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Cast of Characters

 

Tycho Ceton: defector from the Order of the Furies; former slave owner in the Swedish West Indies, and patron of an orphanage, following his return to Sweden in order to conceal his crimes with charity. The vicarious killer, via his agents, of Erik Three Roses’ wife, and the architect of his misfortune. Since a fire at the Horn Hill orphanage, he has been destitute and defenceless.

 

Jean Michael Cardell: known as ‘Mickel’, formerly a sergeant in the Artillery; after losing his left arm at Svensksund, employed by the Stockholm Watch. His momentary inattention led to the fire at Horn Hill in which Anna Stina Knapp’s twins were burned alive and he holds himself responsible for their deaths. Badly burned, although his conscience stings more than his scars.

 

Cecil Winge: lawyer, temporary appointee to the Chamber of Police; a model of rationality. Now dead and buried.

 

Emil Winge: Cecil’s younger brother. Perpetual student at Uppsala University in revolt against his father’s demands and expectations; thrust into the shoes of his late brother by Cardell – with fateful consequences. Once a drunkard in order to alleviate his delusions, latterly sober.

 

Anna Stina Knapp: escaped workhouse inmate. Widowed and now childless, she was tasked by human trafficker Dülitz to seek out her fellow prisoner at the workhouse on the Island of Scar, Magdalena Rudenschöld (convicted of high treason), who entrusted her with a letter bearing the names of those who allied themselves with Armfelt against the regency.

 

Maja and Karl: Anna Stina Knapp’s twins, burned to ashes at Horn Hill before their first birthday.

 

Erik Three Roses: a young man of noble descent who once languished at the Dane’s Bay Hospital asylum, later trepanned. Deceived by Ceton, he burned down the orphanage in revenge. Furiously slain by Cardell in the flickers cast by the flames of the burning orphanage.

 

Lisa Forlorn: a vagrant girl who lives in the Great Shade in summer; the assistant, on one tender occasion, to Anna Stina, she fled south last autumn to shirk responsibility and remain faithful to her name.

 

Petter Pettersson: custodian at the workhouse on the Island of Scar; having set Anna Stina free on a promise she later broke, he now retains Rudenschöld’s letter as evidence of that broken pledge.

 

Isak Reinhold Blom: Secretary to the Stockholm Chamber of Police; a poet of limited talent. Once Cecil Winge’s colleague, latterly Emil Winge’s champion.

 

Dülitz: once a Polish refugee; now a merchant-trader in peoples’ lives.

 

Miranda Ceton: wife of Tycho; paralysed and bedridden; kept alive by her husband against her will; assisted Emil Winge and Mickel Cardell in the pursuit of Tycho Ceton, albeit for her own ends.

 

Gustav III: by the Grace of God, the King of Sweden; shot at the Opera, succumbing to his wounds in March 1792.

 

Gustaf Adolf Reuterholm: the strongman of the regency; dubbed the ‘Grand Vizier’; effectively the ruler of the kingdom; irritable, vain and resolutely determined to eradicate the remaining loyalists in the country.

 

Duke Karl: the younger brother of the late King Gustav; governing as regent until the King reaches the age of majority on his eighteenth birthday. Uninterested in politics; Reuterholm’s willing hunting dog.

 

Duke Fredrik Adolf: youngest brother of Gustav III; a superfluous prince; a debauchee.

 

Gustav Adolf: the only son of Gustav III; the nominal King of Sweden; still a minor, subject to guardianship.

 

Gustaf Mauritz Armfelt: the favourite of the late King Gustav; fled the country into exile after being unmasked as the principal conspirator against the regency.

 

Magdalena Rudenschöld: formerly a lady of the court, the lover of Gustaf Mauritz Armfelt and his co-conspirator; held captive on the Island of Scar.

 

Johan Erik Edman: Keeper of the Records for the Department of Justice; Baron Reuterholm’s enterprising and ruthless henchman; preoccupied with the hunt for Gustavians.

Magnus Ullholm: Stockholm’s Chief of Police; former embezzler from the ministers’ widows’ fund; a cunning devil.

 

The Furies: A fraternal order in which powerful men derive pleasure under the pretence of charity.





Prologue

 

Autumn 1794





I

Gone is the blessed melody of string and bow which until recently filled his world and made him forget all else. Instead, the bells ring out from the tower into the autumn night, their timbre the toll of tentacles seeking him and no one else, singing out his vulnerability for all to hear. Tycho Ceton hunches his shoulders up towards his ears and crouches as he emerges from the cover of the alleys and hastens towards the thunder of Polhem’s Lock. A pothole where a broken cobblestone has disintegrated twists the buckle off his left shoe, but he does not stop for its sake, instead adjusting his gait to keep the leather on his foot. He is alone – Jarrick is no longer by his side, having vanished down a side alley without a word with the coin he demanded in exchange for his final message. Ceton isn’t surprised. He expected no better. He is exposed – there will be a queue of buyers once his life is offered for sale. Better to part ways now than see those ties formed by avarice tested to breaking-point later. What trust remained would only be deferred by treachery.

The waves in the bay are crested with white as far out as visibility permits in the starlight. While crossing the drawbridge he must support himself on the railing to remain upright on the slippery boards beneath his feet. The wind is dashing the waters of Malar Lake between the stones with violent force, and the din of the breakers rises through every crack between the timbers. A malicious whisper as the foam caresses the wall says: The bears are at your heels. All your debts have become due, and the blood in your veins is the only coin that will suffice for payment. Once on the other side, he soon finds a carriage. The coachman has dozed off on the bench, his hands tucked in his armpits and his chin on his breast. Tycho Ceton crouches behind glass obscured by cracks and dirt as the hooves find their pace.

The leaves shed by the roses lie trapped in the shelter of the wall, whipped into swirls every time the squalls gust through. He knocks on the door and wheezes his name at the maid before wrenching the candlestick from her hand. She is sharp enough to scamper quickly out of his way as soon as the door is opened. He can already scent the inner room from the hall, and that which perfume can no longer conceal. Outside her door he raises his perfumed silk handkerchief to cover his nose, but changes his mind and presses it back into his pocket again, reluctant to show that anything about her can force a reaction from him, even if only disgust. The brass of the handle is cool as his hand hesitates against it for a moment. He twists it, opens the door and steps into the darkness of the bedchamber.

The stench that awaits him beyond the threshold gives the very darkness shape, as if it were mist or smoke. The light he carries dazzles rather than illuminates as he crosses the floor. He sets down the gilded candlestick on a table by the wall and stands for a while in the deep shadow cast by the canopy bed. Veils of gauze conceal its owner. Tycho waits out his own heartbeats, and once they lessen their pace he hears her breathing calmly and warily; it is not the snoring of someone asleep. Resentment fills him. He’s already the underdog. She lies there like a viper in her nest, contemplating him with all the patience she has acquired over the years – a patience that he can never hope to match.

‘Dear Tycho. You’ve kept me waiting.’

Her voice makes Ceton shudder – he knows which shapes the sound belies. She may have departed utterly from her original form in her paralysis, but her voice remains that which once emanated from a young girl’s delicate breast. Her pangs must be terrible, but in her words there is an audible satisfaction, as if she is savouring them like the sweetness in a glass of wine. Sweat prickles beneath his shirt as he squeezes a reply past his lips.

‘Miranda.’

She bursts into laughter at her own name. Tycho can feel his tongue swelling in his mouth, his thoughts becoming immediately sluggish and unwilling, and he can do nothing other than wait for her to take the initiative that has slipped between his fingers.

‘Oh Tycho. Your voice. How it trembles! And before your own wife . . . But the credit for your shame is not mine alone. The church bells have been tolling for hours. I sent little Gustava up to check. She tells me it is the King’s Isle that is in flames, and here you come hot on the heels of that news, and in quite a state at that. You’ve sweated right through your shirt and coat, and your anxious thoughts put my own tainted leg to shame. Come, come, what is the matter, my darling?’

Her tongue is always a whiplash to his most tender points, to her own undoing. The mockery sears with every word. Indignation devastates any hope of eloquence and he speaks freely in an incensed whisper.

‘How much of this is your doing, Miranda?’

‘Now then, Tycho, as you understand, such matters are not easily accomplished for one who cannot even lift a finger tip from her sheets. But I sincerely hope that the disaster has not befallen you entirely without my influence, for I have contributed as best I can.’

She moves her head on the pillow, the small bell jingling.

‘I had visitors, Tycho, ones that I had long awaited in vain, and I must confess that initially the visit did not meet the expectations woven by my daydreams. A big one and a little one. The big one so exhausted and worse for wear that he barely resembled a human being, not to mention the missing arm. The little one . . . he wasn’t quite right. That much was clear. I was left in no doubt that the case they had taken upon themselves was hopeless. Who would take riff-raff like that at their word, even if they had both a confession and evidence to hand? But the one-armed one . . . There was such anger smouldering in him. Rage of the kind that almost made the paper curl and peel off from the walls. I wonder what lies you’ve fed him, given how you’ve crowed about your foul deeds. Nevertheless, I dispatched him to the anatomical theatre in the hope that he would slay you on the spot in his fury, but I must have underestimated the fellow’s powers of self-restraint.’

‘Is that all?’

‘Naturally I also spoke of you, dear Tycho, and your many embarrassments. But not everything.’

‘Why not?’

‘Terror has constipated your head. You know why. Of course, I never believed they had any great chance of success – not in the one matter nor the other. But even if that odd couple doesn’t return with more inquiring minds, others soon will. Then I’ll tell all, unless you give me what I have so long desired.’

He awaits her elaboration as the pulse throbs ever more rapidly across his temples.

‘You must set me free now, Tycho. I’ve left you with no other choice. I know you are accustomed to letting others carry out such tasks while you watch. No, don’t glance around looking for Gustava. She’s gone. I advised her to flee and never look back once she had opened the door to you. Tonight, for once, the duty falls upon your shoulders. As you do so, and for as long as you manage to prolong your pitiful life which no longer has any worth, you should hold this thought in your head: Tycho, I have won. The final battle between us is mine, and all the years I have spent in this bed – every hour and every minute – are rewarded to their fullest when I see you in your misery. Do you remember the day I married you? I found you fair then – before I became better acquainted with you. But now you are a thousand times more beautiful than I, as afraid and degraded as you are. Well then, hurry, my darling, for your whereabouts are known and your enemies long for retribution. This loss will hardly be your last. Who do you think will get to you first? The one-armed watchman and the meagre lunatic? Your former fraternal brothers? Any one of the many gentlemen whose favour you have contrived to bestow upon yourself? I wonder whose hands are to prepare you for the worst fate? If there is a God then He can hardly refuse me a glimpse, even if it is from the depths of my own hell. But those are the concerns of others. Now do as you’re told before time grows too short.’

He knows she has spoken the truth. Yet he hesitates, vainly trying to twist and turn the problem, akin to the loser who must suspiciously study the board from all angles to assure himself that he is in checkmate. As if in a nightmare, he moves closer to the bed, step by step, until her swollen form is visible under the quilt, to his disgust. Powerful inhalations fill his lungs with putrid air, and he gulps heavily to ensure he does not bring up the contents of his stomach. She chuckles with quiet satisfaction.

‘My Tycho. It’s like seeing a timid schoolboy facing his first bedding.’

He snatches the pillow from beneath her head and with quivering hands he places it across her face. His arms straight, he presses down, but his strength is not enough and time congeals to molasses in his hourglass. He is obliged to sink down and apply the full weight of his torso across her in an obscene parody of an embrace, and he shakes with repugnance when her loose flesh wobbles under him. And yet for a long, long time – muffled by the feather down and silk – he hears her triumphant laughter and a bell that continues its muted jingle.

 

On his way out, Tycho Ceton supports himself against the wall. He has gathered the few valuables and coins that remain of his fortune, but he has not even been able to take all of that, forgetting many a hiding place as panic deadlocked his mind. She lies dead in her chamber, but her eyes are open and their mocking gaze follows him through the walls. He has filled a small cloth bag – that is all. Back in the yard, the night still reigns, but it is different from before, and something forces him to stop by the gate as surely as if it were an arch with its portcullis lowered. It is the horror: the one he has always harboured in the innermost chamber of his heart – a kernel worn smooth and safely brooded upon, if not forgotten then at least hidden away from the world. But now it has broken free from its shackles and taken possession of the earth. It is all around him. He swallows a cry and flees like a hare from a wind carrying the scent of dogs.





II

Dülitz smells a rat the moment he hears the knock on the door. He is accustomed to the petitioners’ unobtrusive supplications – an apology for the inconvenience implied by the scraping of fingernails on the planks. Now, instead, there are hard raps from a cane – a rhythmic salvo from someone who knows they will not have to answer for the dents left in the woodwork by the silver handle. The hour is late, but he can still see well enough between the curtains of his second-floor window, careful not to allow the shadow of his figure to be cast against the glass. Two men incognito, their brimmed hats pulled down across their brows. That much he is accustomed to. Few visitors boast of his company. Behind them on the slope towards Serpent Salter Alley, there are two others waiting under orders to maintain their distance, their backs stooped to protect their necks from the pouring rain, steady men whose coats conceal the fabric of uniforms. Across the roof ridges beyond Polhem’s Lock the lamps of the alleys and the illuminated windows glimmer in the City-between-the-Bridges, shrouded in veils of rain, a many-eyed beast that seems to watch with tender disinterest, tender malice. Many a time Dülitz has surveyed the vista of Stockholm, still unfamiliar after all these years, and been filled with the foreboding that she will one day mark the grave that he has dug for himself.

Dülitz knows immediately what the visit concerns – but he is still baffled, despite expecting it. Yet, faced with the fact, he cannot help but question the choices that have brought him to this cul-de-sac. Perhaps there is a time in every man’s life when the fallow field of habit is spurred to risk, and when the life whose weight has tipped the scale of the future to the past has no way to remember its youth other than by foolhardiness. He ought to have declined the commission imposed on him, but he paid no heed to the voice of reason that advised against it. It was the girl – Anna Stina Knapp. Without her, no danger would have sought out his door on a night such as this. Her arrival was opportune and she had what sufficed – a rare coincidence. Perhaps he was beguiled by compassion, perhaps it was infatuation. He dismisses the self-reproach from his mind, for whatever use that may once have served is now gone. His door is used as a drum yet again. Newly awoken and hungover, Ottoson gives him a look filled with questions and misgivings from down the hall, but Dülitz waves his servant aside and unbolts the door in the knowledge that a die is being thrown and that its number will determine his fate.

 

The stove is newly lit but as yet the warmth of the flames has not spread through the tiled surround, and Chief of Police Ullholm sees fit to keep his gloves on when he grasps the goblet of wine handed to him by Ottoson, whose arm is trembling. The two guests have each been shown to a chair.

‘You perhaps know my companion by sight?’

Dülitz lights the candles in the candelabra, one after another, nodding, satisfied in spite of it all that his own hands betray his emotions to a lesser extent than those of his man.

‘Keeper of the Records Edman is preceded by his reputation.’

Johan Erik Edman must be at least fifteen years the Chief of Police’s junior, his eyes anxious above a swollen, runny nose that he is obliged to blow repeatedly. Ullholm savours the wine.

‘Good. A man in your line is wise to be well-informed. In that case you know that Mr Edman is the spider in the web spun by the Crown’s informants – our lion in the pursuit of the Gustavians. It is his toil we have to thank for the fact that the traitor Armfelt fled the kingdom with his tail between his legs.’

Dülitz inclines his countenance.

‘Mr Edman is also esteemed in shadier circles for his unforgiving nature and his brilliant methods for coaxing confessions even from those whose guilt is so well concealed that they have altogether forgotten it themselves.’

A wheezing sound emanates from Edman’s throat, perhaps intended as a laugh, but he soon begins to cough instead, worse and worse, until he must cover his face with his handkerchief. Ullholm thumps him on the back as respectfully as he can, to little avail.

‘Mr Edman has unfortunately lost the power of speech on this particular day. Health has always been his Achilles heel and his enemies’ foremost ally, and the many bitter trials this autumn and the constantly pouring rain have deprived him entirely of his voice – let us hope only temporarily. His zeal permits him no rest, and he has thus entrusted me to speak on his behalf during this visit.’

Dülitz allows the silence to urge the Chief of Police to continue.

‘Well: as you know, Ehrenström was pilloried in the New Square just the other week, his guilt in the Armfelt conspiracy having been proven in the Court of Appeal. All this as a result of Edman’s efforts. Ehrenström was spared the sword to his neck on the block, and was instead dispatched to languish at Karlsten fortress. He had scarcely laid eyes on the wooden bunk and the stone walls of his new home before the absence of feather beds and gilded leather became too much for him, and the willingness to cooperate that had been so neglected before the prosecutor was recovered as if by a stroke of magic.’

Ullholm lets the cane roll in a tight circuit he has formed between his thumb and middle finger.

‘As you know, Ehrenström was a diplomat – held in high esteem at court in Petersburg. A cunning man who understood not to place all his eggs in one basket. He knows that his life sentence may be exchanged for honours two years hence when the King comes of age and Reuterholm is but a memory, but he is reluctant to await clemency under any and all conditions, and in exchange for greater comfort he has consented to make certain admissions without betraying his co-conspirators more than he deems necessary.’

Edman’s eyes are gleaming maliciously, now that the crux of the matter promises to manifest itself. Ullholm leans forward.

‘Here is the burden of the song that Ehrenström sang: an intermediary whose name we have agreed to overlook for the time being came to your door last autumn. Money changed hands and you were tasked with finding a way for Magdalena Rudenschöld to connect with her former allies. The idea was that she would compose a register of all the plotters whose names were not even known to each other in order that the conspiracy might reach a new unity and that the Gustavian revolution might once again be given hope.’

Ullholm, his throat dry from speaking, takes more wine and swallows. Having set down his goblet, he gropes for a while for the dropped thread, scratching under the edge of his wig in irritation until Edman draws his attention by clearing his throat. For a moment, the Chief of Police watches in perplexity as Edman performs a rhythmic, stamping movement with his foot and seems to balance something invisible between his two hands. Eventually, the meaning of the gestures becomes clear.

‘Rudenschöld was in with the whores on the Island of Scar, lodged in borrowed chambers while iron was being forged to bar the windows of a more suitable place of confinement. The workhouse is a particularly poorly managed place, which made her sojourn there your best possible opportunity to fulfil your obligations. Having interrogated several of the watchmen, we believe that this came to pass, but they are a rabble of drunkards and those who have guile enough to lie are hardly preferable to those too stupid or intoxicated to note with reliability what is taking place under their own noses.’

Johan Edman leans forward to nudge the candelabra close enough for the light to fall more clearly on Dülitz’s face ahead of the question that Ullholm has come to ask.

‘So, Dülitz. Where is Rudenschöld’s letter with the names of the plotters?’

It is Dülitz’s turn to fill his glass and drink, mostly to play for time, but no final vestige of cunning can be induced to emerge from the haze of his mind, and he can taste nothing of the flavour of the wine.

‘All that you say is true. I have no cause to deny it. But something has gone awry.’

Ullholm and Edman exchange glances, and Edman makes a gesture that encourages him to continue.

‘I found a girl – Anna Stina Knapp – as if by chance, who to my knowledge is the only person alive familiar with a secret way into the workhouse on the Island of Scar – a tunnel under the wall, once intended to dry out the foundations and then forgotten, and so hidden as to defy almost all discovery. It was by that route that she evaded her own punishment in the summer of last year. I commissioned her to use the same route back inside. Since then, I have waited in vain for word.’

‘What makes you believe that she even carried out her task?’

Dülitz has already asked himself the same question many times.

‘She gave me her word. I’m surrounded by liars day in, day out, and yet I believed her. She was in a tight corner, and my offer was her only way out. The girl is no longer on Scar – that much I know for certain. If any such letter was written, then its whereabouts are unknown to me.’

Edman’s eyes seek out his gaze; he is used to chasing the shadow of untruth in those he is examining. Ullholm’s fingers brush across the table in irritation.

‘Your own activities hardly inspire confidence.’

Dülitz, his eyes still locked on Edman, leans across the table.

‘If the letter was in my custody then I would already have embarked upon negotiations with you for its price – at a rate that if no higher than that offered by the original associate would have been discounted in exchange for the goodwill of the Chamber of Police. And if I had already completed my undertaking and passed on the letter to my client, whose name I do not know, then surely Mr Edman’s informants ought already to have noticed the shifts among the ranks of the revolutionaries?’

Edman ponders for a moment before he once again leans back in his chair, the corner of his mouth taut as if to confirm the logic, and he nods curtly to Ullholm. The Chief of Police sighs and stands up, brushing his coat tails as if he had been sitting in ashes.

‘Well, it would seem we have been wasting our time. Find that girl, Dülitz. She’s the key. This letter, whose whereabouts are known only to her, constitutes the most important document in the kingdom.’

‘Let me assure you that my efforts have already been considerable – to no avail.’

Edman extends his left hand before him in a gesture worthy of a Roman emperor passing judgement on a defeated gladiator, forms a pair of tongs with his right hand and pinches his outstretched thumb. Ullholm yawns into the back of his glove.

‘What my colleague wishes to impress upon you, Dülitz, is that some further tenacity on your part would be favoured, now that the stakes have changed somewhat. Our thumbscrews may be antique, but they’re in perfect working order, and with a dash of oil to the threads are like new. When the shafts of the bone begin to crunch, even the most hardened sing their aria molto vivace to be rid of the agony as quickly as possible, and we are happy to loosen the screws to be rid of the racket. But you? Mr Edman would lock you up in the vault and only come back to see if you were still screaming at the end of the century.’





III

The shadows creep over the city’s households as soon as the fading glow of their hearths allows them to, before being chased away again into hiding by the dawn. Down by the charred ruins of Horn Hill, the men call out to each other, tired and sooty, their cries free of desperation now, for they know that their work has borne fruit. The fire has made its retreat. The hoses relieve each other as they water the smoking meadows, and with each steed that draws its burden close enough for the leather hoses to reach its previously blazing terrain, the fire shrinks. Thick smoke belches from the retreating boundary, where the living stamp out the devastation of the dead, and only with vain hissing do the final flames assert their rights. The grave of a hundred children. Two figures are standing, as if turned to stone, a little way up the hill, concealed among the trees and mist, surveying the blackened bones that poke up above the red cauldron before them. The sun has conquered the horizon, but the fog still shrouds it.

 

Emil Winge clutches Cardell’s hand and feels it tremble with each hoarse breath that bestows the strength to endure the pain. Yet it is with less violence than before. No tears remain to moisten the smarting cheeks. The departing darkness took the bull’s head with it, and the watchman’s countenance is his own again, albeit cast in new forms by heat and flame. Hair gone, blisters all over, blood and soot intermingled.

‘Come with me, Jean Michael.’

Freshly settled scabs crackle and burst as Cardell twists his neck to see him better. Squeezed between swollen bags of flesh, the glint of his eyes is barely perceptible. Out of the pain arises a question Emil needn’t hear in order to answer.

‘Support yourself on my shoulder. We can’t stay. If we’re caught here it will make bad worse.’

As if noticing for the first time, Cardell twists his single hand in amazement that another’s is there. He shakes his head.

‘I have never slain before. Not like this. Under orders, I have loaded shot and powder and taken aim as best I could towards the spot where the damage promised to be worst. In brawls, too, I have prevailed, giving change for cuts and blows in the same coinage till the debt was repaid with interest on the interest. But never have I extinguished a life in such a way. Three Roses had nothing to put up in response. In that moment he was innocent. I shall remain here to await justice.’

Emil peers over his shoulder. No shiny sergeants’ insignia can yet be seen glinting in the first rays of the sun. No one other than those damping down the ground is visible, except for those peasants hurrying from elsewhere on the island, eager to assist in the protection of their own land and to share the glory that may now be won with little risk. It cannot be long until the men of the Chamber of Police drag themselves out of their beds to ask questions about the cause of the devastation.

‘Justice? I fear your wait will be both long and fruitless. You know that better than anyone. Whatever justice we seek we must help upon its way.’

Emil’s gaze flickers down to the deceased. The water is red and cloudy. Three Roses’ slender calves are all that mark his grave.

‘His death shouldn’t burden our conscience unduly after this night’s work, especially among so many others’. Erik Three Roses may have set the fire, but we passed him the match and Tycho Ceton lit the kindling. All you did was assist Erik in accomplishing what he had resolved to do. His death was already certain, and the sooner it came the happier he was. Erik Three Roses burned Ceton’s protection in order to give us an opening. If you feel guilt, then you will do best to see his last will fulfilled. Otherwise this would all be for nothing.’

‘After this there is no struggle worthy of the price.’

‘Perhaps the loss can be mitigated. We must seek out those victories that remain to be won.’

Emil tugs him by the arm. He might as well have tried to move a statue of a man. Cardell coughs, his voice lowered to a mere whisper.

‘Why would you help me now – you of all people? I was given the choice between you and another, and I chose her.’

‘I know that. And I know why.’

‘I roasted her children with my kindness. Hers and that of a hundred others.’

Emil’s gaze turns down to the glowing household hearths where he saw the girl with his own eyes less than an hour ago. She is gone now.

‘Only half the responsibility is yours to claim. The rest belongs to me. But I cannot make your choice for you. Do you recall my first day sober? You gave me the freedom to choose. I shall return the favour to you. But if you follow me, then you must give me your word. Swear it. To those victories that remain to be won.’

Silence settles for a while, and Emil Winge holds his breath until the answer comes.

‘Yes. My word. For those victories that remain to be won.’

‘No price is too high.’

‘None.’

He takes Cardell by the arm.

‘Come with me now.’

His tug dislodges the burnt statue, with one staggering step and then another. Emil grips Cardell by the elbow to steer him the right way, wending up the hill. On the far side of the crest, the road towards the City-between-the-Bridges begins. Cardell stops at the top of the hill, and his limp arm, suddenly stiffening, stops Emil as if it were a bolt of oak.

‘This road leads only to hell. You know that, don’t you? Do you really want to follow it with a cripple who has betrayed you before?’

The sound Emil makes isn’t a laugh, isn’t a lamentation.

‘Is your position any more enviable, Jean Michael? You are being supported by one who consults with the dead and cannot distinguish poetry from reality. But if another course remains open to us, say which it be. If this is not our desire, then let it be our punishment. Hope is no longer the shackle that fetters us to life. Now it is guilt.’

‘And will we then be friends during our time together?’

Emil shakes his head, incapable of lying and bitter in tone.

‘No, Jean Michael. Never again shall we be friends. And I do have one request: set your affairs in order with the girl Anna Stina first. Before that is done you are of no help to me. Come to me then.’

‘And you? What shall you do?’

‘I will go to the Chamber of Police, and to Isak Blom, to do everything in my power to renew our mandate. It will not be easy, given how we parted. Then I shall begin to seek out the scent we are to follow. Be ready when the hunt begins.’

Cardell takes his first step unaided and each movement elicits a groan. Emil turns his back on the smoking pillar of devastation. Not only life and property have been lost here – he is no longer the same, either. For as long as he can remember, he has nourished the anger within, but that which was previously a solitary flame is now a bonfire, and it burns even more strongly from the fuel of his impotence. He is captive, snared, like a netted fish or a moth pinned beneath a glass dome. What has happened cannot be undone, but invisible restraints require responsibility. He volunteered his assistance before, but now there is only coercion. He must do what he can. Until then, the City-between-the-Bridges will remain his cage.

Fear was always the companion of rage. He tries in vain to take solace: he has been face to face with the Minotaur, he has braved the darkness at the heart of the labyrinth, he has heard the children screaming their anguish in their final hour. He has seen the worst – can there be anything worse to come?





PART ONE

The Hunting Dogs

 

Spring and Summer 1795

All blazed, for all burns. What had happened? The flame was at last extinguished, and it was only ash they both held in their hands.

 

– Carl Gustaf af Leopold, 1795

 





Chapter 1

Autumn becomes winter and the year turns, winter becomes spring and a fairy tale is told in the City-between-the-Bridges – one of the cautionary variety, although it is not children that it frightens, but grown men. Among the alleys by night wanders a phantom figure, and if sinners of a certain kind cross its path then things do not end well. As to its appearance, testimonies vary. It is big – that all agree on – and ugly, its face not that of a human, its skull scarred and bald but for odd wisps of hair. Some know more of it, and they say that its one hand is as scorched earth and that all hope is lost for any who venture within its reach. As for its origins, a fog of guesses and rumours arises. It is said that it burned down the Horn Hill orphanage but was itself caught in the flames. Hell hath denied it entry, and this lost soul seeks out its old haunts. A crime has been committed for which it has been sentenced to atone. Now it is a symbol of all that is pitiable.

 

The yard slopes, and that has never bothered Frans Gry when sober, but when drunk the angle constantly baffles him. No matter how hard he tries to navigate the straight route from door to privy, it begins to wind; he drifts off down the hill, and those damned nettles find gaps and holes in his stockings as if that is all they are good for. His revenge is always the same: one step backwards, breeches down and shirt up, piss on them; to hell with the fly-ridden privy. Intoxication protects him from the evening chill. He grunts and strains to piss. With each passing year, he must go more often although it becomes ever more difficult to pass water. The nettles are likely still damp from his last visit, but then again there are plenty of others that may benefit from his efforts. After shaking off and tucking away, Frans stands for a while, looking around. The stone hovels are already past their best – it’s hard to believe that they’re just a few decades old, their foundations laid on the hill cleared by the Great Fire of 1759. Somewhere down in the gap behind the bottom-most building is the Golden Bay, the City-between-the-Bridges in its centre. He wishes the whole island would go straight to the seabed under the weight of the palaces of the rich. They swagger about by day uselessly lisping away in court French, while he can barely afford to buy wine so sour that the corners of his mouth convulse with every sip. In his mind’s eye, he sees the slops rising and foaming their way up the ornate staircases – the latrine barrels discharged straight into the lake have dispatched a brown fleet to storm and soil such opulence. Bewigged bitches choking on the sewage into which they have slipped, their chevalier menfolk howling in nasal soprano as they cling to the branches of the crystal chandeliers. Come to think of it, the Great Flood needn’t stop there. The tide is most welcome to make its way up his own slope too, just as long as the waves stay below his own floor. Farewell, loafers, whores and beggars! He lets out a sigh that begins in longing and ends in resignation, because the dream is just as fleeting as it is beautiful. The mills grind on – a damned racket, all creaking and pounding. Yet that is better than the racket inside the houses – children running all over the place, one indistinguishable from another. If you take up the chase, then you need only turn a corner and – hey presto! – you have no idea which of the little bastards is which. You just have to grab the most obvious child by the collar and rap its jaw as a warning to the others. He wishes everything to hell and staggers back to his room; his wife is out gadding about somewhere, and while she will be given a hiding upon her return, just to be sure, he is content to drink on in peace, without nagging, without the usual gibes about rent and food.

He sits there rocking, with the bottle in his hand, his thoughts dwelling on bygone days. With the inertia of inebriation, he arranges every word in the defence he has assembled to explain the adversities he has met in life – a task that has been going on for years, performed with as much zeal as if he were some priest’s son reciting the catechism to him. Momentarily satisfied, his mind wanders to more agreeable things: to life as it should have been if his qualities had been appreciated; toasts of Rhenish wine from glasses of crystal, oysters, raisins and waffles, a beautiful girl in his arms. And retribution over all those who have wronged him – his detractors cudgelled, the lot of them, their limbs broken on the wheel, and braided around its spokes, in full sight from where he sits at his feast.

A knock on the door. Damn them all – what good has ever come of such a thing? He leaves the discordant sound unanswered and returns to his own preoccupations. And now the door flies off its frame, kicked to splinters, and someone grabs him by the scruff of the neck and tosses him down the stairs, his limp inebriation the only thing saving him from broken arms, legs or back. He rolls from kick after kick to his buttocks and thighs, the threshold striking his forehead, then out into the stinging wind of the spring night and into the shelter of the wet nettles, where he lies still and dazed for a while, hoping that his misfortune will disappear as quickly as it arrived. Then a popping sound echoes between the house fronts – one as familiar to him as his own voice: the cork of the bottle from which he’s just drunk. There is so much one can tolerate, but there are limits. Frans rises on shaky legs again, and feels the air whistling as the bottle passes a hair’s breadth from his ear and bids the cruel world farewell in a crash against the wall behind him. Soon he feels a fist in his hair with a grasp hard enough to knock him off his feet and drag him onto bare ground where he lies gasping for air, every breath a reminder of blossoming bruises. Someone paces back and forth before him, only their contours shown by the failing light, the neck thrust forward on broad shoulders, arms thick and brutish. Life has not so blocked Frans Gry’s nose for danger that he cannot sense that worse looms. Pent-up wrath lingers in the air like thunder, the figure before him tense as anchor ropes in the frames of a ropery. In a panic, Frans seeks a reason and finds too many from which readily to choose. He begins at the mildest end, in the hope of haggling down the sum-total.

‘I know the walls are thin, and I’m told I snore badly . . .’

‘Hold your tongue.’

Gry counts his sleeping dogs and chooses one at random.

‘Unless I am mistaken, I returned every penny that I owed Jan Faithless at the Last Farthing long ago. He was so drunk when the loan was made that I’m amazed he remembered it at all.’

‘Shut up.’

The voice is deep but hoarse at the same time, as if it springs from a throat unused to human speech. Only now does Gry remember the fairy tales he has heard, and he puts two and two together. The monster has come; he himself is its prey. He does as he has been told.

‘The woman whose bed you share has a daughter of her own. Lotta Erika. Thirteen this year.’

He nods reluctantly.

‘You sought her out beneath her sheets. She clawed at your eyes. You chased her out of the house.’

Frans Gry’s jaw drops, as if of its own volition, but he has sobered up enough to stifle his excuses.

‘Tomorrow she returns home. The next finger you lay upon her I shall feed to the pigs.’

The figure approaches, crouching an arm’s length away, and Frans Gry locks his gaze onto his own stained knees to spare himself the nightmare of looking at its face. A rap across his shin makes him cry out, because the hand that strikes him is as hard as a cudgel.

‘Ideally, I would render you harmless forever. Break arms and break legs. There is but one reason why I do not: you must keep the girl in food and shelter. Be the stepfather she would wish for herself. As if she were your own. As if you wanted nothing but the best for her. Solely for her sake do you leave here of your own volition. She can easily find me. If I hear otherwise, you shall see me again. Is that understood?’

‘But I . . .’

‘There is work, albeit of the kind you consider yourself too good for. Carrying pig iron to the scales. Clearing dung from the barns. Turning dunghills. Good men find occupation. You, however, are all but worthless.’

The words awaken a vague recollection, one that stifles the final glow of intoxication. Frans Gry flips through his memories, seeking a hole where it all fits: the voice, the body. As he sits quietly, the monster rises, turns on its heel and begins to move towards the place where the houses thin out and the road makes off towards Polhem’s Lock. Gry holds his breath until he is alone, and there, in the void of his thoughts, the images he has sought emerge. A face and a name.

‘Cardell! Mickel Cardell! You were on the Ingeborg! I was on the Alexander! We were at anchor off Crow Island when the Stedink fired and the Prince Nassau responded as best he could. I saw you burn and sink.’

Context begins to solidify around the figure: he tenses his brow as if to force his brain into obedience, and grimaces with distaste as his memories arm him.

‘They say you were there when Horn Hill burned down. They say it was your fault. They call you a child killer.’

Rarely has he thought so clearly. Hatred and humiliation harry the conclusions straight into his arms.

‘You’re here for the sake of your own conscience, not Lotta’s, you selfish bastard.’

He’s on his feet now, and staggers a few steps towards Cardell’s departing shape, raising his voice to a wheezing roar.

‘She’ll always get her bread, of that you can be sure, but welcoming little ones into the sunshine opens no graves. Do you think you’re better than me, Cardell? You’re not. You’re worse. Worse! Beside you, I am a saint. There is no blood on my hands.’

His own words startle him and he hurries across the yard, across the threshold and up the stairs, letting out a pained whine at the door – now smashed to splinters, no longer affording any protection. He does what he can to piece the largest parts back together, and keeps them in place with his back as he sits on the floor, alone again, shaking with relief, with terror, with triumph.

 

Cardell has stopped around the corner out of sight, and there he allows his panting breaths to quieten. He wishes he had made it out of earshot, but every word is like the lash of a whip. For a long time he stands still, seeking comfort in the fact that he has at least helped the girl Lotta Erika to something better. She is not the girl he was seeking, but still . . .

 

He finds them all over in his search – these distressed little red herrings, and he helps them whenever he can. Sometimes they help him in return. The street girls are many – their hearing is good, their eyes keener. In their innocence, they gain easy entrance to where he himself is barred.





Chapter 2

There is a knock on the door of his room and Cardell blinks the grit from his eyes, rising dressed from the bench in a cloud of his own exhaled mist. He shakes off the cold, turns the key in the lock and finds a pale face with a shawl pulled close around it. One of the many of whom he has lent his fists in defence, in some mêlée he can no longer recall. She curtsies and lowers her gaze, whatever gratitude remaining shrouded in shyness. He has come to learn that they only look him in the face once, then never again. They do this partly out of consideration, but for Cardell it is merely a reminder of how badly burnt he is.

‘The fisherfolk are back by Klara Lake. You can see the smoke from their fires. You asked me to keep an eye out, sir, if you remember.’

He can’t recall her name, but the context grows clearer. She is in the service of a merchant over by the Russian Yard – one who used to be predisposed to miscounting on payday and offered the warmth of his own bed by way of compensation. He gives her a nod.

‘Thank you.’

She curtsies again, taught that subservience is desirable in any given situation.

‘Is all well otherwise? Have you had anything to eat yet?’

He is grateful for her nod, for the crust that remains in the bread tin is hard enough to give even his practised jaws a trial and it would be shameful to offer it to a guest. He nods awkwardly, and with a third curtsy she takes her leave, departing quickly on soundless feet. He does what he can with the bread before enveloping himself in the coat that he has turned inside out in order to wear down the reverse side. The material is worn down to a gauze at the elbows. The care required to avoid further tearing the wool with his wooden fist makes Cardell grunt. Had they cut off his left arm higher up then at least he would only have worn it down on one side.

 

The ice on the lake has broken up. Distended by meltwater, the current is an irate muscle hectoring white floes forward, floes at times so big that they get stuck crossways between the pillars of the North Bridge. More ice gathers at the barrier, forming a white wall against the stones of the bridge. Pent-up force intensifies like the anger before battle, all the more threatening in its weight, and those people who have dared cross the bridge hurry for land. If they don’t remember themselves how the spring flood tore at the bridge abutments some fifteen years ago, then there are others who will gladly tell them. Then the core breaks with a crunching crack and the ice rumbles beneath the bridge, free to scourge the anchored hulls in the Salt Sea.

Cardell hurries over, passing the Red Sheds where people are teeming about with the sort of purpose that only the cold can encourage. Spring is approaching and the darkness is giving way – they must sweep and tidy and prepare as best as they can for the season of commerce. Where the promontory sharpens into a tip, the bridge crosses Klara Lake – it is longer and more exposed than the one across the Stream but better protected from the rapids. He nevertheless grasps the rope strung to the railing with his good hand, scanning about him to verify that the girl was right: the fisherfolk from the lake are finally here, their boats pulled onto the shore. Smoke rises from their camp.

The path along the shore of the bay is uncertain. The ground frost underfoot is treacherous; it may crack at any moment, sinking a whole boot into chilly mud, and the pebbles dislodged by the ice are loose and unreliable. Cardell limps forward at an uneven pace, rarely without a curse upon his lips. He reaches their camp without any major incident. The nets hang in rows between hooks on wooden poles, while women and children are occupied mending holes in the meshes with string. The menfolk are preoccupied with their boats, doing all manner of things beyond Cardell’s ken. He stands there, perplexed and disregarded, until he catches someone’s eye and turns his feet in its direction. It is a man with a beard and tousled hair, seated on a stool in front of the fish smokers lined up in a row, and Cardell cannot determine whether the soot has soiled his white hair, or whether dark strands are intermingled with those that have faded. The man is the firewatcher, surely, given his age. Cardell senses a single, squinting eye taking the measure of his being, noticing his official boots and the white belt beneath his coat, lingering on his burnt face. He clears his throat awkwardly.

‘Good catch?’

The man shrugs non-committally, and nods at Cardell’s midriff.

‘Got tobacco?’

The voice is as bright as that of a woman, yet feeble and fragile like an old man’s, as if deprived of the power of the lungs and with only the shallow oral cavity to launch itself from. The pouch that Cardell wears at his belt speaks a universal language, and Cardell unties it and passes it over. The man cuts himself a plug using a small knife that appears so quickly in his hand it might have been there already, and then he begins to chew, spitting when the juices fill his cheek to bursting. Cardell finds an adjacent flat rock and sinks down on it, half crouching, half sitting, knowing that he has paid for something; he waits for the silence to end. The man chews for a long time before considering himself satisfied.

‘So?’

‘I’m looking for someone, and have been doing so since last winter. I’ve spoken to the people up on the King’s Isle, but every trail ends down here at Klara Lake. I was sick for a long time, and was unable to reach you before the ice came. I’ve been awaiting your return ever since.’

The man nods curtly, as if the news were no surprise, but offers no reply. Cardell has no choice but to continue.

‘A girl with light hair and sooty clothes. Soot from the big fire over at Horn Hill last autumn. Her name is Anna Stina.’

The man spits and coughs his throat clear.

‘I’m of an age. God knows how. The sea took my father, the shivers took my mother, and had we been born in the same year I would have survived them both. Now I’m good for little more than guarding the embers. But I’ve time enough and then some for pondering.’

For the first time, the man turns towards Cardell, opening the eye that has only so far been glimpsed, and Cardell sees a white spot where the pupil should be black, like a marble at the bottom of a hole.

‘There is a spot that grows bigger in my bad eye. It is black and awful. If I have both my eyes open, then it is as if I see it amidst trees and people, on the scales and in the sails. I dare say it is death’s shadow itself. He grows closer and closer to me with every passing day. I think on him a lot. He comes to everyone, and it is never good to know when.’

He twitches his chin towards the children patching the net.

‘Big and small alike. One wrong step by the rail and it is all over. For some of us, at least, it is given to await his arrival as if he were a guest travelling on the road, always keeping the table laid and the hearth warm. I’m no more afraid than I ought to be. It is not good to know what awaits us. On the water, we are never called to mass and I haven’t heard the Gospel in a long while, but I have talked enough foolishness about the dead in my time to understand that no one should take their debts with them to the grave. I think a lot about putting my affairs in order as best I can, while there is time. You want to have everything arranged.’

The wind is rising from the bay, and the man draws his blanket around his shoulders for better protection.

‘I can conceive of many a reason why a man would seek out a girl. Not all of them good.’

The rising blood stings Cardell’s face.

‘I mean her no harm.’

He feels his heart pounding and his throat tightening, his vision clouding. He reaches for a fistful of the wet snow that still lies in slowly thawing drifts, and lets it cool his brow and throat. Only when he feels that his lungs are slowing and his voice is capable of carrying does he open his mouth again, turning once again to meet the gaze that has never left him.

‘If you are in debt, then you are not the only one.’

The old man sits quietly for a while before nodding briefly and resuming his former thread.

‘I believe I remember the girl. I wish I could have helped her then, but I couldn’t. It has gnawed away at me, but I could not do otherwise. We’ve mouths enough to feed and we rarely have more food than we need. Everyone must do their bit, otherwise it won’t go around. I will soon no longer be of use, and I would rather walk into the lake than burden the very air around me. But I’m glad you came – for the sake of my conscience. Perhaps I may help her, now at least.’

The chewing tobacco is used up, the final flakes leaving with the man’s next mouthful of spittle. Cardell passes him the pouch again.

‘It was the day after the fire. The bells were ringing in the city all night long – we saw the glow of the flames on the mainland, but their troubles are not ours. When morning came and the smoke began to settle, she was sitting on the shore over there, just as you describe. Light hair, sooty clothes.’

The old man nods at a willow that has dipped its crown into the bay some distance away.

‘She was sitting quite still, not moving. When she was still there the next morning, some of the children went to see what was amiss, but she neither replied nor made any gesture. After that, they left her in peace and didn’t mention her again, and slept with iron under their pillows – because it is never good to know what is wrong with those who no longer see, and it is best to keep away. But I sat where I sit before you now, and for three days I saw her sit still on the shore without raising a finger. She had two white streaks on her face. There had been tears in the soot – many enough to see from here.’

‘And then?’

‘A lad came on the afternoon of the third day. He spoke to her. Sat down beside her. I saw him coming, saw how he behaved, and I thought he knew her from somewhere. Whether she answered, I don’t know. He took her by the hand and raised her to her feet. It was a clear day. He supported her across the bridge. I lost sight of them on the other side, but their direction was unmistakeable.’

He points towards the City-between-the-Bridges, pitiful from this point on its islet where the jagged floes have stormed the ramparts, its church spires the drowning hands of those seeking rescue.

‘Now you know what I know. Leave me to guard the embers. It is an undertaking as important as any other. Although anyone can see that you know that better than most.’





Chapter 3

Emil Winge is woken early from uneasy sleep by a runner from the Indebetou, the bastard child of some police constable or some other urchin thankful to have found favour. Dirty blond mop of hair, clothes far too thin, snot dripping from his nose, simply happy to have a task where the double-quick turnaround helps him keep the cold at bay. Arriving at Emil’s threshold, he jumps up and down on the spot to prevent the sweat from freezing.

‘They’re asking for you at Axesmith’s Alley.’

‘Give me a moment.’

The light in his room is very dim and he is obliged to angle his Beurling pocket watch to capture what illumination there is to be found in the rose-cut diamonds to check the time. Just after five on a wet spring morning that sanctifies the memory of winter all too well. He wraps his coat around his body and descends the stairs. The boy is already gone – he must have taken Winge’s words as a dismissal. Outside, the night still holds sway and the lamps that have been lit have greedily drunk their oil to the dregs. Winge straightens his collar to better protect his neck, and tries to bring to mind the route to the address he has been given. The City-between-the-Bridges still confuses him. Although he is growing better acquainted with its alleys with each passing day, he still hesitates at crossroads, chooses incorrectly and is forced into detours. The street is towards the Flies’ Meet, that much he is certain of. He has found that the vast dungheap beside the Grain Harbour helps him to navigate. If there is a southerly wind, then its direction is unmistakeable, and if there is no stench then the wind is blowing from the north. The morning frustrates him: the wind of the night has died down. Instead, he follows the hill downwards, hoping for the best.

A sergeant and two constables await him further down, in Axesmith’s Alley. Emil knows the officer in command by sight, as indeed he does one of the other two men, but he cannot recall their names. His face betrays his ignorance even at first glance.

‘Johansson. Mårten.’

The sergeant alone steps forward to greet him. The constables keep their distance, although both take care to nod respectfully at him. He heard them whispering and tattling from a distance. They have nicknamed him ‘the Little Ghost’, and they treat him with reserved reverence, as if he were a creditor newly infected by the plague. Some malevolent gust of wind carries a whiff of spirits from them: that they have drunk their breakfast is evident from their rosy cheeks. Emil feels the old sinking feeling in his stomach, a feeling that is never distant – the stab of jealousy at the inebriation they may enjoy while he cannot. He blinks and swallows, turning back to the officer in charge for a report. A finger is pointed towards a recumbent figure, a draped jacket concealing the face.

‘This fellow took a blow to the head hard enough to crack his skull. Sigvard and Benjamin have asked around on the stairs. No one saw or heard it, which is strange if there was a scuffle here. A row outside the window is the best entertainment the people around here can afford. Without any witnesses, this looks particularly hopeless. Normally I would have sent word to the gravediggers and settled for that, but you have a reputation for seeing what others miss.’

‘Who found him?’

‘A fellow watchman was doing his round here and close enough tripped right over the body an hour ago.’

‘Was he lying like that when you arrived?’

‘More or less. We’ve just lifted him out of the way – a couple of arm’s lengths to the right.’

He doesn’t have to request to be allowed to work undisturbed. They back away, give him space, take turns to try and light their pipes. He can feel their gazes and he hesitates. What he is doing is a performance for them, and they are mumbling in low voices among themselves.

The deceased is lying stretched out on his back. Winge raises the jacket that has covered him, nodding to the police constable who is shivering in just his shirt that it has fulfilled its duty. He exposes a man in his fifties staring up pop-eyed, his jaw slack beneath his open mouth. The bare head is almost bald, and those few tufts of hair that remain do little to obscure the dented fontanelle. The crater is in shades of black and blue, the blood of the wound largely caught inside the skin in bulging blisters that have been worn into death like a blackened skullcap, a cauterized tonsure.

Cecil says to check his pockets. A tobacco pouch in the coat, so poorly knotted that the pocket is full of shreds. The fob watch is where it should be, but no longer ticks – the hands are crooked beneath the cracked glass. In the waistband of the trousers, against the protective folds of the belly, there is a purse attached with a pin. Its coins jingle. Cecil says this was no robbery. Cecil says that such men as the deceased rarely quarrel – witness his age, witness his attire, he lacks neither home nor coin, and would no more present assiduous resistance as initiate an assault on another. Emil surveys the stretch of ground up the hill, and the filth covering its cobblestones.

‘Was it raining when you arrived?’

‘As if God himself had chosen Stockholm as his potty.’

Cecil says to take a closer look, and Emil crouches to scrape in the mud while clumsily gathering the folds of his coat around him to avoid soaking the hem. He hears the men whispering. Thus far, he has not disappointed them. When they fall silent, one of them begins to whistle a simple melody that Emil has heard sung before by drinkers and tavern companions: a droll biblical travesty about Noah. It may be that the whistler has been spurred on by his comrade’s simile. A little way up the hill, a few steps lead up to a door. Cecil says that is where he was sitting. Cecil says to search the ground, to search towards the wall. They are not easy to discern, but the pitched timber of the door has stains fresh enough to colour his fingertips red when the crust is broken, as if he has just crushed some ladybirds there. The stone steps bear the same traces where the rain has not reached to scour them clean. Emil probes the surrounding ground. Cecil says to look to the left; the man wears his rings on his right hand, the one he uses least. Atop the dirt are white shards of burnt clay. Cecil says to look in his mouth, and Emil trudges back to the body; he reluctantly uses his little finger to part the folds of the cheeks for a better view, to little avail: it is as dark as the grave, and he has to probe and feel for himself. Afterwards, he wipes his hand on the deceased’s waistcoat, turns around and squints into the night sky, raising his voice to his companions.

‘Can you open the door?’

They oblige him. A constable taps on the nearest window and waves his insignia around until a sleepy hag stumbles out of bed and unlocks the door for them. Winge climbs the stairs to the very top until his way is blocked by the door to the attic. He places his ear against it and hears what he expected. Scratching sounds. Rats in their hundreds. Weary neighbours know all about a merchant who rents the room as a grain store, but before they get any further the sergeant nods meaningfully at the man who has accompanied them upstairs and who is leaning heavily enough against the door to make the lock give way. A wet, rancid smell permeates the air. The rats’ small bodies are visible everywhere, oily patches of more compact grey in the shadows cast by the beams and slanting roof. They are clambering over the sacks covering the floor, making the material bulge and billow. The bounty they have found is too precious for them to be scared off by humans. One of the men stamps his foot on the floor and claps his hands, but only the vermin within his reach pay any heed, and barely even then.

Emil leaves them be. He draws a fistful of oats from one of the sacks, feels its damp heaviness, smelling the mould. Above them, the leaking roof is dripping. Behind the rows of sacks, a two-part hatch opens into nothingness – four storeys above the cobbles of the alley. He moves the bolt to one side, pushes until one half of the hatch has swung far enough on its hinges for the incline of the roof to catch it and keep it open. A beam extends out just above his head, tacked with sheet metal, well supported and with a bracket at the far end to hoist goods and furniture. At its end there is an empty hook. He turns on his heel and goes all the way back down again, into the alley and past the spot where the body lies and further down the hill. He searches the gutter where the slope flattens until he finds what he seeks – a chunk of stained wood that has slid down the greasy cobbles until it has fetched up against a heap of rubbish that has avoided the winter bonfire. He can picture it now as the circumstances coalesce around this death, and inside himself the hope he always harbours is extinguished – that shameful hope that he will one day be summoned to the pool of blood from which he distinguishes Tycho Ceton’s fleeing footsteps. Instead, he waves over the sergeant, who is unable to prevent his men from following to listen.

‘This is no murder, but an accident, albeit a strange one.’

The men exchange glances and the sergeant holds his hands out as if urging explanation. Winge points to the stairs.

‘He was sitting there.
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