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“It is the province of art to set the true ideal of a full and reasonable life before him, a life to which the perception and creation of beauty, the enjoyment of real pleasure that is, shall be felt to be as necessary to man as his daily bread, and that no man, and no set of men, can be deprived of this except by mere opposition, which should be resisted to the utmost.”

– William Morris.

“Those who have time and so-called leisure should seek out truth, because it is they who can bring about a revolution in the world, not the man whose stomach is empty. But unfortunately, those who have leisure are not occupied with the eternal. They are occupied with filling their time. Therefore, they also are a cause of misery and confusion in the world. So those of you who are listening, those of you who have a little time, should give thought and consideration to this problem, and by your own transformation you will bring about a world revolution.”

– Jiddu Krishnamurti.








PROLOGUE

The nights have grown unseasonably dark when the girl is found in the wood. The men see she has come from the houses of stone, and already they have heard of the fires and fighting beyond their woods. They take the girl in, but, though she is young, and fairer than any of their daughters, they are afraid of her.

Something took her father, she says, took her mother, and last night it returned for her brother. It makes sure she cannot move, that she can only watch as it takes them away. It will not let her sleep.

Through her tears, she begs the men to shield her, to keep the thing away.

The men bring her to their cabins; they give her a cot by the fire and set a watch beneath the swift nightfall.

In the darkest, dead hour it comes. Brave men fall silent, standing white-faced and wishing for the terror to pass, but though they shudder at something among them, they see nothing.

On the morning of the last sunrise, they seek the girl in her cot. Though not a mark is found upon her, the girl lies dead.
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Thy spirit as by beechen boughs is hemmed
And looks beyond itself and dreams of flight,








BOOK I









CHAPTER I


THE TENANTS OF LILY COTTAGE

Ever since autumn, the news had been getting worse. It had begun with rumours fluttering down from the northernmost villages of the little country of the Werrow; a restlessness was turning things over like newly harrowed earth, disturbing all that had long lain still.

‘Have you heard what they are saying away over there?’ said neighbours passing one another in the lanes. ‘Have you heard?’

Folk at the border noticed things first. Faces they did not know had sprung up in their midst, and talk of hard times soon to come was heard in their inns. Then farmers, frowning over their hedgerows as the winds began to bluster at October’s end, were surprised one day to find strangers grazing cattle in their fields. To the surprise of none, rows soon erupted among them, and their back and forth became the talk first of their own neighbourhood, then all those surrounding it.

Slowly, as the year began to fail and the weather turned, word of these disputes in the north spread from the border, rustling through communities, eventually reaching Thane Hillfurrow in his hall in Meddleborough. Mutterings of discontent and the general murmur, having arrived at Hill Hall, could no longer be ignored.

Not that Hillfurrow was himself dismissive of whatever folk were saying, but he had heard such talk before and always it had died down. Most often it ended within a few short weeks, and those who had complained the loudest were allowed the satisfaction—itself its own reward, as long as it lasted—of feeling they had themselves put an end to whatever had roused their displeasure.

So it often was with these farmers and their disputes, arising and dying back like their own fields. Little disturbed them, save an unseasonal wind.

Not so this time. The talk did not die down and, if anything, had gained so many sympathetic ears Thane Hillfurrow could see no end to it. There were already remarks heard far from the border of trouble between local farms being just around the corner, and soon it would be the season of busybodies stirring the pot until it spilled over. By then the new year had come and was well under way, and if Hillfurrow wished to avoid a lasting feud with his distant countrymen (and creating any more discomfort for himself), the time had come for him to do something about it.

But what to do? May had ushered in a spring such as few could remember, with all the woods and fields fresh and green, and now June had begun with days of long sunshine and balmy nights. With each day growing hotter than the last, the Thane, though not an old man (he was just settling into his fifties), was reluctant to undergo what promised to be an uncomfortable journey. Whether he was to spend days sat on his pony, sweltering in the heat and swatting at flies, or even hiding in the shade of a carriage as he drove up to the border gave him pause. What was more, the summer gardens about Hill Hall were all flowering now, and from the window of his study Hillfurrow could see the little pond at the bottom of the hill sparkling. It felt a shame to disturb such a fine start to the season by fussing over rumours which (he still secretly hoped) would likely come to nothing, were they allowed the chance to settle themselves. It’s all a bother! he thought, and wondered on.

Still, whatever his own feelings on the grumblings of his countrymen, who certainly needed a good shake now and then, things appeared to be reaching a head. There was now talk from the border of a fire being set in a hayloft, though it had proved impossible to find anyone who knew the facts of the matter. But what had been evident to all from the very first was the lump upon one Mister Molesley’s head, having been struck with a fence paling after an altercation in his field had run swiftly into the rough. Something was causing a stir in their country, and quarrels seemed all too easy to come by. Perhaps it was no more than the summer seeping in through every window, making all thought stifling beneath its heat, but such stories convinced the Thane he was not the only one suffering ruffled dreams as the year wore on. ‘There’s been something in the air,’ said the old men, while the young nodded their heads sagely.

Thane Hillfurrow had spent a day in the closeness of his study wondering about the whole business, constantly of the mind a jolting ride up to the edge of the country was to be avoided, and was still staring longingly at the green slopes as midday drew near, when a messy head of dark hair passed below him through the garden. ‘Iawin!’ he said to himself. Then, with a click of his fingers and a slap on the thigh, ‘The lad is fifteen now and has been idle long enough; better get him familiar with his duties, if he’s to manage things on his own someday. After all, why not? It never did me any harm, starting young.’ He mused for a moment on the mischievous exploits of his nephew, which neither threats, nor scoldings, nor even the manner of percussive correction men showed their farm tools had improved. ‘A little duty might dry up the well, after all.’

So, it was decided it was time for Iawin, Hillfurrow’s young nephew, to accept his charge as beadle and take up the errand at the border. Thus satisfied, the Thane settled deeply in his armchair and resumed his view from the window, looking out at the meadows as they ran away down the southern slopes of the hill.

Whatever the Thane’s wishes regarding a swift resolution to matters, it was already the middle of a dry, dusty July when two young lads came riding through the Hopwood one evening. Behind them, the sun, sinking through the boughs, set the ancient oaks aglow in a red summer evening as the pair walked their ponies beneath the twisted roof. The breeze, having died to the faintest breath, released a sleepy sigh from the branches as the riders passed.

Despite the fading of the light, they made no hurry and were chattering as they neared the eaves of the wood. The roads of the Werrow, in those days, knew no danger, and it was not uncommon even for younger children to walk home without fear under the trees at night.

This particular pair, at this particular hour, looked for all the world a couple of rustic urchins. They rode with collars unbuttoned and breeches rolled to the knee, with shins coated lightly with dust from the road. Both were tanned nut-brown by the sun, and their hair, like that of most men from the Werrow, was wiry and sprang unkempt from beneath their curling caps in brown shocks which they made no attempt to tame. Neither fellow proved a burden to his pony, as the Herlunders (as the people of the Werrow called themselves) had never been tall or formidable. They were not soldiers, or mariners, or rugged folk of the distant moors; they farmed the land in which they found themselves, and such things as wars, or history, were the subject of old songs. And that suited them splendidly.

The slighter of the pair lazed on his chestnut pony, sipping the last drops from a dark bottle as he addressed his companion. This was Iawin Hillfurrow, who had taken his uncle’s instructions as only Iawin could, which meant, of course, that he had veered almost immediately off course. Having crossed at Middleway Bridge, they ought to have carried on along the North Road and come not many days after into the villages where farmers glowered at one another, exchanging hot words across their pastures. Instead, Iawin had taken them off into the eastern shawes1 on business of his own and, having passed through the Hopwood, they had now very nearly reached the wrong edge of the country.

‘Fin, my lad, it’s no use you worrying: we’re here now and there’s nothing more for it,’ said Iawin. ‘If we mean to get him, and I do mean to get him, then we must dare a little insurrection.’

‘I’m not worried—and, at any rate, it wouldn’t be for my sake if I were,’ answered Fin. ‘I’m quite happy to come along on this little diversion (heaven knows it’s been long enough since we were all together), but should this flimflam of yours not go as you have planned—and if your uncle should find out you have wandered off while on duty, even for this—it won’t be me who hears about it.’ Finney Barnstead, known by all as Fin, was Iawin’s cousin and was, for what it was worth, half a year Iawin’s senior. He had (to the Thane’s hardly-concealed relief) decided to accompany his cousin on his errand.

‘We haven’t wandered off,’ said Iawin. ‘“No dawdling, lad. I don’t want you stopping by every inn on your way, only bringing back news come harvest time.” I remember his words quite as well as you do, and you ought to know I have no intention of causing the dear fellow any grief. Well, we’re on our way, just as we promised, and will hardly be about this business for more than a few weeks—certainly not months. We’re simply taking a more thorough route. So, I don’t see why we can’t make a stop while up this way. After all, how often do we get the chance for such a thing? Our chap must be quite starved for company out this way. Besides, our little loop won’t add more than a week to the journey, at the most.’

‘As I say, it doesn’t matter to me; I’m not the one being sized up for the job,’ said Fin.

‘And I say it doesn’t matter either way. Uncle isn’t old yet; it’ll be years before he hands over the business of Hill Hall to somebody else, and there’s no decision been made yet as to who that Somebody will be. Honestly, Fin, you have been growing altogether too responsible of late,’ Iawin paused to peer at his cousin with suspicion before drawing back into his saddle. ‘I don’t know what’s brought it on, but it’s an ill fit for you, and I find it a good deal disturbing. Hmm,’ he said with another squinny, ‘it shall have to be seen to.’

Fin might have answered this, had Iawin not just then exchanged the bottle in his hand for the set of pipes he wore in a waxed bag at his side. As they went along the wooded avenue, flanked on either side by the darkling oaks and deepening gloom of the Hopwood, he played a gentle riding tune until they came abruptly to the wood’s edge.

Leaving the dappled shade, they looked down a long, sloping meadow into a shallow vale. There, in the gathering dusk, sat a village on the banks of a river crowded with willows. This was Merridown; it lay on the very eastern edge of the Werrow, surrounded by wood-hedged farms and water-meadows; the river Barleybend flowed through it from the east, meandering from the dark gate of March Wood miles away, lost now to the fading light.

‘Well,’ said Fin looking down at the village, ‘we are nearly there. Do you suppose your change of course has been worth it, and we really can talk him over? He keeps things awfully close these days.’

‘We shall see soon enough,’ answered Iawin. ‘But first, a drink. All this riding has been thirsty work and has me parched. Aren’t you parched? It’s perishing.’

‘You had a bottle not an hour ago.’

‘That was ballast! I might have keeled over, were it not for Toadfax here.’ Iawin brushed his pony’s neck. ‘Noble boy would never let me drop from the saddle, no matter how exhausting the errand.’

‘Or, indeed, the rider,’ laughed Fin.

The cousins rode over the meadow as the sun went down behind them and the last lights in the village were kindled. Finding a place in the low stone wall through which they could guide their ponies, they joined the narrow lane running along the edge of the fields, dipping between steep banks mounted by hedges on either side.

Trotting by dark thatched roofs and little latticed windows, they came to the only building in the village with two storeys; it sat beside the river, overlooking the stream and water-meadows beyond. There were a number of chimneys nestled in its roof, and these issued pale smoke as Fin and Iawin rode up to the front step.

Sliding off their ponies and tethering them beneath the front window, they stood beneath the painted sign of The Apple Tree Inn as yellow light spilled onto the step. Hearing laughter from inside, they slapped the dust from their clothes, heaved open the door and entered, escaping the coming of night as the first bats took wing over the fields.

Inside, the pair found themselves in a narrow alcove, which opened immediately into a large room with a low-beamed ceiling and stout, dark pillars. On one side, in the parlour, was a broad, open fireplace, and on the other, a little to their right as they came in, was the counter. No fire had been lit that evening and the windows, which looked north into the village lanes and south over the slow-running river, were open to the summer air.

The parlour was crowded, mostly by men, tired from working in the heat of the day, who gathered in the booths along the walls and around the tables in the centre of the room. The hum of their talk filled the air and, despite the open windows, so did the sweet smoke from their pipes.

Fin and Iawin, slipping by a lad bearing a tray of mugs from the counter, hopped onto a pair of stools and waited for the landlord. They had not been there long when he appeared with a friendly, but tired smile.

‘What can I do for you lads this evening?’ he asked, setting down a tray and throwing a cloth over his shoulder, while casting an attentive eye over the throng behind them.

‘Two mugs of your best local brew, if you please,’ said Iawin.

‘And a room for the night and stabling for two ponies, if it can be managed,’ added Fin.

‘That it can, that it can,’ answered the landlord. Taking the coins Fin fished from a small purse beneath his shirt, he called into the back room. A boy with a red face soon emerged from the sweltering kitchens and, with a cheerful nod to Fin and Iawin, led their ponies to the stables behind the inn.

Waiting for their baggage to be collected and to be shown their room, Fin and Iawin received deep mugs of pale ale. Iawin gave his a quick sniff of appraisal. Pleased, he drew in a longer breath, then took a slow sip. Iawin already thought himself something of a self-taught expert on the matter of brewing, and took a keen interest in the methods used about the Four Herlunds to produce their apparently numberless beers. He had enjoyed sampling some of the more obscure draughts found in the eastern shawes those last few days, but, however delighted he was by his discoveries, it was not for beer he had gone so far out of his way upon his errand.

After a few grateful sips, his thoughts turned to the other visit he meant to make so far from the North Road: Merridown was their final stop before what he hoped would be a merry meeting. Uncle won’t grudge us this chance, he said to himself, but he was pulled abruptly from his thoughts. It was his duty, however lightly he regarded it, which now drew his attention away from his drink upon the eve of what he had meant to be a reunion. Fin, who had been surveying the parlour all the while, nudged him as voices came to them through the swell of other talk.

A small crowd had gathered just off to their left, partly hidden by one of the dark pillars. A few older men sat at the table, and with them were a handful of younger fellows who either sat or stood close by, listening in.

‘It’s been a good while coming, if you’ve cared to listen to the talk,’ said one of the elders. ‘There have been warnings enough.’ This was Tyne, a farmer well regarded in those parts, who had his farm on Suthbank, though he usually took his patronage to The Golden Sow, which sat on the edge of the wetlands near his own fields.

‘Ah, but people talk, don’t they?’ said Oakes, an even older man and a familiar face in that establishment. ‘You can’t always trust to rumour, not these days, with folk so eager to gain an ear.’

‘Right you are, Oakes,’ said Tyne, ‘and if it were only rumours I’d heard, I’d say no more. But my son-in-law (you know Willum) has been down from Bridle for a visit this last week and has just returned to his own fields—and even he can’t deny things have taken a turn.’

With the Thane’s business being discussed under his very nose, Iawin looked at his mug and sighed.

‘Time to put your beadle’s cap back on,’ he said to himself, though he did not actually don his hat, for he had left it hanging on its hook by the door. He slid from his stool and led his cousin past another group of patrons, managing to situate himself unobtrusively beside some of the younger listeners. Fin was just behind him and they continued to sip their drinks as the men at the table held forth.

Much of the news Iawin and Fin had already heard: how the initial disturbances began with men from the little neighbouring country of Tyemeads contending the boundaries of grazing lands for their herds. On its northern border, beyond the hedging woodlands, the Werrow gave way to broad pastures and gentle slopes, and there the last villages made it their business to graze their cattle. Chief of these villages was Trusset, and it was here the first objections had been raised. The men of Tyemeads, having fared poorly the previous summer, had led their livestock into what was, to them at least, disputed territory.

Iawin, after his dutiful attention dwindled, listened with casual interest and might have missed what happened next, had he not been content to lounge at the back of the crowd, instead of returning to his seat at the counter. The talk—after a comment or two spent weighing the credibility of claims made to the territory by the foreigners, among some other grumblings (and a comical account from a forester’s cousin, of a deer spotted wearing an old cloak up past the mounds at Great Muldon)—suddenly took a turn.

‘But it isn’t just the folk from Tyemeads who’ve been upsetting things,’ said Horley, a farmer from Merridown’s western fields. The older men nodded, while those younger and keener for chatter from abroad (as any shawe more than two neighbours over was seen to be in those days) pricked up their ears. ‘Their bad fortune last summer is only some of what’s been going on. They do say, so I hear, that there’s been some sort of trouble beyond the edges of the Werrow, and the watchmen on the road have been coming and going at a fair pace these few months past. They’ve been taking the East Road south of the Broadbelt and, if they haven’t been getting mixed up in business in the hills there, then they’ve been coming north and crossing through the Wormwood. Whither they go after that, nobody knows.’

‘If they ever get out of the trees, that is,’ said Oakes. ‘A dark, nasty place is the Wormwood, so they say, full of rot and unfriendly beasts not least of all. But I don’t lose any sleep worrying about the watchmen. They’re a strange lot at any rate—coming and going at the fading of the light—but are more’n welcome to come and go as they please, so long as they don’t bring their business here. Mind your own and stick to the fields you know, I say!’

There were murmurs of agreement with this, and Fin and Iawin, who had nearly been lulled to sleep by the accounts of quarrelling countryfolk, found themselves leaning in to hear this new, outlandish news. They had heard of the watchmen in Hill Hall, foreign men who had little or nothing to do with the Herlunders, while the Wormwood in the east beyond the Werrow was a frequent setting for ghostly tales and other bogey-stories told at night to children.

‘Ah, but there’s folk who aren’t sticking to their own,’ answered Horley, shaking his head and evidently enjoying the attention of the crowd. ‘There’s been talk of strangers roaming the edges of the Herlunds, and they’re not watchmen. No, they’re right foreign by all accounts. What do you say to that, Tyne?’

Attention was now turned to the tanned face of the farmer, which was caught in a thoughtful scowl. Though not unfriendly towards Horley, Tyne, as a rule, didn’t put much stock in his reports and suspected more than a little of what he professed to have heard was pure invention. But Horley’s final words had piqued his interest in a matter close to him.

‘I think,’ began Tyne slowly, ‘that if what you’ve heard can be taken for true, then I’ve an interest in keeping a lookout. We don’t need any more strange folk about these parts. Those living in the valley are more than enough on their own.’

‘What strange folk are these?’ asked Iawin, unable to stop himself, and Tyne glanced at him from under a cautious brow as Fin gave his cousin a surreptitious slap on the arm.

‘And where have you two lads come in from this evening? I’ve not seen you about the place before.’

Tyne looked them both over, and it was a relief when they remembered their cloaks—which displayed the little embroidered ‘H’ for Hill Hall—had been left with their luggage, and so they might not immediately be known as folk from the Thane, and thereby bombarded with interest from all sides. But the uncomfortable question still loomed.

‘We’ve come up from Greenslade’s by Woodrow to help with the haymaking,’ said Fin, choosing a shawe he hoped would be just distant enough to dissuade more questions. Tyne eyed them a moment longer, then relented, releasing them from his scrutiny.

‘Right you are. It’s been a real sort of a season and all hands are a help. Anyhow, if you’ve come up from Woodrow, then you’ve likely not heard this trouble of ours. I’ll tell it brieflike, though I’ll be repeating what’s common knowledge in these parts,’ answered Tyne. By the silent reaction of those surrounding him, however, it seemed a recount of this particular topic was not unwelcome.

Fin and Iawin were given room to stand where Tyne could look them both in the eye as he began to recall the events which seemed to have soured his mood.

‘It was some years ago now… let’s see… yes! seven, in fact—come this winter—since these parts, which have always been as fine a place to rest one’s bones as any, first began to see trouble. Now, I’m not one to cause alarm or make a fuss where none needn’t be made,’ he paused to gain the nods of agreement from the small crowd, then went on, ‘so, when we first heard the news, I let it pass and thought to give it no further mind. But after that the talk got more curious, and it’s also not my way to turn my head when I feel something’s not right.’ He paused again. More nods. ‘It’s been nearly seven years, then, since word spread about these parts that the old lodge in March Wood was occupied again. And by a young lady, no less.’

Whatever else the cousins may have felt at hearing this, they showed nothing but polite surprise as Tyne nodded, marking their raised brows.

‘Now, there was a great deal of talk about who she was, this lady, since there’d been no sign of her in the village. But it was known some work had been done on the lodge to repair it after years standing empty. It was used by the foresters, a long time ago, and now the roof was all new thatch and the old boards had been replaced. Still, for a long time it was a cramped space and draughty in winter.

A month or more passed before anyone got a good glimpse of her; then it got around that she couldn’t long have been in her twenties, and she was tall as a young tree (one of the lads from my own fields saw her and said he thought she’d floated by him, his head only reaching her shoulder!). She didn’t come into the village more than once or twice, and I don’t know to how many people she spoke, but it became generally known that a regular order of goods was to be sent her way up the Barleybend to be collected, and it seemed she would be settling there for good.

Now, that’s not cause for concern, as far as it goes, though on any occasion you’d wonder at such a young lass living alone—especially so far into the wood as she was, the Rindle Valley being at least a league from the nearest house, as the crow flies. No, what really got people talking was what came after.’ Fin and Iawin leant in as Tyne settled into the heart of his tale.

‘She’d not long been settled in the lodge, this young lady, and winter was passing, when she was joined by two lads who were as strange as you could imagine! The lady herself, when she was seen, was curious enough and plainly foreign—what with her height and all—and those few who had spoken to her said her voice was funny—peculiar, maybe, is a better word—but these two lads really made a picture.

They looked enough like her, so we guessed quickly enough they were brothers of hers. All three of ’em have the same hair, you see, all long and pale—their faces are pale too, mark you—and their size! One of them, the elder, when folk first saw him, they thought a giant had come down from the Green Mountains yonder—’ he gestured vaguely towards the windows, but only the black summer night could now be seen, betraying nothing of the lanes and cottage gardens, to say nothing of the mountains which were said to lie far, far beyond the borders of that small country and the Herlunders’ imaginations. ‘Anyway, we had enough to wonder about, having these three outlandish, gigantous folk move in on our own doorstep, when word about them came up from the Thane’s lands away in Meddleborough—and it seemed they were even stranger than we thought.’

The Thane? Uncle shall like to hear of this, thought Iawin, but he had not the chance to dwell on it, for Tyne went on.

‘The lads, you see, weren’t her brothers after all. Would you believe it? They were her sons! That scandal lasted a good while about the village, I can tell you. Just imagine: she so young and her boys already grown. But that wasn’t the end of it.

This talk from the middle country said the family had, in some way or another, run foul of the Thane, and he’d ordered them off his land. He has a good heart though, does the Thane, from what I hear at the hustings—and better than might be good for him, since he didn’t see them off right and proper. Word is he let them take up in the old lodge, and now the freeloaders let him pay for them to live in his own country!’

This was nearly too much for Iawin, and only Fin’s elbow digging him in the side stopped him from blurting out all that was on his mind. Instead, he waited for the dissatisfaction of the listeners to seep away, and said, ‘You say the Thane sent them off this way, for whatever reason—have they been causing trouble?’

Something in Iawin’s voice perhaps gave them away, for Tyne fixed them once again with his scowl. Yet, if he had any suspicions, Tyne kept them to himself, content for the moment to make the pair shuffle awkwardly.

‘Ah, we’ve seen things to make us wonder, and, though I don’t like to tell tales, there’s a few things I might say to you about the Elms—that’s their name, as it’s generally known—and I’d warn any here who are listening, too. Both lads have grown now, but the eldest, he’s not one to meet alone. Silent and unfriendly, that one; he’s become the warden of March Wood, though none here elected him. He watches the paths and keeps out folk he thinks are trespassing. The cheek of it! I’ve said some stern words to him, but rarely get more than a glare from the man.’

‘Not to mention that business with the dogs,’ another listener put in.

‘What’s that now?’ said a younger fellow.

‘You remember old Uncle Partridge’s hounds? Well, they do say the warden witched them!’

‘Who says?’

‘Partridge, for one,’ said the first man, ‘and I’ve heard it told by a fellow who met with two chaps who passed Partridge’s boy after it happened, which you might think is by the by, but ain’t, if you think about it.’

Fin’s lids nearly cramped in his effort to keep his eyes from rolling right into the back of his head, and Tyne looked less than pleased with those who had endeavoured to take up the telling of his tale.

‘Anyway,’ continued the man who had ere then been content to listen, ‘I heard it from this chap who heard it from those who’d passed Partridge’s boy who’d learned it from his old man that the warden had caught Partridge in March Wood, and he’d scared off the dogs with naught but a look. Now they won’t go near the paths, and Partridge has to run his hounds elsewhere.’

‘He’s twitting you,’ said the younger fellow.

‘Well, take it as you like, but——’

‘Well, that’s the warden,’ said Tyne over the two of them, and they sat back in their seats as the farmer continued his assessment of the family. ‘That great lumbering fellow never leaves the wood; when he’s not watching the paths, he’s sharpening a wicked knife he carries everywhere. I seen him in the winter, when all the trees were grey and sleeping; between their trunks I watched him grind it on a wheel outside his hovel, and there’s others who say the same, that he sharpens it all day, rain or shine. So, don’t let me catch any here saying they’ve not been warned.

As for the younger brother, now he is a strange one. Other folk have seen him from time to time, wandering on the edges of the wood, but I’ve driven him back in there more than once. He used to trespass on my land, but my dogs saw him off, and they know not to let him into the fields. Half-simple you’d think he is, seeing him roaming about the place, talking to the birds and the trees. Anyway, if he isn’t moon mad to begin with, it isn’t good for a young lad to be running around, cared for only by his mother—’ Tyne shot a glance at Iawin, who had smirked at the last comment and stifled a laugh, but the farmer’s tone silenced him. It took on an edge of warning, and all who caught it grew uncomfortable as Tyne’s face darkened. ‘It’s nothing to laugh at, lad. There’s something not right with that family. I said the Thane got rid of them, and I think I know why. Things happen around them, things which have set my hair on end more than once, and I’m not afraid to admit it. The wood, ever since they moved in, has become a place you’d not want to see after dark. Time was when after supper I’d take the dogs for a loop along Suthbank into March Wood. But no more. There’s something unwholesome going on there, and more than once I’ve had cause to round up a few stout lads to see if I could persuade that family to clear off—but the warden saw us off each time. You may laugh—yes! I see it on your faces—but you haven’t walked the woods at night. There’s more than shadows under those trees when the sun’s gone. I can’t say I know for certain what it is; such things are not business I go in for, but I’d say it’s not far short of witchcraft—of the sort folk used to hear about long ago when the fields were new. Laughing again! Well, you ask Old Sandybanks if I’m wrong.’

‘Now, now,’ Oakes broke in, ‘that’s unfortunate business, and it helps nobody to go pointing the finger when we don’t know anything for certain.’

‘I’d wager half my best fields that family is to blame,’ responded Tyne hotly, and turning back to the pair he explained his meaning. ‘It was the very winter that woman’—‘Witch’, he might well have said, since he meant it—‘moved in. She’d been doing who-knows-what in the Rindle Valley for some weeks when, what do you know? Mister and Missus Sandybanks, the ferryman and his dear young wife, took ill out of the blue. Oh, yes,’ Tyne’s eyes had grown hard now and his voice rasped slightly as he went on, ‘a sickness like none this country had ever seen lay on the land that winter, and it wasn’t long afore Old Sandybanks was left with two grandchildren to look after. Not an easy job, what with Gammer Sandybanks gone and all. He wasn’t the only one, neither. You lads are old enough to remember how the East Herlund was struck hard that year, and many folks have sad tales to tell of it. It all started at the ferryman’s cottage, right on the edge of March Wood. Isn’t that what happened, Oakes, or am I being unfair?’

‘I’m not sure as I know well enough to comment,’ said Oakes warily.

‘Well, there are those who kept an eye out, and I even heard tell from an honest fellow who swears he saw Lady Elm slinking about not far from the Sandybanks’ house the night before their passing—’

‘Steady now,’ said Oakes again, ‘there’s no call for such talk. I don’t know what happened on that night, nor what started the whole affair, but to call foul like that needs more proof than you can lay claim to. I’m not saying the Elms aren’t a curious lot—and I don’t doubt there’s something behind their business with the Thane—but to go around talking about witches and curses and whatever else you may suspect seems too far by my reckoning. Though I don’t know much about divelish things; they’re not for decent folk to go meddling with, and I’m right glad their sort is hardly heard of these days. What’s more, I remember young Ned and Narsy Sandybanks took ill that same year, but they’re still with us, even if their parents are gone.’

The crowd about the table seemed unsure whose side they ought to take. Oakes was an honest man, and it was comforting to think the family living in the wood beyond their village was harmless, but Tyne was not known to be fainthearted, nor was he dishonest. He was not the only one to encounter the looming warden patrolling March Wood, or to feel the nape of his neck crawl as the shadows of evening spread through the trees. At times like that, it was not difficult to imagine there was something more than the wind whispering through the trees, or moving the fingers of the willows that dipped into the river.

‘You might do well to remember, too, Oakes,’ said Tyne, ‘that now brother and sister spend their time running the ferry up to the wood, whenever Lady Elm deigns to speak to anybody. Far be it from her to mingle with our sort. It’s just as well Old Sandybanks is still able to keep an eye on the young’uns, else I’d be right worried about what might happen to them, were the Elm woman to get too near. Maybe, if she had her way, anyone taking a walk along the edge of the wood might hear screams—aye, screams—such as I’ve heard now and again, coming from deep in those trees. Lads of mine have sworn they’ve heard pipes, too, and seen pale folk—too many to be the Elms, as they’re only three—seen them roving about the pool that feeds the Rindle.’ Tyne shuddered and those about him murmured. ‘But, whatever the facts of the matter,’ said he, shooting a glance at Oakes, ‘I’d still warn anyone who didn’t know better against straying too near the Rindle Valley at any time, and certainly not after dark. Better to stay well away than to get caught up in the affairs of folk whose ways don’t mix with our own.’

The farmer’s last words rang with a finality which signalled the conversation had come to an end. Tyne drained his mug and rose from his stool, bidding his audience goodnight before stepping out through the back door, following the lane to the three arching bridges that crossed the Barleybend back to his farm and the fields he knew.

‘Well, what do you make of that?’ said Iawin, collapsing into a high-backed chair. They had been shown to their room, which had a small private parlour of its own and, though the windows were thrown open, there was a little fire of last year’s chestnut logs crackling in the grate.

Fin, setting a kettle over the flames to heat their bedtime tea, answered, ‘I say all this talk about the Elms is highly suspicious, and I don’t much like the sound of it. I especially wonder at your dear old uncle being mentioned.’

‘Yes, I daresay I struggled to hold my tongue there,’ said Iawin.

‘Do you really think they have been causing trouble, as folk about here are saying?’

‘I suppose we shall know no more until tomorrow,’ said Iawin, and he turned his attention to the half-mug he’d brought up with him. They were on the top floor, and it would be late when the patrons below them were finally shown the door. Though Fin and Iawin would have liked to have remained with the throng until the last call, they had much to think about. They had ordered an early breakfast be brought to their parlour in the morning; after that, they would pay a visit to the Rindle Valley.

It was as fine a morning as could be wished for when they left The Apple Tree. Breakfast had ended just after nine o’clock, which was to be considered early when Iawin was running things. They’d had it by their high window, open to the sound of the Barleybend, whose slow current ran cool and brown past the rushes at the end of the lawn beside the inn.

Deciding to walk that day, March Wood being unsuitable for unruly ponies, Fin and Iawin looked in on the animals before setting off. They were happy enough, having hay aplenty and shady stables in which to idle away the time before their riders’ return. Fin’s own mount stood primly with her forelegs in her bucket, presumably to announce breakfast was finished with.

‘Come on, then!’ said Iawin, clapping his hands as he and Fin stepped out onto the lane. ‘We’ve our business to attend to today.’

Turning their thoughts to the Rindle Valley and all they’d heard in the parlour the night prior, they took the main road east out of the village, passing Merridown’s morning fields, where work not set to Iawin’s schedule had begun hours before. For if Iawin were indeed anxious to reach a destination, then still his anxiety could not spur him on to any greater speed, but only served to increase his regret at having arrived late.

‘What do you make of Tyne’s words last night?’ said Iawin. ‘Uncle would never pay anyone to live off his—or anyone else’s—land, surely?’

‘You might muster up your courage and ask those it concerns,’ answered Fin with a smirk, at which Iawin dismissed him with a flap of his hand and a bah!

They passed a farmhand mending a gate on the edge of the road where it dipped between high walls of grass and yellow bracken. He tipped his woven hat to them both, his sleeves already rolled up as the morning grew warm.

The road ran nearly parallel to the river, and on that side the hedge was low enough for them to see the water. Willows leant over the banks and water birds nestled in their shade between forays into the clouds of insects droning near the shore.

They had walked for a mile or more when the last house came into view, the ferryman’s cottage with its short jetty and square barge bobbing gently in the stream. They passed it by, and the road gradually narrowed to more of a track as the cultivated fields of Merridown were left behind. In their place stretched the wild meadows with their many-coloured flowers concealing the humming flies which dwelt there in their thousands.

Midday was looming by the time Fin and Iawin reached the eaves of March Wood, and already they had unbuttoned their collars. It was a relief to enter the shade of the trees and the green-gold oaks seemed altogether welcoming in the late morning sunshine. Blackbirds were whistling above them as they found their way between the trees, their path glowing where the roof parted and allowed the sun to shine in.

Having entered the wood, they slowed their pace as they followed the trail north, leaving the river behind as the ground grew steadily steeper. After another mile they climbed along the edge of a dell, at the bottom of which a narrow stream leapt over toppled branches and short falls on its way to meet the Barleybend. Their path, which had become little more than a deer trail, had led them far into the wood, beyond the bounds the farmers set for their pigs when turning them loose for their pannier markets each autumn. Fin and Iawin rested, enjoying the sunlight playing in the upper branches of the beeches; they were watching them sway faintly in the breeze against the clear sky above when they heard the crash of heavy footfalls approaching.

They did not have to wait long before the hulking figure of a man came into view. On his back was a prodigious basket filled with fallen branches gathered for firewood. His head was bowed as he trudged down a hidden track from the western woods, and he almost didn’t notice the cousins as he went on his way. He might have passed them by altogether, had Iawin not flung out his hand and called:

‘Good afternoon!’

Thus hailed, the man halted on his path and turned to eye the lads. He truly was enormous, standing head and shoulders over them and broad as a barn door, clad in a short tunic and hose with tattered shoes bound to his feet. At his side was belted a long knife in a black scabbard capped and chased with silver. His long flaxen hair was strewn with leaves and his beard bristled as he stuck out his chin. He regarded Fin and Iawin coolly, his bright grey eyes flickering beneath half-closed lids. He scowled for a moment, then said, ‘Why on earth are you two here?’

‘Well! How’s that for a how-do-you-do, Fin?’ said Iawin, hands on his hips.

‘I can’t say I care for it at all,’ answered his cousin, before cocking a reproachful eye towards the man. ‘I can see you haven’t learned any manners living out in the woods, Erolas, my dear.’

Erolas, for that was indeed the man’s name, rolled his eyes and sighed as he turned from them, resuming his march through the trees. Fin and Iawin trotted after him and were soon on either side of the giant.

‘My brother is not home, if that is where you are headed,’ said Erolas. ‘And what are you doing here?’

‘We are on important business, I’ll have you know,’ said Iawin, ‘and I’ll thank you not to laugh. Honestly, I don’t see why it should be so surprising. Fin and I are off to Trusset—by way of Bridle, as these things sometimes go—but thought we would drop in for a hello and how-is-it first. Eol and Miss Elm, at least, will be pleased to see us.’

‘I daresay they will be,’ said Erolas.

Iawin scowled as threateningly as he was able before carrying on. ‘Well, I can see why the local folk talk about you the way they do—they’ve been ’smirching you in the village again, you perhaps won’t be surprised to know. But we had rather an interesting chat with a gentleman named Tyne last night.’

‘Did you now?’ said Erolas, now truly weary. ‘I imagine old farmer Tyne had no shortage of kind things to say. What was his theme this time?’

‘Impropriety, I believe,’ said Fin. ‘I fear you’ve rather put him out, and all without a word, or so he says.’

‘If I had words I thought the man would understand, I would have used them,’ said Erolas; ‘but there’s no explaining anything to him. I had thought we had come to an agreement: I will let him ramble on and, after he has said his piece, I send him on his way.’

‘Well, whatever you’ve done, you’ve quite upset the village,’ said Iawin.

‘Oh, I know. We are quite improper, which can hardly be accepted of neighbours; that much Tyne has been kind enough to explain before. And so, in the name of propriety, he comes here with his lads and his dogs and tries to see us off our property.’

‘Presumably you didn’t take much to his side of things,’ said Fin.

‘We didn’t, at that,’ said Erolas.

‘I shall tell Uncle about this once we get back to Hill Hall,’ said Iawin. ‘A word or two from him ought to set Tyne straight.’

‘It might, and it might bring even more attention to us. I believe my mother would wish not to risk such a thing, with Tyne as proud as he is. But I suppose it isn’t entirely true I never speak to him. I told him recently that his years spent among his pigs had made him noticeably more effluent than anyone else in the neighbourhood. That seemed to please him, if one were to judge by the way he puffed himself up. “It’s not all rot you’re talking, Elm,” said he, and took himself off down the way.’

Fin and Iawin laughed, and one side of Erolas’ mouth drew up in a smile as he led the chattering pair deeper into the wood.

Beeches became mingled with white-clad birches, whose bark flashed in the sun. Fin and Iawin were brought to a shallow valley, running west to east, nestled between two bare slopes. A gentle stream ran down the far slope and wound past the cousins’ feet. That stream was the Rindle, and this was its chief vale, though really it was more of a dell or hollow in the hills than a true valley, and from its floor the tops of distant hills could be seen rising beyond the wood to the northwest.

Crossing the stream at a green bank which sank beneath their shoes, Erolas brought them to a path bordered with little stones. It led up the hill to a white-painted gate set in a low wall, hemmed with a clump of rustling birches. Beyond the wall, overlooking the stream, flowered a modest garden well cared for. At the end of the path, shielded at the rear by more birches, stood a grey cottage with a thatched roof and a light blue door.

Birds sang in the garden as the lads strolled up the path. The whole place felt very peaceful to Fin and Iawin, if a bit lonely, tucked away as it was in the fold of the land. It was invisible to everybody, unless one were to climb those distant hills and look carefully for the flash of the Rindle, or a curl of blue smoke rising from the chimneys of the cottage. I hope those in the village leave well enough alone, thought Fin. It would be a shame to disturb the quiet of such a place. But did they really need to settle out here, all by themselves?

The foresters’ lodge seemed to have been nearly entirely rebuilt, with new lattice windows that arched gracefully and had flowering boxes beneath them. A covered porch had been added over the front door, which was also arched, with a white lily detailed above the diamond window. Logs were stacked below the stone seats on either side of the porch, and Erolas set his burden down beside them as he opened the door, letting the visitors in off the step.

On the inside, Lily Cottage, as the lodge had been renamed, was bright and tidy. Immediately to their left was a lacquered bench with boots and shoes stored neatly beneath it; opposite was a row of pegs for hats, coats and cloaks. The hallway in which they stood ran to the back of the cottage, with two square archways opening on each side.

Slipping off their shoes, Fin and Iawin followed Erolas through the first arch on their left and entered an airy kitchen, which had its windows open to the sunshine spilling in over the sill. Just off from the centre of the room, set near the west-facing windows, was a heavy oak table, rectangular and well worn but sturdy. It was covered in furls of paper and books opened to their appropriate pages, with small pots of ink of various hues scattered wherever they would fit. Six chairs were set about the table: two at either side, and one at each end.

At the far end of the kitchen, beside the stove, beneath which a bright fire was kindled, stood a woman in a pale blue gown. The front of her flaxen hair was caught in a braid to keep it from falling across her face as she leant down, while the rest flowed free, reaching nearly to her waist. Fin and Iawin saw she was barefoot on the flagstone floor.

Hearing them enter, the woman turned from the tea she had been brewing and smiled in welcome. Fin and Iawin, who had not seen her for some time, were once again taken aback by the youthful lines of her face, which still gave her the look of a woman no older than her late twenties. This was Elmolin, or Lady Elm as the people of Merridown knew her.

‘This is a wonderful surprise,’ said Elmolin in the strange voice of which Tyne had spoken. None who heard it could tell where it was from, but both cousins found it soothing to the ear. ‘How do you do? You are both looking very well.’

Coming forward, she placed a white hand upon the cheek of each fellow. She stood a head taller than either lad and they almost didn’t notice her guiding them into chairs beside the table. When they were seated, she poured them both fragrant tea of woodland mint into little earthen mugs, which neither of them could remember seeing her fetch from the cupboard.

After a moment or two sitting down, Fin and Iawin began to recover from their befuddlement, which seemed always to occur when in the company of Elmolin if they had been parted for any great length of time.

‘Very well, Miss Elm,’ said Fin, realising now how long he and Iawin had been held in stupid silence.

Elmolin smiled again, and, as Erolas took his place at the table amongst his pile of papers, whatever languid spell had hung in the room was ended. Fin and Iawin began looking politely about the kitchen, picking out any changes made since their last visit as Elmolin pressed them for news, however unimportant, of themselves and their families, in which she seemed greatly interested.

‘And has the liniment I sent your uncle helped him?’ she asked Iawin.

‘Oh, he’s very spry for an old buck. I’m sure he could fairly leap into his carriage, if he ever cared to take it anywhere.’

Fin and Iawin had, of course, known Elmolin and her sons since they were young boys, when the family had appeared one cold evening before the gates of Hill Hall. Nobody had yet discovered just where the Elms had come from, and many rumours—some more pernicious than others—still abounded. Over time Fin and Iawin had filled in the gaps for themselves, or allowed them to remain, never quite knowing, but now having no need to keep guessing at their origins. The Elms were strange in their way, and, whatever the Herlunders might say, their strangeness did not appear all at once, but “hung about the edges” as Iawin had once said. But that was just how the cousins liked them. Plainly, the Elms came from some far-off country, and, save for a funny feeling now and then, upon which neither Fin nor Iawin could place a finger, they were not so out of the ordinary. Lady Elm was polite, Erolas trustworthy, and Eol—their friend—was a bottomless well of good company, whom Iawin still hoped to flush out from March Wood on their jaunt to the north shawes.

Eventually, the topic of their conversation landed upon their stay at The Apple Tree the previous night. Here the cousins looked anywhere but into Elmolin’s grey eyes. It seemed indecent to talk about, but Fin finally managed to cling to his courage long enough to ask, ‘I don’t suppose you have heard, have you, some of the talk in the village?’

‘Regarding ourselves, you mean?’ said Elmolin, and Erolas released a single, short laugh. His mother looked out of the west-facing window—Fin and Iawin wondered how far she could see. ‘I have indeed heard what they say, but what could any of us do to show them any different? That is their way, and if having simple but good-hearted folk making talk about us is all the payment expected for being left alone, then so it must be.’

‘It’s a shame you ever moved away,’ said Iawin.

‘We would have overstayed our welcome, I suspect, had we stayed at Hill Hall much longer. It is better for us here, where we are not bothered and cause, I won’t say none, but little bother for others. This talk you have heard from the border is just the sort of thing in which we need have no part.’ She gave the cousins a meaningful look, at which they soon grew abashed.

‘I wonder,’ said Iawin after the pause, ‘if Eol feels the same way?’ There was laughter about the table then as Iawin repeated Tyne’s words from the night before. ‘“Half-simple,” he said! Do you suppose he went far enough?’ Iawin closed his mouth as Elmolin suddenly gave him a stern look, before they both laughed again.

‘Where is he, anyway? He hasn’t actually run off moon mad, I hope?’ said Fin once they had settled down.

‘I could not say now,’ said Elmolin. ‘He left some days ago on one of his walks. Is he with Robin, Erolas, do you suppose?’

‘He is trailing that old stag he thought looked unwell. If he is due back tomorrow, as I seem to recall him saying, then by now he will be camped up at the hollow.’

‘Is it far?’ asked Iawin.

‘I shouldn’t say so,’ said Erolas. ‘It is only a little way on from the spot in which you all camped not two summers gone, less than a league from the valley, at a good pace. You might reach him before early evening, if you leave soon.’

‘You must not set out empty-handed,’ said Elmolin, rightly guessing the haversacks carried by Fin and Iawin held little more than crusts left over from breakfast. She rose from the table and stepped lightly into the pantry at its head. Within a few moments she had readied them a small meal to share with her son.

Elmolin saw them to the door, and, after receiving directions from Erolas, they left the cottage. They strolled down the garden path, turned left through the gate and, heading east, followed the Rindle for a short way before climbing into the trees again. As they walked, Iawin plucked his pipes from his belt and blew a tune for them to stroll to, until the ground grew steep and he had no breath to spare.

As Erolas returned to his papers at the kitchen table, Elmolin watched the cousins from the front door, feeling the alarm she had not shown them growing in the back of her mind. Something in their news did not sit well with her, and she wondered what it was in the words of Fin and Iawin that had disturbed her gentle thoughts. She looked out into the wood where Eölas, her youngest, roamed; he would soon hear those same tidings, and her anxiety for him grew. He, unlike Erolas, who paid no heed to the chiding words of the Herlunders, heard everything, and had an interest in news and the wide world that Elmolin’s warnings could not quell. Like smoke from a quiet fire lifted suddenly by a breeze, Eölas would be affected by a tale long after those who told it had forgotten all about it.

‘He knows well enough to ask first,’ said Erolas, not looking up from his scratchings, but Elmolin gnawed her lip as the young pair vanished beneath the trees.

The afternoon was still fine when Fin and Iawin heard some sort of dispute taking place just behind a bend in their path. They were clambering up the last of a sloping holloway, overshadowed by the beeches bending in a green tunnel above their heads, when they heard a deep voice rising in indignation.

‘I refuse to accept this! How openly you defy me—the audacity of it, the nerve! What have you to say for yourself? Nothing! As I might have guessed. Well, begone with you!’

Fin and Iawin, stepping into a bright clearing that formed a shallow dell, saw standing beside a high bank tangled with roots another golden giant. Overshadowed by a towering, twisted yew, he in turn loomed over a haversack, scolding a wood dove who sat innocently pecking at a small loaf which had been left unguarded. He glowered at the bird a moment longer, then relented. Stooping, he offered the dove another crust. As the bird shuffled onto his hand, the cousins heard his voice grow soft as he asked, ‘There now. Where do you live, I wonder?’

‘Do they ever answer?’ asked Fin as they came up behind him.

‘Not as often as I’d like,’ said Eölas without looking around. He set the dove down upon his haversack, then turned with a bright smile. Then, as they all cheered in greeting, he drew his friends into a crushing embrace which nearly pulled them from their feet. The dove, startled by their sudden noise, fluttered its wings and vanished into the green shadows of the wood. ‘Sorry!’ called Eölas over his shoulder, then shook his head. ‘Well, he’s gone.’

‘How is it you have managed to grow even taller since last we saw you?’ said Fin. ‘What is in the Rindle’s water that makes giants of you all?’

‘Still no beard, though,’ said Iawin, applying a helpful finger to Eölas’ chin. Eölas batted it away—to no avail, for it returned not a moment later. ‘He’s not a man just yet, and we won’t mistake him for Erolas.’

Though he was born but a year before the cousins, Eölas indeed towered over the lads from Hill Hall. The highest doorframe in the Four Herlunds that was not of a barn measured six feet, but Eölas would have needed another foot added to it if he were to pass underneath without fear of bumping his head. His face was bright and youthful, and already more thoughtful than it had been, though he did not have his brother’s nose, or his eyes. Instead of the grey of Erolas’ and Elmolin’s, his were like the shadows deep in the wood. In every other aspect, he was almost a twin of Erolas, though he had not himself yet noticed it.

The three friends were soon stretched out in the grassy clearing, deep in talk. As they spoke, Eölas gathered twigs in a pile at his elbow, preparing for a game of keeps. He had not seen Fin or Iawin for well over a year, though he heard a great deal about their doings in letters which were occasionally left for them amongst the goods delivered by the ferry. He had not, however, received any word recently, and so he was amazed by the news of their errand.

‘Who’s causing the trouble?’ he asked. For a fleeting moment, he wondered if whatever spirit of unease had stirred the folk northward had caused his own restlessness of late, but dismissed it quickly. The fields of the North Herlund were far away, and those dwelling nigh them had other cares.

‘Most of the blame has been heaped upon Tyemeads,’ said Fin, ‘but who can say? That’s what we’re off to find out.’

But we’re so young, thought Eölas as they told him of their upcoming ride to Trusset’s fields. His stomach squirmed at the idea of being so far from the fences of March Wood, among strangers.

‘But how will you know what to do?’ he asked, immediately feeling foolish. But his hands were already growing clammy at the thought of all the ins and outs of their business, of arranging meetings and understanding all that had to be noted down and brought to the Thane. He wouldn’t have known where to begin, and felt quite lost just hearing about it.

‘Oh, it’s not difficult,’ said Iawin, waving a hand. ‘It only takes a bit of talk with the northerners, and we’ll bring word of anything important to Uncle.’

‘Still, it’s a long way to the border, isn’t it?’ Eölas went on, feeling the heat about his ears dissipating as he changed the subject.

‘Two days riding, up beyond the Horns,’ said Fin, meaning the two crumbled towers which lay gathering grass on either side of the North Road, still to be seen on clear days from the Downs over the treetops of Rackham Wood. None knew who had built the towers, but then none cared to ask. Beyond family history (often embellished), the tale of years in the Werrow began to tremble like the air along a road on a summer’s afternoon, and the Herlunders, having never been questioned or gainsaid about any business in their land (having few neighbours as they did), felt the country rightly belonged to them and they belonged to it, and that it had been made and left for them. As for Fin and Iawin, they would not see the Horns on their way north, since they were now miles out of the way and would have to hotfoot it through the eastern shawes if they did not wish to catch it from the Thane.

‘You ought to come along, Eol,’ said Iawin, shifting Lady Elm’s words to the back of his mind. ‘I dare say it would do you good to get out into the country for a week.’

‘If you don’t feel like jogging on behind us, I’m sure we can find a horse somewhere that can bear even you,’ added Fin.

‘Maybe,’ said Eölas with a smile, but soon felt his stomach tightening again. To go with his friends would mean leaving March Wood, and that much he had promised his mother he would not do. She did not even like him straying too near its edges and, if ever he spoke of it, she had only to remind him of men like Tyne—and not all he might meet would be even so friendly as him.

‘But that’s to be decided,’ said Fin as Eölas’ ears began to burn once more. ‘What news is there from the wood?’

As Iawin rummaged in his bag, Eölas wondered how to answer. He had for those few days past been following the trail of an old stag left behind by his herd. Whenever he caught sight of the animal, Eölas noticed the stiffness in his joints and how he struggled in the steep places of the wood. This, though, however much it had occupied his thoughts of late, did not seem the kind of thing his friends were after. In fact, nothing he did seemed worthy of recounting, since his pleasures were found simply in roaming the hills and exploring the hollows of the wood. He had nothing to report which would compare with the business of Hill Hall; his visits to the pines on the heights, a thrill to him on the day, now felt like small fry, as did his jaunts into the hazel woods where he sat listening to the blackbirds, and his sightings of pheasants strutting in the meadows. He might have told them of one perilous evening, when in twilight he had risked crossing the wild fields to reach the most remote farm wall, where for a while in the gathering dark he had spoken joyfully to and brushed the ponies roaming beyond it—yet even this seemed but a paltry adventure.

In the end he said, ‘Erolas and I were out studying the stars this spring.’

This was more like it. He knew Fin and Iawin were frequently surprised and confounded by his brother’s activities, since they were so little understood by the Herlunders. It was, however, only half true. Eölas had indeed accompanied his brother on his excursions on several occasions over the course of April; he sat with him on clear nights beneath the stars, but had little understanding of what his brother was trying to accomplish.

Erolas, possessing a keen mind but having few resources with which to hone it—and having already exhausted the limited volumes on the shelves in Lily Cottage—began pondering the particulars of his environment, hoping always to discover some new detail hitherto overlooked. He noted everything down, compiling long lists and manuscripts cataloguing the kinds of trees and flowers about their home and the manner of their growth. He recorded the comings and goings of the birds each season and found their nests, counting their eggs. When every beast had been discovered and accounted for, he began paying attention to the rate of snowfall each winter and its effect on the levels of the Rindle and the Barleybend, the latter having burst its banks in the spring of 774 (3044 by way of the Old Count), bringing with it the stubborn boughs that had snapped from the weight of the drifts. He had always had an eye for the movements of the stars, and his younger brother now came with him, though Eölas had done little more than nestle himself in the grey roots of a beech on the hilltop, musing to himself and offering conversation when Erolas could afford to look up from his task.

For his own part, Eölas, as he sat or stood beneath the shadows of the trees, would sometimes wonder when looking out at the wheeling lid of the world dipping behind far hills. That star-bright dome, if one stood still long enough, gave one the feeling of motion, and Eölas wondered privately if it were the stars which soared in the heavens, or himself upon his little worldly plane who sailed through the silent night.

The cousins, suitably puzzled, nodded, and Iawin produced the last of his own store of ale from his bag. It, along with eleven other bottles, had been a gift from his uncle and, now they had all but run out, Iawin was determined to brew his own for the following year. Uncorking it with a flourish, he gave it the customary sniff before offering the first sip to Eölas.

Not being used to the bitter taste, ale being in infrequent stock in Lily Cottage, Eölas did his best to mask his dislike of it by commenting, ‘It smells fruity.’

‘That’ll be the hops,’ said Iawin, receiving the bottle. He went on to explain something about how the brew got its flavour. Eölas was tempted to remark how he made his own cordials from fruits he gathered in the wood, but, feeling that might not be as sophisticated as he first thought, held his tongue. He also noticed how much his friends seemed to be enjoying their drink, and so he scattered the twigs he’d gathered, suspecting they would not be in the mood to play games after all.

Having emptied the bag of provisions prepared by Elmolin, they lay again for a while in the grass as the evening set in, though it would be hours yet before it was fully dark. Eölas, deciding not to allow his friends to end their visit by sleeping among the roots of trees, cut his stay in the hollow short and led them back to the valley, though now he felt almost as if his friends were giants and he, small between them, was being led home by the hand.

Elmolin was still in the kitchen preparing supper when they walked in, the stacks of paper on the table having been cleared away and taken to the little hut in the trees behind the cottage. It was both a study and workshop—or “hovel”, depending upon whom one asked—and was surrounded by birches. Erolas spent much of his time in there alone, experimenting with ideas he’d had for woodworking or some other craft with which he’d been concerned that particular season.

‘Did you have fun playing?’ asked Elmolin as they entered.

‘They do not play anymore, Ästeri,’ said Eölas quickly and quietly. Only you do that now, he said to himself, then immediately changed the subject to subdue his lurch of embarrassment, lighting upon the most grown-up topic he could recall from his years overhearing the mutterings of old men (as he had thought them then) in Hill Hall: travel arrangements. ‘How long before you need be off?’ he asked as Fin and Iawin took seats by the window.

‘It’s a nuisance, but we’ll be leaving first thing,’ said Iawin, ‘since we have to get there sometime. It’s not how I would have it—I had hoped to dilly-dally—but there we are. But, come now, don’t look so forlorn!’ he added as Eölas’ face fell. ‘This business with the pasture rows ought only to take a few days, a week at the most, and then I imagine we can afford to stop off again on the way home.’

‘And, anyway, won’t you come with us?’ said Fin, at which Elmolin turned from her cooking.

‘I had thought about it,’ said Eölas, looking to his mother. ‘Do you suppose I could? It would only be a few days.’

‘I don’t think it the best idea,’ she began, thoughtfully. ‘From the sound of it there is enough going on already. And I should think it will only cause more problems for everyone if we are seen, or suspected, to be meddling in the affairs away yonder. But,’ she added as Eölas looked with disappointment at the floor, ‘why don’t you go with them to the edge of the wood and show them the quickest way to take?’

Eölas nodded, unsatisfied, but unsurprised at her answer.

Elmolin turned away to conceal her regret, yet what could be done? The unfriendly looks received from locals upset Eölas enough, since he still couldn’t understand their mistrust of him, let alone any remarks made by folk who had not seen their sort before. Long had he wept when still a boy, when he had first been chased from the farmers’ fields. Their jeers and shouts had burned his neck as he ran back to the shelter of the trees. He had not understood then why they had taunted him so, but he always remembered it, and afterwards had never been quite the same. Elmolin could not bear for such a thing to happen again—yet what if, apart from all that, he were to have one of the all-too-familiar nightmares? She shivered. Such a thing would be dreadful for him while he was away. They must not be allowed to begin again. No, altogether there was too much to warn her against letting him go, however much it pained her to see him nodding to appease her. To spare him any further embarrassment, she banished them from the kitchen as she finished cooking.

Waiting for supper, the friends took tea in the garden. The sun was still bright but had lost much of its heat, and the western sky was beginning to redden in a haze. They could hear Erolas inside, assembling the spare beds, the legs of which had been leaning in the corner of his workshop.

Twilight came as they ate and Eölas’ mood improved with the company, except for a moment when his mother, offering Iawin a drink, proudly explained how Eölas himself had pressed the wild berries and preserved them. She claimed she could never manage to match his cordials, try as she might, and had asked many times for him to teach her the secret he must possess. His friend had politely remarked on the flavour, but Eölas said nothing and only wished they had ale or wine to offer, as they were evidently preferred by their guests.

After this the evening went on pleasantly and, despite the need to be up early the following morning, they stayed in the kitchen a long while talking before bed.

The bedroom, when at last they did retire, was opposite the kitchen across the corridor. Though not especially large, it still had enough room to accommodate all four of the young men at a push, since the spare beds were narrow, while Elmolin slept across the hall. The room itself was sparsely furnished, as the family owned few treasures, but the flagstone floor was covered with clean mats of woven rushes, and Erolas’ skill had detailed the beams and fittings with subtle designs. What furniture there was had been lacquered dark to match the beams running along the flat white ceiling. One ornament only was there above Eölas’ bed: a wooden sword he’d received as a toy hung on a bracket on the wall. The workmanship was fine, but had been spoiled by a stain on the hilt. Erolas had made it for him not long after they had moved into the cottage, a gift to restore his courage after evil dreams. Eölas still displayed it, though its spell had already been broken, and it had ceased to ensure he felt safe during the darkest nights.

Since neither archway leading into the corridor had a door, they could see the glow from the last embers of the hearth spreading over the kitchen floor as they settled down to sleep. Eölas and Erolas had their beds against the northern wall of the room, their feet nearest the guests, while Iawin lay beneath the window looking south over the garden, and Fin in his own bed close beside him. They fell asleep to the nightly calls of the wood and the endless chatter of the Rindle as it flowed past the cottage.

They were up early the next day and sunlight from the cloudless morning came streaming in through the windows, gilding the leaves of the rose bushes growing up the wall of the cottage. They found breakfast had been laid out for them, but Erolas was already in his workshop and Elmolin was nowhere to be seen.

‘She has gone to sing to the swans. I don’t expect she will be back before we leave,’ said Eölas. His mother went most mornings into the woods north of their cottage, where a shaded pool birthed the Rindle. She would go there to see a trio of swans who drifted about the little island in the water, and sang to them in the tongue of her own country. Eölas had gone with her, sometimes, when he had been younger; now he left his mother to sing alone, feeling she liked it best. On mornings such as this, she would walk barefoot before the lawns had dried and sit for an hour or more, thinking of Eölas knew not what.

To this Fin and Iawin said nothing, and, if they thought it strange, they did not make it known to Eölas. They perhaps recalled some shadow of Tyne’s words from The Apple Tree, but these passed quickly.

Breakfast was soon finished, though they did not hurry, and each cousin put a small loaf in his bag before stepping out into the golden morning. It was just before seven o’clock and the grass in the garden was still wet with dew as they set off, Eölas leading them west along the ridge of the valley. Rather than returning the way they came, he showed them to the edge of the wood where they could cut across the fields and come to Merridown from the northeast. They could collect their ponies and reach the neighbouring shawe before late morning.

Reaching the eaves, they looked out through the oaks which still lay in shade. Beyond them, to the west, the grasses ran down towards the farms, where here and there a low grey building squatted, or a green copse sprouted from the folds of the earth, concealing the little ponds and rills which fed the Barleybend to the south. Beyond the farms, three leagues away perhaps, stretched the roof of the Hopwood, and north of that the land climbed towards the tree-crowned hills which could be seen from the breakfast table in Lily Cottage. From this spot at the edge of the trees Eölas had ventured out to meet the ponies, and sometimes he would sit in the shade to watch the men at work in the distant fields, or spy on those who came nearer March Wood for timber.

As they stood there, Eölas was still striving to win a battle he had been fighting with himself since breakfast. Iawin saw his distant stare and suspected Eölas was wavering. Hoping he might still win him over, he said, ‘It will only be a few days. You needn’t even come all the way. You could turn back at the North Downs, if you really must.’

‘I don’t know,’ said Eölas, his face strained as he looked out into the morning.

‘What is there to fear? People might stare, but what of it?’

Eölas stood on the edge of the trees, his foot resting on the high root of an oak as he wondered what might come of it, were he to follow them for a day or two. He could say he had been walking in the wood; his mother would never know. But, no; whatever else, lying was not yet among his faults, and it was not cruelty which made Elmolin keep him close to hand. He peered at the tops of the far hills and began to feel the open country was perhaps too daunting just then.

Not yet, he decided.

No matter his wish to join his friends or however fun he imagined the journey might be, something quiet in him said it was still best to remain behind. As if in answer, he saw the boughs at the far end of the meadow begin to blow. He shivered, not from the cold, for it was still a warm breeze brought on summer air, but rather because he felt the startling breath of the Wild Wind he had come to know. He had felt it before in other seasons, blowing shallow and shrill through naked trees. It made familiar woods and fields look strange and threatening, though they did not change their shape, and seemed to bring a breath blown in from some far country beyond the bounds of the Werrow, beyond his reckoning. It disturbed his dreams, as though the sough of the wind blew fear before it, and, though the day was bright, Eölas still felt shadows clinging to him.

Thus, he disappointed his friends, who thought it a great shame to leave his company so soon, but they quickly cheered up at the thought of returning for a few days, once their errand had been carried out. Eölas was to expect them again within a fortnight, and he could look forward to hearing whatever news there was from the border. He pointed to the path they were to take through the fields, then watched as they trotted off into the sunshine, leaving twin trails in the dew.

He stood there for some time, still wishing he could go with them and wondering what they must think of him, when the cousins turned onto a hidden lane running between the meadows and fell out of sight.

Eölas sighed, turning his back upon the wide world, and the world watched his retreat into the shadows of the wood.


	
1 A traditional jurisdictional term used in the Four Herlunds. Originally used by shepherds, it was replaced later by the boroughs which divided the country. In Iawin’s time, shawes were understood more intuitively than actually, their borders shifting almost imperceptibly with each generation.
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CHAPTER II


VISITORS

With a fortnight between him and his friends’ return, Eölas wondered if there was enough time for him to bridge the gap he felt had opened between them and himself. He had seen them only a year ago, or a little more, and then they had been boys, concerned only with their own games and nuisantry about Hill Hall.

When did they leave you behind?

Whether it had been the gust of the Wild Wind or his friends that had caused it, Eölas couldn’t have said, but now as he walked beneath the trees all his thoughts were disturbed. Something had blown in, ruffling his life, and some sense told him it would not now settle back to how it had been. Fin and Iawin, it seemed, were finding their places at last, though perhaps others at Hill Hall thought it none too soon, yet Eölas was no nearer to managing his own affairs. He still dawdled and played in the forest—and play he often did, though now less often with sticks and oddities offered up at times by the wood.

Before he had grown up, he had wished to be one of the waterfowl in the pond beneath Hill Hall, drifting down through the grasslands to wooded streams, visiting pools and searching out secrets in the reeds. Or he was a wild hill pony, free to wander and roam beneath strange stars. But at some point, almost without him realising it, grown up he had, and with regret he knew he would not be a pony. Yet what he was to be still eluded him. More and more he had come to feel he was not living at Lily Cottage, but waiting, simply passing time, and that there was something else he ought to be doing. A sudden fear seized him then as he fled the eaves of the wood: that in a few more years, if that, everyone he knew would be settled and content, and he would have grown into a man still playing with no place or purpose.

Yet it would have been unlikely Eölas could have said what it was he wanted, since few had ever asked him. Life in Lily Cottage went on as if nothing were amiss, and so it would go on—forever—if he were not careful. Beyond his vague dream of a little cottage of his own somewhere, where he would wave at neighbours who would actually wave back, Eölas knew simply that he wanted something: an unseen, ungraspable something to which his heart returned again and again, but which he could not name. It was not for lack of wits, for he had a quick mind when he needed it, but all chances to see what might become of him grew gradually fewer as the years passed. For though now and then he had sensed the vibrancy of his own spirit, time conspired to teach him otherwise; he came to feel his own thoughts were shoddy things, ill-fitting and out of shape, not suitable for bringing into the light. He had possessed a bright, golden confidence in his early youth, but in the confines of Lily Cottage he had the creeping sense his efforts were rewarded no matter their outcome. Not being of the disposition to cause mischief to test his suspicions, he instead grew uncertain, though of course he never noticed any such thing himself. He became filled with every kind of doubt, for he could not leave the wood to ask others about things which troubled him. When Tyne or his lads had chased him, he had run, and so he had learned that the world upon which he had been looking out was not meant for him. The youthful sparks which might have been fanned into a warming flame were left to smoulder, until the ash of years had piled so thickly their heat might be lost altogether.

So, his spirit waned, and Eölas languished, feeling he could—should—be doing more, yet knew not where to begin. He heard dark voices of doubt in his dreams that laid his hopes bare and sank his wishes beneath cold laughter. His body only grew and grew, until the wood could scarcely contain him, yet the mysteries within the trees were all imagined, and his thoughts turned to what lay in the valleys behind the distant hills, and whether a life for him waited there.

Had it been Fin and Iawin’s coming that had disturbed him so? He shook his head. Now he thought about it, he had been feeling this way for some time, and his friends’ arrival had only woken him up to what had been slumbering at the back of his mind. Now it made its way to the fore, settling uncomfortably over the rest of his thoughts.

When, he wondered, had that happy child been replaced by such a worried young man? Perhaps it had been when he really had noticed the frowns and muttered words of the Herlunders about him, or when his nightmares, so terrible but now blessedly infrequent, had begun. No, he could not say when it had happened; all the same, a cloud had settled over his life, bringing a shadow that lay, faint though ever-present, over everything. He knew only he had been a boy, perhaps while still at Hill Hall or just after, when he noticed the change in the air, though whatever had caused it remained unseen, and it lay heaviest when his mood was lowest. In such tumultuous seasons of his doubt, a cold, cruel voice he felt rather than heard would suggest—whether he was dreaming or waking made no matter—that he was, after all, a foolish boy, one unworthy of adventure, or even contentment: for he really had few wits of his own and lived like a beggar, taking scraps of wisdom from his family’s table. At such times his hopes would dim and his dreams, however little, felt distant, and he would put away all thoughts of leaving for another year. Still, he assured himself, the day must surely soon arrive when he would step out and breathe the open air for himself.

But when?

Slowly the warnings his mother had given him drifted back into his mind, how she had impressed upon him the importance of their privacy. And, though he remembered well enough the low-spoken words of the inhabitants of Hill Hall, how they had grumbled at having “folk of that sort” mixed up with them, they seemed of less importance than ever. Indeed, he felt their misgivings had died down after folk had grown used to seeing strangers in their midst. Perhaps they had never felt fully accustomed to their presence after all. But hadn’t the Thane and Lady Hillfurrow been kindly? Fin and Iawin, certainly, along with one or two others, had been friends to Eölas. It was not, he felt, entirely out of the question. It seemed to him the people of the Werrow only needed time to get over their shock, and then he should have his day.

Elmolin, however, insisted they remain out of the way of the Herlunders, and when Eölas questioned her, the answer always remained the same: “It would be better were our lives and business not discussed openly in the community.” Then she would either fall silent or change the subject.

‘Besides, what can I do?’ Eölas had once said to his friend Robin while discussing his dream of a cottage with its bit of garden. ‘I have never done a thing for myself. And, as for Erolas and my mother, why, I should think that between them they have forgotten more than I shall ever know! They’re both so clever; they see and have seen things I shall never be able to. It’s best if I am only not in their way.’

So, Eölas’ escape from March Wood was ever delayed, and though that morning was bright and promised another fine, golden day, he felt no comfort beneath the trees; the old paths were too well trodden, and there was nothing at home to lift his spirits. More worryingly still, that wordless, gangrenous voice he knew too well began to churn within him, laying mould upon his heart, and he felt a chill as he wondered what might become of him. He needed to escape, but there was no way out. He thought for a moment of visiting the ponies in the nearest field, of popping his head over the wall and wishing Messrs Merryhock and Bramlock, Oldwithers and Tim a good day (he did not know their real names, but so he called them), but decided against it. Instead, he turned south before he reached the valley and made to cross the Barleybend. He was off, as he had been countless times before, to find Robin Longfellow. He would cheer Eölas up.

There was a raft on the riverbank Eölas and Robin used to cross the water. Of increasingly rickety construction, they could tow it from the far shore with a line tied to willow-trunks on either bank, and this Eölas used to reach the woods south of the water. There Robin Longfellow dwelt with his family on the edge of March Wood in a forester’s cottage, all nine of them, and nearly as many cats.

Aside from the Thane’s own family, and Ned the ferryman, the Longfellows were the only folk to be on regular speaking terms with the Elms, themselves having been viewed as a little odd, before the newcomers moved into the Rindle Valley. Old Dipper and Marjoram (Midge) Longfellow had seven children, of whom Robin was the fourth and the youngest of their sons. Having three older brothers—Piper, Pipit and Siskin—who worked alongside their father, and three younger sisters—Rosemary, Hazel and Marigold—who kept the house, Robin had somehow become both frequently invisible and almost always in the way. And so, being somewhat overlooked, he was forever escaping to meet Eölas in the wood.

Their first meeting had been during the very the arrival of the Elms to the long-abandoned lodge in the Rindle Valley. Robin had been watching from the boughs of a holm-oak as they were towed up the Barleybend on the ferry and hopped from his perch to get a closer look. They had been unloading their luggage when he had appeared in their midst like one of the elvish sprites rumoured to haunt the hills in foul weather. Robin had helped them by carrying a bag to the cottage, which was all he could manage. He had been invited in for tea, and that was that. Robin and Eölas, with eager imaginations and their eyes turned ever out towards the distant hills, became firm friends and comrades in their woodland adventures.

He was often at Lily Cottage after that, and Elmolin looked on him almost as a third son who would disappear without a word for a few weeks, only to return unexpectedly, and who would then be found sitting at the kitchen table with Eölas, discussing plans to walk here or there in the wood, or recalling one of the tales he and Eölas knew.

Growing up around the Elms, Robin had heard just about every story Erolas had to tell from those he had stored in his memory or could read to them from the small number of books he kept on the shelves. Robin consumed them ravenously. He most enjoyed the fairy stories and songs he heard told about the fire, though this was generally frowned upon at his age among the Herlunders, since he “ought to be putting those away and getting on with things.”

But Robin was not often one to be found doing what he was told. He preferred adventure to discipline or order, and, feeling they were simply more of the same drudging duty, cared less for knights and damosels than Eölas, who had not his brother’s fearsome, enquiring mind, nor the sober wisdom of his mother, but possessed rather a good heart. To be good, Eölas understood, was within his power, and so tales where one had a chance to be of service were dearer to him than to Robin, who chased fancies like a fox down a hole.

The pair would listen as Erolas frightened them with tales of trolls and goblins that were unlike those of the pixies of the moors and other phantoms told in the Four Herlunds in those days. As they grew up, they wished to hear more and more of far countries, though of these Erolas had less to say.

Thus, Robin became a welcome companion for Eölas, who would otherwise have grown lonely, since Erolas, for all his learning and memory, seemed unconcerned with speculating about whatever lay beyond the Werrow.

As Eölas crossed one of the glades in the more open country south of the Barleybend, he found his friend lounging in the mossy crook of an oak. It was not unexpected, but it was not where he would have looked for him. Robin was whittling casually away at something with his small pocketknife, and light shavings lay scattered on the branch between his legs and fell onto the roots below.

Though he resembled the other young men of the Werrow well enough, Robin had an impish look about him: his eyes were perhaps a little too large, and high cheeks caused them to glitter with mischief. His face, which in winter would be ruddy from the cold wind, was now tanned brown and his hair stuck out everywhere like a bird’s nest. More than this, he seemed to be a spirit of the wild fields and the woods. On dewy mornings, before the sun was abroad, Robin might be seen perching upon a frosty branch, peering into dark water, or skipping over a ditch between hedges, outrunning the fading shadows.

When Eölas found him, he was dressed almost entirely in green, wearing a short tunic and pale leggings he had rolled up, his shoes left at the base of the tree. His hood, which he always wore, was cast back and reached almost to his knees. At his belt he usually kept a little quiver for his arrows, but this, along with his short bow of yew, now rested beside his shoes.

Robin had great skill with that little bow. Having learned to shoot when still a young boy, he frequently accompanied his old man when Dipper Longfellow went to catch game. He could hit a bird on the wing at ten paces, and so he often provided the evening meal when he and Eölas were camping somewhere in the wood.

He had tried to teach Eölas to shoot some years before, but, by the age of twelve, his friend was already taller than Dipper, and the venerable bow, when Eölas had drawn it to his eye, had snapped in two. Rather than risk such an accident again, Robin instead taught Eölas what he knew about the tracking of animals. This went down rather better, and Eölas had made much use of the skill since, though he lacked the wood-cunning of Robin, who would pass silently beneath the green shadows at the edges of glades, or rest among the trees, whistling with the birds as though he were one of them.

Eölas whistled a greeting to him now, but Robin had seen him as soon as he entered the clearing. As his friend drew near, Robin tossed down the figure he had been carving.

‘Take a look at that and tell me what you think,’ he said.

Eölas snatched it from the air and brushed a shaving from its surface, studying it for a moment. It was squat and looked something like the face of an owl, but he could not be certain.

‘It’s awful, like the rest. You aren’t good at this, Robin.’

Robin sighed as he swung his leg over the branch and hopped lightly to the ground. ‘No, I suppose not. Though you should have seen the last one—offensively bad, it was! Now, then, what’s afoot?’

‘Well, if you’re quite done dawdling—’

‘I might be.’

‘—If you are quite done dawdling here in the trees, I’m in need of a stroll,’ said Eölas. ‘I’ve just left Fin and Iawin at the edge of the wood. They’re off to the north.’

‘Oh? What’s north?’ asked Robin, slipping into his shoes.

‘Important business, from the sound of it. The Thane sent Iawin to settle some farming matter or other, though I fear his heart isn’t in it.’

‘Iawin? The Thane doesn’t value his own reputation anymore, then?’ grinned Robin, and Eölas laughed. ‘You wanted to go with them, I suppose? Well, there’ll be more chances—and more disputes—if Iawin is in charge. But! as for the rest of it: I am free as a bird—today, at least—and we can have our stroll. But tomorrow I shall have to leave you, since my old man wants my help in the fields. There’s a flock of rooks causing havoc in the barley crop past the water.’

With Robin reshod, the pair set off on a pathless ramble through the trees.

Heading nowhere in particular, Eölas recounted to Robin in full the errand of Fin and Iawin and such other news as they had brought from Meddleborough. Robin was friendly with the cousins as well, having met them on their visits to Lily Cottage years ago. He had been present whenever they visited from Hill Hall, and had even walked by himself from the East Herlund into Fithforth to stay with them for a fortnight the previous spring.

‘So, even Iawin isn’t spared his duties anymore,’ said Robin once Eölas had finished. He picked up a fallen hazel bough and stripped it as they went along.

When they had been younger, they had gathered many such darts from the floor of March Wood, imagining they were fighting off all manner of monsters. Mostly they did this because they feared setting foot in the fields, where the barking dogs warned they were not welcome. Since then, they had come to spend more time looking at the faraway hills which stood between them and Little Muldon, allowing their eyes and imaginations to wander, losing themselves there, until their heads were dizzied with ideas of secret spaces between the slopes. Untold glades with strange denizens occupied them, since Robin was forever seeking to escape the humdrum he heard at home, and Eölas remembered little of the world outside before he came to the Werrow.

As they strolled, their talk eventually turned to their favourite topic of late: the Great Walk. Robin had some time before begun to plan a walk all the way across the Werrow’s four Herlunds, but when that was to be, he didn’t know. His plan, as far as it went, was to head towards Hill Hall in Meddleborough, which lay neatly in the middle of the country, in the unofficial—yet unanimously recognised—fifth Herlund, making it the fifth fourth. From there, they would cross over the Barleybend at Middleway Bridge, continuing west until they reached the wetlands of Barwater, which wild boar were said to haunt.

Whenever Robin spoke of his plan, Eölas quite lit up, but this was quickly tempered when he remembered how difficult it would be to obtain his mother’s permission. Yet, in this particular case, he felt it not impossible. Robin, unlike Fin or Iawin, preferred the wilder country, rarely spending long in the company of crowds, and he was unlikely to go by roads frequently travelled. Eölas thought it more likely his mother would agree to let him go if she knew they would be walking where few others would meet them, and even fewer would spread the news of a strange fellow wandering in the country.

That day, Eölas’ imagination was especially heady with daydreams of the journey, since it occurred to him they might go that very month. He wondered what the country west of Meddleborough was like, for he had knowledge of it only through hearsay (often uncomplimentary, as was the way of local rumour) and a handful of glimpses stolen of penny-plain maps in Hill Hall years ago.

‘You seem in an awful hurry today,’ said Robin, noticing his enthusiasm. ‘What’s gone and bitten you?’

Eölas sighed. ‘I feel I’ll soon be tired of these woods, if I don’t get out. I like them well enough, but I feel I need a change.’

‘I’ve been thinking the same,’ said Robin. ‘They’re talking about sending me off down to Rushymead.’

‘Not yet, I hope!’ said Eölas, suddenly worried his friend would disappear. They’re all getting on with it, and will all be gone, one day, he thought, turning away from the pit opening in his stomach. All but you.

‘No, not yet,’ said Robin, to Eölas’ relief. ‘Perhaps next summer, if the work here can’t be shared. Still, if I’m to spend my days at odds with the vermin there, I’d like a chance at a view first, and perhaps a small adventure. I only hope I won’t get stuck in a farmhouse. You can’t begin to imagine how dull their talk is!’

‘I don’t know about all that,’ said Eölas, who had at times imagined he might enjoy farming, were he to have the chance. If he lacked the good sense of a farmer, being something of a dreamer, he at least made up for it by being half draught horse himself. When straying within view of the outbuildings on his walks along the borders of the wood, he would feel the faint wish he could follow one of the hands about as they worked, learning what they had to tell. But this wish was always accompanied by a swift-following doubt: Is that where you ought to be?

At times like these he would dream again of his own cottage, somewhere on the edge of a wood, perhaps with a small field of its own, or even just a garden in which he could raise vegetables. How he was to end up there, however, he had yet to plan out with any clarity. Whatever small amount of wealth was tucked away in Lily Cottage was unlikely to afford him one of his own and, without work available to him, Eölas was at a loss. It seemed unlikely he would stay at Lily Cottage forever, but whenever he tried to look past his daily life into the future, it was grey and muddled. With Erolas and Elmolin seemingly wholly unconcerned with anything beyond the Rindle Valley, Eölas had ceased to speak his little dream aloud.

‘Oh, but it’s so dull!’ Robin went on, still lamenting the gaol of a farmhouse. ‘Even when they do have an hour to spare, they have nothing to say. I was at Haydown with the old man last year, at Yule no less, and the old fellow sitting on things there wouldn’t even let me tell his lad a story. “None of that nonsense,” said he. “We’ve no need for fairy stories here.” I can’t imagine what they must do if ever they have a holiday—plan next season’s planting, I suppose.’

‘Which one did you try to tell?’

‘Oh, it was only that one about the dog that chases the bogast back under the tree, but even that was too much for the master of Haydown. Pips to him! Do you know, I really believe folk like him are blind to all but the everyday? If something marvellous were to happen, if it fell right in their lap, they would pretend it hadn’t, just to avoid being disturbed.’

Robin sighed and stopped to look at the afternoon through the trees. Evening was still far off, but they were collecting wood for their fire and walked beneath a wavering roof of green flame, while beyond the wood the sun was burning in the meadows. ‘I’ve seen enough of these old boys with no other proof to hold up of a life lived than their age. I dread to end up their way without having seen a thing or two before it’s too late. I want to see what’s out there—’ said Robin for the hundredth (or thousandth) time, meaning not the gentle hills of the Werrow, but sweeping his hand generally north-westwards to point to a country unknown to either of them. ‘Sometimes I think about setting off one morning and heading west or east until I’ve walked for a week. What do you suppose there is to see?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Eölas again, quite truthfully. He had been no more than six or seven when he came to the Werrow, and his memories before then were vague and often out of order, filled with years of tiring journeys. But before those had begun, he mostly remembered sunshine in fields at evening and the sound of water, or a clear bell ringing somewhere far away. Only in his dreams did he see more—glimpses of white stone walls or deep forests, or open grasses grey in winter—but the memories would fade against the coming of the light. The few times he’d asked Erolas or his mother about their home, their real home, as he used to call it, they had said it was much the same as where they lived now, only it was not as safe as the Werrow, and so, like the birds in winter, they had flown south. Yet, for all that, we still live so quietly away in the wood. But the whole Werrow can’t be a danger, surely?

‘It frightens me, really,’ continued Robin as Eölas fretted quietly, ‘to think I might not notice the years passing, and one day suddenly find myself grown old and too tired to ever travel farther than the next shawe.’

‘I would be happy just to go into town,’ said Eölas absently. ‘I do love the valley, and I suppose I wouldn’t like to leave the Rindle too far behind. But it would be nice, maybe, to have that little place of my own, someday.’

‘I think you might be making too much of the lives others lead, Eol. I hear them at the inn sometimes, when I go with the old man to The Mill. There’s no sense of adventure in them, never any change. “That’s just the way things are. There’s no sense in complaining,” they like to say, most often after complaining about something. If they were food at a feast, they’d be oats and water: plain as dirt and half as interesting. No, go on, would you really like to be with Fin and Iawin, after the fun of riding is over, hearing all about whose herd should have been where, chewing what, and being expected to care?’

‘I rather think Iawin will only be pretending to care, if he even bothers to do that,’ said Eölas with a laugh, but then he considered it a moment. He imagined himself, unlikely as it seemed, at an inn sitting across from an irate herdsman, listening to his complaints, and he wondered what help he would be to the man. Perhaps, he thought, it would be better to find something else to do. At least in the Rindle Valley he was free to come and go as he pleased and was spared the day-to-day bothers that so distracted those he watched from afar, but which meant little to him. Still, he could not live the life of the gentlefolk, such as he had seen about Meddleborough, being entirely idle: he felt he needed something to do. Erolas busied himself with his observations and crafts, and his mother tended the house and garden with a careful hand. Perhaps, if there was enough of it to go around, he might work with Robin? But there now—his friend was leaving, it seemed, for that very reason.

He felt the cloud of his life settling over him again more heavily—or was it over everything else? It was like a dark hand pressing him just enough beneath its weight for him to envy the birds flying overhead while he trudged, earthbound, beneath a sunless sky. At times like these he felt more trapped than ever, as though March Wood rose around him and would ensnare him if he tried to leave. He suspected the far side of the hills he saw from his window were the very ends of the earth, that beyond them were nothing but grey, shapeless mists and memories of sunken, lonely lands.

Robin alone seemed to understand what he meant when he spoke of it, and he soon stopped trying to explain it to anybody else. When he was in a better mood, Eölas suspected it was nothing more than his mind troubling itself with uncertain days to come, and he would wake the next day to clearer skies and higher spirits. Lily Cottage was, after all, a pleasant home, and his mother had seen far more of the wide world than any Herlunder. If they did not heed dangers beyond their fences, it was because they did not look over them, and if anyone were to be caught unawares, it would not be Elmolin. She would not worry for no reason at all. But I shall get her leave for this Walk. I shall, somehow.

For now, however, Eölas was left only to guess at what plea might move his mother, and what mysteries lay beyond the hills, since he and Robin decided to wait at least until Fin and Iawin returned before going any further with their plan. Yet he was now more determined than ever to find a way to go forward with it. All his fretting over being left behind had stirred his need to get away, out on his own, whatever his mother might feel about it. His resolve grew at the thought, and at last he felt he dared speak of it to her—and he would, soon. For he felt as he spoke to Robin that his little cottage would not be reached without a challenge (“Harvests aren’t had by those who stay home,” as was said in the Werrow). And, though he could not say why, this Great Walk of theirs might be just the road that led him to it.

They sat long beside their little fire after night finally came, picking slowly at their meals as they spoke together. Robin had gathered some wild radishes and horse mushrooms while they had walked and added them to the leftovers of his luncheon. Eölas, for his part, never left home without at least a day’s provisions, since he never knew when he would be taken by the mood to wander longer than he had planned within those fences to which he had promised to keep.

They slept beneath the stars surrounded by grey hazel thickets. In the morning, after a small breakfast, Robin departed to bring terror to the rooks in the barley fields, while Eölas was left alone again.

Not yet ready to go home, where his dreams of wandering might be stifled under the staid beams of Lily Cottage, he went instead in search of Old Stag. The unsteady creature had been heading north when Eölas had left him, and, though he did not seem yet to be at his end, he was moving slowly.

Eölas crossed back over the river and had his luncheon in the hollow where Fin and Iawin had found him. A blackbird was singing, but Eölas saw no sign of the thieving dove and was off again within the hour.

He soon found the trail. The old prints took him from the ridge into a shaded dell, where he found fresh tracks in a soft streambank. He made quick progress through the brakes of hazel and holly growing thickly from carpets of marigolds, but it was not until early evening that Eölas found his quarry.

Treading lightly through a chestnut wood well north of Lily Cottage, and careful not to make a racket in the fallen leaves, he caught sight of the crown of antlers from the corner of his eye.

Old Stag lay against the thick trunk of a pine with his legs folded stiffly beneath him. If he had noticed Eölas’ approach, then he was either too weary to move, or still trusted in his own strength enough to tolerate the newcomer’s presence.

Eölas left him alone, settling in the shade of a beech which hid him from the animal’s view.

When Robin had first learned of his friend stalking creatures in the wood, he’d been rather taken aback, not reckoning Eölas a hunter. He seemed too gentle at heart. But after being invited to come along one day, he had smiled to himself.

They had trailed a doe then, following her to a glade where she had lain down to rest. As night fell and the deer did not move on, Eölas approached like a shadow. He had watched her grow sick and, knowing her time was drawing near, kept an eye out. Once she lay alone, her breathing shallow, Eölas came to her. He knelt at her back, speaking soothing words in the tongue Lady Elm used whenever she spoke to her sons when they were free of company, or when only Robin was present. It seemed less like a tongue of Men when he spoke to animals and more a lullaby, and they were calm as he stroked them with a gentle hand.

This was Eölas’ business with them; he would watch over those who were sick or old, and he would sit with them, soothing them at the end.

Old Stag’s time, however, had not yet come. Eölas could still see strength glinting in his eyes and his proud air had not diminished. When the chance came to depart without disturbing the beast, Eölas said, ‘See you again, old boy,’ then crept away, leaving him to rest.

He followed an old path cut into the hill, now almost lost beneath the grass, and climbed high over the trees beneath which he had sat. The way was open to the western sky, and the first stars came peeping through the soft twilight gathering behind him.

To the high northern slopes of March Wood Eölas rarely went in those days, for that was where he had most often felt the Wild Wind blowing. Sometimes it came from the east, stirring the boughs far away, and for no reason he could guess, it saddened him. At other times it came from the west and made him think of lonely stories of the great Sea he had never seen. When it blew from the north it frightened him, sending him hurrying home. But now he felt the need to take in those views again: the woods that dwindled after no great distance into meadows, and thence other trees of which Eölas knew nothing.

He reached the heights where the pines roared in a brief evening gust. But soon all settled again, and despite Eölas’ need, there was nothing new in those dimming fields. He turned away, his disheartenment growing but finding no remedy.

On any other evening it might have cheered him to see a creature he’d trailed able to rest another night with breath unlaboured. His fondness for animals made him eager for news of them, whatever their sort, but especially cats, for he rarely saw them. Foxes he met, sometimes, in the evenings, and dogs could be spotted far away in the fields, but cats were positively scarce, unless he went to Robin’s home on the very fringes of the wood. And that was now rare indeed.

Crick, of all the Longfellows’ cats, had been Eölas’ favourite and always sought him out. On one occasion, while waiting for Robin, Eölas had been leaning against the log pile when a little grey nose and whiskers appeared over his shoulder, and soon afterwards he had been covered in the purring creatures. When Robin finally arrived, he had found Eölas engaged in talk with all of them, looking ever so pleased with himself. Another time, perhaps one of the last before Eölas ceased to venture so far altogether, he had seen Dipper Longfellow heading for the stream with a sack in hand. Eölas had guessed at once what lay within when he saw the sides of the bag moving feebly. He had hated old Longfellow for a while after that, even wanting to hurt him, to see how he liked it. But, in the end, Eölas resigned himself to it being the way of things. If anyone was acting strangely, it was not Dipper Longfellow, who was at all other whiles a kindly chap, but Eölas himself.

Still, he had continued to trail those he found ailing in the wood, and over time he had forgotten his own chidings. But his work—could he call it work?—seemed hollow now. He thought of Fin and Iawin off on their duty to the Thane, how they seemed to have sprung up all at once with surety and purpose. Perhaps another year would see them governing business in Meddleborough, overseeing affairs Eölas didn’t understand. Where would he be then? Likely in March Wood still, perhaps stalking another elderly beast, unable to do anything but sit as they watched him with darkling eyes, their breath growing faint.

Until now, he had managed to really believe he was needed by them, that he somehow eased their passing and that it helped them to hear a friendly voice. Perhaps spending as much time alone as he did had made it easy for him to fool himself, having nobody to truly gainsay him. But what, really, was he doing but pretending his business was useful? It struck him then how it was little more than the game of a child playing at worthwhile work. After all, despite what food he brought them, he had no means by which to spare them, or mend them of old age. Their fate remained the same, whether he was with them or not.

He’d been eleven during his first spring in Lily Cottage. One morning he had been off exploring the deep troughs where the roots of beeches tangled like the rough webs of some enormous spider, when he’d come across a fox scrabbling between the roots at a hole in the bank. It had fled when he approached and, in the hole, Eölas had found a rabbit kit. He had not reached it in time, however, and its soft fur was red where the fox had caught it in its jaws.

Nevertheless, Eölas had told the little fellow all would yet be well, leaving him in his burrow as he turned and raced back to the cottage, where he had burst almost tearfully into the kitchen, begging his mother to save the poor creature. Elmolin, out of pity for Eölas, promised to do what she could. She knew the virtue of every root and herb in all the surrounding country, but even as Eölas had looked on hopefully, she knew nothing on her part would save such a wounded thing as it lay wild-eyed, gasping silently for breath. Its breast, having fluttered briefly as she tended it, grew still. Its whiskers ceased their twitching as the little paws curled close to its body.

‘Grief will come from clinging to those whose time has come to pass on. But others will take their place, and life will go on,’ she had said, but knew her words had rung hollow as Eölas wept over the little grey-brown form. Elmolin then let her son choose a spot he thought the rabbit would have liked, a bed of wood sorrel beneath an oak, and there they had buried the little one. Erolas, upon their return, left the cottage.

Eölas had been upset for the rest of the day and it was late when his brother had finally returned, seemingly having wished to escape comforting him. Early the following morning, however, in the dark hour before dawn, Erolas crept to his bedside and woke him without their mother’s knowledge. Erolas then led him through the dark woods to their western edge as the sky paled, and there had watched with a quiet smile as Eölas, overjoyed, crouched behind a broken stump to watch as whole families of rabbits emerged with the dawn to frolic upon the grey, dew-clad grass.

That had been almost six years ago. And what has changed? thought he, bitterly.

But Eölas’ search for that hidden life awaiting him somewhere beyond the wood, however important he thought it, had proved to be double-edged, and had betrayed him more than once. His eyes, keen and watchful, seemed to perceive that which others could not. Though he wished it were otherwise, at times he felt he looked upon things he ought not to have seen, things that hung invisibly in the air, like motes of dust that only await a shaft of sun to illumine them. So it was that night as he found himself alone in the wood, and he brushed once more against a veil that was better left undisturbed.

Darkness had fallen when he climbed down from the hill. He made his camp against its shoulder and now leant against a yew tree with a small bright fire beside him; what little smoke there was played in the boughs above and was lost among the leaves.

As he rested like this, still troubling over his feeling of being a vessel overgrown, quite overtaking the childlike spirit within it, he stirred suddenly. His fears of being shut out as all found their places, which had caused him to stop and slump beneath the yew in the first place, quite vanished. Despite the fire at his feet, he shivered.

At first, he didn’t know the cause of this disturbance. His eyes moved quickly about the camp, but nothing was there. Then, looking up, he saw it. The stars had come out clear and bright and, behind them, stretching beyond the ends of his sight to lengths unknown, a blackness reached.

Eölas had often stood upon the front step of Lily Cottage in the dead of night, looking up at a world black and silver. He felt it very special, to see all things peaceful in the hour before their waking. This was not what he felt now. It was as though the sky itself had fallen away and in its place was nothing, silent and cold. The stars lost something of their light within the emptiness, and then there it was: with a growing sense of dread, Eölas felt something staring back. He was naked to it, laid bare beneath that endless sky as a hidden presence lurked within it.

Not for the first time had this feeling come to him, though it was keener now as he sat alone, a shadowy world about him, where the comforting shapes of daytime contorted into forms strange and half seen. He had felt it from his bedroom window, looking out at the stars; he had become aware of something like a crack in the dome of the sky, pressed upon from outside by things he could not see, but feared, and he would grip his sheets in the silent night hours, hoping they would not find the way in. At other times, it was like a tear in dark cloth which parted to unveil a deeper shadow, but the nameless things were still there, waiting for one who could to see them. That was his fear, that in this space behind the stars something was working, something others failed to perceive.

Upon waking after nights like these, he tried to put his fear into words, but it seemed impossible to do so in the light of day. The feeling would pass as the sun dispelled an unpleasant dream, and he would forget all about it until the next time, when with fresh dread he would feel as though he alone in the world were caught beneath the baleful gaze of some vast, unseen tyrant. Then he would wish for nothing more than to run, to hide, but knew in those moments neither would avail him. There was nowhere It could not find him.

Only to Robin, now, would he speak of his fears. Robin also believed there was more to be seen day-to-day than most guessed, lamenting how folk of the Werrow went about their days almost blind to what was around them. But this was not entirely Eölas’ feeling. Robin understood something of his anxiety, and knew of Eölas’ other nightmares, which set his hair on end as he heard of them, but even Robin struggled to comprehend Eölas’ fear of the skies. Fin and Iawin, too, were at a loss and could not follow his thinking.

‘I am sure I saw a goblin once,’ said Iawin the only time Eölas had spoken to him on the subject. ‘It was in the garden, running behind the beanpoles. But by the time I got out to look—yes, Fin, quite right—by the time I was brave enough to look, it had gone. I suppose it had vanished as those things do, all up in smoke or however it is they do it—which is why few ever see them.’

Iawin’s effort to side with him on the matter, however, had only served to make his friend feel more alone than ever, and Eölas kept it more and more to himself. He had hoped he would grow out of it but, as he got older, he found his fear—but never his understanding—only increased.

A simple dissatisfaction with the circumstances of his life, such as Robin forever sought to elude, was not what caused Eölas’ skin to crawl, or for him to wake at night, shaking when the summer nights were warm. When he woke in the dark, he felt something was wrong with the world, as though what he saw was not what was really there—that the Werrow, the world, everything built and cherished was secretly flimsy, hung precariously and ready to fall. At such times Eölas wished for distraction, that he might forget the darkness he felt beneath all he saw, an undershadow that made no distinction between sight and feeling. He sensed all that was known was painted upon the dark that was by turns hard and unyielding as stone, then at once empty as the void. The hills and the trees, and the people living in the valleys could not feel it, for they had other cares. All the same, they could be swept away at any moment, and behind all that life would be the unending, unknowable blackness which even then pressed in from the cold beyond the sky.

Eölas, sitting alone upon the hill, tried now to shield himself by throwing more wood on the fire, hoping to lull himself to sleep by watching its glowing heart. But he could not fend off the feeling something was above him, as though all the shadows in the sky had gathered into a face none had seen, save him. It seemed to be peering in from another world, a secret world ever under night, the knowledge of which was forbidden. He shuddered, driving away other, worse nightmares nearer to him and peered into the depths of the fire, a mariner adrift in a dark sea with only a candle to bring him light.

After a comfortless night, and looking as though he’d not slept at all, Eölas returned to Lily Cottage. The woods had proved no sanctuary, and so he hoped to find some diversion at home. His mother was not there when he arrived; she had gone to sit with the swans beside their pool and would return later, after the morning had grown bright and warm.

That day, Eölas found distraction in leafing through the volumes Erolas kept ordered on the shelves in the parlour. There were maybe three dozen, all told, and most were written by Erolas himself and concerned his studies performed in the Werrow. They documented, among countless other topics, his examinations of the seasons and the growth of various trees and flowers, and were written in that curious language in which Elmolin spoke to them, but which he and Eölas seldom spoke aloud. Some others were bewildering histories not written by Erolas, filled with the dates of the births and deaths of various kings and queens in lands Eölas didn’t know. These he had looked at only once or twice, since they conveyed little to him, and he quickly became lost in the many names and numbers listed in the pages.

There were two or three, though, to which he had now and then returned: story books from which Erolas had read to him and Robin when they were children. Since then, Eölas had quite exhausted their pages, yet not his own wonderment. A couple of slender cloth-backed books had been procured from Hill Hall, where the Thane had a small library (written accounts of fairy stories and folktales not generally being in high demand among the Herlunders), and seeing the delight they brought Eölas, Hillfurrow had gifted them to him upon their parting. A final volume had been made by Erolas himself, compiled from stories he had uprooted from residents of Meddleborough and written down (with uncharacteristic neatness) for his brother’s amusement. These tales were of the strange creatures said to have dwelt in the hills and forests of the Werrow long ago, before the Herlunders arrived and divided it between themselves.

Eölas and Robin had hunted for some of these creatures, even now not wholly giving up hope of coming across one, perhaps in a quiet dell in a twilit hour. Other stories, which Robin enjoyed less, were ones he had already heard as a child from Dipper Longfellow. These were chiefly to do with the bogasts, the blackthorn men who hid in the boughs and beneath the roots of blackthorn trees. There was also the apple-tree-man (an otherwise kindly spirit Eölas rather liked), who would care for the small creatures living in and about his tree, but was forever beset by elvish sprites who came on raids for his apples. Yet those were only stories, and Eölas, whatever his belief in a hidden, other world from which elves might ride out at twilight before returning at dawn, had never felt anything as pleasant as he imagined that fairy land to be. He had only ever touched something dark, something that had caused him to fear.

Still, Robin had told him when they were children that a belief persisted, even in those days, that elves and fairies, among other night-goers, might at times be seen in that country. Every few years some shepherd or traveller, passing along the road late at night, would claim to have seen them dancing in a glade, or riding in a ghostly parade along the hillside. Of course, Robin had never seen them, nor had anyone he knew, though the superstition was maintained as a kind of dutiful tradition, in the way the folk of Ridley, dwelling in the valleys of the North Downs, insisted a dragon lived beneath a nearby hill. What was more, nobody seemed able to agree on what these fairies looked like. Some said their secret assemblies were held in wooded meadows and all the folk were dressed in green, while others claimed to have seen pale figures, like mist lit by the moonlight, passing alone or in small companies over the hills when the stars were abroad. Whatever the case, the teller would insist such sights (usually witnessed by the friend of a distant relative) would have been common only a few years ago, or perhaps in a neighbouring shawe, where folk were strange and had all manner of curious customs.

That had not stopped the two friends from sitting on numerous occasions on a ridge under the stars, watching as the mists crept from the vale of the Barleybend below, waiting eagerly for a tell-tale glimmer which might reveal the approach of a fairy rade. They would go out only on calm nights, for they were still wary of those unseelie hosts said to ride through villages during storms, and so the pair would beware the windy weather. These vigils always ended in disappointment, but they never diminished the lads’ thrill of huddling in their cloaks and blankets and allowing themselves to be led away by fancy. They imagined that at some time (long ago though it may have been), the sleepy, everyday woods and fields of the Werrow had once been awake with something of the magic only told of in song.

They did not know just how close to peril they had come. For, one night, when the lads had been late about their campfire deep in March Wood beyond the river, they had decided to tell other tales. The people of the Werrow, while having little in the way of lore regarding the true history of the land or who might have dwelt there aforetime, nevertheless had no dearth of warnings regarding the wildwoods and lonelier valleys. One had to walk no more than half a day from any given village before common belief born of bogey-stories assured a traveller would meet with misadventure. So, sitting beneath the black shadows of the trees, Eölas and Robin had taken to frightening one another with notions of goblins, ghosts, and the blood-drinking bogasts that came from their trees, feeding on cattle or snatching children from their beds before dawn crept over the hills.

So well had they told their tales that neither lad felt like sleeping as they lay in their blankets watching the fire go out, before Eölas—still imagining the bogast slinking through the wood—suddenly became still. The wind had been in the boughs above them, and it was a night of mid-June, yet just then Eölas had shivered, thinking he saw a shape in the darkness. Some gaunt figure, bending with the growth of the trees, had walked beyond the firelight and passed them in silence. Eölas whispered to Robin. But whether his friend had seen it or not, Eölas could not tell, for Robin’s blanket had been drawn up to his eyes as he trembled beneath it.

This was always the danger, and the Herlunders warned against it aplenty, that with even the least troublesome of elvish wights (whatever they were believed to be) there was a chance one would meet something far less friendly. Eölas had a healthy fear of them: things that did not need eyes to see and wore their shapes only as a cloak. On that night he had a feeling he had come closer than ever to meeting something unseen that stalked the edge of his dreams, as though it could at any moment step out of his nightmare and snatch him away beyond the veil of the waking world, which was sometimes so thin even the dullest Herlunder felt it. Robin would wake and find him gone, and none would ever know to what realm Eölas had been dragged.

After that night, the pair rarely told such tales again, and never after the sun had set. There was little wonder in those stories anyhow, they agreed, and Eölas, certainly, needed no further fuel to imagine frightful shapes creeping through the wood.

On this particular afternoon, having returned from the hills and not wanting to trouble Erolas for a tale, Eölas sat cross-legged in a low chair by the windowsill in their cosy parlour. In his hand was the last leather-bound volume containing songs of his mother’s people; he understood little of it, for there were far too many unfamiliar names, and the mode of language was older than that which Elmolin spoke at home, but something in the rhythm of the verse mixed people and faraway places, soothing him. He was reattempting the great tale of a voyage to a stormy isle, though he skipped the verses of the hundred-handed sea beast that had slumbered in the frozen deep; reading of it rising from the darkness to grasp their vessels was a little too unnerving just then. He instead drifted with the heroes in their sailless ships, until he sat gazing in a half-dream at the roses waving gently below the window.

At some point he dozed off, since he awoke with the red light of evening glowing on the lawn outside, and the eastern sky had cooled into a lavender veil above the trees. Leaving the book open on the little table beside the chair, he went to see about supper.

The rosy beams shone into the kitchen as the family ate. By their light, Elmolin noticed her son’s face was unusually taut, his gaze far away. They still linger, then. She made no comment just then, but kept an eye on him over the days that followed. Eölas remained at the cottage, and had been distant at first, whether sitting with a book somewhere, or watching Erolas at work behind the cottage, and Elmolin had worried. Eölas’ spirits, however, began to rise again, and after a week he was back to his old cheerful self.

The woods had restored him after all. Though he had not left the garden, he often sat looking deep into the trees. Now that his mood was brightening, he sensed something there, an answer, maybe—though, if there was a question, he didn’t know how to ask it, nor that he needed to. It was the vague sense (much akin to that darker dread from which he sometimes suffered, but infinitely lighter), that something was hidden. He had tried to look for whatever it was, but peeping behind the trees he would see only cool shadows and the quiet of the wood going on as it had always done; then he would stand with a puzzled look, as though a trick had been played on him.

Elmolin’s own worries, for her and for her son, subsided; the lingering doubt that had clung to her lately was slowly fading. She had just begun to think all would be as it had been when they were disturbed one night as they sat about the kitchen table.

They had long since finished with supper and the sun had been down for hours. Erolas sat with a roll of paper in front of him covered in marks made by his scrawling hand, and which he studied with a furrowed brow. Eölas and Elmolin sat with mugs of tea, disagreeing over which tree to plant in the garden. Elmolin had a mind to grow a wild cherry, while Eölas was sure it ought to be a crab apple.

‘It would be better to have them at the end of the garden. I don’t want anything too near the wall——what’s that?’ Elmolin’s eyes darted suddenly from Eölas to the window. He turned to see what could have been a pale face vanishing into the shadows. Erolas was immediately out of his chair and through the front door.

Eölas and Elmolin sat for perhaps a minute, though it seemed longer as the silence stretched in the room, before Erolas returned, his eyes hard.

‘Who was it? Did you see?’ asked Eölas.

‘I did not. They were quick over the wall. Likely it was Tyne again, or one of his men. It’s been some time since he paid a visit.’ He bolted the door and returned to his seat, where he resumed his scrutiny of the page he’d been reading. He remained there for a while afterwards, in which time his family went to bed.

With the firelight playing on the bedroom floor, Eölas fell asleep. That night brought the return of a dream he’d often had, of lying awake in his bed while his family slept soundly. He listened, lonely, as the wind in the night died and the swaying trees fell silent. The light of the moon failed, trapped behind clouds like cloaking wings. He knew then that somebody was walking in the woods, and felt distinctly, as always, the wish they never find him.

The next morning began with a grey rain which wasn’t to stop all day. Elmolin, who had postponed her visit to the pool on account of the rain, sat watching Eölas, who was having breakfast while looking out at the weather, unaware of her glances.

She knew his dreams had been troubled even before he entered the kitchen with eyes downcast. The signs of the nightmares were always the same, and she knew them well, but the dreams had not come in such a long while she’d hoped they’d become no more than a memory. The face at the window, alas, had done as she’d feared, having recalled from the depths of Eölas’ mind old terrors, ones she regretted having had a hand in putting there herself through her own anxious doubts. For nearly all young men, at some time or another, are frightened of the dark, either because they dread being alone in the night—or else because they fear they are not.

Eölas knew this fear as well as anyone, or perhaps better, for when disturbed at night he felt the darkness was not empty: another was there, towering, yet deep and hidden, and malevolent.

Those were early dreams, but they had since grown worse, and too often had he lain in dread of the face staring out at him from the freezing night. It was masked in shadow, but through the ghost of light cast by the veiled moon he thought its skin rotten, shrivelled like mouldering scales, and its eyes—dead yet wickedly bright—beheld him with cruel triumph.

He knew not what it was, nor why it haunted him; what fears from another life he might have buried, only to have them return in such ruinous form during his distress, he could not imagine. He knew only that, if he were not wary, his fretful mind would summon that face, and he would lie beneath its gaze, numbed but for the bite of his own terror.

But Elmolin saw more of her son’s fears than he knew, and as they were stirred up again that morning she fretted secretly. The shadow still clings after all this time. It knows no weariness after all. She would have been relieved when Fin and Iawin returned to the cottage that afternoon, had they not brought with them news which she found to be more alarming than the face at the window had been.

The cousins knocked on the door a little after four o’clock, dripping from head to toe. Eölas let them in off the porch and they removed their cloaks, which Elmolin hung up to dry on a rail in the small laundry room at the back of the cottage.

‘In the dry at last!’ said Fin as he settled into a chair beside the kitchen hearth, accepting a cup of tea from Eölas. They had ridden into Merridown late that morning and had once again stabled their ponies at The Apple Tree, where they had taken a quick, bracing drink, before stepping out again and hurrying over the fields to the cottage.

They caught up first with the small news from the Rindle Valley, asking after Robin and the Longfellows as they refilled their cups before recounting their ride up to the northern shawes. The verdict was that it had been pleasant, if rather hot. Iawin had come through unscathed by his first adventure into his new duties; he had fulfilled his errand, met and mingled with folk far from his home, and had carried off a cask of their ale. Also, his uncle would be the one who would settle the affair. All this, he felt, made it a wild success.

Later, as they ate, they told what they had heard from the farmers living near Trusset, who had come into the village upon learning the Thane had at last sent someone to hear them.

‘After the first day chasing the folk he was supposed to hear from, Iawin held all his meetings at the inn—The Black Horse is a fine establishment, by the by,’ said Fin. ‘After that, we had a merry time of it. We had breakfast late each morning, heard an account or two before luncheon, then popped out for a ride once the afternoon cooled down. There are some lovely views up that way.’

‘It’s a shame you didn’t come along, Eol,’ said Iawin.

‘And what conclusions, if any, did you come to about matters?’ asked Eölas, ignoring this last point.

‘I wasn’t sent to conclude anything,’ said Iawin, smiling. ‘As far as I’m concerned, it’s out of my hands. It is interesting, though, what we heard from one chap. He hadn’t been a part of the affair with Tyemeads, but he’d had some comments to pass on once he’d heard we were from the Thane. I wonder if you might know more about them?’

‘Why should we?’ asked Eölas.

‘Well, perhaps you’ll see in a minute. His account went something in the way of this:’—here Iawin crumpled his face, appearing suddenly older, as though he really were a farmer long weathered by wind and rain—‘“It wor some days ago now; I’d been out just afore dark bringing in the herd, when I had a chap come up the lane. He was on a fine grey horse—I’d never seen its like—and was walking it out of the fields yonder.” He’d pointed away from the farms, to the wild meadows that reach over the border. “I guessed he’d been in want of direction, seeing as he’d ridden in from the other end of the lane. He’d stopped me by the gate as he wor passin’ and I thought I’d mind my manners and still offer a helpful word, if I could—though I didn’t much like the look of him. Foreign he wor, plain as day, and a big chap—I had to crane my neck to look at him, since he didn’t care to dismount. He was dressed right strangely, too: all dark and grey. But he had hair and a long beard like straw. By the look of him, he’d come from far away, and he sounded funny—not like that, mark you, but funny, if you follow me.”

I’d had to push him on then, since he rambled, and we finally got to what he’d wanted to pass on to Uncle.

“Anyway, I’d stopped for him and was expecting him to ask for directions, but he didn’t. Instead, he’d asked if I or anyone else in these parts had had dealings with folk from a place called ‘Northland’, or had heard news of it of any kind. I said I hadn’t, and asked just what his business was with these folk, since he was riding about our country looking for them.

Now, this is what made me wonder, and I expect the Thane will want to hear of it: this fellow said he was on the lookout for somebody from this place called Northland, a fugitive by the sound of it, and dangerous, too. He would pay handsomely for any news, he said, since he was in a hurry. But I told him I had no news he could pay for, handsomely or otherwise. I sent him on his way, since I couldn’t stop him anyhow. I suppose he’s still looking around the Herlund somewhere, but I can’t say I like the idea of a stranger like this’un roving about the place. If you’d be so kind, Master Beadle, as to take it up with the Thane, I’d be grateful indeed.”

I promised to bring his news to Meddleborough, since I did—and do—think it curious, but of course it made me think of you here. If I didn’t know you better, Erolas, I’d have thought it wor you this chap had been talking about. But, since I do know better, I think I’m right in guessing it wasn’t you he’d met riding around his fields. Anyway, that was his news and I wonder what you make of it?’

Something had changed in the air in the kitchen as Iawin spoke. Elmolin, who had been listening politely to the young man, now looked at him with an expression Iawin had never seen her wear before. For as long as Iawin had known her, though she always listened intently when addressed, Elmolin forever looked as though she were ready to stray back into a daydream she had been having before the conversation began. Her smiles came as if in response to memories and, even when dealing with the protestations of indignant Herlunders, she maintained a look of patience which seemed to spring from some hidden source of quiet amusement. Now, however, her eyes had a light of utmost presence to them; any thought which might have been playing in the back of her mind was forgotten. Her gaze quite unnerved Iawin, who had thought his tale innocent enough (furthermore, he was pleased with his portrayal of the farmer’s character). He worried suddenly he had somehow offended her and wondered if he need apologise.

‘I don’t know what to think,’ she said lightly, and Eölas cast her a quick, furtive look. ‘It is certainly interesting, but I cannot think of much to say about it now. The rain has been making me think of sleep all day and I wonder if it isn’t soon time for bed.’ She rose, despite Iawin flapping ineffectually in his effort to apologise.

Elmolin went about gathering up the last of the things from supper, and had Erolas check their bedroom to ensure the guests had all they needed for the night. The sudden activity seemed to end the talk for the evening. It was not long before they were all settling down to sleep, but the news rippled further than either Fin or Iawin could have guessed, disturbing their friend as he slept.

Eölas again found himself lying abed in his dream, but that night it was swayed by the farmer’s tale. He had felt the same disquieting presence from the night before, but whatever had been wandering in the wood had found its way up the path from the banks of the Rindle, and now it stood at the end of the garden. He felt it wavering just beyond the gate, staring at the cottage. Just then the dream changed. He saw the image of the mounted man of whom Iawin had told, or one very much like him, and he, too, seemed intent on finding a way to their door.

Eölas’ sleeping mind then recalled an old but recurring dream that had begun when he was a child, but whatever had first brought it on he’d managed either through the force of his will, or by burying it quite accidentally through fear, to forget. Still, the dream had stuck with him after that, and he was never quite free of it.

The beginning was always the same: he thought he had awakened late in the night; somewhere near him, yet out of sight, Erolas would be sleeping. Then, as Eölas lay there, he would hear the latch on the garden gate click. He would climb out of bed and wonder if he should wake Erolas or their mother, since his father was coming home at last, returning from long duty which had kept him away. He was walking up the garden path and would soon be at the door. Eölas would go alone, however, and pull back the bolts which crashed startlingly loud in the dark hall, and then swing open the front door.

There on the step, blocking out the light of the moon and stars, would stand not his father, but something else, something monstrous. It laughed coldly at him, as though what stood there were the night itself which had fooled him into opening the door, letting its evil into their home. Something old and forgotten had crept from the dark heart of the woods to visit the family as they slept; it looked like a twisted man-shape, maybe, or some horned beast of primaeval forests which had grown to hideous size and clothed itself as a man. When the thing had laughed, its voice carried the chorus of wolves and bears Eölas had never seen, but had been taught to fear. He had tried to scream, but his voice had been stolen and he managed to flee to his mother’s room only just in time, the hairs on his body standing like wires as the thing reached for him with a black, scaled arm like a writhing snake.

At least once he actually had run to Elmolin, who had soothed him and let him lie beside her until morning. Upon waking, Eölas had never been quite the same. He was never quite so sure of himself as he had been, and he thought more and laughed less.

That was his first visit from the thing from the woods, but it returned at whiles, until Eölas would sometimes resist falling asleep to avoid the dreams and strange visions that would leave him feeling sick and cold. But he never really managed it, and sleep would finally come, and then the dream would be there, waiting for him.

After a particularly startling recurrence of the nightmare, Erolas had spent three days in his workshop. He returned bearing the wooden sword Eölas still kept above his bed. It seemed to have the desired effect of bolstering his brother’s spirits, as Eölas could not recall having that same dream again for a while, but upon its return there came others in its wake. Most often they came to him during times he’d spent too long worrying on his own, for he had begun as he got older to grow anxious about something happening to his family, something calamitous blown in upon the Wild Wind he could not foresee. He had dreams of the howling wind, and of fire, and then the shadow of his worries would gather like a cloud, taking a daunting shape that was like a sibling of that prowler from the woods. It stood at the foot of his bed, crooked and too tall to rear to its true height in Lily Cottage; long arms it had, with long, cruel fingers, and cold, pale eyes loomed down upon Eölas from the roofbeams. Even in his dreams the intruder carried a decaying stench, like stagnant water from some noisome pool, and on dark nights, when Eölas could not see, he swore he could feel rank breath upon him, but he could not turn to Erolas, nor was he permitted to reach for his sword for fear of the thing. Erolas! He could not speak. Erolas! There’s someone in our room! He could only wish for a light, but all the fires in the silent rooms had burnt out, and he would have to wait until dawn chased the shadowy thing away.

At those times he really would feel a coward, since all the tales in the Werrow insisted that upon meeting a divel, or any other wicked creature, one had only to turn one’s coat inside out and the evil would vanish. Eölas never managed this, for his night visits felt to him like being forced beneath a wave that held him down, freezing and stinging him as it stole away his breath. Only in the morning, once, had he dared to inspect the corner in which he had seen the shape, expecting to find footprints or a pool of fouled water. He found nothing, but still recalled the stench.

The oaken sword, at any rate, which Erolas had carefully planed, sanded and polished, was marred only by an addition of Eölas’ own making. He had tried to paint the hilt, which had not worked as elegantly as he intended, and from then on served as a reminder that his skill in most crafts was always to be second to that of Erolas. The few times he had attempted some kind of artistry, whether it was the carving of a figure in wood or a picture drawn with charcoal, he was reminded his works were crude, made by clumsy hands which failed despite his effort. He tried to draw things he saw in his dreams: strange beasts for which he had no name, horses with curling horns like those of bulls, great cats and others besides. But he could not capture all he felt while dreaming, for at whiles during his visitations he would feel things he never could while awake: the paths the lightning took through the air, fresh against his skin like summer sun, or colours which upon waking would vanish, not to be recalled but for a faint taste left upon his tongue like sweet iron, or the cured wind blown in from over the salt sea. These, too, struck him like waves, only they caused him no pain.

Still, whatever his efforts produced, they would be admired by Elmolin before being put away in a chest of treasures she kept at her bedside. This, however, only brought about a kind of shame in Eölas, and regret that his talents were so lacking his own mother felt the need to mollify him. He had even thought, sometimes, of putting the sword away somewhere, out of sight, where it would not make him wince. But he could not bring himself to risk the hurt to Erolas. So, he let it hang above his bed, no matter how low it caused his heart to sink.

Waking with a start, he found he had been dreaming with his eyes open in the dark. Seeing his friends lying a short way across the room, and hearing them breathing softly in their sleep, Eölas managed to drift off again. He awoke hours later to find breakfast ready and himself the last to rise.

They remained long at the table after their meal, and now a lull had fallen in their light conversation. The windows had been thrown open, the rains from the day before having ceased sometime in the night. Outside, everything now looked new and fresh, washed clean of the dust of many scorching afternoons. Eölas and his friends had tea steaming before them, but they hardly touched it. None had mentioned the news of the previous day, but all felt it growing in the space between them, until one of them must surely burst out with some comment upon it. They kept quiet, waiting for when it might come.

It was Elmolin who broke the silence.

‘I have been thinking,’ she began, ‘and I have come at last to a decision.’ They all turned to her and she smiled, almost apologetically, as she went on. ‘It may well prove to be nothing at all—in which case I shall feel foolish for having mentioned it—but I should like, if it is at all possible, to avoid being disturbed by this stranger of whom you spoke yesterday. We have had quite enough to-do with the people of Merridown already, and I think we have earned a respite from the prying of others.

It is one thing to have folk from the village discuss us as though we were no more than a curiosity to be considered in idle hours when grasping for conversation, but it is quite another to have someone ride into our own little valley and intrude upon our business. Perhaps they are harmless, and I certainly hope they are, but, in any case, I would much prefer it if our presence were not made known to whomever is asking about us.

It is for us, or somebody like us, this rider seeks; that much is plain. He is himself from Northland or thereabouts by the description you gave. I do not know who he is looking for, or why, but I should like to keep out of it. We do not get news of Northland or its neighbours here, and I do not seek it. Yet I fear it has suffered since we left it behind, and so I am all the gladder to have peace and quiet here. Not all who live beyond the Werrow’s bounds are kindly, and it might be better for the folk of the Four Herlunds if this stranger were allowed to pass on as soon as may be.’

‘Suffered?’ said Fin. ‘Suffered what?’

He did not think seriously, at least for more than a few moments, that she was referring to any of the darker stories told of that country—which he dismissed as rustic cant—but it made him wonder.

Northland was, in the tales of the Werrow, a wild place somewhere on the very edge of the world, existing on the frontier of the stories brought by the watchmen upon the roads, and what few travellers passed through the Herlunds in those days. Of course, they had no clear idea what lay beyond their own fences, and so everything became a vague wilderland to them. For it was generally agreed that the things worth knowing were known already, and anyone fussing was simply a wheel in want of grease. And so, if they did not know where a country lay, it could not have been very important.

Travellers’ tales spoke of ghostly mists in the west beside the Sea, and there were legends among them of southlands so hot winter never came. Northland, with its cold heaths, was populated entirely by witches and goblins, and in shadow-wrapped forests dour-faced men huddled about their fires, enduring the long winter night.

Such tales went a long way towards explaining the attitudes of the Herlunders where they concerned the family dwelling alone in March Wood. They could not imagine a country more wildsome or northerly than the hills in which the Millstones lay: great rocks of fabulous shape that looked as though they had been stacked by some giant hand, but to which was nevertheless attached an ill reputation. The folk about Merridown naturally assumed the Elms had come from such a place, perhaps having lived homeless among the rocks, communing with divelish spirits upon the moors at night.

None of this, of course, had they heard reported from the Elms, who spoke rarely of their homeland, and its name was known only to their very closest friends. Even Fin and Iawin had only the thinnest notion of where the family had come from, and Eölas himself had been so young during the journey to the Four Herlunds that it was one of his earliest memories. His childhood before the Werrow had come to feel as though it were from somebody else’s life, which nevertheless appeared at times in his dreams.

What Erolas and Miss Elm had said, when they mentioned it at all, was that it was a land of many lakes, with long winters and short but pleasant summers. They had not heard tell of any witches in the woods—not recently, at least—and stories of them were now so old even in that country their beginnings had been forgotten. What had troubled them instead was what seemed to be known in every land but the Werrow: the matter of men and their wars.

‘Northland is not like this country,’ said Elmolin, ‘which appears to have gone blessedly overlooked by others. Our home has its foes, even within its own fields, and such feuds are old and unlikely to end in our time. I have little fear this stranger will bring anything of the kind to the people of the Werrow, but it would be a dreadful thing if, however unlikely it might be, any inhabitant of the Four Herlunds should come to harm. Still, if he should be up to mischief, it may go ill for us. Even were he not, then still I would wish to avoid him, to not risk talk of our lives here spreading any farther.’

‘I don’t know what is to be done, then,’ said Fin, ‘since word of you will almost certainly reach him, should he come within a day’s ride of these shawes. Your names may not have travelled far beyond Merridown, but there are still folk who visit the inns here or nearby who will have at least heard of—may I say it—strange people who match the description this rider gave, living in the woods at the edge of the country.’

‘You think our neighbours likely to give us up, then?’ said Elmolin, though she had herself already guessed it.

‘I would not be surprised. They wouldn’t do it out of malice, mind, not even this Tyne fellow. If they thought anybody were to come to harm, then they would almost certainly keep any news they’d heard to themselves. But talk travels quickly through the Herlunds, and if anyone remembers you, or speaks your name, then it will spread like fire through the fields until this stranger hears it. I am sorry.’

‘Then I must think awhile,’ said Elmolin, sitting back quietly in her chair. Her sons, sitting either side of her, exchanged looks. Eölas knitted his brow and his dark eyes glittered as he asked Erolas wordlessly what their mother’s true concern was. Erolas, his face graver than usual, dismissed him by returning a steady gaze, then turning abruptly away.

Whatever ideas Eölas might have had on the situation never made it past his lips. He opened his mouth once or twice to speak, but, in the end, he held his tongue and waited to hear what would be decided. They had been quiet for a while when Iawin ventured a suggestion. ‘Why not take a holiday? You could come to Hill Hall. We would be happy to have you.’

So enthusiastically had Eölas responded to Iawin’s invitation, that Elmolin, having had only a moment to consider the notion, felt it almost impossible to refuse. Yet she did not answer at once, and Eölas feared his mother weighed it against some other course she had already contrived. But that moment passed, and Elmolin accepted politely, whereupon they all breathed a slight sigh of relief.










CHAPTER III


FOUR WENT WALKING

Eölas and his friends had sprawled themselves in a glade, watching the evening sun’s rays level themselves at midges flitting in clouds above their heads. Iawin had played them a tune or two when they arrived, but had set his pipes aside and now lay quietly with the others.

In the hours since breakfast, during which the friends had taken their luncheon in the beech woods, they had planned eagerly for the Elms’ stay at Hill Hall. Though they didn’t yet know how long Eölas and his family would be there, they already looked forward to evenings filled with songs and laughter, and days spent beside the ponds where they could swim, or catch perch that drifted lazily in the cool, green waters.

Eölas felt he could not leave quickly enough. To be free of the closeness of the wood and see again the gently rolling lands about Meddleborough was to him like the release of a deep, long-held breath. There, the country was open and the oaks and chestnut trees crowning the hills looked out over tides of shining grass that were already burning gold in high summer. The Herlund ponies played there, roaming half-wild and taking rest beneath the boughs, and Eölas suddenly felt his desire to be one of them return like a fresh breath of wind in a stale room. He wished to be out beneath the moon and stars, unbound by whatever it was which kept the people of the land so sluggish.

So great had his excitement been, Eölas quite forgot the reason for their departure. Distracted by the talk of his friends and the warmth of the afternoon, it was not until the sun had gone and they were returning to the cottage that he remembered the stranger.

They had come up the garden path and were entering through the front door when the memory of the news stopped Eölas on the porch. The stones were still warm and the early stars were glinting off the windows. The scent of the firewood beneath the benches lit memories of fires on cosy winter days, when the first snows settled lightly on the grey, leafless valley. Lily Cottage was as comfortable a place as he could wish for, but the familiar sights of his garden and the porch lit at the coming of night felt suddenly threatened by the rider Iawin had reported. Who was he, and why had he come? Through what hard, empty lands had he journeyed to get there? He is after a fugitive, so Iawin said. Well, we are not fugitives. Eölas paused and, just for a moment, he doubted. Just what had they left behind? It occurred to him then, more clearly than ever, that he didn’t know. Though he had at times wondered about it, his lost home had become a memory so faint it was almost impossible to recall. Now the reality of it seemed to press upon the edge of the Rindle Valley, threatening to upset them with the stranger that had come riding over the fields to the Werrow, disturbing them just as the country had been enjoying a splendid summer. Frowning, he turned and stepped indoors.

As they sat having supper, Eölas’ suspicions subsided awhile, allowing him to enjoy the evening and share in the laughter about the table. They were preparing for bed when his anxiety returned. He imagined the stranger, wrapped in grey, passing over the fields beyond the wood like an errant statue. Such a man was, Eölas realised then, what his mother had warned of whenever she spoke of her desire to keep themselves private. Eölas had never managed to get her to explain exactly what it was she feared, and so in his mind he’d imagined all manner of ghostly shapes haunting them. Yet now he understood. It wasn’t folk of the Werrow she mistrusted, but men like this rider. She didn’t want word reaching any of his sort.

“They will come and take you away,” he recalled his mother telling him as a child, and she did not even trust to all the leagues between the Werrow and the evergreen fences of Northland to shield them. How many leagues? Eölas didn’t know, and suddenly felt both he and the Werrow were much smaller than he’d ever realised, and that perhaps the locked doors of Lily Cottage could no longer be depended upon to keep the wider world out. He looked from the bedroom window as roses tapped upon the glass, moved by a night breeze. The moon, which had been climbing steadily, was caught in a high ridge of cloud, plunging March Wood into shadow. Eölas shuddered, fearing even as he sat there something wicked drew near, and, in his dreams, whatever had walked in the wood slid through the gate and up the garden path.

Perhaps it was something Iawin had noticed in the guarded looks of the Elms he hadn’t fully recognised at the time, or maybe it was a shadow of his friend’s own fear clinging to him which caused him to wake in the night.

He had been having quite an unremarkable dream when he awoke, suddenly afraid, but found the room still dark and the others asleep. Beside him, across the narrow gap between the beds, he could hear Fin breathing quietly. Outside, the air was still and the moon hidden. Iawin wanted only to close his eyes and go back to sleep when he felt his covers slip to the floor from where he’d kicked them away in the night. For no reason he could have explained, Iawin was almost too frightened to retrieve them. Don’t be absurd, he thought, for he dared not speak aloud. Half sitting up, he reached for the blanket, but fell suddenly still. Something, he felt, was watching him. With a hot, nervous itch that began at his neck and ran all over his back and arms, he slithered to reach his cover, pulling it over him as he hid himself away, though it would be a long time before he got his wish and fell asleep again.

Fin, though no cleverer than his cousin, was perhaps cannier. He awoke in the same manner Iawin had, with a feeling not all was well, and had not been lying there long before he became aware of something hanging in the air. All was quiet, yet a tension was in the room that seemed to quiver, as though the final faded note played upon a string still trembled in the air. It made him uncomfortable, as though he were listening in on a secret conversation he was not meant to hear.

He could see Erolas lying on his side across from him, his face covered by a resting arm. Fin looked at Eölas: his friend’s eyes were wide open, fixed on the corner of the room. Every hair on Fin’s neck stood on end. Eölas was staring into the darkness beside the door, and Fin’s bed lay not six feet from that same spot. Shadows hung there, but nothing more so far as Fin could see. Perhaps his friend was staring at something out of the window. No, he realised, he’s still asleep, though his eyes are open. All the same, Fin did not like the expression on Eölas’ face, pale in the dark; something in it alarmed him, and he lay watching his friend in secret. Fin noticed he had himself hardly dared breathe as the air in the room grew heavy with menace, as if the darkness now had form and unfolded itself about them.

He would never think it of his friend otherwise, but in the dark, with his skin all prickling, Fin remembered the ominous words spoken at The Apple Tree weeks ago. “There’s something not right with that family… Things happen around them,” Tyne had said, and Fin now recalled the look in the farmer’s eye—there had been no dishonesty there. Was this what he had warned them of when they had laughed at him?

Fin lay there, watching Eölas from behind his covers, growing all the while more uneasy with the way his friend did not move, did not blink, yet seemed to fill the room with a horrid, restless spirit.

Please stop it, Eol, he thought, begging for something to break the spell in the room, when it struck him just how little he knew of Eölas, or who any of the Elms really were, in fact—or rather, where they had come from. So fond was he of the family that he had never bothered to really, deeply ask himself about them. Could it be that a part of the rumours about them, small as it may be, was true? Something in his stomach, which had been slowly clenching, twisted as a thought came to him, unbidden—the crawling suspicion that the people of Merridown had been right about the Elms.

So closely had Lady Elm watched her sons, Eölas in particular. It had seemed odd to Fin, the way she guarded him, since he was a giant even when young. He shivered. It was not him she was worried about, Fin thought, but us. That was why she had removed to the valley—something about Eölas made her anxious, made her keep him away from others.

Fin struggled with this thought—and others like it—for a long time as he lay alone in the dark, and still Eölas stared, making the very air, so it felt to Fin, grow cold.

The shadow of the previous night hung over the cousins at breakfast. Neither spoke of their experiences, but they nevertheless agreed it would be best for them to leave the cottage that very day.

When Elmolin returned from the pool, a ritual at which Fin now wondered, the pair announced their departure. They would need to go ahead of the family anyway, to bring word of their coming to Thane Hillfurrow.

‘I wouldn’t delay, either, if I were you,’ said Fin, though he was now far less eager about the plans made the previous day. Still, whatever his doubts, he nevertheless felt they did a discourtesy to Lady Elm, and whether it was her presence, or the bright sunshine streaming in from the window, his anxiety began to lift a little. ‘I wouldn’t trust to your presence remaining a secret for very long. The tongues of the East Herlund will soon be wagging, if this stranger should come riding this way.’

Though his nerves were settling after the events of that night past, the rider had taken on a new significance to Fin. He had considered him a matter of curiosity, one which he might like to investigate, should he have the chance. That thought had now left him. The stranger, though he might yet prove quite innocent, had grown threatening in Fin’s imagination and he hoped he would have no more to do with him.

‘We shall begin packing this afternoon, in that case,’ said Elmolin, ‘and see about the ferry.’

‘Very good! Then we shall expect you no later than four days’ time,’ said Iawin, and now he smiled, his own mood brightening knowing he was homeward bound.

The pair left soon after breakfast, stepping out into yet another fine morning. Eölas, this time, remained behind. As they walked, Fin’s spirits lifted even higher. With each step he felt the morning light strengthen, until he thought his fear the night before entirely ridiculous. The coming of the stranger was unusual, and the Elms were odd in their own little ways, but to suspect them of anything more, after the years he had known them, seemed quite indecent.

‘Sixteen and still being spooked like a child,’ he said to himself as they passed under the trees. ‘Honestly!’

By the time they reached The Apple Tree, he thought of little more than having his tea, and how pleasant it would be to once again have guests at Hill Hall.

In Lily Cottage, meanwhile, preparations for the family’s departure had begun. Eölas, possessing few treasures and not needing any great number of clothes now it was summer, was soon packed. Nearly all he would bring he would carry in a single bag, and anything left over would be taken with the others’ luggage on the ferry.

Erolas took longer. He still had to sort through his workshop, since he had there certain tools and other items for which he might have a need, but he also had a pack ready by the door before midday. He and Eölas then left the Rindle Valley and followed its stream south to the river, where they turned west towards the edge of the wood.

‘Who is this rider, do you suppose?’ said Eölas as they went.

‘Nobody to us,’ said Erolas.

‘But what does he want? Why should he be looking for us?’

‘Because some folk know no better than to not mind their own business,’ said Erolas curtly, and afterwards he quickened his pace. Eölas followed him, asking no more questions, but wondering a good deal.

They waited beneath the eaves, watching the dust motes drifting among the trees at the roadside. They were sitting on the green roots of an oak when they noticed someone approaching under the shade—a young man and a girl.

The young man was tall and broad for a Herlunder, and had a bristling beard almost black. He was dressed in linens which he wore unbuttoned at the collar and pulled in about his waist with a thick belt. His breeches were tucked into hefty boots and on his head was a drooping, wide-brimmed hat like the overturned blossom of some inky, fluted flower.

The girl, who looked very slight beside her companion, had a light shawl about her shoulders, upon which her bright, coppery hair fell. She also carried a broad woven hat in her hand and the sun had already covered her nose and forehead in winsome freckles.

These were the Sandybanks children, Ned and Narssina, or Narsy, as she was most often known about Merridown. They had been surprised and delighted when Fin and Iawin had knocked on their door that morning, bearing a message from Lady Elm of Lily Cottage, who requested their services.

Ned strode up and greeted the brothers, holding out a hand and grasping theirs with a smile and a cheerful, ‘Hello again!’

Being a heavy fellow who stood large alongside his countrymen, Ned was nevertheless entirely overshadowed by the Elms and was forced to look up at them as he spoke. He was older than Eölas, but he looked like a child beside him now, despite his beard and the curling hair sprouting from the top of his shirt. Young Narsy stood a little behind her brother and offered a shy curtsy to the pair.

‘What did you make of the movements in May?’ asked Ned, addressing Erolas and producing a roll of paper, which he handed over. ‘I drew this around the fifteenth—I wondered if you might take a look?’

Erolas, unfurling the paper, looked quickly over a sketch of what appeared to Eölas to be a mass of dots amidst haphazard lines, all marked with some unknown system of Ned’s design. Erolas, however, raised a brow and nodded. He handed the paper back to Ned.

‘Not far off what I had noted myself,’ he said, bestowing a rare smile upon the young man.

Erolas, who kept so habitually to himself, had nevertheless found an unexpected acquaintance in Ned, who shared his interest in the stars and their movements, having spent many long hours looking at them from his back while alone on the ferry at night. Erolas had found him a keen and able pupil and had met him, now and then, on the edge of March Wood on clear nights, offering him instruction beyond that bestowed by farmers, who also kept their eyes on the wheeling bodies, lest they should miss the start of a planting season. They knew the Plough and the Hunter, among others, and these even Eölas knew, though by other names. But Ned and Erolas had amassed more knowledge on the subject than anyone else in the Werrow. They had first met when Erolas had his head buried among the reeds beside the river, jotting down notes on the weeds and fronds springing up there, and with which Ned was familiar, having learned them all as he went up and down the Barleybend on the ferry.

Ned was on friendly terms with Eölas as well, often speaking with him at length when he made his deliveries to them, once or twice a month, and occasionally met him on walks in the wood. The foundation of their friendship was laid primarily on Eölas’ love of local tales, of which Ned had a great store (handed down by his granda) and he regaled the young man with the lore of the land.

‘Hello, Narsy,’ said Eölas with a smile.

‘Hello,’ replied Narsy quietly. She met his gaze for half a moment before dropping her eyes to the ground. She had spoken only a handful of words in her life to either of the brothers, despite often being in the company of Ned when he met them. While she thought Eölas kind and friendly enough, she could not endure his gaze for long and was rather frightened by Erolas, believing him to be stern and aloof.

Her real hope in accompanying Ned so frequently was to catch a glimpse of Lady Elm, who was more rarely abroad than her sons. She regarded Elmolin with the kind of awe she might have reserved for a queen, if any had lived within a hundred leagues of the Werrow in those days. Narsy felt the woman ought to be accompanied by handmaidens, and she half suspected fairy maids went skittering away out of sight whenever anyone approached her.

Their first meeting had been when Narsy was only a girl. Lady Elm had come to her when she and Ned had taken ill with a fever that had confined them to their beds for days and days. Though she had been in a delirium, Narsy had remembered clearly the tall, noble woman who had sung to her through the mist and called her back, and who still enchanted her to that day.

On those special occasions when Narsy did encounter her, Lady Elm had been warm and kindly, as though she really, secretly, was a fairy queen who welcomed lost travellers to her realm. Narsy had not realised it, but she would have been as welcome at Lily Cottage as Robin, though the thought of visiting the Elms herself was one which had never occurred to her. She admired them from afar, especially her lady, and on days like this, when they were nearby, she stole as many glances as she could and was content.

Erolas now left Ned with instructions for the following morning: they were to depart at nine o’clock and Ned was to bear them and their luggage from the wood to Middleway Bridge.

Their business finished, the brothers disappeared into the trees, leaving Ned and Narsy to stand amidst the oaks with the wild meadows shimmering about them.

By the time her sons returned, Elmolin had packed all but a few items which she would add to the luggage as they departed—some small parcels of food which were kept fresh in the pantry, and her hand mirror, a gift from Lady Hillfurrow being among them. She had gone through the rooms, cleaning away anything that had been left out and locking the windows, should they forget to do so the following morning. This done, she sat awhile by the window in the parlour. The birches growing about the rear of the cottage glowed in the heat of the day, their green fingers motionless against the clear sky.

Those trees were, in part, why she had chosen to settle in the Rindle Valley; their voice in the breeze was so familiar, helping her to recall walking beside lakeshores in summer and the bright clifftops where the trees had leant over the water. The Werrow, Elmolin knew, was a mild country; if it had ever known strife or hardship, then those days were long past. The gentle hills and wooded valleys were sleepy and removed from the troubles of the world, as though a fence, imperceptible, surrounded it, allowing its people to remain unconcerned by anything that lay beyond their borders.

It had been a charming place, she thought, viewing the white stems from her seat at the window. The evening song of the woodbirds and the mists brought by morning had been a welcome way to end their long travels. Erolas had not liked it, at first—but then, he had been old enough to remember Northland better than his brother, and had lamented the wisdom that was to be found in the Werrow, having exhausted it within a couple of years after arriving at Hill Hall. But he had learned to apply his mind in other ways, nevertheless.

It was for her youngest that Elmolin fretted. Eölas had neither the memories, nor the temperament of his brother. Where Erolas could quietly occupy himself with whatever new subject held his interest, Eölas was inquisitive in his own way. His mind wandered far afield, pondering what lay beyond that hill, or over the next ridge. For some time now Elmolin had been watching him, knowing his restlessness in the valley only grew, mounting slowly as he matured from a happy child with golden laughter to the thoughtful young man he had become. Whether it was the warnings she had uttered years ago which he remembered, or new cares which had entered his mind, she did not know, but it had grown more and more difficult to keep his heart uplifted, his mind turned away from those nightmares which seemed to lie in wait, and ever it weighed more heavily upon her.

Yet what can I do, or could I have done? she thought, still feeling that same urgency that had driven her those years past, to keep their lives as quiet as possible. I could not bear for him to depart, for who knows where that might lead? Yet to keep him here may well bring him to another, slower harm, and that could well, in the end, turn him against you. She balked at another thought. Perhaps he has been shielded too much already. Yet now the time is coming for him to leave the valley and, because of you, he is naked to the perils which lie beyond. No. He must stay awhile yet; another year carefree, at least. If this stranger would only leave us alone, then I would let him go—but after.

Her thoughts were interrupted as the front door opened. Rising, she went to the kitchen and saw about their supper, for which Eölas had brought handfuls of the fairest yarrow he could find on their way home past the fields.

As they ate, Elmolin noticed Eölas staring hard at the table. ‘I promise you it is the same one we have always had,’ she said, deciding he had struggled long enough with whatever had been on his mind. ‘Is something the matter?’

Eölas hesitated, but finally decided to put forth the question again. ‘I only wonder,’ he said at length, ‘about this horseman. Surely it is far to come, from Northland all the way here? I don’t even remember where it lies.’

‘Far away,’ answered Erolas, ‘across rivers and over mountains. Long leagues lie between us and Northland now.’ His voice, though usually low and steady, was to Elmolin’s ear even more thoughtful now, and she had caught the sad note drifting at the end.

‘Yes, and it is no concern of ours, anyway,’ she added. ‘You understand as well, don’t you, why we are better off keeping out of his way?’ She watched him carefully as he answered.

‘I do, but I would be interested to speak to him all the same. I’d like to know what he’s about.’

‘That would be foolish,’ said Elmolin sharply. ‘And I hope you heed me when I say you must not go near, should you see him.’

‘Is he that dangerous, do you think? Or what do you fear?’ asked Eölas, and he wondered at his mother’s face, which was harder than he had seen it in a long time.

‘He may be, and that is enough for me to warn you against him, if you have forgotten all else I have said of privacy and the prying of neighbours. You will promise not to approach, to speak no words to him?’

‘I promise. I only meant I would be interested to know his business. I do not wish to meet him, though. I felt a warning against him in a dream, before—’ he stopped. He did not speak aloud the rest of his thought, which was of the other figure that lurked just beyond their own garden fence. He would not trouble his family with that again; they had grown tired of his dreams. So often had he spoken of his terror of being watched in the night, they had taken to calling his nightmare the Visitor. But of it they would say no more, for fear it would encourage him. Thereafter, he was silent on the subject of his dreams, and knew he ought to keep them braced and buckled beneath worthier cares, especially now that he was older. Nevertheless, he felt he must talk to someone of those nights when he could not move and had to endure the presence in the dark. The Visitor had shown him such horrid sights; he could feel it wished to snatch him away from that world he knew, to one which obeyed no laws understood by men. But so far it had not managed it.

When he was younger, after such nights, Eölas had sought comfort from his family. That had soothed him, for a time. But, when the nightmares still came, he did not go to them anymore. He went to the woods when the sun was high, and that was his remedy for a while, until one day while wandering he had met a presence among the trees. He felt something sinister was hiding behind the boles, among the branches, filling the air with a foul breath. Eölas had turned and run back to the Rindle Valley, spending that night camped at the end of the garden, but he had not slept easily.

He had only told Robin of that day, not wanting his mother or brother to know his fancies had grown so frightful they troubled him even while waking. He spoke no more of the Visitor, which he and Robin had since given another name.

They remained awake for some hours after they’d eaten, despite needing to rise early for the ferry. They would have to be up and breakfasted with the doors locked up tight before eight o’clock if they were to meet Ned by nine.

Eölas once more took up the book of songs in the parlour, picking up where he had left off. He was sitting beside the little fire, attempting to understand the stories in the old mode of his mother tongue, but he was soon lost again. Still, he managed to understand enough to know it was a sad song, its heroes suffering hardship in a faraway land, long, long ago.

The others had remained in the kitchen, Erolas still working on a scrap of paper which would be added to his ever-growing library, while Elmolin sat with her tea, thinking quietly.

It had grown late when all three of them were startled by an urgent knock at the door.

‘Who is it?’ asked Eölas, peering from the entrance of the parlour as Erolas stood in the corridor. He was alarmed to see his brother’s hand stray for a moment over the knife at his belt as his other drew back the bolts in the door.

On the porch, half lit by the lantern in the entryway and slightly out of breath, stood Robin. They ushered him quickly into the kitchen.

‘I’m glad you’re all still up! I was worried I would have to wake you, and would have tirled on the pin before I saw the lamps still burning,’ he said, taking his seat at the table. ‘There’s been strange goings-on, and somebody is looking for you.’

At this the Elms were silent. Eölas looked to mother and brother in turn, but they did not meet his gaze.

‘What is it you have heard?’ asked Elmolin after a moment longer in thought. Her voice was calm, or sounded so.

‘It was after I left you, Eol, when I went with the old man to clear the fields. While we were there, we heard another farm needed taking care of. We crossed the river, and after doing my bit I went off on my own. I’d been out nearly a week doing a loop, when yesterday evening I’d stopped for a breather. Over the hedge, on the road just outside of Thistleoak, I heard something unchancy: someone was asking about you. “Can you tell me where the Northlanders live?” I heard a voice asking over the top of the hedge. Whoever he was talking to—it was a he, sure enough, with a strange deep voice—didn’t seem to follow at first.

“Beg your pardon?” said the chap from the village.

“There are strangers to these lands living somewhere nearby,” said the voice. “They come from far away, it is said.”

“I couldn’t say for sure,” said the chap, “but I’ve heard away south towards the river there’s been talk of odd types about. You might try your luck away there.”

As soon as they’d finished, I heard hoofs set off down the road. I took off across the fields and I’ve hardly rested since—I should think I gained a few hours on him by my shortcut, at least. What does it all mean?’

‘We are not certain,’ said Elmolin. ‘We do not entirely know his purpose, save that he is looking for someone and seems to think we are now a part of his errand. I do not trust to good fortune enough to await him here—we are to depart on the ferry in the morning. Iawin has kindly invited us to stay at Hill Hall.’

Once Robin had heard Iawin’s account from the farmer of Trusset, he frowned. ‘Then I would say you should not wait even until morning. I hurried here, but I don’t know where this fellow is, or how determined he is to speak with you. If he were really earnest, he might try to catch you as soon as it is light. I don’t like the thought of him snooking about the place.’

Eölas sat in the quiet as he waited for his mother to answer. He said nothing himself, yet hoped she would heed Robin’s warning. Glancing at his friend, who was apparently still chewing over what he’d heard, he gave Robin a look which suggested that later they would have much to discuss together.

After a minute, Elmolin moved her clasped hands from the table to her lap, evidently having arrived at her decision.

‘We shall not wait until the morning, then; though I think we need not run out the door just yet. Whoever this man is, I should think he would not chance a visit to a strange place in the night, when he doesn’t know who he shall find. Now, will you take tea, Robin, and something to eat? We had supper hours ago.’

They added the finishing touches to the packing while Elmolin prepared a light meal for them, which they ate in the gloom of the kitchen. The fire in the hearth had died to embers and only a pair of lanterns hanging from the beams in the ceiling shed any light, their flickering glow causing the shadows of the room to tremble.

Once they had eaten and allowed it to settle for an hour or so, in which time Elmolin had written two short letters which she placed in a pair of light envelopes, it came time for them to depart. After a final look about the cottage, in which they tried the windows and checked for anything they might still take with them, they wrapped themselves in their cloaks and took up their bags from the corridor.

Eölas pinned his cloak with a brooch—one of the few treasures of the cottage: a six-petaled star lily fashioned of white silver, given to him by Elmolin on his thirteenth birthday, when he was old enough to be entrusted with such an heirloom.

The porch was dark as they locked the front door. Without even the lamp burning to greet visitors, they were all but invisible as they crossed the garden, passing through the gate into the shadow of the valley.

They each carried a pack upon their backs, the brothers both hefting another over their shoulders as they walked to the ferry. Robin jogged alongside them to keep up with their strides. Less than an hour later, they reached the river.

Half a mile from where Eölas and Robin had their own raft, a grassy bank led down to the water, from which they collected deliveries from Ned. It was dark on the bank now and the Barleybend, black as ink, ran silently beneath the arching boughs. Dawn was still two hours away as they left the extra bags beneath a tree, the envelopes laid on top. One was addressed to Ned, apologising and containing payment for his services; the other was to Thane Hillfurrow, warning of their change of plans, and that they might well now be delayed, for they would no longer be arriving by ferry.

They crossed the water by raft upstream, then Robin led them for miles along the night paths. They wound their way through thickets of hazel and holly and, here and there, as they passed over open ground, they would see the sky clear and arrayed with stars, before plunging again into the trees. As they neared the edge of March Wood, the trunks of the oaks turned blue in the opening of the day.

One by one, the stars faded as the light grew, let in through the ceiling of the wood and revealing the path Robin had been following from long practice. Dawn faded, giving way to a pale, grey morning which did much to dispel their anxiety, which had seemed almost to follow a step behind them along the trail. The world was returning to its old self and any imagined spectres retreated as the group emerged from the trees.

Robin had led them southwest in order to avoid as many homesteads as possible. From where they stood at the top of a long, grassy slope, they could see smoke rising from the chimneys of cottages dotting the fields away to their left. Robin’s own home lay that way, couched among the thinning trees, but now they were headed west. No more than a mile away lay the grey face of Willowmere, a long lake which ran north to south for nearly a mile, though it was so narrow in places most people thought of it as a pond. It was surrounded by flowering meadows and copses which grew into wooded hills beyond its western shore. Down to Willowmere they went as the sky behind them blushed and the birds of wood and field began to sing. This was the farthest Eölas had ever come into open country since they had settled in March Wood, and he thrilled at the sight of the long pool as they made towards it, free of ferry or carriage.

By the time they reached the water, the chorus of the woods was answered by trilling calls from the reeds. Already ducks and other water birds had left their nests hidden upon the mist-strewn banks and were gliding across the face of Willowmere, held in morning calm. The rising of the sun over the water was dazzlingly bright and they watched as a troupe of ducks was lost in a glittering shaft which sprang from the shore. Beyond the water, a haze rose over the hills, mingling with the morning cloud.

They followed the northern bank along its wooded edge, for it shielded them from the view of anyone who might already have been in the fields that morning. But they were forever turning their heads that way, expecting to see a fair-haired horseman riding down through the farms.

The water could still be seen sparkling away to the north as they climbed a short way up a hill with grassy feet to its shoulders of sheltering trees. The floor was strewn with summer flowers, and here they finally rested, taking their morning meal. Then they lay back and dozed awhile on the shaded lawn with their cloaks folded as pillows, though Eölas was nearly too giddy at being beyond the bounds of March Wood to take any rest.

They awoke just before midday. The sun was climbing high and hot in the south as they crested the hill, descending into the first of many shallow valleys. There was no wind and the air shimmered in the heat at the end of July. Tall grasses droned with insects hiding amidst myriads of poppies and cornflowers, which filled the meadows right up to the eaves of the brief woods, whence they might hear at times the cooing of doves, or the throaty rasp of a pheasant.

This was the route Robin chose for them, having no roads and only a few narrow riding paths which were seldom used. Most of the traffic in those parts avoided the hills and split off at their feet, either to Merridown in the north or to Rushymead farther south. They could be confident of meeting few people, and any they did they would see coming a long way off, giving them time aplenty to step into the trees or take another way around the hill.

The last of their anxiety faded, and they enjoyed the views of the countryside as they strolled, mostly up and down along the flowering ridges. Every so often they saw the southernmost fields of Merridown open out on their right, with the village itself sitting on either side of the bright band of the river. Beyond it, to the northwest, lay the Hopwood, distant and blue. Even the roads below them looked restful, with their trees dozing as they leant over them in the afternoon.

‘Not quite the walk we planned, but fine all the same,’ said Eölas as he and Robin went on ahead.

‘No, not quite,’ said Robin.

‘I am sorry. I had no idea this fellow would cause such trouble. We might still have time to see the West Herlund before the autumn.’

‘Whatever this stranger is stirring seems more important than any plans I had. Anyhow, they don’t matter,’ lied Robin as he led them on.

They left the hills, and coming down into the vales again they joined an old track which had long ago grown over with grass. It ran between the edge of a wood of wild oaks and the meadows at the end of an outlying farm. This led them along the last of Merridown’s fields, though now they were well out of sight and the little, neglected path took them through green archways and patches of dappled sun as the afternoon began to fade. By evening, they were climbing gently again towards a lonely hill.

Holly Hill was to be their camp for that night. Its shoulders were bare, but its crown was ringed with chestnut trees and dark, glossy hollies. In their shade were some gnarled blackthorns, faded now from their spring bloom. Robin had often stayed in that spot himself, so they had no fear of lighting a fire once he had given the roots of the blackthorns a brief inspection.

‘No bogasts in these trees,’ he said, half in jest but not without relief.

Holly Hill offered a wide view in three directions, with only the lands to the east being shielded by the ridges they had passed over earlier that day. To the north and northwest were the fields and water-meadows of Merridown, with the village some three leagues away. Southward lay pastures where cattle could be seen grazing in the soft evening light, with deer joining them as twilight came. To the west—their own road—lay open grasses for over a league, before airy beech woods took over the vale through which the Willow Way ran, until it became lost in the meandering wetlands north of the Broadbelt.

They settled down within the ring of trees shielding their camp. Nobody would think it strange to see another small fire on the hilltop, which was kindled as the twilight gathered and the stars returned in the cool upper airs.

‘I shall have to leave you once we cross the stream tomorrow,’ said Robin as they ate, ‘since even I can’t go missing from home for as long as I have without catching it hot from my old man. It will be easy enough after you’re over the water—the road heads west all the way to Woodrow, and if you don’t want to stick to it, you can easily find it again. The country is wilder to the south, if you still don’t fancy being seen. But the going may be slower, if you get tangled up in the woods there.’

‘We shall find the way,’ said Eölas, eager now to be looking for it himself, instead of being led, as he felt, by the hand. He sometimes forgot Robin had an entirely other life beyond the bounds of March Wood. In Eölas’ imagination, Robin simply disappeared once he entered the fields beyond the eaves of the wood, popping up again later with a tale to tell of other valleys and the talk he’d heard from the farms between them.

They told stories now as night fell. Eölas and Robin asked Erolas for an old tale, one of journeys, and so Erolas, resorting not to any he had read in the books in Lily Cottage, recited from memory one he’d learned as a youth. Not one for performance, Erolas spoke in verse little altered from his usual speech, telling them of the Dwarf, Wide-wanderer, of Vívandír’s journeys:

‘The hoarfrost ran, the snows had gone,

And every land shone green in spring

When Vívandír went wandering;

Through houseless country journeyed on,

He sought far mountains under stars,

And by their light beheld the peaks,

Their names from tongues not kin to ours,

And ever on, new lands he seeks.’

So Erolas spoke, and his verse ran on a good while, recounting Vívandír’s travels to the lands of thunderous giants, and of fabulous beasts for which folk in those days no longer had names, but Erolas didn’t recite them all that night.

‘He did well, getting as far as he did on such little legs,’ said Robin afterwards.

‘Dwarves in the tales of the Herlunds seem to be very different to those in the North,’ said Erolas. ‘Tall and terrible they are in ours, but a few, like Vívandír, were kindly, helping men when they were lost, or when monsters came to their door.’ He grew thoughtful a moment, looking out beyond the blackthorn boughs, and said no more.

The night was still warm as they lay down. Erolas set some thicker branches on the fire to keep it fed for the night and went to sleep. They had begun to burn low when Eölas awoke, having felt something change in the air.

Lying for a little while under his blanket, Eölas looked at the stars from his back, recalling some of the stories of how their shapes were made, until he could no longer suppress the urge to look out from the top of the hill.

He ducked under the blackthorn boughs, pale beneath the moon, and crept through the tangle of hollies to the hill’s northern edge, from which he could see the lowlands open out before him. The fields were grey beneath the stars and most of the homesteads were dark. Here and there, he saw a distant light flicker, but it would be hours yet before anyone arose to begin work in the fields. The road leading along their edge could be dimly made out, running roughly straight and dipping every once in a while into a fold in the earth, emerging again on higher ground or from within a patch of dark trees.

Eölas was watching this road now. Somehow, he had been stirred from sleep by the feeling someone was looking for them in the lands below and, as he peered down, he had the sense they were vulnerable on the hill. The sky was too wide and open and they, small as they slept beneath it, were not nearly sheltered enough by the hedging trees.

He was still standing there, waiting to see if a lone figure would come riding down from the north along the road, when Robin appeared beside him.

‘I didn’t mean to wake you,’ said Eölas as his friend looked down into the valley.

‘You didn’t,’ said Robin. ‘I was already lying there, wondering about something else, when I saw you get up. What are you doing?’

‘Nothing, it’s just a feeling I had. I don’t think I like it up on this hill anymore—I feel it too open,’ said Eölas.

‘I can’t imagine that fellow could know where we are,’ said Robin; ‘not yet, anyhow. Even if he had visited the cottage today, he would likely have waited a good while before he realised it was going to stay empty, and then he wouldn’t know where to go next. At worst, some Herlunder caught sight of us, but that’s unlikely, and even then it would take a day or more for their rumour to spread.’

‘I know it. I just feel uneasy, and have done since this whole business started,’ said Eölas.

‘Who do you think this chap is? I’ve never known Erolas or your mother to look this way. Something is worrying them about this stranger,’ said Robin, glancing back over his shoulder, as though he expected one of Eölas’ family to be there, listening to their talk.

‘I’m not sure, but they both know more than they’re telling—I’m certain of that much, at least. Mother has been close since Fin and Iawin asked me to go along with them, weeks back. But then she often gets anxious if I talk about straying too far from the wood. It’s Erolas who’s surprised me. He’s been even more quiet than usual, and I suspect he changes the subject if he feels my questions leading too near the matter.

I suppose they must suspect something about him; they do say there are dangerous folk, still, beyond the Werrow, with Northland no exception—but they won’t tell me anything, and I don’t remember enough from those days. Certainly, I didn’t know about any troubles or other such business that might have been going on; I was much too young for that.’

‘Do you think there’d be trouble if he found you?’ frowned Robin.

‘Mother and Erolas both seem to think so, by the way they talk about him. I just wish I knew what he was about. All this guessing makes it much worse, and I feel the truth could scarcely be more worrying than anything I’ve imagined because of their silence.’

Eölas sighed. He and Robin stood beyond the ring of trees a little while longer, their talk finally turning to the route they might take once he left them, then they returned to the camp.

As they turned, Robin shivered. He caught what he thought must have been something of Eölas’ own doubt about the lands below, since he imagined there really was someone headed their way. So, there is more to this than any of us had thought, he said to himself as he ducked through the boughs, glad to be surrounded by the trees again and safe from any eyes watching from afar.

There were still some hours left before dawn, and Eölas once again let his eyes rove across the stars. His favourite group, that of the Hunter, was nowhere to be seen: he was striding far away, in other lands in that season, but Eölas remembered a little rhyme Erolas had taught him in their tongue, which he had translated:

Valahan, Valahan, bold and bright,

Shining under Moon with heaven’s light——

Eölas had not got further than the opening of the verse when, still gazing up, he shuddered. The stars seemed to flicker for a moment, and then he became aware once again of something behind them, concealed for now by their light. Something like a tremor ran through the darkness and Eölas turned away, wrapping himself in his blanket. He began the rhyme again to keep his fear of the sky at bay, but even Valahan the Bright, hero that he was, had not the power to dispel it. He shined on, remote over distant lands, as Eölas beneath other stars shivered. The words were still on his lips as he at last fell asleep.

If he had still felt worried when he awoke the following morning, Eölas did not show it as the others sat enjoying the sunshine spilling through the branches into their camp. The day had already grown fine and warm when they departed. Robin led them once again, Eölas at his side and the others a little way behind.

A mile lay between the crown of Holly Hill and the open ground below. The travellers passed under brief woods before finally stepping out onto the flats. On their left, they could see the road skirting the hills, running away to the south. A broad stone bridge stood at Rushymead, the common way to cross the stream of the Willow Way, which now lay across their path. But Robin took them straight on, over the wild grasses to the beech woods beyond.

Beneath their shade they slowed their pace, which had been quick off the hill. Now they ambled between the shafts of sun falling through the green-gold roof and listened to the song of blackbirds all about them.

They found themselves descending into a bright dell where they found the Green Crossing—a low, narrow bridge of grass running over the chattering stream. It had been built long ago from tumbled stones, but these had been overtaken by turfs which sprang from them, and the whole bridge seemed to be an extension of the mossy shore. It was all but forgotten in those days, since the Herlunders liked to walk along their country lanes and the edges of their fields. But Robin, being a wilder sort than they, loved the deeper, untamed places. He would seek out tangled woods and flooded dells where the waters were dark and still, yet he would always find a way through, as if the fallen alders by which he crossed the pools appeared only as he needed them, sinking back into the shadows once he had passed. So, the Elms could have had no better guide than if Dipper Longfellow himself had been leading them.

They rested awhile beside the Green Crossing, having come a little under three leagues since breakfast. They had made good time that morning, since their road ran, for the most part, downhill; it would climb again as they left the vale of the Willow Way, its leaf-thatched stream running away into the marshes of Rushymead and Suthley Bog.

Midday had come and gone when they set off again. Robin brought them out of the cleft where the stream ran and headed southwest. They would have to follow the road awhile, if they did not want to end up wandering across the farms which spread from the southern banks of the Barleybend. Robin pointed it out to them as they stood on a slope with open grassland between them and the wetlands of Rushymead, whose farmhouses now filled him with trepidation. But the village still lay five miles or so to the southeast, and, anyway, he was not bound to work among them just yet.

‘You won’t have to join the road for a few miles, but you can see where it bends away to the west,’ he said, pointing at the thin ribbon running along the edge of the distant water-meadows. ‘If you follow the feet of these slopes we’re on now, you’ll only have to take to the road for a mile or so. Then you can leave it again. Be careful, mind, if you do choose the woods—it’s wilder country, and if you climb over the ridge you can get yourself lost in the hollows that lead to the bogs where the Willow Way ends. The paths aren’t clear or obvious there, so it would be better if you keep the road in sight.’

After many thanks and a kind word from Elmolin for his faithfulness, Robin left them.

‘Safe travels!’ said he. ‘If you’re staying long, do write to tell me—perhaps I’ll come down for a visit myself.’ Then he turned and followed the way they had come along the slope. His green hood vanished into the shaded wood and the Elms were left to find their own way to the road.

Eölas led them for the rest of the day. After crossing the road under Robin’s advisement they had passed into the trees a little way beyond. The land was wilder there, as Robin had said, and few people did they expect to meet, except for one or two who rode east or west between the farms, or trundled along with a cart in tow. Yet without Robin’s chatter to lighten their journey, the Elms began to remember their worries. Their eyes were forever flitting among the trees, or looking over their shoulders. They saw no one, not even a Herlunder out upon errand, but their watchfulness grew.

Nevertheless, and to Eölas’ quiet satisfaction, they managed well enough without Robin. The woods climbed away from the edge of the road, and they found themselves looking down on it now and then over steep slopes which dropped away at their feet. Out in the bright air they saw hawks and kestrels spiralling, rising on the warm currents to survey the glades dotting the woods, which were growing thick again.

‘Yes,’ said Eölas to himself as he spied the land he’d cross the following day, ‘you’re managing just fine on your own.’

They camped in a shallow dell carpeted by faded primroses, lying down to sleep as the stars emerged. Only far away, beyond the bogs of the Barleybend where marsh birds called, was the sky still pale.

They climbed down from the ridge the next morning, since it fell away to the south in the direction they did not want to go. They kept off the road for as long as possible, the gilded trunks affording a view between them for a little while, but began to close in as the Elms neared the wild lands of Woodrow. They hurried along then, since it was more than three leagues to the other side and they were still eager to avoid even the Herlunders, who would doubtless share the story of fair-haired giants wandering across the country with whoever else they met that day. And it was still a long way to Hill Hall. They might yet have to camp that evening somewhere off the road.

They reached Woodrow’s crowding ranks around midmorning. Oaks arched over the road, their beards hanging still in the morning air; behind them spread the shadow of pines, and any sunlight breaking through to the floor of the wood soon died as the travellers entered the quiet country. They felt it was listening to them, and, though the pines creaked and the rumour of woodpeckers could be heard far within, they felt stifled by the trees. Those avenues seemed more alert than the sleepy, beech-lined corridors of March Wood, which commented little on any traveller passing by, and the Elms hurried on to escape the watchful silence and gloom. They did not stop once while beneath those trees, only slowing their pace when they saw ahead of them, white and gold, the arching eaves and open sky beyond.

While in Woodrow, the Elms crossed the border between the East and South Herlunds. In the land opening beneath their feet (they hadn’t noticed themselves climbing while on the forest road), they saw gentle hills rolling west and north, their woods patchworked with fields and pasture. They had come to the more populous lands of the South Herlund. Away to their left the trees still marched, unbroken, between a lonely group of hills some ten miles distant, and the lowlands where the Willow Way was lost.

They followed the road for a little while as it led off the slope between the hills, where, for the first time since their journey started, they walked alongside wooden fences lining the fields opening on either side of them. Sheep and cattle grazed there, for the most part, but now and then they came across ponies gathering beneath the shade at the edges of the meadows. The people about Meddleborough loved that particular breed, being small, but stout. The little steeds could carry the Herlunders for miles without tiring, and were clever beasts—Ned Sandybanks’ own pony, who towed the ferry, had learned his task so well his master could command him from the water, never needing to come ashore.

Eölas had been taught by Erolas to ride the ponies in the fields about Hill Hall, and had become quite good friends with some of them when they carried him and his young companions on their adventures. In those days, they would ride through the woods about Fithforth, picnicking in the shaded dells and hunting for fairies, then returning home over the fields beneath the stars. But Eölas, even before he grew too large for them, began to regret how the ponies would sweat beneath their burdens in the summer heat, and so he preferred most often to run alongside them as they played, rather than sitting in the saddle.

‘That one looks almost like a little brother to Valyar,’ said Elmolin to Erolas, who had been eyeing the creatures sadly beneath heavy lids.

‘His coat is not as white, nor his tail as long. Look at his stride,’ said Erolas. ‘He would not keep up with Valyar in the valleys of Norannё.’

They were leaning on a fence at the edge of a field, standing in a gap between the trees and discussing the various virtues and shortcomings of the animals, when they heard the sound they had dreaded: the clatter of hoofs from around the bend in the road.

They listened. Their worst fear, for the present at least, was avoided. It was not the sound of a large, single beast coming their way. A carriage, by the sound of it, was rattling up from the western fields beyond the pasture hills. It was too late for the Elms to find anywhere to hide themselves, so they turned away and leant into the field, hoping they would go unnoticed by whoever was driving by.

As the carriage drew level with them, however, it stopped. They heard the tramp and stamp of ponies’ feet as they halted, but were determined to look away until the last moment, if they could.

‘Found you!’ called a voice as someone leapt from the carriage. They spun around to see Iawin beaming as he came to greet them properly. Fin, still seated, waved to them cheerily, keeping one hand on the reins of the two cream ponies drawing the carriage.

‘This is unexpected,’ said Elmolin, inclining her head in greeting. Then, with a smile, she said, ‘Have you come driving out just to find us?’

‘Yes, indeed!’ said Iawin. ‘When Uncle read your letter yesterday, he said if you hadn’t come by midmorning today, then we’d better set out to look for you. And here you are, dawdling at the wayside. Never mind! We’re here now and you needn’t trudge any further. If you don’t mind waiting, we’ve seen a lovely spot for us to have our luncheon—we’d just passed it an hour ago, while wondering where we might find you. I’m glad we’ll get to go there after all.’

The Elms clambered into the back of the carriage, which was open at both ends, having an arching frame draped with a light cloth. As they drove along, the shadows of the trees played across its surface, their sliding shapes coming and going, slipping off behind them as Fin drove into the open farmlands.

From behind the driver’s seat they could see across a wide valley many miles long. Amidst the gentle folds of the fields were hamlets and homesteads, past which they would never have come unseen, had they continued on foot. As it was, they had a pleasant journey in the carriage. Thane Hillfurrow looked forward to welcoming them back, they heard, and as they rode they began forming the first plans for their visit.

Fin brought them to a halt after crossing a bridge at the little hamlet of Thorny-wegg, where the houses had turf roofs that glowed at eventide. Having pulled up onto the verge, Fin tethered the ponies, leaving them to graze as Iawin led the party through a brief copse to the waterside. From a secluded bend in the stream which afforded them privacy, they looked out onto the Brandle, which ran northwards out of the hills to join the Barleybend beyond the woods and fields.

They had their luncheon sitting with the trees at their backs, looking west over the water. Across from them, in the shade of a field, cattle lay avoiding the heat of the afternoon, whipping at flies with their tails. Beyond them, blue in the haze, rose Hill Hall, no more than ten miles away, half-ringed with trees on the crown of a hill whose name was seldom remembered after the importance of the Thane’s house. Folk had taken to calling it simply ‘The Hill.’

With so short a journey left to them, they idled long beside the banks of the Brandle. Fin and Iawin, who might have had misgivings upon leaving Lily Cottage days before, found it impossible to summon their concerns now they were sitting in the sun of a bright afternoon. Whatever frightful spell they had been under in the dead of the night, it held no power over them now. A little less heeding of countryfolk and a little more common sense, said Fin to himself, and the last of his doubts slipped away.

They unpacked a fine luncheon from a number of baskets previously stored beneath the seat of the carriage. There was food aplenty, and they allowed the meal to go on for hours, feeling no hurry. Iawin poured Erolas a cider he’d brought from The Oaken Crown, the finest establishment in Meddleborough, and for a little while the pair discussed the best methods of pressing cider. Iawin had strong opinions on the matter, but Erolas had his doubts. Fin, meanwhile, shared a smoked burbot he’d caught himself from the Green Pan. Like many Herlunders, he was a keen angler and could spend hours sitting beside languid waters waiting for a bite. It was a skill Iawin seemed not to possess, but as a child he had insisted he enjoyed fishing, and had joined Fin and Eölas and whoever else they had brought along, only to groan from boredom once his mood for sitting quietly had passed. Once, when Iawin had complained on the bank so loudly he had frightened away the fish, Fin distracted him as Eölas crept up behind him, tossing him into the pool. He might have had a word or two to say when he resurfaced, spluttering, but his friends had laughed at him so long and so hard, he seemed to miss his chance, and instead followed them back to the hall, grumbling all the while. Since then, he’d always kept Eölas between him and the water’s edge, if ever they were near a stream or pool.

Early evening was about them when at last they packed up their things and drove off. The ponies had rested for hours and were ready to go on again at a pace, so the final miles between Thorny-wegg and Meddleborough fairly flew by. The sun was in their eyes when they came up a long, low slope to Greygate. There, split by the road, was a grove of three trees unlike any others in the Werrow: they had straight, ashen trunks and broad boughs thick with needles all year long, the colour of which the Herlunders could not decide upon. At times, they appeared a greenish grey, while at others they were almost blue like chimney smoke. None knew when nor by whom they had been planted, or if they had simply been blown in upon the wind, their seeds settling after a long journey from some far country where strange things grew without any need for names. At any rate, they now marked entry to Fithforth, in which the town of Meddleborough lay. The folk of the Werrow, resistant to change, stuck to their division of fourths by simply adding a fifth and, by all accounts, this had proved to be a workable solution. Indeed, in those days, any stranger remarking on there being five Herlunds within the Four would have been met only with blank stares, as though they were the one who had committed an obvious and juvenile error. It was, after all, the countryside.

They passed beneath the towering trees at Greygate, coming down into a long stretch of rolling meadows lined by copses that shaded little hidden pools. Beyond the waving grasses through which Fin now drove them lay the town of Meddleborough in the restful heart of the Werrow, two miles north of the lone hill upon which the Thane’s hall waited. As they went, Eölas felt the peace he had known in those fields return as a flood. The lands about Meddleborough, when he had been young, had appeared to go on forever with their grassy hills crowned with chestnut trees; any country that might lie beyond them seemed impossibly remote. All danger, all trouble, in those days, had felt far away.

They saw again the houses of the town in the distance, built in the low bowl of the gentle hills, surrounded by their farms and fields. There was a mix of buildings: some made of the same grey stone familiar in Merridown, while others were those with dark beams showing stark within their white walls. Nearly all were of one storey and stood close together, forming narrow streets. Most had roofs of thatch, but here and there was one of slate—one roof rose high and round on the top of the windmill which stood on the south-western end of the town with four great vanes darkly stained.

Their road came to the eastern foot of the Hill and wrapped around it to the north, winding slowly up on a zig-zag path which looked out over the town. The shadows were long and the fields golden about them as they began the climb. The haze in the west had become a deep, lingering bronze as the day neared its end and, in the long grass at the roadside, the crickets had begun their cheeping as the dusk settled in.

Elmolin looked out from the rear of the carriage. The lands hadn’t changed in the years they’d been away, nor, she guessed, had the people. All seemed to be exactly as it should be, with life going on peacefully for those who lived within view of the Hill.

How long shall we stay, I wonder? thought Elmolin as they neared the hilltop. How long until things for us return to the way they were?

She turned to see the carriage had made the last bend and the road straightened for the final furlong. At its end, behind a stout gate set in a high green hedge, stood Hill Hall.










CHAPTER IV


STRANGERS AT THE GATE

The gate to the yard opened as the carriage drove up from the west side of the Hill. They were surrounded immediately by the neat flowerbeds so beloved by Lady Hillfurrow, their blooms glowing in the late sun, and the still evening air was filled with their gentle perfume. The yard was surrounded by a hedge of laurel, eight feet high and thick with glossy leaves which ran up to the walls of the great building.

The hall itself, standing solidly of grey stone, was long and two-storeyed. It had a slate roof and many chimneys, with a little bell tower in its centre. It looked north, with wings at its eastern and western ends reaching back towards the crescent of oak and sweet chestnut trees, which swept along the southern edge of the back garden. Fires had already been lit in the hall, glowing now against the lattice windows.

The main door to the hall faced into the yard and was a heavy, studded oak affair, standing under a shallow porch. It was overshadowed on either side by two great yew trees which grew right up to the walls of the hall, and indeed were said to have been there when the Hill was still wild, before the first stone had been laid. In front of the open door stood Thane and Lady Hillfurrow, waiting to greet their guests.

Iawin’s uncle had grey hair nearly white; it stood out in the same tangled manner as on the other men of the Werrow, and (so Eölas thought) seemed to undermine the fineness of his attire, though today he had tamed it slightly, wearing a cap with a long red feather trailing from its brim, along with a splendid green jacket with shining buttons. Since the start of his middle years, his figure had begun to grow gradually outwards, until he embodied what he called “a body robust and prepared for all seasons.”

Lady Hillfurrow, usually too occupied by her garden to be concerned with her clothes, had on this occasion donned her finest frock and covered the curling masses of her hair beneath a bonnet tied with ribbons.

The pair bowed low as the Elms disembarked the carriage, and were briefly amazed, having forgotten just how outlandish the family looked. Among the ruddy-faced folk of the Werrow, the Elms stood tall and pale, their hair gleaming in the late shafts of sun.

The Thane remembered a drizzly day in autumn more than ten years before, when a young lady the likes of whom he’d never seen before appeared in the yard, wishing to speak to the master of the hall. With her had been a young man with hard, grey eyes, who loomed over the men standing nearby, and a smaller fellow clutching with one hand the cords at the young woman’s waist. Such a look of hope and weariness had been on her face, and so lost seemed the young boy, the Thane overcame his surprise and took pity on them. He had granted them leave to stay at Hill Hall until he knew what they were about, and how, if it came to it, he might be of service.

Now it was a warm summer evening as the Elms returned, again looking for shelter, only this time the need seemed more urgent, Hillfurrow thought.

‘How wonderful to see you again!’ exclaimed Lady Hillfurrow as she grasped the hands of Elmolin, who towered over the smiling woman. Elmolin smiled back, looking down at Lady Hillfurrow’s kindly face: her eyes were still bright and full of life, with laughter always playing in their depths. Her cheeks were perhaps rounder than they once were, and there were lines now where none had been before, but they were filled with colour and wrinkled frequently into a brilliant smile.

‘And you, Lady Hillfurrow,’ said Elmolin with a light bow; ‘you are looking very well indeed.’

‘Oh, go on!’ said Lady Hillfurrow with a wave of her hand, blushing slightly at having been bowed to. ‘Time brushes some and batters others, as they say, and it looks like the years haven’t touched you at all! Blessed good breeding that is, no doubt. Do come inside now, do!’

‘Yes, please to let our guests in off the front step, Weorna,’ said the Thane to his wife, rather more placidly.

They began to step through the door, with Fin and Iawin carrying the Elms’ bags inside, taking them to the bedrooms prepared for their stay, where the rest of the luggage brought from the ferry already stood against the wall. Erolas clung to his bag, since it was much too heavy for any of the lads in the yard to carry easily. At the door, he shook Thane Hillfurrow’s hand with another of his rare smiles, saying, ‘Good to see you again, old boy.’

‘Aye, and you, lad, and you,’ Hillfurrow answered with a laugh, giving the young man’s beard a tug as he passed.

Eölas was last through the door. With a broad smile, he embraced the Thane on the front step and gestured for the older gentleman to precede him into the hall.

Inside, Hill Hall was lit with many lanterns hanging from the beams along the walls and ceilings, which were not high for the Elms, but which the inhabitants considered rather stately. There were hearths set in every wall with logs already prepared, and some of these had been lit before the guests arrived. The floors were of flagstone wherever a hall led to an outer door, but elsewhere they were of dark oak, richly stained and covered with mats of woven rushes, which were replaced regularly. Comfortable chairs stood everywhere with little tables at their sides, and on every one was a lamp with a candle ready to burn.

The Herlunders, never having truly taken to painting as a pastime, rarely adorned their walls with pictures. Instead, their joy in decoration came through the careful arrangement of furniture, which was partly a practical affair, much as their songs grew out of a need to while away the time working in wood and field. Artistry, it could be said of the Herlunders, unless it was that of music (nearly every Herlunder could sing), was not a pressing concern, for after childhood the telling of stories that were not local gossip was frowned upon, and if anyone were to become unduly preoccupied with such things, they were summarily dismissed as namby-pamby. Nevertheless, some of the walls of Hill Hall featured woven scenes of a rustic kind, of haymaking or the harvest, or of herds gathered in the meadows, and these hung between the low-set windows.

To the left of the square entrance hall was the main dining room, where a long table stood surrounded by dozens of seats. At the end of the room, against the eastern wall, was the largest fireplace, and before it were set two deep armchairs, along with a number of footstools. From the dining room the yard could be seen on one side, while its southern windows looked out into the back garden, flanked by the wings of the hall.

The guests were ushered briefly into the hall, for a late supper was being prepared and would soon be ready, and they had yet to wash.

As he entered, Eölas was met by two padding dogs—they were grey, shaggy creatures with large, golden eyes. He froze. Suddenly, he dropped into a half crouch. The dogs splayed their forelegs, lowering their heads. A moment later, a tangle of legs and tails rolled by the door of the dining room as Eölas wrestled the hounds, who had recalled their old playmate at once.

‘Hi there! Ash! Archer!’ called Thane Hillfurrow from the table. ‘Leave him be now, you old lopers!’

Eölas gave the dogs a final scratch beneath their chins before they trotted off to sit beside their master, then followed his family to a back room to bathe hurriedly before supper.

Washed and now hungry again, they accepted seats beside the Thane at the long dining table, hearing all about Hill Hall and its goings-on since they had moved away. Hillfurrow had just begun to talk proudly of the new archway he’d put into the upper storey of the east wing when the trays of dishes began to arrive and were set before them.

There was a hum of activity as folk began to appear from every door. Some were serving up the supper as others took their places, having come in from the fields and stables and washed up before sitting down, while others hurried in from the garden. Dusk was deepening, gilding thin poles supporting climbing beans at the end of the lawn, which was covered in beds of flowers of every conceivable colour. Beyond them, the trees cast their shade as a final boundary to the grounds. A worn footpath ran through a narrow gap between them, down the hill to a pond blazing red in the dying day.

Eölas had moved in between Fin and Iawin in the middle of the table, while Erolas and his mother remained at the top beside Thane and Lady Hillfurrow. All of them were deep in talk, but the Thane soon began noticing the sidelong glances made towards the new-arrivals and, if he had caught them, he was certain Lady Elm had as well.

Well now, that didn’t take long. I do hope they’ll behave themselves and not go troubling our guests—and I hope I don’t get no trouble, neither.

The regular inhabitants of Hill Hall did, for that evening at least, behave themselves—for the most part. Some of the residents remembered the Elms and were happy enough to greet them and politely ask how things were ‘away over there’, since they were not all of them clear as to just from where the family had returned. Few of them ever cast their minds far, and even having someone more than a day’s journey from the hall come to stay was a positive novelty.

Hillfurrow was, nonetheless, rather let down by some of the folk of his hall. They could not resist leaning in to whisper amongst themselves while casting obvious glances at the family.

Dashed poor show, he thought. I shall have to have a word, if they don’t soon stop this nonsense.

He eventually turned away from the crowd and resumed his part in the conversation the two ladies had been having. He sat listening politely as they discussed the various challenges faced in the gardens about the Hill, and Lady Elm was consulted many times on her great knowledge of growing things. To the Hillfurrows’ surprise, Lady Elm suggested Erolas might be of help, since he had amassed quite a wealth of knowledge on the subject, having studied the gardens of Lily Cottage with some intensity.

During the dinner, Erolas sat with his head down as he ate and his hair fell as a screen about him, shielding him from the questions which might otherwise have come his way. He seemed to be most interested in his meal, but every now and then revealed he had been listening to the talk about him when he smiled from the corner of his mouth and released a quiet laugh through his nose. When asked about the possibility of lending his aid about the gardens, he promised to take a look.

‘Splendid!’ said Lady Hillfurrow. ‘Thank you.’

Erolas nodded quietly in return. Lady Hillfurrow did not quite understand the fellow or his ways, but her husband saw he was of an honest sort. The young man liked to be left alone, true, but he would always help when asked. Once or twice, he had even offered his assistance quite unlooked for, displaying some other facet of his unfathomable expertise. ‘There’s a well of knowledge in that one,’ Hillfurrow had said years before, ‘and I daresay we’ll never know just how deep it goes.’

Eölas, for his part, had been speaking to anyone who would hold his eye. He had begun the evening in talk exclusively involving himself, Fin and Iawin, but as the cousins grew louder and more enthused, they drew in commentators from all sides, until Eölas had spoken to everyone within five seats either side of him, as well as those across the table. His laugh was loud and frequent, and eventually encouraged those around him to return it.

Elmolin watched her son even while she entertained her hosts. The change over him was plain to see. Gone was the quiet lad from the lonely woods; in his place was a young man who had missed the company of others. Of her sons, he was the one most often forgiven by those few who could be persuaded to take to strangers. In his early years, when Iawin had run away to hide and Fin had sighed at being saddled with his cousin’s duties, there Eol would be, offering to lend a hand. This had met with approval from the Thane, but there were still others who remained unconvinced. Yet even some of these Eölas had won over through his seeming inability to understand why they should not like him. His openness of heart had often been enough to convince those who felt its warmth, but, as a door open to the world, it had sometimes let in the cold words of those whose ways were set.

This had hurt him, especially when so young. Yet, despite it, Elmolin had regretted pulling Eölas away from the community on the Hill, though it had been for his own good. That was around the time the nightmares had begun, fed by the moods of those who looked on them unkindly. Eölas felt them without knowing it, and they began to return at night as terrors which would soon worsen. He’d needed somewhere quiet where he could be untroubled by the careless words of the Herlunders as he grew, and his mind and spirit cleared. That had been seven summers ago. Yet still the dreams returned, showing little sign of truly fading, if she were any judge at all.

As she watched him, Elmolin nevertheless began to wonder. Perhaps there is a place for him here after all, once this business is finished with. He might have a house apart from the rest, and the terrors at night need bother no one—perhaps they will not return at all, if he is made happy here. So she wondered, even as Eölas was soon to see how such a hope would prove vain.

When supper ended, the Elms and Hillfurrows (and the ever-present Fin) sat beside the broad hearth at the end of the room. Lady Hillfurrow gave up her own armchair to Elmolin, who had tried to refuse, but whose will proved no match for the relentless good manners of her host. They talked as the night deepened outside. Lady Hillfurrow, reluctantly, retired to bed before they were finished; she would have liked to have stayed, but she’d so worn herself out from excitement her head nodded with sleep encouraged from the warmth of the fire and the soft pop of embers.

At last, before they all found their beds, the Thane enquired about their stay. His voice was friendly, his tone as innocent as he could manage.

‘So, then, how long are you looking to be down our way?’ he asked Elmolin, who smiled.

‘Not so long, I hope, that we overstay our welcome, good Thane,’ she answered.

‘Nonsense! I only hope my folk manage to mind their manners—I’m sure you must have caught them gawping at the table. They mean no harm, mind, but not everyone under my roof was here when you moved away. I imagine there’ll be some talk amongst them, but I’ll be sure to remind them you’re here as guests and are not to be bothered.’ Hillfurrow looked as though he were about to say something else, but he fell silent again and folded his hands over his stomach.

‘Many thanks to you, Thane. It is always our lot to put up with the inquisitiveness of others, but perhaps we shall not have to trouble you for long,’ said Elmolin, watching Hillfurrow as he relaxed in the glow of the fire.

‘No trouble, no trouble!’ said he, cheerfully, while giving her a crafty look from beneath his half-closed lids. ‘Hill Hall is my house. Nobody will disturb you here.’

They said goodnight after this, and the Elms were shown to two bedrooms on the upper floor of the east wing. The rooms stood on either side of a small parlour, and Elmolin took one of these while the brothers occupied the other.

‘We’ve had to give your old room away,’ said Hillfurrow as they parted on the landing, ‘but these ought to be comfortable enough. There’s a bell on the table in the parlour. Ring that, if you need anything.’

There were many maids and servants living at Hill Hall, but only one or two were ever up in the small hours: the bell on the table would likely only be answered during the daytime, when it would be heard by any number of the folk bustling about the corridors.

The Thane’s house, its enormous dining room notwithstanding, was of a deceptively cunning construction, and its rooms and apartments housed many more occupants than might have first been guessed. Since the first days of its building, Hill Hall had been home to anywhere between fifty and sixty residents at any one time and, though the air within was frequently busy, it never felt overcrowded. It was its own community, quite apart from Meddleborough below, and the folk of the town made a distinction between themselves and the people on the Hill.

Elmolin disappeared into her own room as her sons were shown theirs. Fin and Iawin spoke with them awhile in the parlour, laying plans for the following day. When they finally left them, the brothers closed the door and went to bed.

As Eölas lay there, the strangeness of being back at the hall struck him. For years it had been his home, and as a child he’d explored every nook and secret space it had to reveal, Fin and Iawin his co-conspirators. Yet he had always been a guest, never daring the impertinence his fellows showed the elders about the place. Now his sense of displacement increased, pressing like a weight upon his breast as he lay in the darkened room. He wondered again about his own small cottage which appeared in his daydreams, and feeling slightly sick, he worried it might never grow to be more than a wish. The air had changed, somehow. The bright days he’d remembered had faded, and the dining room of Hill Hall, though it looked as it had always done, felt smaller and less welcoming. Even he had noticed the looks given him at the table: despite his laughter, he’d caught their nods and had ignored some of the quieter comments made between the jokes around him.

Yet perhaps this feeling would pass, and maybe, as the days went by, things would be as they once were. Or, as he feared, Hill Hall as he knew it was now no more than a memory, having become another home to which he could not return.

Erolas fell asleep quickly. If the Werrow were to be his home, then Lily Cottage was where he belonged. He’d been old enough when he first arrived to not feel welcome at Hill Hall, nor did he wish to be. The bemused looks of gawking Herlunders meant nothing to him and their speculation fell upon deaf ears. As he arrived that evening, Erolas had donned once again his cloak of cool disinterest towards them.

The following morning came bright and clear as Eölas awoke in the airy room. The windows looked south and east beyond the Hill, and he could see the pond glittering in the fields a mile or so away over the climbing beanpoles in the garden. He watched as geese flew northwards over the farmlands and decided that that day would be one for swimming.

After breakfast, which was held in a smaller room between the east wing and the dining room, having a view over the garden, Eölas rounded up his companions. Erolas declined the invitation, since he was off to meet one of the few fellows in those parts he had taken to during his previous stay.

‘Not today. I am off to see how old Hamson is getting on. I saw smoke coming from the back of his shop as we passed yesterday.’

The smith’s forge sat a few miles from the Hill, on the edge of a hamlet just off the road towards Thorny-wegg. In former days, he’d let Erolas watch him work, as the young man had seemed so interested, and had him carry the heavy sacks needed for the furnace.

Fin and Iawin, of course, were more than happy to join Eölas, and they made sure a sizable luncheon was prepared before their departure. While attempting to recruit more members to their little band, however, they found the other young folk of Hill Hall suddenly busy or otherwise occupied.

‘It has started already, then,’ said Eölas with a sigh.

‘Never mind them,’ said Iawin. ‘Young Merrin, I hear, has his mind all set on marriage soon. I don’t expect he has a mind for leisure just now, nor should we like to hear him and his cousins discussing the affair all afternoon.’

‘We hardly need dozens of us splashing around and scaring the fish, anyway,’ added Fin, who hurried off soon after to fetch his pole and line.

The trio left the yard just after eleven o’clock. Already the sun was sticky in the fields, spreading like honey as the hours passed, blending with the sweet streams that ran through the meadows. Ignoring the road as it wound down the Hill, the friends cut across the grass and made their own way down to the wooded valley beyond the farms.

They walked for an hour through the late morning. When midday came it had grown so hot the tops of the fields about them rippled, without a breath of wind to stir them. They passed along a track between two of these, their footsteps kicking up dust behind them, lingering in the air long after they had gone. They turned off to the north when they reached a shaded patch of woods, picking their way through the trees and undergrowth until they reached a large, sheltered pond.

This was the Green Pan, which lay in a dip in the land and was overlooked by the low-rising hills to the north and east, whose tree-clad ridges just cut it off from Meddleborough. Thus secluded, it was a quiet place where the Herlunders could come to fish or, less commonly, to swim, for many still had a fear of being snatched by the slimy fingers of Mamaw Greengills and other fairies of her like.

The pond was hemmed on all sides by shady yews and towering bushes the folk of those parts knew as lantern trees, for they flowered with huge blooms in springtime which the locals thought of as coloured lamps of red and white and orange. Like the trees at Greygate, they were a mystery which none tried to solve.

Eölas had come frequently to the Green Pan before his move to Lily Cottage, especially during the months when his mother had been away and he’d needed somewhere to play where he would not be underfoot.

Elmolin, after a year spent enjoying the hospitality of the Thane, had met with him at the beginning of spring and suggested it was then time for them to find a place of their own, out of the way. After that, she had been in and out of Hill Hall until the autumn, searching the country for a spot in which they might settle. Finding nothing that year, she had gone out again the following spring, driven by carriage to inspect properties for sale, or to search the woods and valleys for a space upon which they might build.

It had been the very end of summer in that second year of searching that the papers to the old lodge in March Wood were found. After visiting the little property in the Rindle Valley that September, and seeing the birches rustling just before they changed for autumn, Elmolin had begun to draw up plans for its renovations, which would begin as soon as spring arrived. She had paid for the property with a ring kept in a little pouch of treasures at her waist, and which Lady Hillfurrow had worn thereafter on the very finest of occasions. The Thane had marvelled at the jewelled band, and wondered—if Lady Elm kept other such things about her person—if she might not have enough wealth to purchase not the little plot alone, but the entirety of March Wood.

When the time came for the work to begin, Erolas had gone off with his mother to oversee the foundations being laid. Having inspected the plans himself as they drove, he made some alterations of his own, leading to much grumbling from the men, but also to a more stable south-western corner for the cottage. Eölas, meanwhile, and after much pleading, was allowed for the first time in his life to be apart from them. It was only for a week, but to him it felt like an adventure in his own home. Lady Hillfurrow, of course, had fussed over him constantly, but Eölas, being well-mannered (or perhaps meek), had borne her mithering without complaint. The week was spent exploring the woods and boating on the Green Pan, and it felt too soon when his family returned. They immediately worried he’d suffered from his nightmares—of this they were convinced, and they asked him many questions about it—but he’d slept well in that time and had quite forgotten any frightful dreams. Eventually, they believed him and were content.

The lads’ little boat still lay within the house not far from the western bank. The shelter was low and could be mistaken for a mound in the earth; it had a turf roof and the door was half-delved into the ground. The boat itself, when they drew it out, was just large enough to seat them all—if Eölas kept his legs to himself. It was a triangular vessel with a painted red hull and two oars stowed beneath the benches.

Fin and Iawin took their places as Eölas, with a shove, launched them off the bank and hopped in behind them. They each took turns touring the pond, which was shaded on its western edge and open to the sun on the east, where the reeds grew thick and tall.

As they milled about the water, Eölas looked about the green woods and the clear sky above them, frowning. Fish drifted lazily in the shadows, and birds flitted above, seeming to swim in their reflections. He wondered if they ever felt as he sometimes did, that something—he did not know what—was coming, and were anxious only to delay its arrival. After a while, to escape his gloom, he said, ‘Suppose I were to have a little patch of my own down this way, someday. Would there be a place for me? Would there be aught for me to do?’

‘Why, anything at all!’ answered Iawin, at once sitting up, trying not to disturb the boat. He did not want this chance to escape him. ‘You might help the foresters, for one,’ he began. ‘They’d not soon run out of uses for you. But perhaps you had best find something in Meddleborough instead. You’re too clever to be wasted in the woods.’

‘I’m afraid all my cleverness is second-hand,’ said Eölas.

‘Oh, boo to that!’ said Iawin, then he rattled off a good handful of other occupations he believed might suit, discarding most immediately afterwards.

‘Are you thinking of coming back, Eol?’ asked Fin.

‘I have been now. Robin mentioned something of him being sent down from the wood, and it has got me thinking, only—’ Eölas did not finish this last thought and fell silent. He did not want to say it aloud to his friends, but the idea of leaving March Wood still alarmed him, and the wider fields were daunting. He feared, once he was out, being unable to return to the trees’ solitude, and the life he had known in Lily Cottage would all but disappear, replaced with something he had asked for but not wanted. He liked Iawin’s idea of taking up with the foresters, as far as it went.

‘We shall have a talk with Uncle when we get back,’ said Iawin, now smiling and rubbing his hands together. Plainly, the matter was settled in his mind, and he was already planning the move.

‘And what do you suppose will come of this foreigner?’ said Fin.

‘Neither Erolas nor my mother know—or, if they do, they will not say,’ said Eölas. ‘I suppose it is useless to decide anything until the affair is settled. I should like to know his business, since he has so upset things for us.’

‘I shouldn’t,’ said Iawin, and he lay back in the boat as they drifted beneath the shade of a great yew.

They lingered on the water for a while after this, until Iawin and Eölas decided to swim. They stripped off and dove from the boat, alarming a group of ducks nearby, who changed their course, clearly annoyed.

Eölas had once recounted to Robin the tale (as he knew it) of the hundred-handed sea beast from the verse he had read in Lily Cottage and, though Robin could envision no body of water greater than that of Willowmere, the thought of a monster trailing the deeper waters had stopped them swimming for an entire week one summer. But on that day in the Green Pan Eölas was untroubled. He was now thinking of days ahead, when he might be free to swim those waters whenever he wished.

While his friends paddled in the middle of the pond, Fin took the boat to the north-eastern edge and set up his pole and line, hoping to catch whatever was driven his way. He had some luck near the northern bank, where the yews and lantern trees leant close to the water. After a struggle in which Fin was nearly blinded by the sun upon the water, he pulled up a flashing silver roach and deposited it in the boat.

The catch signalled luncheon was now to proceed. Fin rowed back to the shore and delivered his friends their clothes. After sunning themselves dry, they dressed and joined him where he had been laying out their meal.

Having picked at their luncheon for over an hour, they idled in the sunshine where the lawn met the flowering shore. The first clouds were appearing in the dusty sky as they walked back between the fields in the late afternoon; the cattle were gathered in the sun and quietly observed them climbing back up the long green hill.

Arriving back at the hall, Eölas immediately noticed the bustling of bodies around him. He’d not paid attention to it before, having been wrapped in the carefree shroud of childhood, where the everyday matters of the home did not concern him. After the quiet day at the Green Pan, it made him quite breathless, and he escaped to the parlour outside his bedroom. Erolas sat in one of the armchairs beside the unlit hearth; he had a new roll of paper on the table in front of him and he scribbled at it for some time before he raised his head.

‘Hamson gave me an idea,’ he said, adding something to a note at the edge of the paper. Eölas nodded, but knew whatever it was was likely to be beyond his grasp. If Erolas took the time to expound one of his ideas, Eölas would often understand, and quickly. His brother had a way of explaining things which made sense to him, but Eölas would never have arrived at any such conclusions alone. He was no fool, but his interests were wholly different to his brother’s. He would miss whatever Erolas found illuminated beneath an overturned stone, because he was much too busy enjoying the sun shining upon his face.

Erolas, though, had at first been thought a solemn boy by his mother, but early on he had turned out just like his father: he would sit quietly, watching everything, discovering every secret, and these he would most often keep to himself. How he might have flourished elsewhere! Yet he had been uprooted and replanted in unfitting soil, and he kept his own counsel.

Elmolin joined her sons after a short while. She had been with Lady Hillfurrow in the garden for most of the day, advising her on her strategy for the autumn planting, and brought with her a bundle of purple geraniums which she set on the centre table of the parlour. She was just elaborating to Erolas how he might aid Lady Hillfurrow when they heard a commotion downstairs.

Following the raised voices of the residents as they went down the corridor, they found the Thane in the entrance hall. He was donning his cap and jacket as they arrived, and accepted a stout walking stave offered by Iawin. When he saw the family looking at him, he raised his brows.

‘Your man is at the gate,’ he said. At their widened eyes, he added, ‘Best to have it out now and see if we can get this business settled. Have no fear! Nobody passes through my gate without my say so, but you’d best be keeping out of sight. I’ll bring you a full report once I’ve had a word. Ash! Archer! Here now!’

With that, he doffed his cap to them and, followed by Iawin, stepped out into the yard.

The sun was behind a ruddy bank of cloud and the air hung warm and still as the Thane climbed a set of steps beside the gate, taking his place on a platform which afforded him a view of the road. Looking over, he came face to face with a rider on a large grey horse.

The man, who was not two yards from the gate, bowed his head as he saw Hillfurrow appear. He was fair of face and his golden hair streamed over broad shoulders. Though cloaked in grey as dark as the roof of Hill Hall after rain, the fineness of his raiment was marred by a long journey. The man looked young, not yet forty, and his eyes were bright and clear. He raised a long, white hand to his breast as he greeted the Thane with a voice bold and deep.

‘Greetings, Master. I thank you for granting me audience at such an hour, though I come unheralded. Such a thing is against my custom, and I beg your pardon. Aredhelm son of Óberen is my name—I am on an errand most urgent and would speak with you.’

‘Thane Hillfurrow, at your service, Mister Arid—Mister Aridhmm. What business do you have at my hall?’ answered Hillfurrow. He’s not all as unpleasant as I’d expected. He’s polite enough, just like those Elms. Inclining his head, he invited the man to continue.

‘I have come uncounted leagues seeking someone, a fugitive and an outlaw. Long have I ridden, over hill and mountain, through wildwood and forest, and now to your good country. I fear, Master, my quarry has eluded me, and I am in a strange land. If I do not soon find aid, my errand shall have been all in vain,’ said Aredhelm, his eyes shining earnestly.

‘I am sorry to hear it. What aid is it you’re after? We are not used to rascals and vagabonds in this country, and we don’t keep arms,’ said Hillfurrow.

‘I would not ask them of you, even were you to possess them,’ answered Aredhelm, ‘but I would have your counsel, for I have heard tidings in this land which perhaps will aid me yet. There is word among your people of folk foreign to these lands, akin to myself, they say. Is this truth?’ asked Aredhelm, and Hillfurrow, to his own alarm, nearly nodded.

Instead, he said, ‘I’m afraid I can’t hear all that’s said by everyone across the country, so you’ll have to pardon me. If they do say such things, that’s strange indeed.’

‘Indeed, Master. Nevertheless, such have I heard. Do you not know of whom I speak? They are a family, it is said, dwelling somewhere yonder,’ he gestured past Hillfurrow’s head to the east, ‘and I would speak with them.’

‘I don’t, as I’ve just said. More’s the pity.’ But you seem to know well enough who you’re after. ‘But what business do you have with such folk? How are they a part of this errand of yours?’ asked Hillfurrow, fearing he’d handled this last question rather clumsily.

‘Alas! I fear harm may soon come either to them, or to your own people, if they are not soon found. I think it no accident my quarry escaped me near the borders of this land. He is seeking these folk, for good or ill. Whether they are in league with him or not, I do not know. But, if they are not, then he hunts them for some other purpose, and they are now in peril. They must be warned. Is there none who can counsel me?’ Aredhelm reined in his horse as it shuffled restlessly, and his own voice rang with equal need.

Hillfurrow drove the stave he carried into the top of his foot to stop himself turning to look at the hall. What have they gone and got themselves mixed up in? Great grey riders and criminals loose about the Herlunds! And all looking for fair-looking folk—maybe he’d better have a word with them after all.

‘I’m afraid not, sir,’ he managed after a moment. ‘I’m very sorry to have been of no help to you. You might try looking farther westwards, or south.’

‘Ah! but these are sad tidings. I thank you, good Thane, for your words. Farewell, for the present—I shall perhaps return this way, ere long.’

With that, Aredhelm turned his mount and took it at a trot back the way he had come. A cloud of golden dust followed him along the hill, then he turned and was lost behind its shoulder.

When the door to the hall was closed and Thane Hillfurrow had ordered a drink be brought to him, he and Elmolin sat together awhile in his study. It was not a large room, but it still had space enough for all the letters, records, and other documents which were a part of his duties in those days. They were piled on top of shelves or tucked away in drawers, or else stacked in increasing drifts upon his oaken desk which looked out of the window. Being on the top floor of the hall, above the dining room and looking out over the back garden, Hillfurrow had a good view over the flowerbeds and down into the south fields where the grasses waved.

He and Elmolin sat now in armless chairs beside his small hearth, which he lit as they entered. A lively blaze danced in the grate before dying down to a leisurely crackle. The Thane eyed the woman with a look which was almost stern before he spoke.

‘I don’t suppose I need tell you how curious this whole business has been, my good lady,’ he said.

‘I am sorry to have asked so much of you, Thane—I ought not to have come here,’ said Elmolin gravely, but the Thane held up a hand.

‘Now, that’s not what I’m saying, not yet at least, but I think you’d agree I’ve earned myself an answer or two about these affairs. Might I be right?’

‘I fear so,’ said Elmolin, her face falling so much Hillfurrow’s heart stirred.

Steady now, he thought, there’s more to this than you can guess. Poor lady’s mighty put out, by the looks of it.

‘Now,’ said he, ‘I think I know my own judgement well enough to trust when I’m right—that being in regard to you, in this case. In all the years you passed here, I let your business be your own, so long as it stayed that way. In all that time, I’ve never known of any reason to regret it. So, I’ll trust you again now. If you can tell me this chap, Mister Aridham he said his name was (or something like it), is mistaken when he says you’re mixed up with this rogue he’s after, I’ll believe you. He seemed to be of a mind you might know who he was hunting, or they, at least, knew you.’

Elmolin drew herself up in her chair, something of her pride returning, but also her kindly smile.

‘It would hurt me indeed, Thane, if I had knowingly brought any danger to you or your people. But now I can say with surety: I do not know this man, nor of whom he speaks. Whatever duty he is here to perform, it has no more to do with us than with any Herlunder, save that which he lays upon us.’

Hillfurrow held her gaze a long moment, and Elmolin, perhaps for the first time, felt herself tested by the man. She caught a thin gleam like doubt in his eye, flashing like the edge of a cloud after rain. He was master of his hall, and now, maybe, he was at last pressed to decide between it and its people or these strange folk of whom he still knew precious little, but for what they had given away while sharing his roof. It might yet, thought Elmolin suddenly, go ill.

‘In that case,’ said Hillfurrow with a nod, either to her or to himself, ‘I shall see to it you aren’t bothered by this fellow again.’ Elmolin let out a low breath of relief as Hillfurrow went on. ‘He said he might come back our way before long. Once he has, I hope that’ll be the end of it. Until that time, I ask you to keep to the yard—I almost spilled to him this time, even when I thought he was just guessing about you. If he sees you walking about the place, I won’t be able to lie to him again. Bright eyes he had, that one, but hard.’

‘You must begin thinking of ways we might repay you for your kindness. I feel we have long since used up our share,’ said Elmolin with a light laugh, but she meant it.

‘Helping to set Lady Hillfurrow’s garden in order would go a long way towards it. If you run off before it’s all ready for the autumn, I’ll never hear the end of it!’ He laughed and let her go, sitting beside the hearth as the evening finally began to grow dark.

Elmolin returned to the parlour between the two bedrooms and found her sons, accompanied—as usual—by Fin and Iawin, sitting in talk, but they evidently had only been awaiting her return. Erolas gave her a brief, searching look, which she met and he turned away. Eölas, on the other hand, sat with his friends and waited for her news.

‘It is just as I thought,’ she said. ‘This fellow has nothing to do with us and is here on quite another matter. He is, however, rather determined, and the Thane has decided we ought to keep out of his way until he moves on. We shall keep within the grounds for the present, until we hear of his departure.’

‘But who was he, and what did he want?’ said Eölas. ‘Iawin says he looks just like us and that he really is after somebody.’

Elmolin considered her son a moment, his eager face turned towards her. It was indeed unfair, after his journey, to let him go entirely unanswered. ‘His name was not one I recognised, but likely he is a warden of some kind. He is seeking an outlaw of his own country, and has mistaken us either for accomplices, or prey.’

As they turned to face each other to see what each of them thought of this point, Elmolin hastily bade them good evening before vanishing next door. She kept to herself her fear of whom the fugitive might have been, or what—if anything—they had known about her family’s life in the Rindle Valley. For a moment her heart had beat quickly at another sudden fancy, but she shook her head. No, he will not return now.

‘May all this be ended soon,’ she said as she sat alone beside her own small hearth, pondering: ‘Aridham? Aridham, Aridham…’ and thought long into the night, feeling the name rested somewhere on the borders of her memory. It lingered there, and she would wonder about it for several days.

Despite the rider’s visit, the following days in the hall passed pleasantly enough. The Thane’s quiet insistence the Elms should remain undisturbed during their stay spared them many conversations which would likely have been tiring. They were always aware, though, of the muttered words passed between some of the residents, too low for them to hear, as the gossipers believed.

Elmolin, for the most part, distracted herself with the company of Lady Hillfurrow. After enough hours spent discussing all the possibilities for her flowerbeds, she almost felt she really was on holiday.

Eölas, as always, was in the company of Fin and Iawin. They roamed the hall and the grounds, eating whenever they could make the excuse. Cool mugs of ale in Hill Hall’s leafy shade were the order of the day—and, indeed, for many thereafter—as they were now in the listless, dog days of summer. The heat hung everywhere when the wind over the Hill was stilled, settling upon their necks and clammy brows like hot breath. Iawin had by then managed to persuade Eölas to consider ale as a valid accompaniment to luncheon, though his friend preferred the richer, maltier brews, despite Iawin insisting it was the time of year for lighter flavours.

‘Well, suit yourself, but you’re drinking it wrong,’ said Iawin, to which Eölas responded by blowing the froth from his mug, raising it to his lips, and taking a long draught as he narrowed his eyes, never taking them off his friend. ‘Outrageous!’ said Iawin, throwing up his hands in despair.

Erolas initially locked himself away in the bedroom, but upon running out of writing materials when nearly a week had passed, he came down and joined his brother and the cousins. When asked about what he had been scribbling away at this time, he began to explain his ideas on how he might alter the method by which Hamson heated the iron in his forge. Fin held up a hand after a minute. ‘I’m afraid you’ve lost us, Erolas, my good man—but it sounds very interesting. I hope it isn’t a wasted effort.’

But, by then, they had begun to feel the beginnings of being cramped. Though the hall was large and had room enough for them, the summer outside was fine and begged them walk in the fields and paddle their feet in the glittering ponds. The back garden was not large enough for their ambles and they feared to stray too near the southern end, from where they might be seen by any who stood in the fields below.

They had their meals each night in their own parlour, or with the Hillfurrows in a smaller dining room in the west wing. Supper was ending on the seventh day since the rider’s visit when there came a knock at the door. A servant of the hall requested the Thane’s attendance in the yard.

‘If you’ll excuse me a moment,’ said Hillfurrow, and he left them to pick at the ends of their meal. He found a red-faced fellow waiting for him who, upon seeing the Thane, tried to speak between puffs of breath.

‘Now, now, steady there, Wade—sip a lungful. Easy,’ said Hillfurrow when he couldn’t understand the man. ‘Now then, what is it?’

‘It’s that chap you had me look out for, sir. He’s on his way to the hall,’ said Wade, regaining his breath.

‘Oh?’ answered Hillfurrow. ‘Are you sure?’

‘If I’m mistaken, then please do stick me with the pale, sir—but I trust my eyes well enough. I was just down by the south fields when I saw him riding out of the woods at the edge of town, headed this way. I cut across the meadows as quick as I could, but he’ll be here soon enough.’

‘Good man, Wade. That was well done. Let’s find you a mug after your jog. I’ll take mine by the gate.’

Wade was led to a comfortable seat in the main dining room, where he was brought a mug of ale. Hillfurrow, meanwhile, returned to the Elms.

‘I’ve just had word. Mister Aridham has been spotted coming up the road from town and will likely be here shortly. If you’d like to stay here until I return, you’re more than welcome. But if you take yourselves elsewhere, make sure you aren’t seen from the windows. He’s tall up on that horse of his and can like as not see into the yard from where he sits.’ He left them again and went to dress himself for his meeting.

The Elms, suddenly entirely disinterested in their food and feeling unable to remain hidden in the back of the hall while the Thane went out to deal with the stranger, left the table and hurried upstairs. There was a parlour between the two wings which looked down into the yard. Taking seats in the corners of a window, they half drew the curtains and waited.

Hillfurrow, meanwhile, with Fin and Iawin tagging along behind him, had sent for a couple of other sturdy fellows and took his drink to the gate, where he and his nephew mounted the platform and looked out over the hill.

The evening was deepening towards dusk and the sun was going down in a blaze behind the clouds when they saw someone approaching from below the shoulders of the hill. Coming along the road, walking their horses to the gate was not one, but three riders. The late golden light glowed upon steel, and those who watched from behind the hedge gasped as they saw each man wore a tall helm, just like those of which they’d heard tell in their old tales. For no knight of any kind had been seen in the Four Herlands within living memory, certainly, and likely far beyond it, perhaps even to the Werrow’s beginning. Indeed, they had quite considered all such folk to have fallen out of fashion and passed away, only recalled in song.

When they drew near, the rear two riders halted. Their helms were masked, but bright eyes looked out from within them, and they stood silently while the third came forward. It was Aredhelm. He wore no mask, but upon his armoured crown, fashioned of gold, prowled a wolf with a gaping maw. He bowed in the saddle and once more put a hand to his breast.

‘Greetings again, Master. I see you have had word of our coming, unless you wait otherwise at your gate. Perhaps you thought only to bid the sun farewell upon a summer’s evening?’

‘Good evening to you, Mister Aridham,’ said the Thane, inclining his head and casting an eye over the outlandish attire of the three men. It caused something on the back of his neck to prickle, and he was suddenly very aware of his nephew and his kinsman standing beside him. From beneath the cloaks of the riders he caught the glint of steel rings, and he thought he might have spied the hilt of a sword. Such things were unknown in the Werrow in those days, and the only sword most had seen about Fithforth was the brittle, rusted thing that had been found while digging up garden clay just outside of Meddleborough, kept by the Thane in his study. Had anyone tried to swing it, it would quite have turned to dust. But these fellows look dressed up for the old days of danger, he thought as he peered over the gate. He looked back to their chief, saying, ‘It was you I was expecting, since one of my own folk told me he saw you heading our way. But I didn’t expect to see you in such company. Here I thought you were alone in this country.’

‘Ah, no—here are two of my fellows, brave companions upon my errand. I would not wander so far on such a duty without the promise of the aid of a couple of stalwart men,’ answered Aredhelm.

‘Wise, indeed. But why, might I ask, do you come here dressed, as it were, for trouble? Are you expecting a battle at my hall, Mister Aridham?’ asked Hillfurrow, and the man before him eyed him gravely.

‘That is certainly not my wish, good Thane, yet I fear that when last we spoke you did not honour me with the truth. I have these days past consulted my kinsmen. I have heard from them tidings from elsewhere in this land—eastwards, whence they came. It would seem folk akin to those of whom I enquired when last I sought you have indeed been seen, having crossed but lately by carriage into your lands.’ As Aredhelm spoke, Hillfurrow felt the scratching at his neck begin to creep down his back and seize his nerves. ‘I do not grudge you your loyalty to our quarry, but I ask now that you allow us to speak with them. That is our wish—to speak with them, only.’

‘I’m afraid,’ began Hillfurrow, a little uncertainly, but he soon found his voice, ‘that this is my hall, and any who come here are under my protection. If there is any message you wish to deliver, then I shall hear it now and carry it onward. I am at your service,’ he added finally, though he was unsure why he did so.

Aredhelm frowned, then he seemed to consider the Thane where he stood, and he glanced from the feather-capped man to the stout gate, along the hedge to the hall and said, ‘Your fealty is to be admired, Thane, but I think here, at least, it has been misplaced. We are not here to bring any to harm, but it is most urgent we speak with your wards. Will you not send for them?’

‘Not while there are armed men at my gate, that’s to be sure,’ said Hillfurrow. ‘Speak your message and I shall deliver it, if I think it necessary.’

‘I implore you, Master, to heed my warning: you have under your protection dangerous folk. Perhaps you do not yet know your peril, but I say to you that ere long you will—to your ruin, perhaps.’ Aredhelm spoke with such urgency Hillfurrow nearly sent Fin running up to the hall, but composed himself as well as he could beneath the gaze of the men. He felt caught in the open, even behind his gate.

‘Now, look here, sir. While I thank you for your concern, I say it is you who has it misplaced. I know my business and I have placed my trust where I feel it belongs. I mean no offence to you, but if you will not leave a message, then I must ask you to be on your way. It isn’t for anybody else to decide who comes into my hall or say who comes and goes. These are my lands.’

‘For now,’ said Aredhelm, and a shiver ran down Hillfurrow’s back. Something like a veil suddenly dropped from between the men, and the Thane saw for the first time—so it seemed to him—what really lay before him. In Aredhelm he recognised a man like no other he had known—not a good-mannered Herlunder, nor even a ruffian of the kind that was so seldom seen in the Werrow, who lived in the woods beyond their borders. Here was a man altogether unfathomable to him: borne up by a sudden majesty, yet grim and perilous. More than anything else, though, Hillfurrow noticed his eyes—in Aredhelm’s gaze there was one thing he understood: here was a man who meant him harm.

Aredhelm looked once again at the gate, then along the hedge and, finally, to the hall. He smiled. Hillfurrow, pale now, realised he hadn’t locked the men out at all. They had let him make his little show of jurisdiction and, like a fool, bluster behind his hedge while they trapped him in. Now they waited outside his gate, wolves before a sheepfold as the sun went down behind the hills and shadows sprang forth.

‘If that was a threat, sir, I do not take kindly to it,’ said Hillfurrow, but now his voice was stripped of its authority.

‘There is no cause for fear,’ said Aredhelm, but his words sounded cold now, as though a spell had ended and he could no longer conceal his intentions behind the mask of courtesy. Or no longer wished to. Hillfurrow noticed, too, that he was himself shaking and tried to bring himself under control. ‘Will you not go now and fetch those we seek? You need have no further part in this.’

Hillfurrow turned to look at the hall, imagining the family inside, somewhere, not knowing they peered out at him at that very moment. This is more than I am fit to deal with: armoured men, with swords, I’ll warrant. Can’t they just come down?

‘Now, look here—I am master of this hall,’ he said at last, while Aredhelm’s fair features marred themselves with a smirk, ‘and I am calling an end to this business. The people of this hall want nothing to do with you, nor anyone else who might have come skulking across the border. There is no one here you need concern yourselves with. Now, be off before there’s any call for trouble. Remove yourselves from my hill and go bother someone else—but make sure it isn’t within a hundred miles of this country and its folk.’ He glowered over the hedge, and it took every nerve he had to hold the man’s gaze, who appeared amused.

‘So be it,’ said Aredhelm.

He turned his horse and, to the amazement of his audience, walked it back down the road. Hillfurrow, almost not believing his good fortune, began to breathe a sigh of relief. Then he noticed the other two men had not turned away. Instead, they walked their horses up to the gate and spurred them with a cry.

‘Open!’ they called. ‘Open in the name of Egrothrond!’

The horses reared and battered the gate with their hoofs—it shook beneath their weight and the timbers squealed. Above the yard a bell sounded the alarm. The horses crashed against the gate once more and the whole structure buckled, threatening to give way. There were shouts in the yard and Hillfurrow fairly threw Iawin from the platform, shoving him towards the hall.

‘Away with you, lad!’ he cried as the gate shook again. Iawin, hair on end, dashed with quaking legs across the yard to the front door, hearing a great crash and the clang of iron as the gate burst open and the riders sprang through.

Inside, the Elms watched the assault on the gate. As soon as the horses reared, Eölas felt a chill seize him, stilling him with fear. They’re coming for us! With sudden terror, he hoped the riders had not seen them hiding—but then something else caught his eye. He saw Iawin, still down by the gate, clutching at the Thane. All at once Eölas forgot his own dread. He leapt to his feet, but Elmolin stayed him.

‘Wait! The gate may hold,’ she said, and Eölas waited for a moment upon her word. They heard the bell ring. Shouts in the hall. Iawin pelted across the yard. Then the gate flew open and the men were through. Eölas turned from the window and made for the door.

‘Wait!’ cried Elmolin again, and Eölas, as if held by a spell, hesitated once more.

‘They’re in danger!’ he said, and again turned to leave.

‘Wait, look!’ Elmolin called to him, and he glanced out of the window. Madness had filled the yard. It was teeming with bodies, all running about. Men of the hall had leapt through the front door, taking up staves from the basket in the entryway. They waved them wildly in an effort to frighten the horses, while others thrashed at the flanks of the animals, driving them back. All the while Ash and Archer were leaping and barking, their eyes aflame and their jaws snapping white.

‘That’s it, lads, have at ’em!’ cried Hillfurrow, and the men of the hall—like children about the horses’ feet—struck in terror at the great beasts that reared and cried with shrieking voices. Amidst the din, somehow booming clear of the rest of the racket, Aredhelm laughed. He wheeled his horse and summoned his companions to follow him. There was a clatter of hoofs as they fled the yard, and Aredhelm called, ‘Well fought, Master Thane! Farewell!’

The shouting died away and the bell ceased its clamour. After a while no rumour of the riders could be heard, and a terrible quiet fell over the hall.

Eölas allowed himself to be restrained no longer and flew down the stairs to the entry hall, his family close behind. Iawin was standing there, waiting by the front door. Thane Hillfurrow gave a few mumbled instructions to those in the yard, then stepped in off the porch. His face was white and tears streamed down his cheeks as he closed the door, shaking as if from mortal cold.

The poor man is scared half to death! thought Eölas, but he realised his own hands were shaking and his stomach churned between shallow breaths.

Hillfurrow set a hand on Iawin’s shoulder for a moment before turning to look at Elmolin, whose face, Eölas saw, was caught in an expression somewhere between fear and shame. Just at that moment, Fin entered the hall, having descended the bell tower. He had dashed away as soon as the horses had reared, and while Iawin and the Thane had stood by the bulging gate, he had scurried up the stairs to send out the warning peal.

‘What on earth was that all about?’ he asked as the others stood in silence.

‘We shall know in the morning,’ answered Hillfurrow, still looking at Elmolin, who nodded, seeming now to shrink as sorrow came and settled upon her.

Erolas led his mother to her room and lit a fire in the hearth, then gave her a long, steady look. After a moment, he nodded and departed across the parlour.

Iawin went with his uncle, setting him in a chair and fetching him a brandy, while Eölas and Fin were left in the hall, wondering if they should follow, though fearing their concern would do the man more harm than good.

‘You’re shaking, Eol,’ said Fin. ‘Let’s go settle our nerves.’

Eölas followed his friend and found himself sitting soon after in a quiet corner with a small mug of ale. Fin sat close beside him and muttered in a low voice, but Eölas only half heard what he said. He sank into his chair, and everything about him began to grow dim as he saw again the Thane’s ashen face, tearful in the lantern light. And where were you? said Eölas to himself, recognising the weight which nearly pulled him to the floor. He drained the mug with two long draughts and vaguely remembered saying goodnight to Fin, before hiding away in his room.

Erolas was there, but he did not speak. Eölas lay down, wishing for sleep to come, but for many hours he was forced to remain awake, naked to the roaring voice within him as he thought of the riders leaping through the gate. Any wishful thought that he might have been heroic died at the memory of those he had left to stand alone.










CHAPTER V


WHISPERS IN THE HALL

The morning came bright as any before it, but few in the hall noticed. The Elms, with eyes downcast, took their breakfast in silence in the parlour, then waited for the Thane to summon them to his study. He did so just after nine o’clock, and as they filed down the corridor, they saw cleaning of the yard was already underway. Lady Hillfurrow’s flowerbeds had been either trampled or torn up, with dark wounds ripped open in the turf and soil scattered about the yard; wheelbarrows stood by with the broken stems of flowers deposited in them, their delicate heads bruised. A small crowd of men stood by the gap in the hedge where the gate had been: it had been pulled entirely off its hinges now and leant against the wall of the low outbuilding in a corner of the yard. The men assessed the damage to the fixtures and frowned as they considered the task of removing the tilting posts and setting in new ones.

Elsewhere about the hall, though unheard by the Elms, the quiet talk amongst the residents spread, their best guesses regarding the incident becoming darker and darker as speculation mounted. The family, however, now entered the Thane’s study. Hillfurrow sat at his desk, his back to the window, with Fin and Iawin in chairs close by.

Whether he had fully recovered from his shock the night before, none of them could tell, but Hillfurrow now regarded the Elms gravely as he gestured for them to take seats before his desk. He didn’t speak and seemed to be considering them all the while as they waited for what was to come. In the silence, Erolas took the opportunity to ask him about the gate.

‘If you don’t mind, Master, I should like to take a look at the state of it before any repairs are made. I believe there is something I might do to make the fittings stronger, if you will grant me leave.’

‘Hm? Oh, yes, very good,’ said Hillfurrow, and silence filled the room again.

Quietly, through the closed windows, the songs of nesting starlings could be heard from the garden and surrounding trees. This seemed to wake the Thane from his stupor and, to their surprise, he smiled—albeit weakly—passing a hand over his eyes.

‘Well, then,’ he said. ‘Let’s hear it.’

Elmolin sat for a while in silence, though she looked briefly at Hillfurrow and nodded with a sad smile. It appeared to those in the room she was struggling against something—her face was calm, but her eyes flickered somewhere far away, and the air seemed to tremble as she strained to let go of what she’d held fast for so long. Finally, she began to speak.

‘I beg your forgiveness, Thane. Had I known to whom you spoke a week ago, I would have left your hall that very evening. But it seems misfortune, having followed us so long, has found us at last.

The man and those he led were of the country of Egrothrond—I would have known it from looking, even had I not heard them from where we watched above. Wolfings, we called them in Northland, for they are proud and cruel. You saw their helms, but it is their greed, which is known to all, that earns them the name. They are unwelcome neighbours to Northland, an ever-present shadow in the south, and, apart from the strife they brought to our borders, we have had no dealings with them in many years. I fear that something dire must have brought them over long leagues to the Werrow.

Yet, I do not know why they have come. That much I hold to be true. Perhaps they are indeed pursuing an outlaw of their own country, though they must be hated indeed, if the Wolfings troubled to follow them so far. But their business with us I cannot fathom. I suspect it did not matter who we were. Upon hearing of folk they imagined to be from Northland, and being denied by yourself from speaking with us, they likely thought it enough to plan some wickedness for their own amusement ere they departed.’

‘So, they didn’t know you after all?’ asked Hillfurrow, rather doubtfully.

‘I cannot think how they could have. Their captain did not ask for us by name, did he?’

‘No, not by name,’ said Hillfurrow.

‘No, we have not met Wolfings in our own country, nor do our folk travel to their lands, save at great need. They are haughty, and beyond their ill will towards us it is said their kings and queens have turned their cares to hidden things, seeking out the answers to secrets forbidden us. To that end they now engage in foul witchcraft and few emissaries will go willingly to those unwelcoming halls. But we did not leave our home behind on their account.’ Elmolin paused, then went on again slowly. ‘There are other dangers besides Wolfings in Northland, Master, of which I will not speak now. Nor is that land the only one beyond your bounds, though you may not wish to remember it. I wish only that this chieftain and his men leave the Werrow and its people well alone. Understand, Thane, that the Four Herlunds are precious in their peace. This is a quiet country where peril is a stranger, and it knows nothing of the evils and the griefs of the wider world. I hope it may long be so.’

Hillfurrow felt a chill cling to him. A shadow seemed to have crept into the room in spite of the bright morning. Fin and Iawin, who had never heard Lady Elm speak in such a manner, nor so openly, felt as though something cold and dead crawled across their skin. Her words carried the threat of the strangers of the previous evening, and they shivered.

Eölas, too, looked at his mother with surprise, but he was unafraid. He had seen her concerned before, as she often was whenever he spoke of journeying abroad from March Wood, but now she spoke with a memory of such sadness he felt he almost didn’t know the woman sitting beside him. Such a gulf between what he remembered of his lost home and what she must know opened suddenly between them. His mother seemed to be stranded on the far side, alone in her sorrow.

Only Erolas sat with his eyes downcast. He appeared unconcerned with anything that went on in the room and was instead in the midst of some unpleasant memory of his own.

‘So do I!’ said Hillfurrow after the pause. ‘And I must say I’m rather relieved you’ll not say any more—your hints are frightful enough. I can see there’s more to this than I’ll be able to get my head around any time soon, so I’ll say this: folk here will be a good deal put out by what’s gone on, and likely they’ll be wanting answers. Until we know what’s become of these men—these Wolfings, as you call them—we’ll have to be careful. That means you can’t be going anywhere just yet, and will have to make yourselves as comfortable as you can in the hall for now. I’ll do what I can to keep the peace, but if there’s any more trouble, then I think perhaps we’ll have to find somewhere else to keep you until this all dies down.’

‘Has your kindness no end, Master?’ asked Elmolin, and she looked upon him with such sudden gratitude he was quite flustered.

‘Now then, it’s only decent of me—after all, I can’t prove any of you’ve set a foot out of line, and it wasn’t you who went and ruined my gate. Did you mention something about taking a look at it, Erol? We might do that after some luncheon, after I see to some things here. That’s it, I think—off you go now, and try to keep out of trouble!’ Hillfurrow shooed them from his study and turned to some papers which appeared important, as he did not look up again.

That afternoon, after luncheon, Erolas and Thane Hillfurrow went out into the yard together and the young man inspected the damage done to the gate. There was some muttering amongst the other men who stood by about the interruption to their work, but Erolas—if he noticed them at all—said nothing. Instead, he suggested to the Thane some materials he had listed during his examination be brought up the hill so he could begin work on a new gate, which he would later fit with iron locks when it was possible for him to leave the grounds.

‘Have you had much experience with iron-mongery living in March Wood?’ asked Hillfurrow, raising an eyebrow.

‘It will be a fine gate when I am finished with it, old boy,’ said Erolas, setting a hand on the slanting post and giving it a tentative shove. Then, their task finished for the moment, they returned to the hall, where Hillfurrow sent a lad out bearing the list of materials for which Erolas had asked.

Elmolin, meanwhile, had met with Lady Hillfurrow. The poor woman had been in tears that morning, seeing the state of her flowerbeds: months of attention and care brought to ruin within a few short minutes.

‘The brutes!’ she’d cried, hugging herself and holding a handkerchief to her face. ‘Don’t they have a care for anything but mischief?’

‘It is often the way, that the slow, steady care others show is overtrodden by those scrambling after their ambition,’ said Elmolin, and she stood beside the sobbing woman, taking her hand and holding it. After a minute, Lady Hillfurrow ceased her crying.

‘Well, we must be thankful nobody was harmed—and if my trampled beds are all that suffered, it’s a blessing. Things could have been a deal worse, though I daresay the Thane still hasn’t quite recovered from his shock,’ said Lady Hillfurrow, quite unaware of how sorely Elmolin regretted her part in the fellow’s fright the evening past.

‘They may indeed have been, my lady. But do not trouble yourself with it any longer. The master is well and the worst is, I hope, past us now,’ said Elmolin, to which the lady smiled, even if Elmolin did not entirely believe her own words.

The work was begun that very afternoon, even as Erolas and the Thane inspected the gate. Elmolin and Lady Hillfurrow salvaged what they could from the wheelbarrows, since not all which had been dug up was yet destroyed. They cleaned up the scattered soil and re-laid the turf where it was torn, and by the end of the afternoon they had done much towards their goal. Elmolin even consulted Lady Hillfurrow on some improvements to the arrangements she had conceived as they worked, and soon it was hoped the beds would prove more beautiful than ever they’d been.

During this time, Eölas had convened with his friends in a quiet room in the west wing overlooking the back garden. Their meeting had the air of a conspiracy as they sat about a small table by the window, speaking in lower tones than usual. They had not, however, managed to uncover any more about the Wolfings than before, since it was a matter quite beyond Eölas’ reckoning. Nor had they discerned much from Elmolin’s hints about any other strife in Northland. In fact, all they had done was rouse their own curiosity without any promise of ever learning more about the affair. Eölas, however, had determined to ask Erolas what he knew, but that would have to be done later, and he would have to ensure his brother was in a mood in which the topic could be brought up. Erolas had been very close lately, and the feeling that he and his mother had some quiet agreement of secrecy between them had been growing in Eölas for some time. Their silent glances, which had begun on the evening Iawin first mentioned the rider in the northern shawes, were caught by Eölas, who was certain his brother knew far more than he let on. His own knowledge, however, was meagre, and afforded him nothing in the way of clues which might solve these new mysteries.

‘Is that all you remember?’ asked Iawin after Eölas had recounted what little he knew of how things were in Northland. Erolas used to give him titbits when he would not stop asking, and these were bestowed almost as presents. At least, that was how Eölas and Robin would receive them. Sometimes Erolas would mention something his brother had not heard anything about before. At such times, if Robin were in attendance, Eölas would nevertheless attempt to appear learned on the matter, almost resenting his friend in that moment. For he felt Erolas was giving Northland away to Robin, and that did not feel fair. Robin, however, had always been keen to learn whatever he could of that far country, and he was genuinely interested in all the brothers knew. Fin and Iawin, on the other hand, had seemed only to want a novel playmate, having little care for where he had come from. To them, Eol’s home was a vague idea, and to Eölas himself it was now little more than a dream, remote as the moon. Sometimes, when he had stood upon the heights in March Wood, he had felt a north wind blowing from beyond the far blue hills. Then he would feel closer to remembering as the pines seethed about him. But soon after he felt the Wild Wind blow in, and he did not want to ask it for any memories.

‘I think so,’ said Eölas, ‘at least while I’m awake. But, when I dream, I think I can see more, though it disappears when I wake up. Most often I see a flowering field in late sunshine. Erolas tells me there is no sunset in Northland during the summer, but I think he must be teasing me. Beyond that, I seem to recall a white stone wall, not like the ones we have here, but big, flat stones that are smooth and sparkle in the sun. It ran along the edge of the field and there were dark firs nearby. Sometimes I can almost picture a tower too, which I imagine must have had bells in it, since I can still hear them now and then. But I don’t know.’ He paused, clinging for a moment to a memory of a clear blue sky he had seen long ago. The summer outside their window now was bright as well, but it somehow lacked the shimmer of the memory and seemed further away from him just then. The feeling faded. He was back in the room, but the sky seen from the window was still far away. ‘I suppose it was years we travelled after we left, but I recall only bright fires under trees at night, and sometimes a view into a valley somewhere. Once we were riding, I think, over a flat land—it was dark and empty, except for a pale light to the west. That country seemed never to end, but now that’s all I remember of it. Everything I know seems to begin here, with you.’

‘What of those history books you keep at the cottage?’ asked Fin. ‘Is there nothing in those?’

‘Nothing I understand,’ said Eölas. ‘Erolas tried to explain them to me a few times, when I asked to see, but they’re mostly just lists of Northland’s old kings, and other things of that sort. He’d found them interesting when he was younger, I suppose, but we could take another look when we get back—perhaps they mention the Wolfings, if they fought with Northland’s kings.’

‘Don’t you have anything else at the cottage which might be a help?’ asked Iawin.

‘Only a book of songs, but they’re old and I doubt if stories will be of much use,’ said Eölas.

‘Unless there’s any truth to them,’ said Iawin, both hopeful and anxious. ‘Miss Elm did say there are nasty things still about, or so I took her to mean.’

To this Eölas had no answer. It made him uncomfortable to think of the things within the pages of their books having any life to them. He didn’t linger on them and instead rose from his seat, taking his mug with him. Fin and Iawin followed him into the garden, where, thankfully, any notions of peril, past or present, were soon forgotten. They sat on the shining lawn, just at the edge of the shade of the overhanging trees which waved above them. There they spent the afternoon, until they made their way to supper.

That evening, while they were preparing for bed, Eölas decided to try his brother. The room was quiet and Erolas was minding his bed linen when Eölas spoke.

‘Who are they, really?’

‘Who?’ came the answer.

‘The Wolfings. Who are they, and what do they really want with us? I’ve tried to remember home, but it’s only the same old pictures and I can’t make sense of it. I know you know something.’

‘I don’t know them,’ said Erolas. ‘But why does it matter? They’ve gone now.’

‘Because you and Ästeri both know why we left home, but neither of you will tell me,’ said Eölas, trying not to sound like a child. ‘If it was not the Wolfings, what, then?’

‘It wouldn’t help you to know. It’s all fire anyway. No. We left and there is no going back,’ said Erolas, his voice surprisingly bitter.

‘But why? What harm can it do?’

‘Your nightmares, for one. Have you forgotten those?’ said Erolas, his eyes hard—almost angry, Eölas thought, as his brother went on. ‘It’ll do you no good thinking about what was when there’s no getting it back. You are lucky enough not to remember—it leaves a shallower wound. You ought to be happy: the Werrow is your home and the only one you need worry about.’

‘That’s just it,’ said Eölas, ‘I am worried. Where did these men come from, and what else is going on beyond the Herlunds? Iawin thought Ästeri meant there were monsters in Northland, and elsewhere besides, and I sometimes wonder if he isn’t right.’

‘There are monsters,’ said Erolas, and his gaze was so haunted it quite alarmed his brother. ‘Folk here have their stories, but their worst tales don’t begin to do real terror justice. They don’t know what goes on outside, and they don’t want to know. How well do you suppose Herlunders would manage with an army of Wolfings riding through their fields, and all they might do? How might they manage a winter when fire chases them away from home to freeze in the night wind? They cannot envision anything of the kind, and so we are the worst thing they know.’ He spoke with such force Eölas fell silent. He sat on his bed and cast his eyes to the floor.

Erolas, seeing his brother so dismayed, immediately scolded himself for speaking so freely. The subject had made his frustrations with the impertinence of the Herlunders flare up. It was only for a moment, but long enough for him to voice something of his disdain for their smug folk-wisdom. Too often he had heard them scoffing at affairs they couldn’t have understood, or waving away thoughts Erolas believed could only have been too big for them. It had troubled him more when he was younger, especially upon first moving into the hall, but he had quickly learned to ignore the old men as they expounded their knowledge, or to return their chuckles with an icy, unwavering stare that soon had them mumbling their lectures into their mugs before falling silent altogether.

Small wonder the residents never took to him. Thane Hillfurrow, alone out of them all, seemed alert enough to realise the world didn’t end at the Werrow’s edge, though even he liked to pretend it did. Still, he had made the effort to accommodate Erolas, and was kind to his brother, and so Erolas had grown rather fond of the man. To Eölas, out of their family, they seemed to hold to the most, perhaps because he tried so tirelessly to win their favour. Only because he doesn’t know any better—these people and their idle talk are well beneath what he deserves. But, he suddenly realised, as if for the first time, they’re all he knows. If he’s not ever to see our own country again, he ought at least not have this one spoiled for him. He deserves that much, and more.

‘You needn’t worry too much,’ he said, though he could never quite get his voice to sound tender. The most he managed was a sort of careless air with which he’d learned to make do. ‘This is a sleepy country, and the old dangers are long gone. I think Ästeri was just trying to frighten old Hillfurrow when she said they were near, so he wouldn’t ask any more questions than he’d know what to do with. Once these men move on—which they soon will, I’ll warrant—things will go back to the way they were.’

‘Do you really think so?’ said Eölas, hope brightening his face.

‘They have more pressing concerns, I think, than bullying countryfolk. Whatever brought them here will have to lead them away eventually. I believe that business in the yard was a bit of fun for them, since they knew they could easily scare the Thane and his people without suffering any harm themselves. Cowardly, really, but there we are.’ Erolas hoped he’d spoken with a tone light enough to dispel his brother’s worries. Judging by the thoughtful smile on Eölas’ lips, he’d managed something of the kind. They climbed into their beds after this and blew out the lights of their lanterns.

Erolas found himself lying awake for a good while that night, and, when he did finally drift off, his dreams were filled with the memories of snow-clad firs and the night air sparkling with the winter cold. It was pleasant, for a while, but then the wind in the trees blew shrill and carried with it the howling of wolves and a rumble like thunder.

Though Erolas had raised his spirits, Eölas still mused upon the Wolfings. He thought he saw them in his dreams, riding through cold, dark country under naked trees and a red moon. Then they passed out of sight, and he instead found himself in the upstairs corridor of Hill Hall. He knew it must really be filled with sleeping residents, but just then he felt he was the only one in the entire hall. All the land for miles about felt quiet and empty as he wandered alone. The floorboards squeaked as he entered the parlour above the yard, looking out from the high windows across the night hills. They were grey in the moonlight, hiding the silver band of the Barleybend as it wound its silent way through the country towards the marshes of Barwater and beyond.

He didn’t know how long he stood there, but he seemed unable to draw his eyes away from those hills. Then a familiar feeling began to creep up on him, as horrible as always, and he felt the desire to run. The hills, he knew, were not empty after all. Something was walking there and, distant as he was from them, he felt all too visible as he stood in the window. He thought suddenly of the Wolfings. His mother had called them sorcerers, or something of the kind—was it them he felt prowling on the ridges, in the dales? What rites had they performed when night fell and all decent folk were lying in their beds?

As soon as his limbs would answer him, he darted back to his room, where he awoke to find dawn just beginning to glimmer over the woods to the east. He fell back to sleep until the sun was high and the morning had grown fine and warm.

Perhaps because it had not occurred in the familiar rooms of Lily Cottage, but in the busy corridors of Hill Hall, the unpleasantness of his dream the previous night had not its usual time in which to linger. Upon waking, Eölas made his way to the parlour between the two wings and looked out from the window. Nothing more could he see than the sunshine upon the far hills and the yellow-brown fields about Meddleborough. The feeling, too, of anyone watching him had passed: Hill Hall was bustling about him, and the yard below was already filled with activity.

Erolas was outside, surveying a cart and its contents—everything he had asked for had now been delivered and he could begin his work. He laid his tools out on a table set on trestles and spent the morning shaping the timber he’d been brought.

Elmolin, too, was busy. She continued her toil amidst the flowerbeds, and she and Lady Hillfurrow made a great deal of progress that day and in those that followed.

Only Eölas was troubled. In the day he managed to amuse himself in the company of his friends, but as night fell and the hall grew quiet, he would fear again that someone was prowling the hills and wooded dales. So calm did things seem on the Hill, as though the incident with the strangers was already a distant memory, that Eölas wondered where the men had gone. Had they really left the hall and its people alone? When the sun shone, he believed it, but each night he felt something in the hills creep closer to the hall, until it had drawn near enough for Eölas to realise it was not men he feared. Or rather, in daylight hours it was the Wolfings who troubled him, but nightfall haunted him with a darker dread altogether. Old memories took a frightful shape, stalking the fields at the foot of the Hill, and he wondered if it was not some shadow of folk his family had long left behind. No—what had come from the hills was something else, something more than a fear of men he could not see. But he could feel it, hiding behind loathsome skin. One night he knew it had passed the door and walked the corridors, searching for him in his dreams. He fled from it once, darting around a corner as it emerged. He hadn’t lingered to learn more, but ran back to his bedroom, desperate to wake himself and escape its terror.

It had been a week since Elmolin had last been to the Thane’s study, when she had spoken aloud of the Wolfings and their chieftain. Now Hillfurrow summoned her again.

He sat at his usual place behind his desk and was evidently in the middle of some thought or another as she knocked on the open door.

‘Ah, my lady, do come in,’ he said, looking up and gesturing to a chair beside him.

‘How may I help you, Master?’ asked Elmolin, and she saw his face was strained—the white bristles of his brow were knitted together as he frowned for a moment.

‘I wondered if you might be able to clear up a point or two. It’s just there’s been some talk going about the hall.’ Hillfurrow paused, and Elmolin noticed he seemed reluctant to go on, almost embarrassed, so she spoke for him.

‘I am at your service, Thane, and I still owe you a great deal in payment for your kindness. What talk is this?’

‘Ah, but it’s an awkward thing, you see, and I’d rather not ask—only, it’s been going around the hall and it’s my duty. The people have been saying—guessing, rather, about what’s been going on. Ah, but this is difficult.’

‘What do they say, Master? I doubt it could be cruder or more insulting than what others have said before, of myself and my family’s business in March Wood,’ said Elmolin, though she felt a slight tremble in her fingers as she wondered what story the inhabitants of Hill Hall had concocted this time. It could hardly be pleasant after the events of that week past.

‘If you should take offence, then I hope you will forgive me,’ said Hillfurrow.

‘If I am offended, then it will be because of the words spoken, not because of he who uttered them,’ said Elmolin with a smile. ‘Go on, Master. What rumour has passed through the hall?’

‘Well, it’s like this: there are still some folk here who remember the rather unusual circumstances of your arrival all those years back—how you appeared on our very doorstep with two young lads and nobody knowing where you came from. I suppose you can appreciate how that got them all talking, and when no more was to be learned about your roots, well, that didn’t help matters.

I tried to keep their chatter down, of course. And once you moved away I think they let it be, for the most part. But now with all that’s happened, it’s got them talking again. Those that remember have been telling the story, and others have been making their guesses. What is an unaccompanied young lady doing, travelling from who-knows-where, with two young lads who, it turns out, are no other than her sons, even with her being so young? Well, now we come to it—and remember, these are not my words, but what’s been told to me. The people have guessed that, maybe, this young lady has had cause to flee her country because of her husband.

Now, I remember right well what you said to me last time, and I’m inclined to believe your word over hearsay and gossip, but it’s my duty to ask: is there any truth to the notion that these men have been sent by your boys’ father?’

On the day the Elms had first arrived at Hill Hall, there had been no sign of a husband to the lady, nor a father for the young lads; nor was there any talk of one afterwards. And so, Elmolin—out of sheer country manners—had remained ‘Miss Elm’ to the young folk of the hall thereafter.

Now that Hillfurrow had put the question to her, he watched the lady intently in the silence that followed. She held his gaze for a moment as something flickered in her pale grey eyes, then she quivered and, to the Thane’s surprise, she burst into laughter. She sat shaking in her chair for a while with a hand to her lips to cover her smile.

‘I am sorry, Master—I do not laugh at you,’ she said at length, ‘and I must ask now that you do not take offence. If only these folk knew what they were saying! If they could learn the truth, they would laugh at their own guesses and gossip. But, no; no, have no fear: these men have nothing whatever to do with my sons, or their father.’ Her eyes were bright and proud as she said this, and her smile was no longer caused by laughter, but by treasured memories lovingly recalled. What these were, however, she kept to herself.

This came as something of a relief to Hillfurrow and he leant back awhile, allowing Elmolin this moment of unaccustomed mirth. Indeed, he’d never seen her behave in such a manner—she had smiled before, certainly, but it was always a polite, somehow distant look; now it seemed she had let slip something of her true self, and it made the Thane wonder again at who the lady was. We’re all wide of the mark with our guessing, I shouldn’t wonder.

‘I hope I have set your mind at ease,’ said Elmolin after a moment, returning out of thought.

‘You have, though there is, I regret to say, another matter,’ answered Hillfurrow, and his frown returned. Elmolin gave him a curious glance. ‘I thought to deal with the other business first, since I’d hoped it to be nothing but rumour. But this next matter is one which I’m a deal more concerned by.’ Elmolin’s smile faded as she watched the Thane. He was no longer embarrassed, but serious. ‘It has to do with your youngest,’ he said.

The last of Elmolin’s good humour vanished and a cold hand seemed suddenly to clutch her heart. She suppressed a shiver.

‘What of Eölas?’

‘There’s been talk of another kind these last couple of days,’ said Hillfurrow slowly, ‘but I’m afraid it’s something more than rumour, since I myself can attest to something of the truth of it. There have been whispers going about the hall, some of which have reached me by way of concerned folk wishing a quiet word or two, that your lad has been wandering the halls at night, frightening our people while they lie abed. Now,’ he said, nodding as Elmolin sat utterly still, ‘I don’t need to tell you this will make things difficult, if it isn’t solved quickly. My residents have had quite enough to-do already, without the boy’s lurking making it worse. Poor Missus Wittel jumped nearly out of her skin when she saw him standing in the corridor the night before last!’

‘I apologise,’ Elmolin began, but Hillfurrow signalled he wasn’t finished.

‘But, if that were all it was, I shouldn’t trouble you any more than to ask you make sure he stays in his room. But that’s not all there is to it. There are folk, myself included, who haven’t seen the lad with our own eyes, but who have nevertheless had cause to feel afraid. I had a deal of trouble getting Lady Hillfurrow to settle back down once she started: “It’s something from the grave!” she said to me. All white she was, and I can’t pretend I didn’t feel the hairs on my neck standing on end.’

Elmolin felt her heart sink into depths cold and dark; she was suddenly tired, dreadfully so, and by some sense greater than either thought or feeling knew her weariness was far from its end. She wanted suddenly to weep, weep for Eölas, and them all. But she held her tongue, for it was not yet the time when she could bare such feeling. Eölas yet needed her, and now he strayed upon perilous ground. She recalled herself from the unlit path down which she had begun, returning to the study where Hillfurrow was still speaking.

‘There’s something strange going on and, though I don’t like to think it any more than my imagination, it feels like more than just the excitement of folk who like to talk. It feels like what happened before, what sent you to live away in March Wood. You don’t need to tell me I’m right. So, what’s to be done?’

‘I do not know, except to beg you: do not let word of this reach Eölas. It will upset him and only make things worse,’ said Elmolin with such urgency in her face Hillfurrow nodded again.

‘Then it is him?’

‘Do I have your word you will say naught?’ said Elmolin, her gaze fixing the man in his chair.

‘You have my word, and I shall do my best. But what is the meaning of it all?’

‘I cannot say. Some of it, perhaps, is my own doing. As you now can see, I have had cause to warn Eölas against straying openly in the country, for fear of what others might say or do. He has, I think, taken my warnings so utterly to heart they cause him dreadful nightmares, and ever since they began they have brought him distress.’ Elmolin paused, her eyes hidden by long lashes. ‘We once found him fallen in Lily Cottage after one particularly evil dream. He would not speak for a long while afterwards, and the very dread of what he saw hung over the house. But whatever he does is not his fault, and though he wanders he himself brings no harm. Please, Master, speak no word of this to him, else he may only suffer further,’ said Elmolin, and she sounded tired now, having borne the weight of her burden long already.

‘Ah, that would be a shame indeed and I hope it might be avoided, since he’s a good lad. But do you think you can help it?’

‘Perhaps, though I have already failed many times to cure it completely. He is safe when his mood is high, but I cannot guard against all his fears. And his thoughts now travel far afield. Yet, maybe, it can be allayed again, for a short while at least,’ said Elmolin, and then they fell into silence.

‘Why does he do it?’ asked Hillfurrow after some time. ‘What does he see?’

Elmolin grimaced. ‘He is keen of feeling; too keen for terrors of that kind. I will not tell you of his dreams, for they frighten me even on a bright morning.’

‘But what has caused—’ the Thane caught himself, seeing the grief lingering upon the lady’s face. He shuddered suddenly, as though an old chill, long forgotten, troubled him again. What foulness has been at play here? What has marked these poor folk? Well, let them be now, and may it pass!

Hillfurrow drummed his fingers on his desk awhile as he nodded, then silence filled the room again.

Erolas made quick work of fitting the lock to the outside of their bedroom door. A simple latch was hammered into the wood, and it was hoped this would serve to keep Eölas from wandering off, should he be visited by more nightmares.

‘It is only to keep you from startling the Thane’s folk,’ said Elmolin when he objected. ‘Do you remember how, once or twice, you did it at home? That was no matter: we could guide you back to bed. But here you might—without ever knowing it—walk into a neighbour’s room, or take a tumble down the stairs. It is just to be safe.’

Whatever she said to her son, Elmolin kept a careful eye on him after that, especially after Erolas had divulged his brother’s concerns to her.

‘How long do you expect him to go without seeking more answers?’ Erolas asked as he and Elmolin sat together one evening.

‘Long enough, I hope, that I might have time to make it easier for him. And besides, whither and from whom will he find them, if not us?’

‘He will try nonetheless. Can you not feel his restlessness? Sooner or later—sooner, if we don’t find a way to keep him occupied in the valley, or a remedy for these visitations—he will realise the Werrow has become too small for him. He is realising it already. He will outgrow it, and will turn his gaze outward. Will he be ready then, or will we—through our concern—have ensured he is unprepared?’

‘I have already given it much thought,’ said Elmolin, her eyes downcast. ‘But you know how the dreams have been since this trouble with the riders began. I had hoped they had settled, but they have been disturbed, dredged up again. It could yet grow far worse. We must, at the very least, endure in silence until we can leave the hall. And we must not do anything to encourage further visits.’ She gave Erolas an emphatic glance, and he nodded. ‘Afterwards, perhaps, and slowly, we can begin to speak of it to him. And yet, do you not also fear what he might do, armed with such knowledge as we have? He may well act against all our hopes and take the very path we sought to keep him from.’

‘Maybe,’ said Erolas, and he looked long at the shadows lying across the floor. ‘But what, really, do we know of these visits for certain? And what choice is left us? He will need to know eventually. Will he forgive us, do you think?’

‘It will come as a blow to him—how could it not? But, yes, in the end, I think he will see we have only worked for his good. But say nothing yet, not until the autumn—I would wish him to have one more birthday in peace, before we do anything to upset him. Perhaps the weather, too, will make him think twice about leaving the valley just yet. You know how his mood can fall at the ending of the year. Then we might have until the spring to ease his mind.’

Erolas nodded. He knew of his brother’s melancholic turn as the trees began to shiver themselves free of their leaves, growing cold and hard as iron. Eölas had tried to speak of it at times, how he feared the land, which was settling down to sleep, would never wake up again. He felt the world dying, decaying slowly, its raiment rotting—rotting, and that reminded him of his worst dreams, of dead lands and those who dwelt there. He worried about the Werrow becoming such a place, with the leaves falling, never to return, and all else would slowly fade, until the last dark days came, and he would see them, alone.

‘In winter, then, before the new year. I do not think we can avoid his questions much after that,’ said Erolas. ‘He is becoming too observant,’ he added with a smile.

Since the latch had been placed on his door, fastened by Elmolin before she retired each night, Eölas’ dreams had changed. The Visitor had followed him from the shadowy corners of Lily Cottage. It had not yet found him, but he felt it roving about hill and hall, its dark step dreadful in the dead of the night, seeking to bring him fresh torment. Eölas hardly knew the difference between his nightmares and waking, for when the sun banished the shadows he felt he had not slept at all.

Perhaps in answer to such visions, Eölas had for some days been distracted by fancies of his own invention. Over and over again he recalled the gate to Hill Hall being broken, only this time he would see himself leap up as soon as the timbers gave way, then he would clear the stairs in a bound or two before dashing out into the yard. There the Wolfings would be, and he would meet their leader as he dismounted. They would struggle, and Eölas would battle him with the long knife, now his, which had always before hung from his brother’s belt. Deftly he would evade the strokes of the Wolfing captain’s sword as the folk of the hall cheered him on, before dispatching the man with the knife, cold and keen, forged far away by the smiths of Northland. Each time, Eölas’ skill in the battle grew, until he was a force so formidable not even the united strength of all the Wolfings was enough to resist him. Their captain would fall to him swiftly, and he would engage the masked pair, whirling and weaving away from their strokes before laying the next man low. The last of them often met with the same fate, but, as Eölas’ temper cooled and his daydream allowed him something of a relief from the wound his pride had suffered, he gradually granted the third man his freedom. He would gallantly announce he was to go forth, never to return, and he would bow to Eölas’ mercy, before leaping upon his horse and riding away.

He had quickly lost count of how many times he’d fought that same battle. Eventually, however, and after much satisfaction at imagining his near-limitless prowess in a field he’d never entered, the monsters he’d envisioned himself conquering gradually reduced themselves to men. Then it became increasingly difficult to revel in the idea of driving the knife into their flesh. Where before the blade had been silver and bright, flashing as if with an inner radiance, now it was stained with blood, deep and red and terrible in the dusk.

Now, the more he thought of it, the more it sickened him, and his disgust was accompanied soon after by something else. Partly, Eölas realised his folly—the idea of him somehow overwhelming such men opened a pit of embarrassment in his stomach so great he felt it would never be filled. He breathed relief when he remembered none could see his thoughts, and so they could not laugh at a fool’s daydreams. But, he supposed, if only for his own encouragement, you might learn to swing a sword, were there ever a need, and if you could find one. He was, after all, himself uncommonly strong, and he was not so blind he did not realise it. Even as a child, he’d had to mind himself at play—ever since he’d sent poor Iawin bowling halfway down the Hill from a careless wave of his arm. He had wrestled Erolas too, and, though he rarely had the mastery, as he’d grown, he had given his brother greater trouble each year, until the outcome of the contest was never as certain from the outset as it once had been. Many was the time their mother had shaken her head as they came barrelling past, locked together like two young bears at play.

Eölas paused, musing on that day from his boyhood. Iawin had been brought back to his uncle in tears, and the folk of Hill Hall had not hesitated to declare the foreign lad a mean, cruel-hearted boy. Eölas, then not yet old enough to suppose he knew better than they, and aching with shame at having made Iawin cry, had believed them. He learned that his strength meant harm to others, and since he had no wish to maintain his cruel heart, he strove to resist its use. From that day on he had feared his own might and had held it tirelessly in check, never allowing himself to grow fully into any space, or exert himself, for he knew not how far he might go. He feared lest he ever grow really angry, and felt such things as anger and violence as a poison, bitter and burning whenever they arose in him. He did not know it, but with this reining in of his bodily strength, so too did Eölas forbid himself to expand his other native powers. Such a thing, beneath his thinking mind, felt too similar to the recklessness he had shown upon the hill. And so, while Eölas looked upon others passing him by as he wished for something more, a life he could call his own, he set his own foot upon the fires which might have turned into a blaze. He dared not ask for what he did not deserve, nor would he risk injuring another for his own selfishness. And so that boy who had known no better grew secretly grudging, and a resentment he did not recognise took hold until it turned at last to rage. Eölas, so often put aside, would have his say, and his fury had now turned upon the Wolfings—but in vain.

The Wolfings, and men like them, played no games; he knew that well enough, having heard tales and read for himself of the wars men had waged in other lands, as far back as any could remember. To contend with such folk would require cultivating a hardness of heart he had never known. So came his final fear, deeper and more terrible than the humiliation he had hitherto only imagined.

The viciousness of such a life, such as he believed the Wolfings to lead, filled Eölas with revulsion. He had not dwelt upon it long before the alarming thought occurred to him: perhaps he was a coward. To even consider it caused the pit in him to deepen—and yet, was it not so? Each time he considered the knife, he recoiled. It was one thing to wish it, but he had been angry then and it had thrilled him to imagine his strength assailing theirs, fending off their assault upon the Herlunders, who could never hope to resist them. But what had he done? When the moment came, his mother had stayed him with a word, and the Herlunders, so small and frail as he often thought them, had been the ones to drive the invaders away. Eölas had then come down to tremble at the mere face of the Thane, who had stood before the Wolfings despite his fear.

It had not always been so. For Eölas, unknowingly, possessed a rare quality: that of making his companions feel safe. Had he been but half Iawin’s stature, still he would present a formidable foe to any grown man if ever he witnessed a horse being beaten, or his friends treated with similar injustice. In him was a spirit which others understood and took to mean some things simply would not do. And yet, when alone, and therefore none of his companions ever knew it, Eölas, if scolded, or if he had suffered severe remonstrance, would feel that same spirit in him crumble, and the old flame would flutter and go out. At those times he would assume any discipline was warranted, and if he was scolded, it was because he deserved it. And if others called him wretched, that was because he was, though he knew not why. Whence this deference came, Eolas did not even intuit enough to ask. Perhaps his fire had died when he had struck Iawin, for after that he could not stand in his own defence, and flared up only for the sake of others. It was as though a voice had whispered to him, convincing him never to use that flame within him for its greatest good, to let it burn as a light by which others might feel its warmth, lighting their own way in turn. Something whispered to him, and veil after veil covered Eölas, until he was left quite in the dark.

So keen had this feeling become as Eölas sat alone that he now doubted his other daydreams. His notions of settling down somewhere to live away from the valley seemed absurd. How could he live alone anywhere when his nightmares might return at any time, filling every darkened corner? No life lay before him while he still feared shadowy figures in his room at night, needing his family to dispel them, while others had quite put such worries away. No Herlunder, certainly, paid heed to any such thing. Foolish boy. The more he watched the people of the hall, the more distant he grew from them. The shutters of Hill Hall were open, yet to Eölas their lives appeared to take place behind a clear pane of glass—he could see them well enough, but he could not touch them, or join with the spirit with which they lived. Even were he to go down to them and become surrounded in their midst, he suspected he would still feel alone.

He considered then that Lily Cottage was the only place for him after all. There, at least, he did not feel so removed from things; Erolas and his mother would not look on him with continual suspicion, and if others paid no care towards the woods he loved, he would at any rate not hear their complaints. In the Rindle Valley he might still find peace, even if from that day on he would have to only dream of being brave.

Elmolin noticed this quenching of his spirit one day when the pair sat beneath the chestnut trees at the end of the Thane’s garden. She knew of his dream of a little plot of his own, and had herself been playing with the idea that Eölas, perhaps the following year or the one after, might be granted leave to stay in Meddleborough or thereabouts. If Hill Hall felt too crowded for him, Hillfurrow might arrange for a quiet place to be found somewhere nearby, and perhaps that would be better. The notion had been suggesting itself to her as August drew on, but Eölas seemed more distant than ever. Something needed to be done to draw him back again, and the promise of escape from the valley seemed to her just the thing that would stir him. She was surprised, then, when she had been about to broach the subject with him, and he said, ‘It will be nice to get away from here, back home.’

‘Oh? Have you had enough of the country for one year?’ she asked.

‘No. Well, yes and no, I suppose. It’s just a feeling, but I can’t help it—’ he stopped, frowning. Elmolin neither answered nor pressed him. She sat quietly at his side, watching the sun slipping between the chestnut leaves until Eölas spoke again. ‘It’s only I feel there is something I ought to be doing, but I don’t know what it is. There are many things I would perhaps like to do, but when I think them through, they feel wrong, somehow, as though I would only be playing a game. I think, maybe, the valley must be the place for me,’ he said sadly.

‘Of course; it is your home, and always will be,’ said Elmolin with a smile. But now there was little joy in having her son remain with her, as she’d wished. To see him so defeated by whatever struggle he privately waged made her own wish hollow. It had never been her intention to frighten Eölas away from the world, until his own borders had dwindled to the edges of the wood. Now it seemed that was exactly what she had done, though she could not claim to be wholly responsible. Erolas, perhaps, had been right: they had left Eölas unprepared, and he would return to Lily Cottage, not out of love for it, but because he no longer saw any place else he might belong.

He’d left her in the garden to think alone, and they had not spoken as much after that. The month was in its final days and Hill Hall had become stuffy and altogether unbearable. Eölas was not aware of it, but the air was thick with rumours of him. The residents whispered to one another and shook their heads with dark looks, but the Thane had managed to maintain silence around the youth.

Nevertheless, it was one day, as Eölas sat alone upstairs looking out at the town below, that he felt something shift. He’d wondered at first, but quickly he recognised the feeling, which before had only ever come at night. He had been peering at Meddleborough’s distant roofs, imagining the bustle in the streets, when he felt something drop away from the image of the world beyond the window. Suddenly, Meddleborough, which had filled his mind moments ago, seemed small and altogether vulnerable to the great open sky. The people did not know it, but something above threatened to do away with them all at any moment.

For all of Eölas’ painful deference, it had allowed him, so he believed, to sit apart and watch things closely, and to perhaps notice things others didn’t, those who were obliged to work until their brows turned to sweat and their hands grew coarse and so familiar in their patterns they became insensate and clumsy if they handled aught else. He thought he saw, on what he came to call ‘thin days’, something in the space between things, a deep silence, and what he sometimes felt was a threat. He could not work out just what it was, nor could he ask anyone about it, since they could not feel it, but it had never been so keen as it was now, tinged almost by the shadow of the night sky.

The feeling passed as suddenly as it had come, and Eölas sat at the window wondering what had happened. Everything seemed to be slipping away and he could not trust even his own thoughts. He had begun to feel lonelier than ever when, a day later, at the beginning of another hazy evening, a familiar green hood was seen bobbing up the Hill. Robin had arrived.










CHAPTER VI


THE VOICE IN THE FOG

With his friend had come the news Eölas had been waiting for, which was bolstered by rumours brought by Fin and Iawin from The Oaken Crown a day afterwards: the Wolfings had left the Werrow.

Robin, having followed the Elms’ route through Woodrow and over the Brandle, declared there had been no sightings of strangers in the last fortnight. He’d made the announcement cheerily, but was much alarmed by the news from Hill Hall when it was told to him.

‘Well!’ said Robin when Fin had ended the account. ‘I’m glad I hadn’t heard any of this when I set out. I cut it a bit too close.’ He was given a cot in the brothers’ room and remained with them the following evening when the cousins paid their visit to the inn.

Fin and Iawin heard similar news from the patrons there: the riders had come through the town like a gale, quite unnerving all who saw them pass, but since then no sign of them had been found, nor was there any news of the supposed fugitive.

This was enough for Erolas, who strode forth from the grounds the following morning and straight into Hamson’s smithy, where he could at last test his theory about the ironwork he’d concocted weeks ago. He spent the following few days there, the very last in August, until he emerged triumphantly with a cartful of his handiwork.

Thane Hillfurrow, of whom they had seen comparatively little in those last weeks—him having been out in the shimmering heat of the fields, helping with the haymaking—had been suitably impressed by the new gates to his yard once they had been installed. They were fashioned of many layers of oak, stained and studded and reinforced with cunning bolts of Erolas’ own design. When they were locked from within, the Thane had stood outside and thrown himself against them, but had not succeeded in moving them so much as an inch.

‘I daresay these are now as solid as the walls of the hall,’ he said, rubbing his shoulder ruefully as he re-entered the yard. Erolas said nothing, but tilted his head as much to say: ‘I told you so.’

On the twenty-eighth of August, the Thane’s riders arrived at Hill Hall, confirming once and for all the foreigners had departed. They had passed the Horns the evening after the attack on the yard, and now it was certain they had not been seen within the Four Herlands by anyone, whether they lived west, north, east or south.

‘It was as you said, then,’ said the Thane to Elmolin. ‘It was all for their amusement. Well! Let them have the last laugh, if they want it. They’ve gone, and that’s all I care for. I shall be happy enough now.’

‘As will I, Master. And now may we be out of your hair. We have been a greater burden to you than ever I expected—but no longer. We shall leave as soon as our travel can be arranged.’

Elmolin refused to hear any protestations from Hillfurrow, insisting they had caused him quite enough bother and he would have both his hands full dealing with the fuss from the inhabitants of the hall once they had gone.

‘I won’t deny it’s been a tricky business but, all the same, I’ll be sorry to see you go. If only you’d paid a visit at a time when there’d been no trouble,’ said the Thane.

‘We shall do the next time,’ Elmolin replied. ‘Though I don’t doubt it must be a while before we dare show ourselves in your country again. But you shall always be welcome in Lily Cottage, should you ever come down from the Hill.’

Their travel arrangements, which were quickly made, were these: Elmolin and Erolas would go by carriage to Middleway Bridge on the last day of August, where the ferry would collect them and their luggage, delivering them the next day to Barley Bridge, where Ned Sandybanks would be waiting for them.

Eölas, however, succeeded for the first time in securing the opportunity to make the journey on foot, accompanied by his three companions. It seemed the least Elmolin could do for him after the ordeal at the hall. Still, she secured his promise not to enter any villages, nor to stray too near the farms while folk were out in the fields. To this he agreed eagerly; it would be easy enough to manage, since Robin, of course, would join him for the entirety of the journey. Fin and Iawin would come at least half the way, though they had not ruled out the notion of making the whole trip and spending a few days in the restful quiet of Lily Cottage, now that everything appeared to at last be settling down to the way it had been.

But Elmolin had yet to let go of her chief concern: the Wolfings had gone, having ridden away after delighting in the unrest they had caused, to seek their true quarry, and perhaps were already in some far country, following a trail like hounds. But for Eölas she still worried. The commotion at Hill Hall, while apparently having died down everywhere else, had left something like an open door in Eölas. His spirit had stirred, and not for the better; wounded, it now sought retreat in the woods and familiar avenues it knew, turning away from the wide lit world, wishing to shrink and go unseen. Elmolin now feared her son’s heart, broken by others’ misdeeds, would mend itself crookedly. And that, before long, would invite disaster. New sights, and the breath of fresh winds, she hoped, would wash some of the stain away; else Lily Cottage might prove no haven after all.

Both parties departed early in the morning, having taken leave of Thane and Lady Hillfurrow after supper the evening before. Their hosts had risen early nonetheless, and they waved from the gate as the party set off, having ensured all the travellers were provisioned with ample luncheons for the first day of their journeys. It was not yet fully light when Eölas and his friends were driven to the foot of the Hill, whereupon they alighted and saw off the carriage as it continued north through the town and on to the ferry.

‘Remember your promise,’ Elmolin had said as the carriage rattled away.

‘I will,’ answered Eölas, and then he had hitched up his pack and turned to face the new day.

The world was still cool and blue as they strolled along the road towards Thorny-wegg. The sun had yet to rise, but the sky was clear, except in the east, where dim clouds hung over Woodrow. They were walking between dewy meadows when at last the clouds began to burn at their edges with a rosy glimmer, and soon afterwards the treetops blushed as the sun escaped from the bank ahead of them.

They had an easy time of it that day, having no need to hurry. Eölas had promised, along with not straying into the villages, that they would return within three days of his family reaching the valley. This gave them more than enough time to wander at their leisure through the countryside at the end of summer, and that day began more joyfully for Eölas than any in recent memory.

Robin steered them north after crossing at Thorny-wegg, since Eölas had no desire to pass through Woodrow again, having felt its airs too close to make it a comfortable walk. Instead, they made a path for themselves through bright woods and clearings, until they struck an old lane which led them towards Fourshawe Hill, a lonely rise in a pleasant country of folding valleys and wood-lined fields, beside which quiet hamlets lay. It stood within a few miles of the Brandle, which ran west of its feet, and to the north the Barleybend could be seen from its shoulders.

Lunchtime was near when they stood at the foot of the hill, but Fin thought it such a fine place he begged them march up to its crown and have their meal there, to which they settled down a quarter of an hour later, having climbed its grassy flanks to the ring of oaks which were sighing gently as they arrived.

Fourshawe Hill offered more of a view than its name suggested, since the lands on the northern banks of the Barleybend were mostly flat, rising only miles later to meet the downs, some six leagues from the crown of that hill. The lands on either side of the river were bright and clear-cut, but the North Downs were in a blue haze and the gap of the North Road was lost from view. From where they sat, the friends could see over the river Brandle and back to Hill Hall. Looking south, they saw the sun riding high in the noonday sky, having burned the mists from the roof of Woodrow some hours earlier. Far away, between the streams of the Werian and Dogwater, stood Cobbs Hill, upon which—at certain times of year—no Herlunder would stand. Tradition held that storms of sleet and hail might suddenly arise on a summer’s afternoon, and those who wandered carelessly might be snatched or stricken by fairies dwelling beneath the hill. It was, in those days, unclear as to how seriously folk still believed in such tales, though none ventured there alone, as a rule.

Now the lads, surrounded by the Werrow as far as they could see, had their luncheon, and Iawin—already halfway through a pheasant pie—said, ‘You’ll be coming back this way before long, won’t you, Eol? You do still mean to come and live in Fithforth?’

‘I hadn’t thought,’ said Eölas. He realised then that everything had changed. The Wolfings had opened an unseen door, and it seemed all he had to do was walk through it. His spirits had risen considerably since leaving Hill Hall—before that, in fact, as Robin’s arrival had cheered him greatly—and now his concerns during his stay on the Hill began to fade. The bright sunshine of summer’s end chased away his fears and sent them scurrying away to hide, leaving him free to amble through the woods and fields with his friends beside him, until he’d almost forgotten the whole affair at the hall. It now seemed nothing more than another bad dream—terrible and vivid at the time, but quick to fade with the coming of the day.

‘I’d choose this country, if I were you,’ said Fin as he lay on the hilltop. ‘I don’t think I would ever tire of this view. In fact, I rather think I’d like to settle nearby, one day, when I have the means for a little place of my own,’ and he pointed to the thatched roofs away down the hill on its southern side, where its foot ran down to meet the hamlet of Manning Row.

‘And who might you share it with?’ asked Eölas. ‘Privacy is my family’s affair, but surely you don’t mean to live alone?’

‘Not if it can be helped!’ answered Fin.

‘Ah, but who would have him, I wonder?’ mused Iawin.

‘There’s a mystery,’ added Eölas with a nod.

‘Well,’ said Fin, ‘if I can’t find anybody, I suppose I would only have to wait until Iawin grows old and decrepit enough to be no more use as Thane. Then I might keep him as a kind of pet, just as long as he can keep from making a mess.’

‘I shall promise nothing of the sort,’ said Iawin, and he rose to take a wander beneath the chestnut trees before they set off again.

Having started so early, they still had hours of afternoon light left as they climbed back down from the hill. They cut eastwards, through riverside woods and spent the night in a clearing beneath bright stars that promised a fine day of walking the following morning.

The farther they roamed in that quiet country, the more difficult it became to feel threatened by any thought of the world outside, and even Eölas’ other worries appeared to shrink again. All seemed possible now he was beneath the open sky, with the weather fair and the evenings clear, and with Fin’s talk of a little house by Fourshawe Hill, Eölas began to wonder seriously if he might not soon seek his own.

They were all enjoying themselves so much they hardly noticed their progress the next day, which took them swiftly over easy country to Barley Bridge, and thence to the eaves of the Hopwood, until they found themselves halted for the evening eleven leagues from where they’d started that morning. They were now on the northern edge of the wood, looking on to the hills whose ridges could be seen from the Rindle Valley. These they would enter the following day, since Eölas had looked out at them so often, wondering what lay hidden behind them.

It now felt like the time to be seeing something new, and Eölas, having glimpsed from afar the flowering gardens about the village of Ramsgate as they passed them by—which were known thereabouts for being particularly splendid—had begun to put together an argument to be made on his behalf when he got home. Ramsgate lay neatly halfway between Lily Cottage and Hill Hall and he imagined making his case to his mother.

‘There are too many people there,’ she would say.

‘Fewer than in Merridown, where folk know all about us,’ he would answer. ‘And, anyway, Manning Row is nearby, and is even smaller.’

‘You shall be stuck there, and folk shall bother you if you go walking anywhere.’

‘I can send for a gig that will come from the Hill if I wish to go anywhere, and I may walk in the evenings, or early in the morning. There are many woods up that way, and none shall see me out and about.’

These things, and many others, he said over and over again, until he fell asleep, unaware that such fancies, reasonable as they were, were never to be. For the next day brought with it a strange afternoon, and a worse night.

The following morning, over breakfast, the friends looked out from the Hopwood’s waking eaves over a wooded valley lying between them and the hills looming south of Little Muldon. The hills ran ten miles west to east, now no more than a couple of hours’ walk away. No farms lay in that part of the country and any land not hidden by trees was all wild meadows, with here and there a pool or little rill which ran out of the hollows. Only to the east was there any pasture, where the very tops of Merridown’s farms met with the uplands. The lads could see in a meadow below them, away to their right, a herd of cattle lying in a patch of sun as the last of the mists lifted and the morning sky grew clear.

Eölas and his companions set off down the slope as birds swooped and dived around them to catch insects from the air, which gathered in thick, thrumming clouds as the meadows grew warm.

Reaching the hills by morning’s end, they climbed with the sun on their backs as they passed up the grassy shoulders, until they made the first of the woods. Beech and alder they passed, but these became dark, towering pines upon the crown of the first hill. Were the lads to follow the ridge to the east, they would eventually be able to look down to March Wood, where the Rindle Valley lay and Lily Cottage could just be seen, nestled between the birch slopes, perhaps with pale blue smoke already rising from its kitchen chimney.

Eölas didn’t want to go that way yet, however; something else was calling him, and they pressed on into the hills, heading in the opposite direction. They walked beneath a blue sky in the airy pine wood, the old path taking them through a long, deep dell, then winding up to the far ridge. There, the trees marked the end of the hills and looked out over the farms of Little Muldon between them and the North Downs, leagues away.

Having fallen in step like men-at-arms as they came up the path, the friends suddenly halted, listening. Eölas and Robin, a little way ahead, had almost at the same moment become aware of a sound coming over the ridge from the slopes on the other side. It was like the beating of a drum, and to this they had marched, even before they were aware of it.

‘What is that?’ said Robin.

‘I thought I heard music. Is there a fête on in the fields?’ said Iawin, catching them up.

They all listened again, but it did not sound like Herlunders playing their party instruments. It sent a shiver down their backs, as if they had themselves been plucked like the last lingering note upon a harpstring. They thought they could hear pipes and musical voices somewhere beyond the trees, rising and falling in song. Eölas could have sworn he heard horns blowing from afar. There was the faint drum beating again. It lulled them, even where they stood, like a shaded stream running cool and quiet through a green vale in spring, or the gentle breath of a breeze on a summer evening when the sun has gone, leaving all in golden dusk.

Following the sound until they came to a tree-lined bank near the edge of the wood, beneath the shade of the beeches where the blackbirds chirped and whistled, they peered over the undergrowth of late bracken into the meadow beyond the eaves.

What they had expected to see none of them said aloud, but each had his own private hope it might have been fairy music they’d heard as they climbed the dell, and that they would catch a glimpse of the players now. Yet, even as they looked out, the friends felt their sense of place and time begin to mingle treacherously, as if in a haze. The cool green shade of the beeches and the rich scent of the loam upon which they knelt was forgotten. The lads seemed to have walked out of the Werrow to a place which had long since vanished, but was visible to them now, for a time. They felt they had found a secret window in the wood which looked out at an age lost beyond the memories of anyone who now lived, before the Herlunders or anyone else had dwelt there, before the oaks had grown their hoary beards.

The meadow, however, was empty, and the four friends looked with bafflement into the long grass they had been sure kept some secret.

‘I was certain I heard pipes blowing,’ frowned Iawin. ‘Hi, Eol, where are you off to?’

Eölas rose from the bracken and wandered into the meadow. He thought he had seen a figure flitting there, like the warmth over the clearing blown upon the breeze. It had shone gold and green, like the tops of the grasses and their sheafs, yet made of no more than sunlight. He found nothing, save a ring of old green stones, and he supposed now that they had all been half dozing on their feet as they had walked in the drowsy heat of the afternoon. It really must have been someone drumming down in the village, he thought, disappointed.

His friends joined him and lay down in the grass, finding it soft and inviting after their walk. They soon fell asleep, still thinking they could hear drums beating faintly somewhere, and they dreamt strange dreams. Eölas, as he drifted, again thought he saw a figure bending over him, its face gilded like a pool at sunset; a shadow passed over it, then it grew clear again, and vanished with the blowing of the horns.

He awoke to a hazy evening. The golden sky was streaked with clouds and now the air was still. Robin sat beside him, rubbing his eyes, smiling sleepily as Fin and Iawin stirred nearby. The grass had bent over them as they slept, shielding them a little from the afternoon sun, and it was a while before any of them remembered why they lay there in the first place. They listened for the sound of pipes or drums, but the evening was silent, save for the birds singing in the wood behind them.

The meadow itself, and the lands about it, seemed to have changed. The friends had spent the afternoon as if under enchantment; all about them had been bright and the sun had dazzled them, but now the light was soft and the first shadows were stretching from the trees. Away down the hill they could see the houses of Little Muldon, suddenly near and clear: the stone walls seemed to sit heavily upon the ground and the calls of grazing animals came to them through the breathless air. The lads could smell them from where they were and could see cattle lying in their field beyond a row of trees, perhaps a mile away.

‘Do you know,’ said Iawin after a while, ‘I had the most outlandish dreams. I can’t recall them now, they’re escaping like smoke, but I’m sure I’ve never seen anything like them before.’

With this they could all agree, though none could quite say what they had dreamt. Their memories of them were retreating like waves down the shore, and Eölas thought he recalled sitting with someone who had, perhaps, once dwelt upon that sloping meadow. They had talked, he felt, but now he could remember nothing of it. Indeed, they all had similar feelings, now fading, of figures passing them like mist in a twilight drifting over the fields.

‘Small wonder,’ said Robin pointing to the green stones about them. ‘We slept in a fairy house.’

‘Oh! You don’t think we were witched, and that there really were fairies here?’ said Iawin.

‘The tales do tell of all kinds of tricks,’ said Robin. ‘They’re always turning folk about, making them forget whether they’re coming or going.’

‘I think,’ said Eölas, ‘that if Elves or fairies had been here, and had wanted us to forget them, we would have done so.’

‘There’s a point,’ said Fin. ‘Now what?’

They all stood gazing about: the fields were ordinary again and a breeze had begun to wave the grass around them. Dandelion seeds blown up from the edge of the meadow drifted by, sailing past the fringes of the beechen boughs where the sun caught them. As the friends watched, it was as if the stars had come forth to shine in the day, then blinked away in warm eddies like cinders from a fire. It was time to set off again, but Eölas lingered a moment longer, taking in that view at which he had long wondered. Broad lands lay open before his feet, ones he had never seen—and yet, somehow, they now seemed too small.

Shouldering their packs, they headed east, following the ridge of the hills. Eölas, perhaps, had come closest to knowing what had brushed by them in the meadow. But now they walked towards a night none of them would ever forget.

They still had some hours of light remaining and, after their unintended rest, felt they had a good many miles left in them before settling down to camp. Looking out from the hills at the lands below as evening drew on, they saw the first stars kindled before them as the sky grew cool overhead. Night was coming.

Now their talk turned to topics of fancy, and they laughed at the notion of a troupe of fairies taking the way to Little Muldon—of all places—even if they did turn off before having their secret gathering. Eölas, thinking such things had been quite left behind by the cousins, was delighted to hear them recalling fairylore and tales they had heard as children.

It became apparent that both Fin and Iawin, though keen to be seen as grown lads now, still found a thrill in believing the old stories of sprites and pixies terrorising folk on the downs. They recited the rumours about Lees in the West Herlund, where elvish spirits were said to haunt the valleys in especially high numbers. All manner of creatures were believed to stalk there, though the account brought back to Hill Hall by one of the Thane’s men was underwhelming: the great beast supposedly spotted by countless passers-by was no more than an ettercott, a breed of large, half-wild—and albeit rare—cat kept by a farmer in that country.

Even so, rumours of that grew to legendary size in the end; the Lees Cat became a popular warning to children who might stray, just as tales of fairy nags dissuaded otherwise wayward youths from clambering atop the backs of the wild hill ponies. It was still regarded as prudent to avoid riding such animals, since as many as one in every herd had the chance of being a fairy beast in disguise—no sooner would a fellow have leapt upon it than it would go charging through the fields, and then either down into a pool, or even all the way to the sea, without ever letting their rider go.

If asked whether they truly believed such things, a lad or lass of the Werrow, usually in that brief step between childhood and coming of age, which is known as embarrassment, would deny any such foolishness. But, deep down, such warnings as they’d heard still steered them away from daring to interfere with things that bore the chance of ending unpredictably, or, worse still, exactly as they feared.

On that summer’s day, however, the cousins remembered even older tales, said to have occurred abroad, of Orfeo and his castle beneath the waves of the sea, and King Atherden, a man so mighty he became the Lord of the Fairies—though folk now could not agree whether he had held court deep in some gloomy forest, or upon an isle in the foamy sea, or in a glittering cave somewhere under a hill. Iawin, struck suddenly by a verse he had heard as a boy, recited:

‘King Atherden in Elfwood ruled;

His sword was bright, his crown was jewelled,

His banners held by fairy men,

Beheld by all upon the glen.

Of Atherden still minstrels sing,

How long ago that fairy king

In vain marched forth to shield his lands,

To keep them out of tyrant hands.

He went to war in barren dell,

But there the Elf King, wounded, fell.

By his people who loved him he

Was carried back across the Sea.’

‘A bit melancholy for such an evening, don’t you think?’ said Fin. ‘And a far cry from your usual offerings. What was it you sang the other day?:

I once knew a lass from Ramsgate

Who had a dreadful lodger;

When last he paid his rent late——’

‘Yes, yes! I have depths so hidden not even you have found them, it seems,’ said Iawin, cocking an eye at his cousin. ‘But you’re more than welcome to recite your own verses, if you object to mine.’

‘Well, anyway, Atherden is only a song,’ said Fin. ‘I thought fairies couldn’t be slain?’

‘Not unless it’s by another fairy,’ said Robin sagely.

Iawin’s grievances notwithstanding, Fin had a point. Tales of Atherden were of a more serious, sombre sort, yet they were closer to the ones Eölas had learned from Erolas when young. Now his friends pressed him to recall the fairy stories of Northland, of the strange spirits haunting the heaths and snowy forests. As they went along, he told them one of his favourites of the old boatman, Mirmis, who sailed along an elvish river, and how he chased a witch from the wood with songs. He mentioned others until it was time for a tune; then Iawin played his pipes, their shrill song carrying over the grass.

As the dark came down, Fin and Iawin—against Eölas’ wishes, though he said nothing—discussed a tale of another fairy whose name they could not recall. His hall was assailed each night by a frightful troll out of the wild, yet the king, being immortal, could not be slain, just as Robin had said, and so it went on each night, the pair ever at war.

‘You don’t suppose they’re both still at it, and are having their battle still?’ said Fin as they arrived at the hedgerows of the first farms. The roads were now at their wistful rest, the evening breeze not enough to stir the weathercocks as they went on with the gloaming all about them, skipping over the ditches between fields, whose weedy banks were now cool and damp as the golden light fell pale behind deep clouds in the west.

Night followed them.

They walked on beneath grey starlight, still supposing what it might mean if even one of the tales they knew happened to be true; if, say, a sprite of the moors were to be found perching upon a rock, or an elvish phantom met upon the road at night. It made for quite the debate, and for a while the old stories felt fresh again, and the world a portion more wonderful. Still, it chanced to prove more frightful to Fin and Iawin than any ghostly tale, when Eölas and Robin spoke of it, that the more commonplace likelihood was that the Werrow might once have been known by ordinary folk utterly alien to the Herlunders. The thought of the fields they knew being walked aforetime by another people, however remote, quite unsettled the cousins’ view of the their homely shawes and their history. Elf-play in the meadows and otherworldly pipes heard over the hills were one thing, but the Werrow belonging to others was not to be endured, and they turned away from any such thought. If anyone but a Herlunder had roamed those fields, they wished to hear no more about it.

Night deepened. To the south the friends could see yellow lights shining, some dotted here and there, while others gathered where Merridown lay, wrapped in shadow. They pressed on.

Midnight was nearly upon them when they halted at last, having passed under the eaves of March Wood and climbed up a long slope thick with shadows. Stopping at last in a hollow with a little clearing between the trees of beech and maple, the lads found the ground soft and grey in the moonlight. The shallow bowl was large enough for them all to lie in, with room to spare on each side without them being too close to the banks.

They unrolled their blankets and threw them down as soon as they arrived, lighting a fire between them. As the flames sprang to life from the kindling, making the darkness almost solid beyond them, the friends had a light supper before bed.

‘Has anyone in Northland met fairies, Eol? Not your family?’ asked Iawin as they lay down to sleep.

‘Hardly,’ said Eölas, lying with his hands clasped behind his head. ‘And, anyway, the fairies in Northland, or tales of them, are much older than the Werrow’s, seemingly, and they’re more sad than strange. I think it would be a dreary thing to meet them.’

‘Still, what about your mother? She might have seen them. You never know,’ Iawin insisted.

Eölas laughed. ‘And do you suppose Lady Hillfurrow vanishes from the hall before first light and meets Elves by the pond? Would you quickly believe such a thing?’

They all laughed then, but it made them think. Iawin pictured the dim rooms of Hill Hall before the dawn, and his aunt creeping out in her bonnet and shawl, cutting through the back garden and down the winding footpath to the water in the south fields. The idea that folk of fairy tales and other children of the night might have wandered there as he slept gave him a shiver. Of course, it was a preposterous notion, at least so far as his aunt was concerned—but he considered the case of Lady Elm entirely another matter. There was something undeniably curious about Eol and his family, and Iawin thought of Lady Elm walking barefoot beneath the trees to her quiet pool, still filled with stars before the sunrise. She was fairylike herself, and something in the image seemed fitting, as though she and her sons now made more sense to Iawin. He was still musing upon it when he fell asleep.

They awoke to a shrill, strangled shriek. Their eyes snapped open, but they did not rise. They were all of them afraid to move. Each lad lay frozen beneath his blanket, listening.

The world about them had been transformed: their little fire had died to a timid glow and shone pale, as though through a shroud, and about them swirled dim walls of mist which had risen about their hollow. The bracken and hazel saplings upon the ridge had grown dull, as if seen from the edge of another world. Black sentinels leant silently over them, their ranks retreating into the gloom.

After the first startled answers from the surrounding trees died down, the friends heard nothing more. The drifting walls betrayed nothing, and the wood returned to an uneasy slumber. Yet the lads were afraid.

‘And what do you suppose that was?’ whispered Iawin, trying to sound bolder than he felt when they had lain quiet for some time.

‘Just a beast of the wood out hunting, nothi——’ Robin began to answer, but was cut short.

All of them at once felt a shift in the hanging night air, though no wind blew beneath the eaves of the wood. Older than the name they had for it came the sensation: the feeling they were no longer alone. Something else had come gliding with the mists along the floor of the wood, and it roved somewhere beneath the eaves beyond the edge of their camp. They could not see it, but knew it crept somewhere between the dark trees, searching, searching. Their startled minds leapt to guesses at what manner of creature could still live in the Werrow in those days: whether it was a wolf, seen now only as pictures in a book, or a boar from the wild forests. They shrank beneath their blankets, hoping to hide from whatever had come along the night paths as they lay sleeping. But a cold breath blew into the hollow, and with it came a heavy, black dread.

Iawin trembled as the glowing logs sputtered and went out. The camp grew dim and the ghostly walls crept nearer. Then Iawin remembered where he had felt such a thing before. He could feel his body creaking beneath him as he turned just enough to glance at Eölas, who lay upon his side. He was watching the far edge of the hollow, his eyes wide with horror. He hardly seemed to breathe.

Stop it, Eol, begged Iawin silently. Stop it now!

A whisper came from beside him. It was Robin.

‘He can see it.’

That was nearly too much for Iawin. He wished he could run, but felt as if he were held down. The fear he had known in Lily Cottage, and again in Hill Hall, grew into terror beneath the shadows of the silent trees. He tried to scream, but his tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth. Something was touching him—cruel hands, or talons—but he couldn’t see them. He wanted to cry again as they raked at his flesh, and he became all but witless in his fright. The hands pulled at him, willing him to look where his friend’s eyes stood transfixed, as if bewitched. No, no! Please! I can’t! Leave me alone!

Iawin’s eyes were shut, but slowly his head turned, though he begged it not to. He faced the edge of the hollow. He thought he heard a low whisper which urged him to look. Please, no!

As he opened his eyes, Iawin’s terror overcame him, and all the world turned black.
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