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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


1

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.’
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