of open water towards the low dark silhouette of Northey Island, in a slightly melancholic mood because of the music, when his phone pinged and his agent told him that the server which controlled the island’s cameras and drones had fallen over.


He didn’t think it was a big deal, it wasn’t the first time the server had thrown a glitch, but he needed to go home. Reboot everything and go to bed. Puttering back against the incoming tide under a starry sky, steering past the fugitive glimmer of waves breaking over Cynsea’s causeway, he felt tired but content. Plugged back into the world. The tree frogs were tuning up, an urchin orchestra equipped with a thousand penny whistles, as he made the sharp turn into the dredged channel that cut through reedbeds to the narrowboat’s mooring. The light hung at the end of the jetty contemplated its perfect reflection.


Winters cut the motor and let the skimmer coast to a stop against the mossy tyres hung alongside the jetty and walked to the bow and passed the loop of the painter line over the head of a piling and secured the stern. Put up his pocket drone and followed the splash of light it cast down the springy planks of the jetty to the narrowboat. And saw with a bump of surprise that the double doors to the cabin, which he’d shut before he left, to keep out mosquitoes, were flung open.


The contents of the storage crates had been dumped on the floor, the doors of the galley cabinets hung ajar, and in the bedroom the sheets had been stripped off the bed and the mattress was on its side. Nothing seemed to be missing, but Winters was certain that the person or persons who’d broken in had also used his tablet. He’d shut it down before he’d left, but now it was in sleep mode, lighting up in anticipation as soon as he touched it. Its activity log revealed that around the time he’d been eating dinner on the barge in Heybridge Basin someone had bypassed its biometric security and opened and closed a string of files, and even though the local network was down had somehow managed to log into the island’s account on the servers at the agency’s regional office.


The network stubbornly refused to reboot, throwing up error messages he couldn’t parse, but he was able to access stored footage from island’s drones and static cameras. A camera aimed at the causeway had recorded Shan Cowie riding her cargo bicycle towards the mainland, and the birders leaving a little later, but there was no sign of anyone arriving, and neither the rest of the cameras nor any of the drones had captured any trace of human activity before the network crashed and all the feeds cut off.
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