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To my mother, who gave me the ocean, and my father, who showed me the stars.




Prologue

It was harvest day and the sky had fallen to yellow light to match the stubbled wheat in the hills above Portscatho. The year was 1779 and the land held the summer’s heat loosely, releasing it upwards in wavy strands. Men heaved, their backs bent, scythes cutting whispers through the stems, while women bundled sheaths behind them. Soon, the last field would be met. Slowly, the men would circle the outer edges, slicing inwards, to where the final ear – the last wheat to be shorn – would be cut. Crying the Neck was the ceremony’s name, though its origins had long since been lost. A spirit lay in the harvest at reaping. She was maid and mother and crone. She was the sugar in the bees and their honey, the strength in the ivy and the gold in the wheat.

‘What ’ave ’ee?’ came the cries from the men, new tongue and old tongue singing together. ‘Pandr’eus genes?’

Then the reply: ‘A neck, a neck, a neck!’ After its slitting, the severed neck would be kept, to be ploughed into the first furrow next year.

Not far from their parents’ activity were the youngest village children. Sticky from the day’s warmth and overtired, the little ones crowded around Old Sal, who had been bid to mind the drink and her young charges. Both had loosened her tongue to talking, for, it should be noted, Old Sal was a woman all stories.

‘Back when our Cornwall was young, there was a godly man called King Gerent, the last who would ever rule over the land,’ she told the children, whose dozing heads were gathered together as close as the wheat itself. ‘Handsome, brave and shining, none would stand against him as none would live who tried.’ Old Sal leaned forwards, holding up a finger chipped with a fish knife’s work. ‘Then came along a wise woman, a nasty witch,’ for there is always such a woman in these ancient tales, ‘who was as ugly as the king was beautiful. She threatened him and all the hills, unless he would marry her upon his return from war.’

A dozen eyes, tired as only babes can be tired, blinked up at Old Sal, who even in middle age was thought long past her prime. Her face was red with sun and lined with years well spent and oft idle.

‘Away he went on horseback to fight the Old North, whereupon he came home a victor. Then flew the witch to his castle, skirts high and a lewd command on her lips: take me as a bride and I will spare your life. King Gerent refused. In her fury, the witch seized the seas. An ever-crying storm took bricks from buildings, snatched children from their beds, broke every gull’s wing and savaged the land as mean as any raider. King Gerent could not bear to see his people hurt and yet the wise woman was too much a trickster to be killed.’

Old Sal’s hands wove through the air. Through a child’s imaginings, the sea was transformed into a terrible beast of talons and claws to steal their lives and Portscatho away. ‘King Gerent turned his righteous rage upon the wise woman, yet his sword could leave no mark. Alas, she knew the earth’s magic as well as he and for every blow, she blew the wind harder. Still, he would not give himself over to the witch.’

In the fields, the men were almost done their reaping.

‘It was here the Pact was formed between the Land and Sea. King Gerent turned from the shore and walked into the waves to place his heart into the ocean, where the witch could never find it. From then on, the storms died and the wise woman – and every one after – had no sway over them. King Gerent was celebrated upon his death and his body rowed across the waves in a golden boat with silver oars.’

‘I heard the king was evil and the wise woman banished him,’ said Hannah, a small and shrew-faced girl with limp pigtails. ‘Not the other way around.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Old Sal. ‘Depends on who’s telling the story.’ She squinted her eyes at her young charges and noticed one vacant spot at her feet. ‘Now where’s that Kensa got to?’

Gone was the unruly child, never one to sit still or do as she was told. Indeed, the warning Kensa could have heeded from Old Sal’s tale went unheard, for that wild girl had snuck to where the scythes were quickest to watch the wheat neck’s cutting.




Part One

Long life to the Pope, death to our best friends, and may our streets run in blood.

A well-known Cornish toast in the eighteenth century.




Chapter One
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Kensa

At last, the fish had come. Their slim bodies jostled one another against the water’s surface, flicking upwards as a coin to a thumb. Portscatho ran on pilchard time, measured in seasons of silver scales. In those weeks, all hands within the village were called upon, even Kensa’s. She was twelve and fully capable, as she told those in earshot, with a tone challenging anyone to disagree with her. It was late August in Cornwall, the evening sky thrown to lark and haze, when the cry was heard: ‘Avee! Avee!’

In previous months, offerings had been made to the Father of Storms in the hopes he would drive the shoals to their nets – and drive them he did. The boats lay low in the water, heaped with fresh catch. The men in the village waded among them with wooden shovels, filling hand-barrows with pilchard after pilchard after pilchard. Dull red lanterns lit their stern faces, creased in concentration. Next, the barrows were wheeled uphill to the salting house where the women waited, had been waiting all day. Only the miners did not partake in today’s work, their riches found in soil, not sea.

A pilchard catch was a large event for Portscatho and the pay was handsome at three-pence an hour. Noise, shouts and curses passed between the villagers, with a laugh or two. This was a practice bred into them. As each person grew in age, their place within the pilchard catch became fixed. Catcher or gutter, salter or packer, each was paid a fair wage.

And tonight Kensa would find her place.

Bread, fat and brandy were offered up and candles lit to shy the dark. There was a feasting air, a mirthful tang, as on Wassail Night or Midsummer’s Morning. Only this had a reaper’s joy that came from killing. Fish blood ran down the streets. Kensa’s skirts were wet with it. Here was a gift to the Father of Storms. Based on its thick flow from land to sea, he would be most pleased and Portscatho would eat well in the coming months, by his grace.

A crystal-cracking sound popped beneath Kensa’s boots as she approached the salting house. Here, the women ruled. Nimble hands worked quickly, while tongues slapped lips and spoke ripe talk. Sour tempers met sweet, and lean elbows bashed fuller ones, compelled to band together and complete the work – squabbling or singing, demanding, ‘More fish, more salt.’ Each woman was intent on her task, fish in one pile, coarse brown salt in the other, to be combined into empty barrels.

Clinging to one woman’s apron was a small, fair-haired child. Kensa’s mother, Derwa, and half-sister, Elowen. The latter’s grip was as tight as a limpet’s, which her mother soon suckered onto Kensa’s hand.

‘You can mind her,’ said Derwa.

‘But I can help—’

‘This is helping,’ came the answer, before the grey length of her mother’s dress faded into the salting house depths.

Kensa looked down to her charge who looked up in turn, Elowen’s wide blue eyes in contrast to her own hazel. Although they were similar in age, with less than four years between them, there was no likeness, bar the shape of cheek and jaw. Even their personalities were at odds. Kensa was firstborn and, truly, it was in her nature and name to be first. She was first to wake and beat the other children to the harbour, to swim across the headland and see where the tufted seabirds placed their nests. She was first to call out a lie when she heard it and first to be blamed should trouble arise. Elowen was even-tempered, quiet and sweet: content to wait and be second.

‘Kensa?’ Always, the fair-haired girl spoke her name as a question.

Those who knew the half-sisters ascribed such variables to the men who’d fathered them. Whenever she glanced into the looking glass, Kensa saw a face once worn by the most feared smuggler ever to roam the coast off their small, crooked finger of a peninsula. Freckles, scarlet hair, a thin mouth better suited to man than woman. Of course, Elowen was as fair and pale as their mother was. Beautiful, even. If ever Kensa stood beside her sibling, she felt rough and bruised in comparison: an apple no good for eating, ready to be pulped for next year’s cider.

Kensa was quick to drop Elowen’s hand and shunted the younger child into a dull corner where she would not be in the way. ‘Stay there,’ she said firmly, then began to find her true place within the salting house. It was easy enough, for the busy women called out what was needed. Although she was too small to move the barrels, Kensa could heave their lids off or keep stray cats from the door. Hands shot about, writhing as pilchards when first placed upon the shore. With salt layered, fish atop, salt again and smoothed with a palm, the barrels grew denser, packed and stacked. In coming weeks, oil and salt would drip from the wood, to be collected, for there was no waste in Portscatho. After a month or so, when the pilchards were fully cured, they would be washed and packed into hogsheads, sent to Falmouth and sold across the seas, as far away as Spain and Italy, to feed the papists on their abstinent Fridays. Coin from the pilchard catch could sustain a family for half a year or more, should they be frugally minded.

As the women talked, Kensa listened. Discussions on babes and their mothers, husbands and their wanderings at sea or on the shore of another’s bed. Plans were made for the cooler months, for there were pantries to fill and preserves to be made. The words flew as high as fish guts, while Kensa watched, copied, tried her hand until she was ushered away.

For as long as she helped, she was wanted.

It was good, that knowledge: learning where she fit.

Ever since she could remember, Kensa had been unwelcome. That’s what came with being the daughter of Alexander Rowe. Rumour was, after he was hanged and strung up over Percuil River, his body refused to rot. Others say his body disappeared altogether, swallowed by the tides for an unpaid debt. Kensa thought she remembered that day, too – the hanging – and if she didn’t, she’d been told of it so often that a memory had formed nonetheless.

And she’d been told what she’d done.

‘That chit crawled on to the scaffold and put her hands in his pockets,’ said Old Sal. ‘Thieved from her own father afore he was cold.’

It was true, but Kensa had not taken money. Instead, she had removed a hagstone from her father’s coat. It was as large as her palm with a hole knuckled through it. She could not forget the first time she’d seen it. Her father had come home from sea, rattling with gifts and thick with beard. He’d chased her round their small cob-walled dwelling and placed that hagstone to her eye.

‘Here’s how I know when a storm’s coming,’ her father told her. ‘Here’s how I know to go wrecking.’

Although the hagstone had not protected him from the law and the noose, it was a comfort to Kensa. A weight as natural as her own flesh, carried from one scorn to the next. Her fingers strayed to it now in the salting house, nerves hidden behind that flat, hard mouth.

In the corner, quiet as always, Elowen played with another child. How easily she made friends. Charming everyone with her cow-long lashes and dainty steps. Ones that would always follow Kensa, asking her to slow down, to wait, to stop. And her name a question, always a question, asked over and over: Kensa? Kensa? Kensa?

She turned away, stretching to glare inside a half-filled barrel. A dozen pilchard eyes stared back. Her chest grew tight. It always did when she thought on her father. Distracted as she was, she did not see Elowen approach. ‘Kensa?’ A sudden pull on her sleeve startled her, her fingers slackened, the hagstone tumbled into the dark and bounced beneath Old Sal. And when the heavy-set woman fell, it was with a hard thump. One which brought a pilchard barrel with it, clattering into two others and sending the carefully packed fish and salt across the bloody floor. Four hours’ work gone, a hard night ahead, a wage that had to be earned.

Kensa scrabbled for her hagstone and found Old Sal’s face pressed into hers.

‘I didn’t mean to—’

Her excuses fell unheard, replaced by threats to box ears and tan hides. ‘You’re as twisted as your father was,’ said Old Sal. ‘He brought badness with him and now you’ll do the same. Out, go on! Take the little one with you! I want you gone.’

Kensa’s neck burned. Eyes – woman and child and pilchard – turned to her. She opened her mouth to protest and closed it, firmly, teeth clacking together. Head down, she wrenched herself from the salting house, dragging Elowen behind her.

Anger kept Kensa walking. Portscatho’s natural incline, a deep slope to the ocean, propelled her towards the harbour. A full moon lit the cobbles, turning what would be red in daylight into a long black stream. By the sea wall, the men had finished unloading the boats and sat together with lit pipes and empty tankards. Only when she felt a tug on her arm did she slow, remembering the shorter legs which struggled to match hers.

‘Kensa?’

‘No,’ she spat, furious.

One word and all the shame inside her reached out to echo against the receding tide.

Elowen gasped, a small huff into Kensa’s face, only a hair’s breadth away. The men on the wall quietened, their low murmurs fading as they listened. Next came a chance, a beat where Kensa could have sunk down, grasped her sister’s arms and apologised. After all, it was not truly Elowen’s fault, it was a mistake. Yet she did not, could not admit it. The younger child, eyes spilling over with tears, wrenched herself away and ran. Her buckled shoes slapped shingle and her fair hair trailed behind her. She left Kensa standing there, with curdled sea-foam and fish blood stiff and drying on her skirts.

It served her right. Kensa repeated this to herself as she paced. Near by, the drunken men at the harbour were laughing at lewd jokes, though the few words she overheard made little sense to her. Of course, it was always Kensa in the wrong, never her sister.

‘Elowen?’

Where had she gone? Now it was Kensa’s turn to ask, call, wait.

Her voice bounced off cob wall and quarried stone. There was no answer. She cuffed her nose with her sleeve and walked. Uphill was home, a small dwelling elbowed into a long terrace which lined the main road through Portscatho. Elowen had gone the other way, along the path which bordered the coast and dipped precariously close to the sea. Kensa went after her. As she began to move, her anger was replaced with worry, then guilt. She called out again and again. No reply. How far could Elowen’s legs have taken her? Kensa pushed on, faster, her path a gloom of ferns and tree roots. She knew the stories, had been raised on them, about the beasts who would snatch a child from its cradle or a maid from her virtue, should the Father of Storms – the Bucka – wish it. Kensa did not like to think on him too close to the sea, lest her thoughts summon him, impossible though it seemed. To her left, the ocean sighed and over the waves came a sound.

It was a low, keening cry. A wail like wind across a rum bottle, clear and high and sweet to hear. Loud, terribly loud: inhuman and unanimal. It tightened a knot in Kensa’s chest. Her feet pummelled the earth as she sprinted towards it, that sound, and the creature who made it.

Elowen had got there first.

From a high point on the path, Kensa saw her sister standing on the Towan’s shore, dwarfed beside a ship-sized mass. She was a thin stripe against a hulking body. Could it be a whale? It cried again, loud enough to shake the ferns at Kensa’s waist and call her towards it, towards Elowen, towards nothing she had ever seen before.

This was no whale. This was a sea monster.

Towan was a beach whose name meant sand dunes, for that was what the coastal stretch held. Uneven heaps, crowned with grass and pebble rings, ran for half a mile. Kensa barely felt her dash across its ridges, hearing shells crunch and pebbles clack.

No sooner did she reach the sea monster than she heard Elowen speak.

‘Dydh da,’ she said tentatively, in the lost tongue – and one which should have been lost to her.

A chill pulsed from the hulking body, tightening Kensa’s lungs. This was not a night for greetings, it was one for goodbyes. ‘Duw genes,’ she corrected, for the sea monster was dying.

Such beasts as these were rumoured to wash up on the shore in colder seasons, when the bracken had rusted and the departing swifts had sailed an absence into being. It had been a long time since such an event had happened, a century, at least. The creature had a dulled spine and twin fins nubbled into ridges, along with a funnelled neck as wide as a cartwheel, which curved inwards like a sleeping swan’s. Across one grey flank was an old scar, long healed. Its features were odd, almost human; a woman’s face distended across a whale’s snout. It was so large, Kensa could hear its heartbeat. A dull boom, boom, boom, which rippled the sand beneath it, beneath her.

Elowen’s face was small and pinched in thought. ‘Eus teylu dhis?’ She repeated in English, ‘Do you have a family?’ Others, perhaps its own kin, who waited in the water.

The question, asked gently, placed an uncomfortable pressure into Kensa’s sternum. It was not fear. Had she been surrounded by others, she might have been afraid. Fear is like that, it manifests when there are mouths to feed it. With only her, Elowen and the sea monster, she carried a strange guilt she could not understand. As though she must act, though the actions required escaped her.

It seemed prudent to speak in the voice of the Old Ways. Kensa remembered enough from her father and that of the sailors in the village. Odd, to hear Elowen use it, to know how much she’d listened and picked up without seeming to.

‘Who taught you?’

‘I’ve always known it,’ said Elowen.

She got like this, her sister, speaking in a strange way when no one else was around. Kensa was used to it, though tonight was different.

Elowen raised a palm to the monster’s head and rubbed a soothing circle at a slight dip between its eyes. A shiver rippled the beast’s flesh. Its slim nostrils quivered, then stopped, for ever. Throughout its last breath, exhaled for a time as long as time, Elowen wavered. Hand paused, head lolled, knees collapsed. The younger girl fell sideways, as though her bones had gone limp. Kensa tried and failed to catch her. On the sand, under the moon, Elowen’s hair lay around her like foam. She did not respond to her name, to a shake, to a pinch.

‘Elowen.’

Hard steps pressed shingle, had been pressing shingle for some while, but only now could Kensa hear them. A rhythm that was not the waves crashing, her own pulse thudding or the sea monster’s stopped heart.

There, in the shrinking distance, was a cloaked shape.

‘Help,’ cried Kensa, then halted. Bit her tongue. Shrank her neck into her collar.

No one who roamed a beach at night was good company. She would know. Her father had lured cargo-laden ships to wreck under a sky such as this. And then there was the sea and its horrors, worse than the one who had washed up this hour. What to do? Kensa could run back to Portscatho. Fetch her mother and get aid. That would mean leaving Elowen. She could not, would not, do that. Kensa rose to her feet and reached for the familiar hagstone in her pocket: the only weapon she had.

A laugh rattled the shells.

‘You will not need that, child,’ said the wise woman, pulling back her hood.




Chapter Two
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The Morgawr’s Gift

I solde – wise woman, healer, witch and harlot – was said to be more than two hundred years old. Kensa could believe it. What’s more, she could believe the other rumours about her. That she nursed slow-worms from her bosom, was mistress to the Devil and had birthed each pine tree on the headland’s furthest point. And now she had come from her cottage in Bohortha to the Towan, as though drawn to its terrors.

Kensa dug her heels into the sand. ‘Don’t touch her.’

‘She needs seeing to.’ Isolde’s voice was a hoarse whisper, soft-seeming, belying the hardness beneath it. ‘I can only save her if you let me, Kensa.’

It was unsettling to hear her name spoken by a woman she – by her own recollection – had never met. Save? That word was slower to register. As was the notion that Elowen would need saving and not suddenly come to, pretending to be shy with too many eyes upon her. And yet Elowen did not stir.

After a lengthy pause, the tide hushing in and out to match her breaths, Kensa nodded. ‘All right, but if you hurt her—’

‘Has she spoken on any ailments?’

Kensa shook her head. How was she to know? It was not as though Elowen ever confided in her. The few words exchanged between the sisters were usually, ‘Wait for me,’ from the youngest and, ‘No,’ from the eldest.

Isolde’s knees groaned audibly when she crouched over Elowen. Other than that, the wise woman remained silent.

Impatience – at the quiet, at her ignorance – bid Kensa to ask, ‘Will she be—’

‘Yes.’ Isolde pressed her fingers to Elowen’s neck, then across her forehead. ‘Young girls are prone to sudden turns.’

Kensa frowned. Being a young girl herself, she was certain she would never succumb to a fainting fit; that was typical Elowen behaviour.

‘I didn’t do it,’ said Kensa defensively.

How strange it was to see a woman as aged as this witch, yet sprightly and mirthful, unencumbered by the years gathered across her skin and hair and clothes. Her dress was over-darned wool, the same shade as a hare’s pelt. Atop it was a midnight bodice, furred with loose threads where beads had once been sewn. Although its fashion had long since fallen from favour, trends were not followed in the coastal village, where function, warmth and practicality took priority. Layered over Isolde’s slim shoulders were shawls, while her skirts were creased with pockets, bags and poultices. At her belt were knives and, bent into one arm, was a willow-woven basket. Long grey hair, longer than it should be, hung in strangled knots about her waist. Feathers, threads, ribbons and vines had been plaited into it. Painted across her lids was kohl in a thick band. And her eyes, milky brown, were the same colour the earth’s yolk would run if it were cracked atwain. Unkind talk was that Isolde practised the Old Ways: the forbidden rites which tied land and sea together, spat on the Church and, on occasion, spared a child God had seen fit to take.

The wise woman turned to the sea monster, rising to press her palms to its side. ‘Truly, you choose now to die, old friend? You could reconsider.’

For a moment, Kensa thought it would reply.

Perhaps it did, only not in a way the girl could hear.

From the hill came a man’s enquiry. Kensa went to shout back, until Isolde silenced her with a hand on her shoulder. ‘Soon the village will come. There is little time.’ Isolde’s dry lips began an untamed song known to those born on Cornish soil – on ship bones and their anchors, seal skins and scallop ears. It was one Kensa had heard her father sing on the nights he went a-wrecking, asking the waves to offer their bounty, however cruel.

Mist from the hill, mist from the sea.

Tide in turn has song for thee.

Three to spin a wakening, one to take the crown,

and in there waits a heart-thorn, leading dead-wave down.

Without being told, Kensa understood that what passed here on the Towan – between herself, Elowen, the witch and the sea beast – could never be told to another. The secret burrowed under her fingernails, gathering an itchy tightness that made her want to put them to her mouth until she could taste it.

Isolde’s voice was cracked and brittle as she sang, pausing only to ask, ‘Are you the one who found the Morgawr?’

Kensa opened her mouth, closed it again. She had not been the first to meet the creature. That had been her sister. Isolde did not know that. As though summoned, the wind took Kensa’s ruddy hair and pulled it from her braid, falling free as easy as her lie.

‘Yes.’

The wise woman’s eyes turned, at once, to her. ‘Humph.’

Next came a knife pressed into Kensa’s palm: the witch’s knife. Its bone handle was shined from a thousand holdings and inlaid with flint pieces. It bore the same symbols from the ancient stone markers which farmers tilled around, the ones not even the wildest ponies would graze beside.

Isolde squeezed Kensa’s shoulder and steered her towards the sea monster. ‘You will remove the Morgawr’s tongue for me.’ Its bulbous lower lip folded forwards, as though in invitation. ‘It’s a prize seldom found in these parts.’

Kensa’s grip slackened on the bone-handled knife.

‘Would you rather I find another to do the task?’

‘No,’ said Kensa quickly.

The witch prised the Morgawr’s jaws open with bars of driftwood. A hot smell, seaweed gone to ruin. Kensa placed a knee on the creature’s sagging maw and waited for movement. None came. It was really dead, then. Braver now, she hooked a hand around a tooth and pulled herself inside the fleshy cavern. Its fumes were thick as sealing wax, running up the beast’s throat and down her own. The carcass began to shake. Kensa would have screamed, until she realised why the monster shuddered: Isolde was hacking pieces from its flesh. Crouching, Kensa leaned across a tongue as coarse as grit and worked by touch alone, for it was too dark to see. She was not shy when it came to cutting and thought herself much like the older women who gutted fish in the salting house – only hers was a much bigger fish. The knife was clumsy in her grip and the tongue was tougher than she expected. Kensa angled her weight behind the knife, took a deep breath. Her first mistake. The sour air was dizzying and the harder she gasped, the worse it got. Her grip loosened on the blade. It tumbled, falling into the nothingness. She lurched after it – bile rising – and bashed her head on the sea monster’s gums. Another inhale and spots flashed around her vision. She could not think, could not see. Behind her, the driftwood bars creaked precariously. If they snapped, Kensa would be shut inside the terrible mouth.

Would anyone even miss her?

She did not like that question because she did not like its answer.

Kensa scampered back onto the beach. It was wet, the tide coming in. Already, the sea monster’s long tail began to drift in the water. Her own hands were empty. No tongue. No knife. She had failed. Her skin prickled with dread.

There were voices now. Portscatho’s women had paused from their salting, despite their hampered progress, while the fishermen had roused from sleep or drunken reverie, eager to see the famed Morgawr. Kensa was surrounded and had yet to be noticed. Prayers were muttered by the more faithful in the village – or, at least, those who wished to appear as such. Others, heathen in nature, touched a hand to the pagan tokens they carried. Knowing looks and uncertain whispers were exchanged. Had the Father of Storms sent it as a warning? If not, then it had escaped his watch. No one knew which was worse. The creatures – once land-based beings – had been cast into the ocean and not troubled them for hundreds of years. Not since the Pact. How could that change in a night?

‘This is no good omen to us,’ said Branok, the mine overseer, whose authority extended well beyond the tunnels he worked in. He wore a sleep-creased mouth and a long coat thrown over his undershirt.

In his shadow, and with a matching glower, was Jack, who was three years Kensa’s senior. Just as his father managed the adults, he managed the children, exerting his will over those who lived in Portscatho. Aside from Kensa, who was far too stubborn to listen to anyone. Even at his young age, Jack had a solidness to him, could withstand anything. Or, at least, Kensa thought so, because he shrugged off any words she threw at him; both criticism and compliment slid from his wide shoulders, and then he’d frown, again. Nothing could impress him, as though he was above it all – above her, what with his father’s role in the village – and he’d have her know it. Briefly, his eyes slid to hers, scanned her up and down, then flicked away, purposefully.

It shouldn’t have stung, his easy disregard, yet it did.

Hovering nearby was the stuffy clergyman, Mr Aldridge, wheezing and palming at his bowed legs. Fine dining and a sedate lifestyle had greatly affected his physique. Breathless as he was, he had air enough to chide Kensa. At last, someone had acknowledged her.

‘Oh, in Heaven’s name! Get yourself away from it, child,’ he said, pulling his flopping nightcap from his pasty head and using it to mop his brow. ‘Dredged up from Hell itself, I assure you.’

Branok rubbed a hand over his face. He hadn’t shaved and there was a thick shadow over his brown chin. It was strange to see a man so trim, tidy and timely be unkempt in these early hours. ‘Should we tell Sir Trevanion? It’s his land we’re on, after all.’

‘Goodness, never,’ said Mr Aldridge nervously. ‘You know the baronet doesn’t abide by such talk. We should burn it.’

‘It seems a shame to waste it, the fat alone would be worth a fair bit.’

‘I would not consider that were I you,’ Isolde cautioned the men. ‘This is a sacred creature. She will go as she came – with the tide to claim her.’

Kensa did not move. ‘Where is—’

‘Elowen!’ Mr Skewes had a reedy voice. By the time Kensa heard it, her step-father was upon her. Until he saw his daughter, who he sank down beside, bunching and un-bunching his hands. ‘What did you do to her?’

Kensa didn’t know what to say, so she didn’t say anything.

Although he was a stringy man, Mr Skewes held authority in the village. As the Coast Guard, he had the local magistrate’s ear. Worse still, he had Derwa’s bed. Where was her mother? There standing beside the witch, their mouths tight and quick-moving.

Mr Skewes snatched at Kensa’s elbow and shook her roughly. ‘I asked you—’

‘Pa?’ Elowen croaked, sparing her older sister. Her voice was gently lilting. It was a relief to hear it, despite everything.

Kensa longed to touch her. Mr Skewes never gave her the chance.

‘Where does it hurt? Show me and we’ll make it right, pet,’ he said.

A coldness sank through Kensa’s boots. Here came the tide, inching the villagers up the shore. Now that Elowen was awake, there was no need to tarry – especially when there were pilchards left to salt. One by one, Portscatho’s residents began to leave, having taken their fill and spied the first sea monster to grace the Towan for centuries. If it was an omen, no one knew what for. Elowen was carried to the nearest sand dune by her parents, legs too weak yet to support her. Kensa went to follow, then hesitated.

Derwa and Mr Skewes cradled their daughter and spoke to her in soothing patterns. When was the last time anyone had spoken to Kensa like that?

She could not remember.

The next wave rose high enough to meet her knees.

She welcomed it.

The wise woman began to lift her tools from the sand and slid them into a long cloth strip sewn with endless pockets. Her fingers halted over one particular gap and she grinned, straightened her spine, a bony pillar against the rising gale. She reached for Kensa, who found herself reaching back, if only to touch and be touched.

Isolde held her thumb to the centre of Kensa’s empty palm.

‘You lost my knife.’ It was not a question.

‘I did,’ Kensa whispered, suddenly afraid.

The witch grunted. She appraised the girl as she had done the monster, as though seeking something of value to cut off and keep. Her hand, tarred with the creature’s fluids, came to rest upon Kensa’s cheeks, hair, sternum. Its smell: blood and sweetness, gorse-like. There was a question in her eyes and, without speaking, without knowing, Kensa answered it.

‘You’ll do,’ said Isolde.

She took Kensa’s wrist and pulled her along the beach, the sea taking their prints as soon as they’d left them. There, she continued her low conversation with Derwa that Kensa could not hear. Mr Skewes ignored her. Elowen did not, the sisters’ eyes meeting for a single, wary second.

Derwa shook out her scale-strewn skirts. ‘Surely there’s another better suited to the task? Kensa does not have the temperament.’

‘Your eldest found the Morgawr,’ countered the wise woman, showing her stained teeth. ‘It is she who has been chosen.’

Isolde glanced out to where the horizon blurred with rain, as though waiting for it to answer her. Kensa understood little and saw even less. Dawn was coming in muted colours, the sun hidden behind a rising cloud bank. Her mother approached, apprehensive.

‘When you are ready,’ said Isolde to Kensa, ‘you’ll return the missing blade to me and come with it, to do as I do, learn as I learn, heal as I heal.’

Again, the waves reached higher, a low rumbling. ‘I’ll be a wise woman?’

Derwa released a strained sound from her throat, nails digging into Kensa’s shoulder.

‘Many will call you thus.’ Quiet, as the wind died. Isolde lost the humoured crease to her lips. ‘You will see what is unseen, speak with the sea and draw swords with those who seek to replace the Old Gods.’

A rip in the current began to pull the sea monster back to whence it had come, unlacing their shoes, combing the thin hairs on their legs.

Kensa considered the witch, blood on her hands, mouth melded with spell-work and strangeness tangled in her hair. Kensa had grown up with tales about healers delivering babies, blessing ships and packing charms against the hardest frosts. Figures who held their community together, who were turned to and confided in and necessary. These were not words she could ascribe to herself.

Isolde asked, ‘Could you do this?’

Elowen was leaning on her father’s arm. Silent, watchful. Kensa met her sister’s stare again for the briefest moment. What she took now, she took from another. Kensa had not been the first to find the sea monster. That had been Elowen’s discovery. Here was the moment to confess, to hand over a fate which was not her own. And yet, Kensa’s tongue remained as still as the Morgawr’s, uncut and lost in the sea’s rising swell. Better to be a wise woman than a smuggler’s daughter. Needed by the village, not scorned and ostracised. Wanted, for once.

A small nod left her. ‘Yes.’

‘To be as I am is to be lonely,’ warned Isolde. ‘Unmarried, childless, relied on, lusted after and yet never truly wanted. Do you understand?’

Kensa spoke as a child spoke, with honesty and an insight she had not yet grown into. ‘I am always first,’ she explained, ‘and to be first is to be alone.’

When at last Elowen had the strength, Mr Skewes and Derwa accompanied her back to village. Kensa followed behind, leaving the wise woman on the beach, her body turned seaward, as though in discussion with it.

At home, as morning began to root itself, Kensa lay on the straw pallet in the kitchen. It was one she shared with Elowen, in their mother’s cob-walled cottage halfway down Portscatho. Despite their long night, sleep did not come. Pale, bluish light slid across them. Kensa lay facing the wall. Her sister’s warm breath tickled the nape of her neck.

‘Will you tell?’ Kensa asked her.

A pause and the gentlest exhalation. ‘No.’

Kensa did not ask why. It was enough to know she would keep silent. The younger girl wished to be liked, always. Elowen would have given her last crust to make another happy, even as she starved. On the boards above them, their mother and Mr Skewes spoke in low voices and panted questions. No one else would ever know who had really found the Morgawr that morning. This was Kensa’s final thought as she fell into slumber, full in the knowledge that her secret was as safe as a stolen crust inside her own belly.

One Elowen would have given her, had she only asked.
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