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			For my sister, Harriet, with love

		

	
		
			The river in me is black.

			I am the god, the beast that leaves no prints,

			the pounce of wind on the sea, that place

			where the lake darkens

			and the surface breaks. I went,

			taking the shape of water.

			Robin Robertson, from ‘Before the Donnachaidh Falls’

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The island of Brack. Brack. Even the name lingers on your tongue like the musty taste of stagnant water. You can feel it in the air as you breathe, thick and heavy. It’s an island of salt marshes, of bogs and heather, the rocky earth blackened with peat.

			To the east, the village lies quiet, nestled near the sea like a collection of weathered bones: white-washed stone houses with thatched roofs and cobblestone streets worn smooth by the wheels of horse-drawn carts. It’s orderly enough, if you don’t look too closely. Above the village, a solemn grey house, with its windows like mournful eyes, watches over the forbidden cliffs. They say too many folk have fallen to their deaths there, where great sea stacks stand tall while the ocean roils around them.

			There’s something else. The earth trembles there; it thrums and groans, as though the island itself were alive. The sea’s roar mixes with a deep rumble, a sound like the island’s bones shifting, or the Glimm turning in its sleep. It vibrates in your chest and hums in your ears. The island, breathing.

			But out here, beyond the village, the moors are wide open spaces where the wind howls at you all year long, and the ground wants to suck at your boots with every step. Where makeshift stone huts shelter lonely shepherds, where barrows house the bones of the ancient dead, and the lights from the bog lure weary night-time travellers to their death.

			One step off the path, and the earth could swallow you whole.

			Me? I’ve been here a thousand years, if you believe the village drinking songs, the children’s skipping rhymes. Stay away from Jenny of the bog, they say; she’ll grab you in your sleep. They ride past on their horses, herding their sheep, keeping carefully to the marked path, lest they wander off and fall in the bog. My bog.

			I live on the frogs and the birds that come too close, the fish in the burn. The odd sheep. The villagers will tell you I eat children. But it was not me who offered children to the Glimm. It was them. I hear the souls of those children. Of my child.

			I watched them, every three years, life after life — couldn’t tear my eyes away though it hurt — until the day when everything changed.

			The procession came before dawn: masked minstrels playing bone flutes, the Council in black, proud as ever. How I hate the very sight of their faces. Different faces over the years, but always that same haughty expression. Square jaws, fine-boned hands on the reins of their fine-boned horses.

			In the centre: a girl on a nut-brown pony, pale and still, with a crown of blackthorn on her head. Her parents walked beside her, stricken and silent. Her brother skipped ahead with streamers colourful in the torchlight.

			Down to the saltings they went, to the shadow of the standing stone cast by the rising sun. The girl was blindfolded. She did not cry. She was quiet, as if she already knew.

			The sacrifice would be made. The blight would be avoided for another cycle.

			But this year, things would be different.

			The girl would survive. She didn’t know it then, but her fate was tied to the island. The Glimm’s breath on her face, hot as fever, would haunt her forever. She would not escape its pull.

			The island has shifted since that day, and it will shift again. I can feel it in my bones, in the mud, in the peat. The song of the saltings hums louder now, as if calling for something more. At night the noise in my body is unbearable. I tore my clothes to rags long ago; now I wear only mud and weeds. My skin has hardened, toughened in the bog like leather. I should be dead.

			But here I am.

			I see the cave in the mountains, and I know what is inside. I know what makes the island hum, especially near the cliffs.

			I know the Glimm.

			But does the Glimm know me?

		

	
		
			PART ONE
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			The dead mare lies just a few feet away. A hooded crow has settled on a nearby stone, watching with interest. Lotta looks up as the needle-sharp cry of a wheeling buzzard pierces the damp air overhead.

			‘Chancers,’ she says. She’ll need to come back to the moors with men to bury the horse later — if the birds don’t strip it dry before they get there.

			She takes the glass bottle from her satchel and jumps from the dapple-grey gelding’s back. She doesn’t bother tethering it. It’ll stay with her no matter what.

			The skewbald mare on the ground could be asleep except for the flies that have settled in its eyes, and on its brown and white patchwork hide. Lotta doesn’t have much time. The colostrum — the thick, rich first milk that will give the orphaned foal its much-needed nutrients — will dry up within a few hours of death. Lotta can’t be sure how long the horse lay there before she found its foal and galloped with it back to the stables.

			She rolls up the sleeves of her shirt and kneels on the moist ground, feeling the muddy coldness seep through her trousers into her skin. She reaches for the swollen teat, places the bottle beneath it, and squeezes.

			Nothing.

			She curses. ‘Ah, for Glimm’s sake.’

			She tries again, with the other teat this time.

			There’s a pause, then a popping sensation, and thick yellow liquid oozes into the bottle. Got you.

			It doesn’t take long to get all that’s on offer — not much, but it’s better than nothing. If they’re lucky, one of the other brood mares will accept the foal.

			As she slips the stoppered bottle into her shoulder satchel, then rolls her sleeves back down, the grey horse throws its head up, its neck stiff. Its ears prick forward, and it lets out a crying whinny.

			It’s answered by another, beyond the barrow, the burial chamber to the west of the village. This call is high and terrified. Another escaped horse, wandering the treacherous peat bogs.

			Lotta leaps onto the grey’s back and urges it into a canter.

			The distance is farther than she expects, across the rolling moorland. The light is fading fast. Soon it will be too dark to see the way home, and she nearly turns back, but then she hears the horse cry out again, weaker this time. The figure of a man waits in the gloaming. A black mare with a mane the colour of the surrounding heather stands up to its chest in murky water, trembling with exhaustion, eyes rimmed white. Its rider — not a man, but a boy her own age, no more than sixteen or seventeen, with dark, sweat-matted curls — stands frozen on the edge of the bog, dragging on the reins.

			‘Help,’ he calls. ‘She’s stuck.’ His thick eyebrows are clamped in determination.

			Lotta doesn’t hesitate. She vaults from the grey’s back and plunges into the bog.

			At first, the ground seems firm, but then it starts to move beneath her in slow pulses, like lungs filled with thick, peaty air. Each step makes a slurping sound as she sinks deeper. The cold reaches her ankles, soaking through the leather of her boots, but she doesn’t stop — she has to keep moving if she wants to keep them.

			‘Careful!’ The boy’s pale face shines in the gloom. ‘The Glimm!’

			Water swirls around Lotta’s calves as the bog tries to grab her and hold on, but she won’t let it.

			‘Have you ever seen the Glimm this far inland?’ she says, scowling. ‘No.’

			There’s no time for superstition, nor rumours, not even those based on truth.

			‘Jenny, then. I hear she comes up from below.’

			Lotta ignores him. She closes her eyes and imagines herself as light as air. She’s always had a knack for it, and she has no idea how or why. Many have disappeared into the bog and never come out; she doesn’t know why it favours her, why she alone can move through it freely.

			The horse tries to heave away from her at first, but every panicked move creates a sucking sound and sinks it further into the water.

			‘Stop tugging on her,’ she says to the boy. He releases the reins.

			She approaches from the side and moves to the horse’s head. It’s a large animal, with a broad, convex nose and a white star beneath its forelock. Its neck is as thick and solid as a standing stone. Lotta murmurs sweet nothings, just noises, but they seem to do the trick.

			The horse’s body stills and it blows on her offered hand.

			‘What can we do?’ The boy’s voice is raised in panic. ‘We can’t lose her; she’s all we got.’

			The horse senses his agitation. It begins to shudder, a small earthquake rippling across its shoulder. Behind Lotta, the grey gelding shudders in sympathy. Just being near another horse with an elevated heart rate is sending shocks through its body; it could give in to its instinct, turn and flee. But it stands its ground.

			‘You can start by getting a long, sturdy rope.’

			‘But it’s too far. And I can’t go back without her.’

			He’s right. There’s no time to wait for a rope. ‘Move away, then,’ she says. ‘You’re only making it worse.’

			‘She’s my horse,’ he says. ‘I’m not leaving her.’

			‘Do you want my help, or no? You’ll have to trust me.’

			The boy opens his mouth as if to argue but closes it again and nods. He backs off and sits on a stone a safe distance away, arms folded tightly, eyes never leaving his horse — or Lotta.

			She brings her attention back to the animal. Then she calls down into the thick, oily water.

			She sings for the bog to set the horse free.

		

	
		
			2

			‘It’s a miracle,’ says the boy.

			The giant mare — now caked in mud and smelling like death — stands with its head bowed and its muzzle stuck into the boy’s palm.

			‘If that’s what you want to call it,’ replies Lotta. She’s trying to keep her voice off-hand, but the truth is that she’s not even sure what to call it. The song has been visiting her dreams lately, bubbling up from some place deep in her body, and when it came to her in the bog, rising from the depths, she knew she had to let it out. She couldn’t have stopped it, even if she’d tried. It felt as certain to her as the knowledge that she needed air to breathe, or that the ocean and the Glimm exist: the bog would hear her song and release the horse. And as the first note left her throat, she felt an answering hum from below.

			She shivers at the memory. She should change the subject. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘Moss,’ he says. ‘This is Hannah. Thank you. I mean it. I thought she were a goner. My mam would’ve killed me. Hannah’s all we got.’

			‘Well, Moss, maybe think twice about bringing your horse out this way.’

			He doesn’t seem to have heard her. He’s busy running his hands over the horse’s legs, checking for injury, lifting her feathered, plate-sized hooves. At least he cares enough for that.

			‘How can I repay you?’ he asks, pausing where he is bent over to look up at her. His face is nearly gone now, in the gloom. ‘We don’t have much, but we could give you somewhere to rest for the night if you need it? Feed you my mam’s turnip stew, which is better than it sounds.’

			She ignores him. ‘I’ll ride back with you and lead the way. My one knows where it’s going.’

			‘Back where?’ he asks.

			‘To the village, of course.’

			He draws in a breath and takes a step back.

			She narrows her eyes. Come to think of it, she doesn’t recognise him. ‘You’re not from the village, are you? What are you? One of the bird hunters?’

			He shakes his head, and it dawns on her. He’s moved away so she doesn’t smell him. Peat smoke. Those folk all live in blackhouses, with no chimneys, just a thatched roof for letting the smoke out. She’s not been in one, but she’s heard about it. A fire right in the middle of the house, its sour stink coating the walls and the clothes of the people who sit around it.

			‘You’re one of them. A hideling.’

			The boy stands up straight and lays a hand on the big horse’s neck.

			‘And what of it?’ he asks. ‘Aren’t we allowed out on the moors either? Where are we supposed to go, then? Stay in our little hamlet?’

			‘You do what you want,’ says Lotta. She pauses before she takes a flying leap onto the grey’s back and her feet find the stirrups without looking. ‘I’m surprised to see you out here — I thought you’d be afraid of the dark. Oh, wait … it’s the light that you’re scared of, isn’t it? You can probably see in the dark. No wonder you look so sickly.’

			‘I get by,’ says the boy, Moss.

			Stupid name. Like something that grows in the dark, away from sunlight.

			‘You’re her,’ he says suddenly. ‘You’re she. The girl who survived. Lotta.’

			A familiar weight drops into her stomach. How can he tell? She’s never met him, although she has seen the hidelings and their families slope into the village to trade their peat. The parents nudge their children and point at her when they think she isn’t looking. But she can always see them. Cowards, the lot of them.

			‘I have to go,’ she says. ‘I’ve got a newborn foal needs feeding. Get home safe, little hideling.’ She can’t keep the scorn from her voice. It’s going to be slow going getting home now, thanks to him.

			He hesitates, then yells after her. ‘Don’t call me that. It’s not my fault! I didn’t ask to be hid. None of us did. We don’t deserve to be punished so.’

			‘Well, some of us didn’t get to hide,’ she says. ‘You look after that horse, Moss. It deserves better. And now I know what you mean when you said it was all you got.’

			She gives the grey its head and it sets off at a jog, while she tries to forget what just happened — the bog, the horse, the song — and concentrates on the task ahead: getting back to the Manor House’s stables, where she left the colt with Dougie, the inexperienced young groom.

			She skirts around the village, relieved to see empty fields and streets as everyone has gone inside to light fires and fill bellies as best they can. It’s been a particularly hard winter, and everyone is looking forward to the spring lottery in less than a week, when the Glimm will be satisfied and crops will once again thrive. Everyone, that is, but Lotta, who can feel it creeping towards her, claws extended.

			She is the girl who survived the sacrifice; nothing she can do or say will change it. Wherever she goes on the island, people try to touch her for luck, and she feels their eyes all over her as she slips past: on her back, in her hair. It doesn’t help that she refuses to wear dresses anymore. Not for her the heavy skirts of the island women; tweed trousers, held up with braces, and a thick woollen shirt are best for tending and exercising the horses. So folk always know it’s her sloping up an alley, her cap pulled down over her eyes and her thick chestnut plait down her back.

			That morning, when she saddled the roan pony for Daphne — her master’s granddaughter, and her only friend — Lotta’s cheeks were still burning from another humiliating encounter in the village. Old Biddy Jackson had sliced off a lock of Lotta’s hair in the bakery and tried to hide it, jutting her square chin when Lotta turned around to glare at her.

			‘It’s only because they admire you,’ said Daphne. ‘You should take some time to appreciate it.’

			But Lotta doesn’t appreciate it. She can’t. She wants to be left alone to get on with her job. Tending the horses for the next lottery. The next sacrifice.

			‘You wouldn’t understand,’ she had growled at Daphne. ‘You were never meant for the killing. You’re the special one, not me.’

			‘Pish-posh,’ said Daphne, as she stood idly by, waiting for Lotta to finish. Glimm forbid she should ever pick up a brush herself and dirty her hands. ‘I’m only special because of who my grandfather is. Where’s the pride in that?’

			‘And I’m only special because of a silly pony!’ Lotta tugged at the stirrup leathers a little too roughly. ‘The Glimm was confused by her. She saved my life.’

			Hazel. Her pony. Her best friend. Taken.

			Her own life spared.
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			The road up to the Manor House is lined with lanterns, hung on tall poles to light the way. Beyond, Lotta can hear the waves crashing against the cliffs. She gallops the last half mile, fear that the foal will die swelling in her heart before she checks herself. It’s only a horse, she thinks. Only a horse.

			The foal is tucked into straw, wrapped in a blanket, its tiny chest rising and falling like a bellows. The stable boy, Dougie, sits beside it, blinking slowly.

			‘You were gone ages,’ he says, wobbling to his feet. ‘Did you get it?’

			Lotta pulls the bottle from her satchel. The thick, creamy colostrum slides around inside.

			Dougie lets out a low whistle. ‘I didn’t think you’d get any.’

			‘Barely did,’ she admits. ‘But it’s something. Do you have it?’

			He hands her the hollow cow’s horn. It’s warm to touch. She slowly pours the precious liquid, careful not to spill a drop.

			She crouches beside the foal and places the horn by its head, gently tapping the tip against its mouth. After a few seconds, it opens its mouth and she slips it in the corner, over its tongue. It begins to suck.

			Relief warms her chest.

			Dougie sits again, watching her in silence. She can feel his uncertainty around her, like anything he says might make her bark at him the way she did when she’d first arrived with the foal in her arms. She’d ordered him to get fresh straw, then a blanket. The boy did as he was told, and soon returned with the blanket, which he laid carefully over the foal’s quivering body.

			‘Where’d you find him?’ he asked.

			‘It’s the skewbald mare’s. I found them together, out on the moors. The mare must have escaped. It never did like being confined.’

			His eyes widened. ‘Not Bessie? But she wasn’t due for—’

			‘And yet here we are,’ she snapped, sharper than she’d intended.

			His next words were almost inaudible. ‘What should we do? Feed him? Should I fetch some cow’s milk?’

			‘No, not yet,’ Lotta said, more gently this time. ‘Wait here with her. Keep her warm. I’ll be back.’

			That was how she’d found herself out on the moors, with that boy.

			‘Do you ever hear a song inside you?’ she asks Dougie now. ‘That just has to come out?’

			‘Only the song my gran used to sing. She hummed it when storms came in. Said it was for keeping bones still under the barrows.’ He whistles a few notes. The foal’s ears flicker. It opens its eyes and stares into Lotta’s.

			‘Why are you so good with them?’ Dougie asks. ‘Like you’re his mam.’

			She doesn’t answer. ‘You take over,’ she says instead. ‘I need to get the grey to bed.’ She stretches her legs and stands, holding the foal’s head gently for Dougie to assume the position.

			The gelding, which has stood waiting patiently outside the stall door, follows her now, nudging her.

			‘That horse loves you, you know,’ calls Dougie.

			‘Nonsense,’ says Lotta. ‘It’s just well trained.’

			‘Why do you call him an “it”?’

			Lotta pauses and spins on her toes. Her boot grinds into the dirt floor.

			‘Because it’s an “it”.’ She sighs. ‘You can’t get attached to animals; they’re not people. I have to go.’

			She leads the grey towards its stall, but she hears Dougie addressing the foal in his arms. ‘She don’t much like people, neither, little one.’

			‘I like people!’ she calls behind her, but she’s met by silence. He wouldn’t understand. He’s too young to really know about what happened before.
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			‘The state of her! Honestly, Moss, how many times have I told you it’s dangerous out on the moors? You could have been killed.’

			His mother stands with her arms folded, waiting for an answer, but Moss has nothing to say. How can he explain what just happened to their horse? To him? By the time they got home he was shivering with cold and shock.

			Mam gives up waiting for an answer and goes back into the house, slamming the door behind her. He finishes wiping Hannah down in silence, then leaves her to roam freely in the yard with a blanket on her back, a full hay net, and fresh water in the trough. That horse works too hard, he thinks. We work her too hard.

			After he’d finished stacking the peat that evening, he had only wanted to take her out for a break, for an easy canter on the moors, maybe down to the beach for a gallop if there was time. When he had fetched the rope bridle and was using the mounting stone to reach the horse’s bare, wide back, Mam had come out of the house.

			‘Don’t be late, Moss Smith,’ she said, drying her hands on her skirt. ‘And don’t tire her out too badly. There’s a big load of peat to pull to the market tomorrow.’

			Moss caught the weariness in her voice. She never applied the same care to herself. He’s started to notice the veins in her hands and forearms, twined like knotted serpents. Her wrist bones are sharper than he’s ever seen, and her small, pinched lips have almost disappeared under her pointed nose.

			‘It’s all right, Mam,’ he promised. ‘I won’t ask her to do anything she doesn’t want to.’

			They passed the makeshift blackhouses of the other so-called hidelings — Moss and the others prefer ‘exiles’ — evenly spaced out on the moor, some with peat smoke filtering up through the low thatched roofs. The nearest house, the one that belongs to his friend Sadie and her mother and brother, has a hole in it. He knows the rain gets in. He must keep his promise to help them patch it.

			Moss never tires of feeling the wind on his face, hearing the undersong of the moors. In the dull afternoons, he doesn’t have to cover his eyes or squint; they only water a little. Though he doesn’t remember most of them, those years being kept inside, in the dark, have taken their toll on his body. Even now, he still can’t go outside on cloudless days; thankfully, there aren’t many. His pale skin burns easily. He’s always been small for his age, though that is changing, finally. He can already see that his brother, Stone, will be as tall as he is before he’s twelve.

			The evenings are his domain. His eyes are sharper in the dark than most and he loves nothing more than wandering on the moors while everyone else is asleep. Some nights, the sky glows in green shimmers: a gift from the Glimm to show his love for his people. On nights like that Moss imagines he can hear the serpent deep beneath the island, turning in its sleep. And further, that he can hear the other serpents in the mist that guard the island, billowing the oceans, lifting their voices to the Lights. Nothing gets in, but nothing gets out, either. There must be other islands out there in the vast sea, on the other side of the mist, all with their own Glimm and their own guardians, but he can never know.

			Hannah wanted to run this evening, and he crouched low as she thundered into a gallop, hares scattering from the path. Up there the terrain is drier, harder, and a path was made long ago across the moors that avoids the softest ground. It hadn’t rained for a while, so the ponds and boggy patches weren’t in unexpected places.

			As the lowering sun streaked the dark clouds with gold, he slowed Hannah to a walk, letting the familiar wind sing in his ears. The watery cries of distant curlews, readying for the night, lulled him. That was his first mistake.

			There was an explosion of air beside them and Hannah shied, leaping sideways as a water bird squawked away. Moss teetered on her back and fell, landing heavily in the heather. A pain shot through his hip, and he set his teeth against it. Ow.

			He climbed to his feet and moved towards Hannah but stopped when he realised that she was standing up to her knees in black water.

			‘Come on then, old girl.’ He reached forward and grabbed her reins, which trailed in the brackish puddle.

			But Hannah didn’t move. She heaved a sigh instead.

			‘Come on.’ He clicked his tongue and tugged on the reins. Her head craned forward but her body stayed put.

			Panic seized him by the throat. He’d heard of horses being lost in the bog. Of sinking so far that only their nostrils were visible before they too disappeared. He’s always believed it’s the Glimm being greedy — taking a horse for itself despite the yearly offerings. Johnno Flynn told him a pony had to have its throat cut once, to put it out of its misery, and the image haunted Moss’s dreams for months.

			Hannah must have sensed his agitation. She lowered her head, and Moss saw her shoulder muscles ripple. Then she threw her head back, and he saw the whites of her eyes. She grunted.

			‘Come on, girl,’ he said, dragging on the reins, but this only made matters worse. His scalp prickled and his shirt stuck to his back, soaked in the sweat that had sprung up between his shoulder blades. A rook alighted on a nearby rock to watch with interest, its beak shiny and black, half open, as if calculating how to swallow Hannah whole once the bog was finished with her.

			‘Get outta here!’ Moss shouted at it in desperation.

			Just then, he heard thudding hooves in the distance. Someone was coming. They were saved. The sun had fallen below the Black Mountains to the northwest, and the moor was washed in gloom. On a normal day it would be just how he liked it, but now it seemed a bad portent.

			The hooves stopped some distance away.

			‘Hey!’ he called. ‘Over here!’ But the breeze was blowing in the wrong direction, back towards the hamlet, and there was no answering call. He couldn’t see anything on the undulating terrain.

			He realised with a sickening lurch in his gut that Hannah was sinking. The water was up to her chest now. Unwelcome images crashed into his head: coming home without her, his mother and Stone meeting him, weeping. How would they carry the peat to town with no horse? How would they survive? The Council would never give them another — and if they did, they’d be in debt for the rest of their lives. More in debt.

			But he forgot all that when he glanced at Hannah, whose black neck was now flecked with foam. All that mattered was the horse now, getting her free. In this instant she’d become all he’d ever known.

			A high whinny pierced the gloaming. Hannah answered, and then there was the sound of hooves again, coming closer. Then a girl with thick auburn hair flying, cantering towards them on the back of a fine dapple-grey horse.
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			When he at last comes inside — cold, stiff, his hip aching — Mam is banging around the cooking area. She’s left him a steaming bowl of turnip stew on the table, with a hunk of bread beside it, so she can’t be too angry with him.

			But he can’t eat. He sits down at the table and pushes the stew away. A lump of rock is growing ever larger and harder in his belly. He can still hear the girl’s voice in his head.

			You’re one of them.

			The look on her face.

			A hideling.

			Like it meant he was less than her, less than anyone. Like he chose it. But he hadn’t. None of them had. The parents chose. The ones who couldn’t bear to see their children’s names drawn in the lottery.

			And back then, everyone believed the Glimm demanded a child. That unless it was a child that was offered — not an adult, not a sheep, not a chicken or a cow, but a child — the Glimm would curse them all, the crops would fail and babies would be born dead or sick. Famine and disease would spread through the island, leaving only a few survivors to rebuild. Lore dictated it, and the lore was based on hundreds, perhaps thousands of years of the island’s history. There were burial chambers all over the island, filled with bones of those who had defied the lore in the past.

			But then the girl, Lotta, was chosen, and the Glimm took her pony instead, and nothing happened. No curse. No pestilence, no disease; in fact, the crops were especially hearty that year. Just the right amount of rain fell, and there was more sun than usual.

			The Glimm, it seemed, wanted horses. So horses, conceded the Council, it would receive. And so, the hidden children had emerged, blinking into the light, from cellars and cupboards, pale and thin. But alive. Safe.

			Hidelings.

			Moss pulls the side of his trousers down and sees the swollen red mark that is darkening on his hip.

			‘What is it? Are you hurt?’ There is fear in his mother’s voice, and it irritates him suddenly, so much that he bangs his fist on the table.

			‘I’m fine!’ he says, louder than he meant to. Then, ‘What are you looking at?’ His little brother, Stone, who has stuck his head out the curtain of the bed, fixes him with a sleepy eye. His startled face withdraws in a blink.

			Mam sits down at the table opposite him.

			‘Mossy.’ Her voice is wheedling.

			He can’t look at her.

			‘Talk to me.’

			Fine. He will talk. ‘I met that girl on the moors.’

			‘Which girl?’

			‘The girl. Lotta. The one who survived.’

			Mam doesn’t say anything, only turns her face to stare into the stinking peat fire.

			‘Aren’t you going to say something?’ he asks.

			She spreads her hands. ‘What do you want me to say?’

			‘Aren’t you curious? Even a bit?’

			‘Well, what happened?’ She sounds like she did when he was a child, when he’d come to her with skinned knees.

			‘She rescued Hannah. Hannah was stuck in the bog.’

			Mam sucks a breath in through her teeth.

			‘For the love of Glimm, Mossy. What were you thinking? You know there’s no coming out of the bog. She’s all we got.’

			‘I know that, Mam, d’you think I don’t know that?’

			‘Tell me.’

			‘She just appeared, on a grey horse. Royalty, it were. It must have been the Council’s horse. Never seen a day of peat work in its life.’

			Mam nods. ‘She looks after Judge Hawthorne’s horses. And the horses for the Glimm. It’s an important job. Then what happened?’

			‘Hannah were stuck good, but, Mam, she got in the water with her. She started singing.’

			‘To Hannah? To calm her, like?’

			‘I don’t know. I swear she were singing to the bog itself. Or maybe to the Glimm.’

			He closes his eyes and listens for the haunting melody in his memories. But it’s gone, like the edges of a dream. Her voice, low and murky, full of a yearning like he’s never heard. ‘And then the next moment, Hannah gives a great heave and steps out of the bog as calm as you like, covered in stinking mud but not hurt. I checked,’ he says quickly when his mother raises her eyebrows at him.

			Mam says nothing, and they sit in silence for a moment. But the rock is still swelling in his belly, growing hot as coals now.

			‘She’s special, that girl,’ Mam says at last. ‘Well, what were she like?’

			‘She were horrible. Superior.’ He still stings from the way her whole demeanour changed when she realised who he was. What he was.

			‘She’s a special girl,’ she says again. ‘We owe her a lot. We owe her Hannah’s life. Your life, maybe.’

			‘My life? Do we really?’

			‘Without what happened, you might have been next in the lottery, Moss, you know that.’

			‘Except I wouldn’t have been, would I? If she’d been taken by the Glimm, I’d still be hiding out in the cellar, wouldn’t I? Like a coward.’

			‘Stop.’

			Like a coward. Like a cheat. That’s what people say. As if hiding from death is some kind of betrayal. As if he’d chosen it, when all he’d done was sit quiet in the dark, year after year, while the rest of the island gambled their children in a bloody lottery. And now everyone calls them hidelings and treats them like vermin: shunned, spat on, barred from school and Temple, barred from everything that makes a life worth living. Cheaters of the Glimm, unworthy of its love.

			‘If you hadn’t hidden me, we’d be respectable members of society,’ Moss says. ‘We’d have enough food to eat. We’d have salt. And oil. Not this slop.’ He shoves the bowl so hard it flies off the end of the table and shatters on the dirt floor. ‘We’d have slate for a floor instead of this. And a chimney. Mam, we’d have a chimney. Da would be the village blacksmith still, and I’d be helping him, learning a skill more than just cutting bleedin’ peat!’

			The mention of his father — dead from a broken heart after his livelihood was taken away — is too much.

			‘And you might be dead!’ Mam jumps up, knocking her chair over in the blast, and puts her hands on her hips.

			This, he’s not expecting.

			‘You can bleedin’ well build a chimney,’ she says, flinging out an arm. ‘There’s the mountain! We’ve got a cart, and a horse. You go gather and cut the stone yourself, ungrateful boy.’

			She throws the rag she’s holding onto the table and walks out into the night, her head grazing the doorway.

			Moss can’t remember the last time he’s seen her angry.

			‘You’ve done it now,’ comes Stone’s voice from the bed. ‘Gone and made her mad, you goose.’

			‘Shut it!’ yells Moss. But he’s already feeling deflated. How can Stone possibly know how he feels? He was born into this house, doesn’t know any different, never met their father, not really. He doesn’t know what they’ve lost. What they could have had if his parents hadn’t hidden Moss, condemned him forever to be a hideling. A coward.

			Condemned him forever to be nothing better than a smear of peat on the boot of Lotta Salter.
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			She stands, waist-deep, in the bog. There’s no horse here, no boy. Just Lotta and the silent moors in the last light.

			The humming starts beneath her feet. It rises up through the mud and the water until the surface of the bog is shimmering.

			A note comes to her, then another.

			The song aches through her body, building and building.

			She opens her mouth and sets it free.

			[image: Break Character]

			Lotta wakes with a thick head. The last notes of the dream die away before her memory can grab hold of them.

			She throws off her covers and lies there for a moment before dragging herself out of bed. This small, spartan room above the stables has been her home since the Judge’s son-in-law, Councillor Lewis, came to offer her an apprenticeship three years ago.

			After the killing, when her pony was taken, it took a long time for her to understand what had happened. Her ma had prepared her thoroughly for the life beyond with stories, passed down like family heirlooms, of a place green and lush, with great forests of tall trees, and land as far as the eye can see; with the most colourful birds imaginable, and huge animals that roam free in mountains — not just sheep and goats, which she knew, but bears and wolves and foxes and lions and tigers — mythical beasts that only exist in stories. There would be food aplenty, with vast fields of wheat and barley and corn. There would be all manner of sweet and delicious fruit growing in the temperate climate.

			Her parents promised her that almost no time would pass before they would all join her, one by one, in the life after. She remembers her mother smoothing her hair, voice trembling as she promised: ‘You’ll see your granny soon. She’s waiting with Winnie by the garden gate. Just follow the Glimm’s path.’ Even her big brother Marten had been jealous. Granny had died of a sore chest the previous winter, and their cat, Winnie, had gone with her.

			Lotta had understood that she would leave the island, never to return. That she was very important and that she would ensure the survival of everyone else on the island, not just her family. It was a true honour to be chosen in the lottery.

			She would be with the Glimm, cradled by its love.

			She would never be hungry, or cold. Or lonely.

			Later, she came to understand this: she also would have been dead. And now her pony was dead, and she had to live with the people who had done nothing to prevent either loss.

			Councillor Lewis came when she was just thirteen. Word had spread of her uncanny knack with animals, horses in particular. She had gone willingly, because she could no longer live with a family who had sent her, without a fight, to her death.

			Her parents had let her go, saying they hoped she’d have a better life in the care of the Manor House, now that they had a new baby to look after. But as Lotta was helped into a fine carriage, her mother’s legs gave way, her face etched with grief, and she had to be supported by her father.

			In the quiet darkness of the carriage, Lotta had looked away.

			Now, breakfast is a hunk of bread held between her teeth while she dresses. Her only trousers are filthy and stink of bog water. She was so exhausted last night from the day’s trials — the skewbald mare, the black horse caught in the bog, the effort it took to free it — that she threw them on the floor and fell into bed.

			The song had bubbled up like blood from a wound, and afterwards she was spent, shaken. And then, there was that boy, with the strange dark eyes and ghost-pale skin. She’d never met a hideling child up close. That sour smell. His pleading with her — I didn’t ask to be hid. She supposed that part was true. He hadn’t asked for it, but his family had, and now he was paying the price.

			Perhaps she’d been too hard on him.

			Lotta throws on her one long skirt, which drapes heavily around her legs. Ugh. How do girls walk in these, let alone run, and work, and ride? Her comb snags on her curls, before she shrugs and tosses it back in a drawer. Already the horses below are banging on their stall doors for their breakfast; they’ve heard her moving around above them.

			Dougie has already started filling the hay nets and can’t hide his smugness at beating her to it.

			‘Afternoon, Lotta,’ he says, with his cheeky grin.

			Lotta jabs him in the ribs, making him squeal, which in turn startles the dun gelding he is tending to.

			‘Mornin’, Dougie,’ she says. ‘Lots to do today. Have you checked on the foal?’

			‘Fed and sleeping like a baby.’

			Lotta grabs at a piece of straw in his hair. ‘Did you sleep here?’

			He blushes under his dirty cheeks. ‘I had to. I couldn’t leave it, not after everything it’s been through. I were only keeping it warm.’

			Lotta smiles, startling him with an unfamiliar expression. ‘You’re a good boy, Dougie. You probably saved its life. Have you eaten?’

			He nods. ‘Beth brought me something from the kitchen.’

			‘Good. Daphne and Roderick are both riding today. Get those horses groomed and tacked up, quick as you can.’

			She dumps her trousers in a bucket with some soap and stirs it with a stick. They’ll have to soak and wait to be hung out to dry.

			Before long, the sound of high laughter carries across the yard. Daphne always announces herself this way. Life is a lark for a girl like her, no worries on her shoulders.

			‘All right, Dougie, Lotta? Got those nags ready for us?’ Roderick is all blond hair and big, healthy teeth. The badge of the Council’s kin. Daphne is already standing in front of her pony — Wheatie, she calls it, for its light brown hide — kissing its nose. She wears fine knitted gloves and clutches a leather whip. Her pale hair is caught up in a net at the nape of her neck, her head topped with a glossy hat, made from material like the coat of a black cat. Where she has got it from, Lotta can’t fathom; she wouldn’t put it past her friend to skin a cat, however.

			‘Psst, Roddy.’

			Lotta’s brother, Marten, beckons Roderick from one of the empty stalls. How did he get in there without her noticing? Has he been there since daybreak, or did he sneak past when her back was turned?

			Roderick pokes his head out of the stable doors and does a thorough check.

			‘Keep an eye out, will you, girls?’ He winks at Lotta and Daphne before ducking into the stall and closing the door firmly.

			Daphne rolls her eyes. ‘They’ll get caught one of these days,’ she says. She’s speaking to Lotta, but her eyes are on Wheatie as she strokes his forelock over and over.

			‘Is that so bad?’ says Lotta.

			Daphne finally looks at her.

			‘You know it is. Marten will be dismissed. Roddy will be paired up with one of the Councillors’ daughters. Marten will have to find a boy his own class to canoodle with.’

			‘The Council doesn’t seem to mind that we’re friends,’ Lotta points out.

			‘Pfft, you’re different and you know it. And it’s not like we’re in love. We’re just companions.’

			‘What if it were me and Roddy? What then?’

			‘I’d say you’re dreaming, my girl! Redirect your fancies elsewhere!’

			Lotta blushes. ‘You know that’s not what I meant! What if it’s Henry Gray or Maxwell Stirling? A mere salt farmer’s daughter with their precious Council offspring?’

			Daphne snorts. ‘You’re not a mere anything, and you know it. You’re probably right, though. Being the miracle stable girl doesn’t buy you marriage rites. It’s still against the lore. You’ll just have to find yourself a plain old village boy.’

			The stall door bangs open, and the boys roll out, flushed and smiling. Just in time. Through a small, dirty window, Gregory the head gardener appears, striding across the yard, huge shoulders swinging and a determined look on his generously whiskered face.

			‘Get out there, now!’ says Lotta, and Marten, despite being two years older, obeys like a chastised child. They both might work for Councillor Lewis, but Lotta ranks higher.

			‘There you are!’ Gregory’s great booming voice reaches them inside. Roderick suppresses a laugh and Lotta shoots daggers at him with her eyes.

			‘It’s not funny,’ she warns.

			As if to back her up, Gregory continues the tongue-lashing. ‘Late again, young Salter, and your work not finished from yesterday. You’ll lose this job if you don’t step it up, so help me Glimm, I mean it this time.’

			He grabs Marten by the arm, but Marten shakes him off.

			‘All right, old man, I’m coming! No need for the roughhousing.’ He casts a glance back towards the window where the others are assembled, watching. He gives a wink, and a grimace, then continues on his way.

			‘Stupid old codger,’ spits Roderick. ‘I should get my father to dock his pay for insolence.’

			‘He’s right, though,’ says Lotta. ‘You’re too much of a distraction for Marten. You’ll get him in trouble, and he’ll be the one that cops it, not you.’

			‘Hark at you,’ says Roderick, ‘a lowly stable hand, telling a Councillor’s son what to do.’

			‘Shut it, Roddy,’ says Daphne. ‘You know she’s right. And she’s not just any old stable hand. You wouldn’t be riding that stallion if it weren’t for her taming him for you. He’d have trampled on your head months ago. She’s a miracle worker is what she is, our Lottie. Dougie’s a stable hand, but Lotta’s the horse master.’
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			She smells the salt on the wind today. It buffets her up the road, threatening to take her cap, which she clamps down on her head. Beside her, on the cobbled street, horses and carts are jammed nose to wheel, laden with wares for the morning market. They’re going to be late. She’s grateful now for leaving the old stable pony tethered outside the village; it’s quicker to walk.

			‘Get a move on!’ yells a man in the cart beside her, shaking his whip.

			The woman in the cart in front turns and leers. ‘You shut up, Pete. Everybody knows your eggs are black inside and your turnips are mouldy!’ She laughs. Her teeth are a sickly yellow.

			Pete — Stormy Pete, they call him, on account of all his bluster — goes red in the face as he glowers at her and mumbles something, but he soon redirects his ire at another woman, on foot this time, who is weaving her way between the carts with a great heavy basket of peat bricks on her back. She wears a leather strap across her forehead to stop herself from falling backwards from the weight. She puffs with the effort, her thick eyebrows clamped in concentration.

			‘Oi!’ shouts Pete. ‘Get in line like everyone else!’ He flicks his whip at her. He doesn’t make contact, but the woman flinches away, and as she does so, her step falters and she trips. That lifts Stormy Pete’s mood, and he roars with laughter.

			The woman sprawls on the ground and just as Lotta decides to help her, a few men jump down from their carts, or lope from the path into the street. They bend to pick up the spilled bricks of peat.

			Lotta is so distracted she doesn’t see her family until she’s almost on top of them — no time to duck into the butcher’s shop.

			‘Lottie!’

			A tumble of rags launches itself at her, scrambling up her legs to jump into her arms. She embraces the squirming figure of her little brother, Wolf, and drinks in the sweet scent of his grubby little neck.

			‘Hello, Wolfie, my darling. My favourite person in the world.’

			He goes limp for a moment, enjoying the closeness, but is soon thrumming with excitement. He corkscrews himself around in Lotta’s arms to look behind him. ‘Look, Ma, it’s Lottie!’ She can hear the huge grin in his voice.

			Her mother and father are unavoidable. If she keeps walking, she’ll have to crash through them — with all the carts on one side, and the butcher’s on the other, there’s no room for any of them to step around each other. She catches sight of the woman with the peat lifting herself off the ground. Her basket is empty. Lotta just manages to see the men who she thought were helping swagger off with armloads of the stuff, whistling and laughing. One frees a hand and claps another on the back. The woman was likely there to trade the peats for food, and now she’ll go hungry. But she’s a hideling mother, surely. She must be used to it.

			I didn’t ask to be hid. We don’t deserve to be punished so.

			The hideling’s words are getting under her skin.

			‘Nice to see you, Lotta.’ Her mother, Shona, brings Lotta’s attention back. She has a hesitant look on her face, like she doesn’t know whether to embrace her daughter or turn and flee. ‘You look nice in a skirt. Keeping well?’

			Lotta’s father stands stiffly beside Shona, his cap off his head and twisting in his hands like dough.

			‘Fine thanks,’ she says.

			Wolf plays with the scarf around her neck. ‘When you coming home?’

			‘Yes,’ says Shona. ‘When? Lottie, you’re welcome any time, you know that, love.’ She takes a step forward and her hand begins to lift towards her daughter. But Lotta anticipates it and flinches away, saying nothing.

			‘What about just for a meal? After Temple. Your da’s going to butcher one of the old ewes soon, aren’t you, Allen?’ She looks at him for help. Allen clears his throat.

			‘That’s right, love. It’s been a hard winter, but only four days until the lottery, and then the Glimm will provide.’ He looks down. ‘Thanks to you, love, and your work with the horses.’

			Lotta’s face hardens. She’s tried to stay neutral, but her father has gone and ruined it. She’s been pushing the upcoming lottery from her thoughts. She thrusts Wolf into her mother’s arms, which are weaker than Lotta’s and soon give way. Wolf lets out a squeal as he drops the short distance to the ground.

			The silence stretches until her mother fills it. ‘Well, have you seen Marten, at least?’

			Lotta nods. She’s seen her older brother, all right. He hangs around the stables too much now, trying to be near Roderick, pretending to help out, when he should be doing the job he’s paid for, tending to the Judge’s garden. ‘He’s fine, too,’ she says. ‘Look, I’ve got to—’ She gestures in front of her, as if it’s obvious what her business is, on market morning.

			‘All right, love,’ Shona says softly. ‘You know where to find us.’ Her voice drops to a whisper. ‘And you know how much it means to Wolfie to see you. Think of him if nothing else.’

			Her words hit their mark. Lotta glances at Wolf. His cheeks are ruddy with the wind, and a small estuary of snot makes its home in the dent above his top lip. She reminds herself that everything she’s been through is for him. It’s kept him safe. He’s the best thing worth living for right now. She reaches out and touches his cool cheek. He giggles and turns into it, tickled, and the cold moon inside her cracks and shifts.

			[image: Break Character]

			The carts ahead have finally started to move. Moss wishes he’d brought some water with him, or his father’s book of poems to read while he waits.

			It’s a rare morning that he’s in the town for market with Mam. Usually, the light is too much for him and the familiar pounding in his head starts up before they even reach the main street. But today is a blessed dull day, the sky a uniform grey, not threatening rain, just biding its time.

			Mam has gone ahead with a basket of peat bricks to deliver directly to Jemima the baker, the only villager who pays them with real coins and shows them any kindness. Moss and Stone wait with Hannah and the cart, the one that is shared by all the families in the hamlet. The exiles — he won’t call them hidelings — have to wait at the back, and it’s not until everybody else has set up their stalls, and the best of the flour, vegetables, tools and bags of salt — a luxury they go without — have been picked over that they are allowed to trade. There’s always a market for peat, though. Trees are scarce on Brack, and wood is precious, used for making things, not burning. Except by the Council. They can burn as much wood as they like. Moss imagines they have enormous fireplaces, with great chimneys that carry the smoke out of their houses to drift up into the sky.

			Paper is also scarce. Moss doesn’t know where Da’s poetry book came from, but he suspects it somehow made its way from the Judge’s library to Da’s pocket when he was blacksmithing for him. Rumour has it that the Judge has a whole room lined with them, with spines of red and gold. What Moss wouldn’t give to have the knowledge contained in those pages.

			Two girls jump skip ropes beside them, chanting:

			Jenny Green went out one night,

			Boots unlaced and eyes too bright.

			Followed cries that weren’t her kin,

			Stepped where ground gives way to skin.

			Now she hums beneath the moss,

			Silver hair and lips like frost.

			Say her name near dusk or rain,

			Never make it home again.

			‘That’s a new one,’ says Stone. ‘Not as bloodthirsty as one I heard the other day, where Jenny tears off your skin and wears it like a suit.’

			Moss shudders. He’s had nightmares about the bog witch Jenny since he was small. Being unable to resist her call, being swallowed by the bog. The feel of cold mud filling his nostrils and closing over his head haunts him for days after.

			‘Come on, Hannah.’ Moss clicks his tongue. He’s relieved to get away from the girls, who have started eyeing them menacingly as they chant. ‘Away we go.’

			Hannah braces and the cart lurches unsteadily on its uneven wheels. Behind him, Stone laughs.

			‘What you laughing at?’ asks Moss.

			‘Nothing! Just lost my balance, is all. Hey look, there’s Mam.’

			Mam’s face is a thundercloud. Her hair has come loose from its ties, and … is that a limp?

			Moss brings Hannah to a halt and jumps to the ground.
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