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			Dedication

			For Elsie and Winnie Rhodes

		

		
			Epigraph

			[P]erhaps at midnight, when all boundaries are lost, the country reverts to its ancient shape, as the Romans saw it, lying cloudy, when they landed, and the hills had no names and rivers wound they knew not where.

			VIRGINIA WOOLF, Mrs Dalloway

		

		
			Author’s Note

			Around AD 410, after nearly four hundred years of occupation, the Romans withdrew their remaining imperial staff and armies from Britain. For a further four hundred years, the ruins of the mile-wide city of Londinium lay abandoned. Neither the native Britons nor the steady stream of migrants who came to live among them had any use for the carved stone and towering walls, symbols of a fallen colonial power.

			Sometime between AD 450 and 550, however, a Saxon woman must have walked across the fallen roof tiles of a derelict Roman bathhouse on the north bank of the Thames because she dropped her brooch there. Archaeologists discovered it while excavating the site in 1968 after the demolition of the London Coal Exchange. Now the brooch sits in a small frame on an otherwise empty white wall in the Museum of London.
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			An island in the Thames, c. AD 500

			Isla and Blue are sitting up on the mound watching the river creep up on the wrecks and over the black stubs of the old jetties out on the mudflats, waiting for Father to finish his work in the forge. Along the far riverbank, the Ghost City, the great line of its long-abandoned river wall, its crumbling gates and towers, is making its upside-down face in the river again.

			‘Something’s coming, sister,’ Blue says. ‘Look.’

			Isla looks. The wind has picked up. It scatters the birds wading on the mudflats. It catches at the creepers that grow along the Ghost City wall. It lifts and rustles them like feathers.

			‘Could be rain,’ Isla says. ‘The wind’s turned.’

			It’s late spring. There has been no rain for weeks. No clouds, just the baking, glaring forge fire of the sun. At first, after the long winter, the sisters had welcomed the sun coming in so hot. Dull roots had stirred. Flowers came early: first the primroses and bluebells in the wood, then the tiny spears of the cuckoo pint and the blackthorn blossom in the hedgerows. The bean seedlings had pushed up through the soil in their garden, fingers unfurling into sails.

			Now the reeds whisper like old bones. The sisters swim in the river when they can steal away from the field or from Father’s forge. Around them the sun beats down on the mudflats. Meat turns. Flies gather.

			Every evening the sisters climb the mound to watch for the sails of Seax boats coming upriver from the sea, the sails of the great wandering tribes, from the Old Country and the Drowned Lands of their ancestors, all heading west to find new land to farm. Some months there are no boats at all. Other months there are four or five, sailing alone or in clusters. Blue gauges a notch into the doorpost for each new sail she sees.

			‘The river is a firetongued sword tonight,’ Blue says. She is making a necklace from the cowslips and the violets she’s picked, lost in that half-dreaming mood that takes her sometimes.

			Isla looks. Blue is right. Between their island and the walls of the Ghost City on the far riverbank, the river runs between the mudflats in puckered silvers and golds, blues and reds, just like the swords that Father makes.

			‘What did the Sun Kings know?’ Isla says, gazing over the river to the ruins beyond. ‘What happened to make them all go and leave their city like that? Was it the Great Sickness, do you think? Or worse?’

			‘What’s worse than the Great Sickness?’ Blue says, holding the necklace up to the setting sun, humming a tune Mother used to sing in the Old Times.

			Blue sometimes talks in riddles. She asks questions Isla can’t answer. Sometimes Isla tries. Usually, she doesn’t.

			‘Did they mean to come back?’ Isla says. ‘Did something happen to them to stop them from coming back?’

			Isla has been thinking about these questions for always and forever. The whole Ghost City is a riddle to her.

			‘Perhaps the marsh spirits chased them away,’ Blue says, pulling down the skin beneath her eyes and baring her teeth, ‘or perhaps the Strix turned them all into crows.’

			But Isla knows her sister doesn’t know any more about where or why the Sun Kings went than she does.

			‘We don’t know,’ she says. ‘No one knows. We’ll never know.’

			And then, with a sigh, Blue puts down her flowers and says, her eyes wide:

			‘Mother said there were gardens inside and pools of hot water and temples as big as ten mead halls and fountains full of coins and men who fought with bears and giants and—’

			‘Stop your nonsense,’ Isla says, but she isn’t really listening. She is thinking that Father is late finishing his work, and that the food will spoil. She is wondering whether he has finally finished twisting the iron rods as she asked him to, so that she can start working on the blade tomorrow. Most nights he is out through the forge door long before they can see the first stars. He’ll be putting his tools away, she tells herself. He’s just taking his time.

			‘Mother told me,’ Blue says again, her eyes closed, drawing shapes in the air with her long fingers. ‘She did. She said. She knew.’

			Blue makes Isla wild sometimes with the things she says.

			‘You’re making it up,’ Isla tells her. ‘Mother didn’t say any such thing. Anyway, how would she know? The Sun Kings left a hundred winters ago. The Ghost City is empty. There’s nothing living in there now except kites and crows. It’s all just mud and broken stone.’

			‘And ghosts,’ Blue says, ‘and the Strix.’

			Isla gives up. Blue’s face is flushed. She’s been sitting in the sun too long. Father says Blue is touched. Isla sometimes wonders if there is something wrong with her sister that often she seems to know what Isla is going to say before she says it, or she sees things others can’t see. Fanciful, Mother used to say. Your sister’s just fanciful, Isla. You mustn’t mind her.

			‘You’ve listened to too many of Old Sive’s stories,’ Isla says. She can’t help herself. She is cross and hot and tired and the old darkness is gathering down inside her. It’s making her want to run again.

			Wrak, the crow that Blue has raised from a chick, calls out to her from the thatch of the forge, then lands on her shoulder in a flurry of black feathers. Wrak. Wrak. Though she would never say it to her sister, Isla wishes Wrak would fly off to join his kin, the crows roosting in the Ghost City. He is dirty, full of fleas and ticks. Always looking for scraps. Stealing food. Up to no good. The way he looks at Isla sometimes, his head cocked to one side, his eyes shiny black like charcoal, that tuft of white feathers under his beak. It makes her skin crawl. But Wrak doesn’t go. He stays.

			‘Hush, we’re your kin now,’ Blue says to him when she sees him gazing up at the birds flying overhead. ‘Hush, hush. Ya. We’re your kin.’ She cradles his dirty oily feathers in her long fingers as if he is a child.

			Blue has secrets. At low tide on the night of each new moon, she takes the path down through the wood to the promontory on the south side of the island, where she keeps her fish traps. She tells Father she’s checking the traps, but Isla knows she’s gone to speak to the mud woman. When the tide falls down there, the woman’s bones make a five-pointed star in the mud, her ankles and wrists fastened to four stakes with rusted iron cuffs, her bones white, the remains of her ribs the upturned hull of a boat. Curlews wade between her thighs.

			Isla only went once. She won’t go again. She doesn’t want to look at that open jaw a second time, the black holes of the woman’s eye sockets.

			Blue says that when the moon is full, the mud woman whispers.

			‘She’s dead,’ Isla says. ‘Bones can’t whisper. They drowned that poor woman hundreds of years ago. Stop making things up.’

			‘Sometimes on the new moon,’ Blue says, ‘she roars and swears to kill the men who pegged her. She pulls at her straps.’

			‘Enough. Enough of all that. Stop it. Just say nothing.’

			‘But sometimes,’ Blue says, ‘she just calls for her mother.’

			When Isla had once asked Father about the bones, he’d said the elders of the mud woman’s tribe must have staked her out to teach the rest of her people to hold their tongues and do what they were told. He said they’d made a scapegoat of her. They’d done that back in the Old Country too, he said.

			‘Poor creature,’ he’d said.

			‘What’s a scapegoat?’ Isla had asked.

			‘You put all the bad luck in the village into one goat and then you drive it away,’ he said. ‘Or you kill it.’

			‘Are we scapegoats?’ Blue said.

			‘Not yet,’ Father had answered. ‘Not if I can help it.’

			The lights on the river have started to bleed in the dusk. Isla can’t see one thing from another out there. When she sits down next to her sister again, Blue drapes her necklace of flowers between the pair of brooches that Isla wears in the crook of each of her shoulders. When she’s got the flowers where she wants them, Blue puts her fingers on Isla’s eyelids and closes her own. She seems to be praying. She kisses each of her sister’s eyelids in turn, and then each of her brooches. Isla can’t tell if she is playing some new game or just being Blue.

			All at once the crows scatter up and over the Ghost City, pouring up like the ashes from a great fire into the night sky, across the first evening stars, across the sliver of the new moon, roiling this way and that, making a great scattery and flinty noise with their beaks, and then roiling together all over again.

			Isla starts to run. Across the yard, round the goat pen, and then she is pushing hard against the door of the forge. Inside, the room is dark. The fire has shrunk back to embers. Shadows from the guttering candle dance on the walls. And there is Father’s body on the floor, all crumpled, his hammer still clenched in his hand, his face twisted on one side, his mouth open like he’s trying to say something. And when she looks up, Blue is standing there in the doorway, quiet as anything.

			2

			Father is dead. They have waited, watched for a breath. No breath came. They have straightened him out and hauled his body into the woodshed, covered it in the old wolfskin rug and closed the door.

			By now it is dark, deep dark, only the thinnest of red lines over the scratchy black forest to the west where the sun has gone, and the stars are making their bright studwork. The first owls are out hunting, the wolves calling to each other in the woods on the other side of the creek. It is just like any other night. Except it isn’t. It will never be like any other night, Isla thinks. It will never be like any ordinary night ever again. The Great Smith is dead. The Great Smith is dead. Father is dead.

			She drags wood to make a fire right there in the yard, between the hut and the forge and the woodshed, and makes them up a bed of willow branches and reeds next to it.

			‘We’re going to sleep outside?’ Blue asks, her eyes wide. ‘Can we?’

			‘It’s too hot for inside,’ Isla says. ‘Who’s going to stop us? He isn’t. He can’t.’

			They pray to Freja, god of crossing places and kin. They ask her to watch over Father, to keep the bad spirits out of the woodshed.

			‘Where are we going to put him?’ Blue whispers as they lie on their bellies under the rugs, watching the flames.

			‘Why are you whispering? He can’t hear us.’

			‘Maybe he can. You don’t know. He could be listening right now.’

			‘Stop that talk. He’ll go next to Nonor of course,’ Isla says. ‘Under the great oak at the top of the burial ground, right next to her.’

			When they had lived in the Seax camp at the bend of the creek, their cousins had buried their grandmother up on the hill, alongside their other Seax kin in the burial ground. The men had built a shrine over her, made of hazel and ash wood, woven with willow. Isla and Blue and the women had hung it with wild roses.

			‘They’ll have to dig a very big hole,’ Blue says. And then they are quiet. Isla thinks about how big that hole is going to have to be and how long it will take for the worms to come. Soon enough Blue is asleep, but Isla is lying awake staring at the stars, worrying. She is going around inside the same riddle and not finding a way out.

			Where are they going to put him?

			Father lies in the woodshed in the heat under the wolfskin rug. When the sun is up, Isla will burn pans of dried sage in there and gather nettles and push them through the gaps at the bottom of the walls to keep out the bad spirits and the flies, just as Nonor had shown her back at the camp. She must make sure not to leave any gaps. But the sage and the nettles won’t hold the flies out for more than a day or two. No spells or herbs will do that. Father’s body will not last long in the heat. It is going to turn like bad meat. It will go maggoty.

			They must get him over to the camp burial ground and get their cousins to bury him, up next to Nonor. They’ll have to do it quickly, before the maggots get to him.

			But they have no boat.

			And even if they had a boat, and they could get his body onto it, and if they didn’t run aground on the mudflats or get swept away in the fast currents out there, then their cousins probably wouldn’t let them land on their shingle beach anyway, not after all this time and after what happened. They might even throw rocks at them like they did the day the lepers had tried to beach their boat.

			And then what will they do?

			Isla counts the winters that have passed since the night of the Great Fire. It has been five winters since the night raiders attacked the camp, torched the huts and dragged off Mother and the other women. Five winters since the camp elders banished the Great Smith and his daughters to the mud island in the Great River.

			Days after the night raid, with all the cross-beams and fallen thatch still smouldering, the camp elders ruled that the Great Smith was to blame for bringing the bad spirits that brought the night raiders who torched the camp. They said he had the evil eye. How else could he make those firetongues, raise those ghostly patterns from the blades, they said, unless he could conjure the fire to do his bidding? Isla, her ear pressed to the crack in the wall of the Mead Hall, her heart breaking for Mother, heard her cousins saying that they should have turned Father out long before.

			‘The Great Smith might be Seax kin,’ she heard Old Sive, the Charcoal Burner say, ‘but he has the devil’s work in him. There are some things you don’t risk – not even for kin.’

			When she heard this, Isla clenched her fists so hard that she buried her fingernails into the palms of her hands and left red marks there.

			But it wasn’t just Father who had turned their kin against them. Mother belonged to the Ikeni people and Isla had been born with one green eye and one brown eye. When things started to go wrong in the camp – the barley blighted, people dying from the Great Sickness, the long hard frost – the Old Ones started to whisper stories about her family and, winter in and winter out, their whisperings got louder.

			Ikeni, the boys chanted, when they thought Father couldn’t hear. Ikeni. IK-EY-NEE, IK-EY-NEE. Your mother is Ikeni. Isla tried hurling stones at them. But it only made them louder. Better to stand still, she had whispered to Blue when the boys cornered them behind the Mead Hall. Better to look down and wait for it to stop. But Blue wouldn’t be told. She stood there, staring the boys down with that look of hers, her teeth clenched, her hands fisted, growling like a wolf, until they stopped their taunts and sloped away.

			Mother. Tall and brown and willowy Mother. Mother with the dimple in her chin. Mother with the brimming eyes. Her ancestors, she said, had come from a village somewhere far to the north of the Ghost City, on an estuary looking out to sea. The Ikeni ruled this land once, she said. After the Sun Kings came, an Ikeni queen had marched on the Sun King cities, razed them to the ground. When the Sun Kings had finished burying their dead, they made sure that the Ikeni people could never rise on them again.

			The Ikeni were scattered now. Their hearths broken. Their roofs burned.

			Isla can remember the feel of Mother’s hair against her fingers, even if she can’t quite remember what her smile looked like. If she closes her eyes for long enough, she can see Mother’s sad, proud face, see the way her eyes gleamed when she watched the sun set or showed them the hoarfrost. When she found Mother’s dark hairs on a comb dropped on the floor of the scorched barn two days after the Fire, Isla wound them around an old bobbin. She keeps that bobbin in her box of special things now, alongside the monkey god amulet she found in the midden, and the crystal hanging ball that Nonor left her. The box is hidden above the cross-beam in the hut, lodged into a notch in the wood.

			‘You are the mother now,’ Nonor whispered to Isla after the night raid, nodding towards Blue, who was curled up asleep in the roots of a tree, her hair knotted and scattered with fallen leaves. ‘You are the mother now.’

			Isla is. She will be. She promised. She is the mother now.

			Of course, it isn’t the camp elders who decide what is what and who gets to live where and who is banished. Not anymore. Lord Osric, the Seax Lord of the South Lands, decides everything now. Their forge island and all the camps along the river’s edge are part of Lord Osric’s kingdom. He rules as far as Isla can see from the mound on a summer’s day and a long way beyond. Osric’s father had ruled before him. His grandfather ruled a great kingdom back in the Old Country. People say Osric is half god, half man, that he can trace his kinline back through Hengist and Horsa, the first Seax warrior brothers, right back to the great god Thunor himself. Osric, they say, sees and knows everything.

			So after the Fire when the elders of Isla’s camp asked Lord Osric for his judgement on Father, it was Lord Osric who ruled that the Great Smith and his daughters were to go and live on the mud island in the river. It was Lord Osric’s soldiers who brought them here and built their hut and the forge, who cut down the trees to make a clearing so that she and Blue could have goats and chickens and a kitchen garden. It was his men who dug the well and ordered their cousins to send out meat and grain and charcoal from the camp for them every full moon. Lord Osric also sent them gifts: chickens, bolts of fine wool, cakes, goblets, braces of hares from his huntsmen. He promised the Great Smith and his daughters protection in return for the Great Smith’s firetongued swords. He kept them safe.

			Blue had lived through twelve winters when they first came to the island and Isla fifteen. Now, if Isla is counting right, Blue has seventeen winters and she has twenty.

			But now that the Great Smith is dead, Isla thinks, struggling to remember what she knows about the Kin Law, feeling hope rising at last, surely Lord Osric must grant his daughters Kin Protection? When a woman has no husband or father to protect her, she must claim protection from the lord himself. She and Blue will go to Osric’s palace and petition him in the proper way. When he grants them Kin Protection, they will wear his colours, pin on the brooches carrying the three-pointed star and the boar’s head of Osric’s shield. Then, wherever they go inside Osric’s kingdom, people will have to give them food and shelter. They will be safe. If they go back to the camp at the creek bend their cousins will have to take them back, even if they don’t want to, give them a hut and a little land to farm. They’ll be able to walk to the little grave on the hill where they buried Nonor and lay flowers. No more being stuck out on the island, keeping Father’s secrets, doing his bidding. They will go home. Blue will get married. Have children. There’ll be food and dancing on winter nights. Laughing in the Mead Hall. And people to help them mend the roof.

			But they have no boat. How are they going to get to Lord Osric’s palace? How will they ask him for Kin Protection?

			And then Isla is right back inside the same riddle again and rattling the doors for a way out. She eases herself out from under Blue’s sleeping limbs and walks up to the mound to see the river.

			With the tide so low and the mudflats glistening in the pale moonlight, patches of ooze drifting sulphur-yellow, white and frothy, across the tide pools, Isla can imagine striking out over the mud from their island across the creek where the little river fans out into the Great River, around the scattering of mud islands, in a line east straight across to their old camp where Nonor is buried up on the hill. But they can’t walk across the mudflats. That mud is treacherous, girl, Nonor had said, cuffing Isla around the head when she caught her setting out across it towards the old Sun King wreck all those years ago. Never let it fool you. That mud will swallow you up, girl.

			With no boat, Isla thinks, they won’t be able to get their cousins to come in time to bury Father properly, and there’ll be no way to get to Osric to claim Kin Protection either. There is no way out of the riddle the gods have made for them.
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			‘We’re going home,’ Isla whispers when Blue wakes crying next to the burned-out fire in the early hours of that morning. The first birds are already singing. ‘It’s going to come right,’ she says. ‘You’ll see. We’re going home, Blue. Our cousins will have a big feast and kill a cow, and there’ll be dancing. Remember dancing?’

			‘But Father said we can’t go home,’ Blue says. ‘Not ever. It’s not safe.’

			Nothing is safe.

			‘I’ve been thinking,’ Isla says. ‘Lord Osric has to give us Kin Protection now. That’s written in the Kin Law. He’ll make our cousins take us back. Things are different now that Father is dead. You’ll see.’

			But she can’t be sure that they will be.

			‘Remember how it used to be before the Fire?’ she says.

			‘Tell me again.’

			Isla stokes the embers to give them warmth against the chill and puts her arms around her sister.

			‘Close your eyes,’ she says. ‘It’s winter. It’s cold. You’re wrapped in the old rug and you’re playing with the wooden doll Father carved for you. Remember? The wind is whistling round our hut and in through the slats. The geese are honking. You can smell the smoke from the fire over in the Mead Hall and the meat cooking in the pot for the feast. It’s good. Can you smell it?’

			‘But it wasn’t always good, was it?’ Blue says. ‘Sometimes there was shouting and blood. The babies died. Sometimes we had to hide in the woods.’

			Isla wants to remember herself back inside the Mead Hall, the hearth fire, the taste of Nonor’s stew, the sight of Mother squatting on the floor peeling vegetables among the other women, all of them laughing. She can blot out the rest. If only Blue would stop talking about the other things.

			‘We’re holding Mother’s hands and walking across the yard,’ she says. ‘We’re walking around the pens where the pigs and chickens and goats are tethered – remember the pens? – past the kitchen garden, and right in through the open door of the Mead Hall. Can you see it? Inside, everyone is talking at once. It’s warm and smoky. Father is singing up on the top table. Mother lifts you onto her lap and pulls her cloak around you. You try to sit up to listen to the song, but already you’re falling asleep. You can’t help it.’

			‘And then the men came,’ Blue says, and she shudders in Isla’s arms. ‘The ones with the torches and the painted faces. The ones that took Mother.’

			‘They did. Yes,’ Isla says. She is too tired to argue and she is afraid she might cry. She mustn’t cry in front of Blue.

			‘And we ran into the wood. And when all the shouting and the fires had burned out and we came back out of the wood, Father went off looking for Mother, but he never found her.’

			‘I’m supposed to know what to do,’ Isla says, as tears come in great gulping sobs. ‘But I don’t. I don’t know.’

			Nonor would know what to do. She’d tell her. Now Isla, don’t you take on, she’d say. All will be well.

			And then Blue kisses her sister and whispers: ‘Don’t cry, Isla. There’s a boat hidden in the reeds. I’ll show you.’

			Isla turns to look at her sister. Blue’s face is white in the dawn. She has the heavy-lidded, blank stare she gets on her sometimes. ‘Sweet gods, why didn’t you say before?’ Isla says. ‘Where in the reeds? What boat?’

			‘Hidden. Father made it. It’s only small.’

			‘Don’t make things up, Blue. Not now.’

			‘I’ve seen it. It’s beautiful.’

			‘Can you take me to it? Do you remember where it is?’

			Blue nods.

			‘If there really is a boat,’ Isla says, ‘then we can row across to the camp as soon as the tide’s up. We’ll get our cousins to row a bigger boat across for Father’s body. If there is a boat, Blue, we can go home.’

			‘Oh, but the boat’s not for us,’ Blue says, her voice stern. ‘It’s for Father. We have to send him off with the fire from the forge, like they did with the Great Smiths in the Old Country. Father said.’

			‘Why do you say these things? Are you sick? Boat burning is against the Kin Law now. You know that. Only the kings are allowed to have boat burnings.’

			‘It’s against the Kin Law for women to make firetongued swords, too, but you make them.’

			‘That’s not fair. Father made me. You know he made me.’

			There are more and more laws to obey every year, Isla thinks. There are the Seax Kin Laws from the Old Country. Then there are Osric’s Kin Laws. Sometimes they aren’t the same. Then there are the new laws that Osric’s tithe collectors had announced to their cousins in the Mead Hall when they came to collect the tithes, or now when they came out to the island to check on Father. You weren’t supposed to ask any questions about the new laws. You had to be careful.

			‘If we don’t send Father off in the old way,’ Blue says, ‘he’ll be stuck here with us on the island. Think of that, Isla. Think of what he might do.’

			‘Stop it. Don’t talk like that. Just don’t.’

			Father had been angry alive. Angry-dead, angry-roaming and angry-vengeful doesn’t bear thinking about.

			‘Father said,’ Blue goes on, ‘that if we don’t send him to Thunor in the fire, in the old way, in the right way for a Great Smith, Thunor will send storms and fires across the land. There’ll be no end to it.’

			‘Did Father really say that?’

			‘He did.’

			As the silence stretches wide like the river between them, Blue sits up and lifts her arms towards the sky. A skein of geese flies right overhead, white and heavy, as if Blue has released them herself into the reddening sky.
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			The boat is exactly where Blue has said it will be: deep in the reeds on the west side of the island, covered in an oilskin and hidden under a pile of alder branches. It is beautiful. Blue is right. Though it is no bigger than a coracle, Father has dovetailed the joints and tarred the hull inside and out to make a watertight seal.

			Once they’ve heaved it right side up, dragged it out onto the shingle beach, pulled off the ivy roots and washed the hull down with river water, they stand back to admire it. Father has carved the prow with animals and a double-tailed merman. The sight of it catches at Isla.

			‘How did he do that?’ she says. ‘How did he carve all those beasts with his hands so stiff and gnarly? And why did he tell you about it, but not me?’

			Blue shrugs. The whole world is a mystery to her. It would be better, Isla thinks sometimes, to be more like Blue.

			As the sun passes its midpoint and starts to dip slowly towards the west, they pile wood up inside the boat, making a flat surface along the top with smaller logs, pushing twigs and dry leaves and brush in between. When Blue goes to fetch straw, moss and leaves for the top of the pile, Isla fills a bucket with river water and takes the path through the wood to the woodshed to prepare Father, bracing herself to open the door. It is already late afternoon. She still has so much to do.

			Thin streams of blood have run from Father’s ears, from his nostrils and from the corners of his lopsided mouth. A fly sits on the ridge of his upper lip, rubbing its hind legs together. Isla bats it away. Cursing is better than crying. She isn’t going to let the flies have him, she tells Freja, god of sisters and kindness and fire. She won’t let them lay their nasty eggs on him. Taking a deep breath, she throws open the hatch. The fire will burn Father free from the flies and the maggots and the smell and the rot. It will burn him free from all earthly things. He will fly clear. He will be light and clean as air, as ash, light as the wind. Soon she and Blue will watch him fly in the fire.

			‘Take us with you,’ she says.

			He doesn’t answer.

			‘Not long now,’ she tells him, wiping his face with the fresh water from the bucket. ‘We found the boat. We built the pyre. We did what you asked.’ She tears a strip of cloth and ties it around the top of his head and beneath his jaw to keep his mouth in place. ‘Are you ready?’

			She thinks she hears him whisper back.

			Are you ready? Are you ready? Are you ready?

			‘I’ll take Blue back to the camp,’ she says, pouring water over Father’s feet where his muddied toenails are curled and blackened. ‘I’ll see her married. You always said no one will marry me with my eyes the way they are, and, truth is, I’ll be glad to look after the children, mend things, grind the corn, make the bread. We’ll be safe. You don’t need to worry about us.’

			She isn’t sure that Father is worried, but it feels better to pretend that he is, and to remember that he had been once.

			Father had been kind. Before the elders banished them to the island. Before his Dark Notions settled on him. Before Mother got taken by the night raiders. Before she disappeared into the wood and never came back. He had been kind before the Fire and the raid. It was only after the Fire that he started to speak as if one bad thing followed another as sure as the moon followed the sun, as if the gods had already decided everything, carved it all in stone.

			But Nonor always said that the Fates don’t carve, they weave. Isla does her best to make sure her sister always remembers that. The Fates take the threads that we make from the things we do, Nonor would say, the choices we make, big ones and small ones, all of them, and they weave them in and out, through and under, all the time. They never stop their weave. But they can only use the threads we give them.

			‘Every choice we make in this life, Isla,’ Nonor said, ‘changes the pattern in that cloth. Sometimes only a little. Sometimes the little things we do can change everything.’

			Once Isla has washed the mud and the soot from Father’s limbs, and the mess from his face, and has tied his jaw into shape, she rubs his hands, face and beard with the scented oil that Blue has kept from the bottle she found in the Sun King cemetery, under the hawthorn bush. The smell is still heady – hedgerow roses, wet soil and wild jasmine. Father’s hands are the colour of the leather of his apron, cross-hatched just like her own with the scars, nicks and burns of the forge. His swollen joints make his fingers curl like ram’s horns.

			Isla finds his best tunic in the chest. She ties the leather apron and his toolbelt back around his waist.

			Father is himself again. He is the Great Smith again.

			‘Banished?’ she remembers him roaring after they came to live on the island. He had brought his hammer down on the anvil so hard that the word came to sound to Isla like iron itself. ‘Banished? How dare they banish the Great Smith? The gods will venge me. You’ll see. The Great Thunor will venge me with his fire and his mayhem. They will be sorry.’

			Isla and Blue push the handcart along the path through the marsh to the beach, with Father’s body strapped down with ropes. It lurches about so much that they have to keep stopping to rearrange his arms and legs, all down the path that leads through the long reeds that hiss and shiver in the wind.

			At last, they have heaved and hauled him onto the boat pyre just as the first small waves from the rising tide begin to lift and nudge the boat from side to side. Laid out like that, all straightened out in the golden, falling light of the evening, he looks like an oak felled across the marsh.

			Isla wants to do something, say something, but she doesn’t know what. ‘We need the wiccan,’ she says. ‘We need Nonor. We aren’t supposed to do this by ourselves. What if we do it in the wrong way? What if we say the wrong things?’

			‘First we have to offer him to Thunor,’ Blue says.

			‘But only the wiccans can do that.’

			But Blue starts straight in before Isla can stop her, calling directly on Thunor, god of thunder and of smiths and of metal and mayhem, to tell Father’s story: ‘The rains fell heavy in the Old Country,’ she begins.

			‘You can’t,’ Isla says, trying to clap her hand over Blue’s mouth. ‘We can’t. Nonor said. You’ll upset the gods. Only the wiccans can send off the dead.’

			‘One of these days a wiccan is going to claim that daughter of yours,’ Isla remembers hearing Nonor saying to Father once, nodding towards Blue who had been staring off into the woods again. ‘See that child looking over into the other world like that? A wiccan came for my cousin back in the Old Country. She wasn’t much older than Blue. The whole village feasted for days afterwards. It was a blessing to be prayed for. An honour above all honours. But it’s not like that here, not in this country. Not anymore. You wouldn’t wish a wiccan child on any family, not here.’

			Isla had sworn that day that she’d make sure the wiccans never came for Blue. She’d heard the stories of what happened to wiccans sometimes now when they told people things they didn’t want to hear. She’d seen their bodies hanging from the trees where the old Sun King roads crossed.

			Blue pushes her sister’s hand away. ‘We have to,’ she says.

			Blue goes on. There is no stopping her:

			‘The Great Rhine swelled,’ she says, her voice rising and falling. ‘The water swallowed up the Seax land in the Great Rage. For ten long winters the river swallowed it up. The crops spoiled. The house posts rotted. Children drowned. The Great Sickness spread. Then the Great Smith and the Great Smith Mother packed their sea trunk. They took a place in one of the boats sailing up the Great Rhine to the sea to join their cousins who had gone on ahead to the new lands. Their boat was four weeks at sea. The storms near on killed them all.’

			‘The Great Smith Mother sat through those storms,’ Isla says, stuttering, when Blue nudges her to take her turn, trying to remember the stories Father and Nonor told at the winter hearth fires. ‘The Great Smith Mother sat with the bear skins pulled up over her at the back of that great boat,’ she continues, ‘waves crashing over them, the men groaning over the oars, Nonor reading the stars to make sure the hull was pointed in the right direction, praying …’

			‘Or howling,’ Blue says, laughing. The flames from the setting sun are catching in her eyes. ‘Nonor howled as if the gods were deaf and she had to shout to make them hear.’

			‘The Great Smith sang to the Great Smith Mother when she was afraid,’ Isla adds. She is smiling. She can’t help herself.

			Nothing matters anymore. Nothing matters but this. Just this.

			‘And they ate fried fish as big as oak trees.’

			‘And whales with wings leapt across the boat from one side right across to the other.’

			When Isla reminds Thunor that Father is the only Great Smith in the whole of the South Lands, how much he has suffered, and how great his skill is, she forgets her fear, the catch in her throat. She is sure for a moment that the birds have gathered to watch them too. Three otters swim in, along the edge of the river. Their dark heads turn towards them, nostrils flaring, and then disappear.

			Blue takes out the objects that she’s chosen for Father to take with him to the Next World. She places them about his body, moving around the boat pyre in a kind of slow dance.

			She has chosen:

			Father’s short sword.

			‘You’ll need your knife to eat with,’ she says, tucking it into his hand, closing his gnarled fingers around it and pressing her lips to them.

			Father’s spear.

			‘You might have to fight,’ she says, laying the polished spear in the crook of Father’s shoulder. ‘It is a long way to the Next World.’

			Father’s clamp and his hammer.

			She slips these into his belt: ‘You’ll need your hands free for your spear,’ she says.

			Finally, she tucks his tweezers inside the purse on his belt.

			‘For your beard,’ she says. ‘And your eyebrows. You always forget your eyebrows.’

			When Blue gives the signal, and Isla leans forward to kiss Father’s hands, her tears run across his oiled skin. Blue places thrift flowers and marsh marigolds on his closed eyelids. In the very last of the twilight, Blue begins a prayer song to Freja, her voice sweet in the evening. As the river water rises up the sides of the boat and the first flames from the forge coals lick around the kindling, the two sisters nudge the boat out into the current. A single swan rises off the river, wings beating the air, flying in great circles, calling for its mate.

			The fire boat is the only thing visible out there in the dark heart of the river that night, a glow through the curtain of fog. The smell of burning skin and burning hair drifts on the night wind. How, Isla wonders, as they watch from the mound, how could anyone not recognize that smell?

			‘They’ll be asleep,’ Blue says, as if she has heard her sister’s thoughts. ‘No one will see or smell anything. And if they do, they’ll think they’ve dreamed it.’

			At dawn, the sisters walk to the promontory to watch the geese and cormorants crisscrossing the mudflats. The fog has burned off in the morning sun. The glow on the horizon has gone. The river has swallowed the boat, the fire, the bones, all of Father’s tools, as if none of it had ever been more than a dream.
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			When Isla wakes a few hours later, Blue is leaning over her, white-faced in the morning light, dressed in her shift, her hair wild. Isla hears the geese barking down on the shingle beach, sees the sun streaming in through the window. It is late. Her bones ache. Her eyes are swollen. She remembers with a shudder: Father is dead. Father is gone. They burned his body in a boat and it is against the Kin Law and they are in trouble. She should never have gone to sleep. She should have kept vigil – with the Fates throwing so many threads at them all at once like that. How could she have been so lax?

			‘There’s a boat on the beach,’ Blue says now. ‘There are two men coming up the path. Osric’s men.’

			‘Which ones?’ Isla is pulling on her tunic and reaching for her knife. Her hands are shaking.

			‘I only saw Caius,’ Blue says. ‘Then I ran.’

			‘Caius? Oh, but that’s good. We’ll ask him to help us. He’ll help us, Blue. I’m sure of it. He was always kind to Father.’

			Caius is one of Osric’s private bodyguards. Father said that his ancestors came from the high Afric deserts, that they had been rounded up by the Sun Kings to fight in their armies. Most men like Caius, men who came from long lines of Sun King soldiering families, worked for the Seax overlords now, Father said. It was Caius’s job to guard the Great Smith’s island and to get hold of scrap for Father for the forge. Father trusted him.

			‘That man is the only damned soldier in Osric’s palace,’ Father said, ‘the only man south of the Ghost City who understands the difference between good iron and bad iron. The rest of them are fools.’

			If Caius came out to the island alone, he brought gifts. Sometimes he stayed to help fix the roof and the fish traps. Once Blue had taken him down to the woods to help her collect honey from the bee skeps. Some nights, if Caius had to wait for the tide to turn, Father lit a fire up on the mound under the stars. Then Father let Isla and Blue lie on the wolf skins listening to Caius’s ancestor stories, about the horses of the high desert, of the great cities hidden in the sand. When he and Father talked about iron and Caius told Father about the new iron bars that were coming in from over the sea or how he’d heard that an iron mine had been opened up again in Frisia, Isla always felt like she’d burst with all the questions she wanted to ask him, but Father wouldn’t let her. No one was supposed to know that she worked in the forge, that she made all the firetongued swords now, that she could tell the difference between an iron bloom and a lump of bog iron with her eyes closed. One of the Seax lords to the north had hamstrung a smith once for letting his daughter into his forge, Father told her. His soldiers had taken a sword to slice across the tendons on the back of the smith’s thighs to cripple him. And although Isla had wondered what they might have done to the smith’s daughter, she hadn’t dared to ask.

			Isla and Blue peer through the window, making sure to keep out of sight behind the old sacking. Caius appears first, carrying a brace of hares on a stick on his shoulder. He waits at the gate on the far side of the yard, the morning sun glancing off his old Sun King breastplate. A few moments later, a short fat man appears behind him, picking seed heads off his dark green cloak and mopping his forehead with his shirt cuff, all cross and sweaty.

			‘Who is it?’ Isla says. ‘Can you see yet?’

			‘Oh Isla, it’s the Exactor, the one they call Thorsten.’

			‘The Exactor? Dear gods.’ Isla can hardly breathe. ‘Someone must have seen the boat.’

			Thorsten is Osric’s chief tithe collector. The very worst of Osric’s men, Father called
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