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      Perhaps there is a Leah at some time in everyone’s life: unpredictable, demanding, most generous best friend, cruelest enemy.

      


      But the Leah in this story came later. When I first began thinking about Murkmere, it was because I had a single vivid image in my mind, and had to make sense of it. Meanwhile, I’d often driven past Murkmere

         Hall on the A12 in Suffolk. It hadn’t become Murkmere to me then, but was a vast slab of a house set in lumpy parkland. I

         imagined a girl wandering beneath the dark oak trees — a girl, half-wild, shut away and bored, who was waiting for her story

         to begin.

      


      The girl became Leah, and Leah’s story begins when Aggie comes to Murkmere.


      — Patricia Elliott


      


   

      
PART ONE



      The Watchtower


      




   

      
I



      The Rooks’ Omen


      Clouds hang low in the sky where I live. They seem to touch the flat brown fields around our village, and to shadow the broad

            backs of the horses pulling the plow. They drift across the wide sky like swans’ feathers.

      


      There were swans on the mere when I first went to Murkmere Hall, the first time I met Leah. There are still swans there today,

            but everything else has changed. All I knew then was what I saw around me: the village, the fields, and, behind its iron gates

            on the Wasteland road, the great shadowy expanse of the Murkmere estate. In those days I knew nothing of corruption and betrayal,

            and the evil of ambitious men.

      


      But you can’t wipe away the past like chalk from a slate. I can never be that innocent girl again. I am someone else now.

      


      The year had only recently turned when I rode in Jethro’s wagon to take up my new position at Murkmere Hall, and 

         though the mist wasn’t drifting in from the sea that morning, it was bitterly cold. As the wagon jerked over the frozen ruts

         in the road, the Wasteland on either side of us was thickly spread with a gray frost, the leafless trees glistening like sucked

         bones.

      


      “Will you wish me luck, Jethro?” I said, trying to steady myself against a pile of sacks, while the bag that contained my

         few spare clothes rolled softly against me.

      


      From my position high up in the wagon, I could see only the back of Jethro’s curly head, and I studied it anxiously, waiting.

         It always took a long time for him to speak. Jethro Sim, our neighbor’s son, was a boy who chose his words carefully. 

      


      Jethro didn’t turn from leading Tansy, though the reins lay slack in his hands. The old mare blew warm clouds of mist around

         him; little puffs rose each time she placed her heavy hooves on the frozen road.

      


      “Murkmere’s no place for you, Aggie. You shouldn’t be going.”


      “I’ve no choice, and you know that,” I said, provoked. Who was Jethro to say what I should do? He was only a few years older

         than I. “It’s the Master’s command. Besides, my mother fared well enough at Murkmere when she was lady’s maid there long ago.

         So shall I.”

      


      Then excitement got the better of me. I leaned forward, so I could see Jethro’s profile. He was scowling.


      “Aren’t you pleased for me at all, Jethro?” I said, trying to coax a smile from him. “Think of all the things I’ll learn,

         the clothes I’ll wear! I’m to be a companion, not a servant.”

      


      


      “Aye, to the Master’s ward,” he retorted. “A lunatic girl. They say Mr. Tunstall hides her away deliberately.”


      “Oh, gossip! I’ve heard that too,” I said. “I don’t see why Murkmere should be a bad place. Why, you’ve never been inside

         the gates!”

      


      “I have indeed. I was once late with my dues and took them in myself. I had to give them to the steward, Silas Seed. I saw

         … enough.”

      


      Words died between us. I slumped back against the sacks, clutching the sides of the wagon with numb fingers as it swayed on.

         Ahead, the walls of the Murkmere estate smudged the horizon.

      


      I didn’t remember my parents. Since their death from the spitting sickness when I was three, I’d lived with my Aunt Jennet.

         I’d always thought I’d have to spend my life at the spinning wheel as the other village girls did after leaving school. I

         loathed spinning with a deep and awful loathing, and knew my clumsy fingers would never support my aunt and me. Now the Master

         of Murkmere had offered me the opportunity to escape a spinster’s life, and my wages would keep us both. All my childhood

         I’d longed to know more about Murkmere Hall, where my mother had worked before she’d married. I thought if I knew more about

         Murkmere, I’d know more about my mother.

      


      Why, then, did I feel such dread now?


      The high walls of the estate loomed on our left. Jethro halted Tansy before the gates, and came to lift me down as the mare

         stood blowing placidly.

      


      


      “Careful, Aggie! You’ll spoil your finery!”


      I couldn’t tell whether Jethro was teasing me or not. He always looked serious, did Jethro, but sometimes his eyes had a smile

         hiding in them as if he laughed secretly at me.

      


      I knew I looked ridiculous now. Aunt Jennet had done my hair herself, in her anxiety braiding the springing copper clumps

         of it so tightly that it pulled my eyebrows up in surprise under my hat. Beneath my cloak, the bodice of my ancient best dress

         was tight as a sausage skin, and I’d so many layers on against the cold I was sure I looked as fat as one as well. I was fifteen

         years old and bursting out in all directions, except upward. Maybe that was why Jethro still treated me like a child, though

         he hadn’t been grown to a man long himself, for all his new beard and solemn air.

      


      I was sick to my belly with fear as he set me down. “Jethro,” I wailed. “The birds have given me no signs. They hide away

         in this cold. I can’t tell what’s to become of me, whether it be bad or good.”

      


      My life, like the lives of everyone else, was bound by watching the signs. It was the birds that gave us the signs, the birds

         that showed us what was to come, for each bird had its own significance. But in the dead heart of winter few birds are active.

         They might have flown away entirely from the bare face of the earth, so deathly silent was the land.

      


      Jethro set my hat straight as he might a small girl’s, and his brown eyes looked into mine, bright as a robin’s. “You have

         nothing to fear if you wear your amulet, Aggie.” As he spoke 

         he touched his own amulet, a simple bunch of dried rose-mary sticking from the pocket of his old tweed jacket.

      


      I felt feverishly round my neck for the strip of leather; the golden amber that hung from it, warm from lying against my skin,

         slotted smoothly into my palm like a new-laid egg. It had been my mother’s once, but she had no need of protection now. It

         was only the living whose souls were in danger from the Birds of Night.

      


      Jethro looked awkward. “I should go, Aggie. I’ve no desire to meet Silas Seed again.”


      Silas Seed, the steward of Murkmere, had come to the village himself a fortnight ago to search me out and give me the Master’s

         message. I’d thought him an exceedingly handsome young man when I met him, but I thought it best not to let Jethro know this.

      


      I nodded, biting my lip now that the moment had come to say goodbye, and drawing my thin red cloak around me. “Watch over

         Aunt Jennet for me, Jethro. Don’t let her do too much.”

      


      “Can’t stop her,” he grunted, but I knew he’d milk our cow himself and carry the pail to our cottage.


      The mention of my aunt nearly had me in tears. “Thank you for bringing me here,” I said stiffly, turning my face away.


      Jethro didn’t reply, and next I heard the jingle of the harness and the clomp of Tansy’s hooves on the hard ground as she

         began to move away. When I turned at last, the wagon had blurred with the horizon.

      


      


      Beyond the gates a straight drive, as rutted as the road, ran over flat, lumpy parkland until it reached the gray stone bulk

         of the Hall in the distance. Among the forest of chimneys few were smoking; below them were rows of shuttered windows. Huge

         oaks shadowed the empty grass before the house, their bare branches scratching at the lowering sky.

      


      A frightened homesickness caught in my throat. I thought of our two-room cottage, cramped and dark, but cozy under its thatch

         and furnished with Aunt Jennet’s treasured possessions; and of the common nearby, busy with villagers and their animals. Now

         I was alone, completely alone, for the first time in my life, and the thick silence of mid-winter was all around me.

      


      But this was my chance, and I had to take it.


      There was a rusty bell hanging by one of the gateposts; a frayed rope trailed down, furled with ivy. Perhaps if I pulled it,

         a servant — a footman, perhaps — would come and open the gates for me. I straightened my back, plumped out my skirts, and

         gave a determined tug.

      


      The jangle from the bell was unexpectedly loud and harsh in the silence, and it awoke a raucous echo: the cawing of what seemed

         to be hundreds of rooks. In the distance I saw an undulating black cloud rise above the cluster of beeches that must hold

         their nest-homes. My head full of the clamor, I sank trembling against the gatepost and clutched my amber as if my life depended

         on it. I knew the deadly significance of rooks. Everyone did.

      


      


      “Miss Agnes, Agnes Cotter. You’re welcome to Murkmere. But you look as white as bleached bed linen. Are we such ogres here?”


      A man’s voice roused me. It was a charming voice, the vowels musical and the tone full of concern. I’d heard it before. It

         was the voice of Silas Seed.

      


      “I’m well, Sir,” I moaned, my head down. “But I can’t come through. The rooks have given me the sign. Death is waiting if

         I step inside the gates!”

      


      Calmly, Silas Seed took off his glove and unlocked the gate with a key from his waistcoat pocket. Then he put his hand out

         to me. It was a white hand, very clean, the nails manicured to show the half-moons, the fingers long and elegant. My head

         still bent, I hid my own stubby, rough ones in my skirt. Peering under my lashes, I saw another pair of legs, this one clad

         in darned breeches, standing next to Silas’s gleaming boots.

      


      “Come now, Miss Agnes,” Silas Seed said gently. “Don’t you remember that rooks nesting near a house are a sign of Good Fortune?”


      “Well, yes,” I admitted, confused. That was a sign as well. I thought I knew the Table of Significance so well, yet sometimes it appeared to contradict itself.

      


      “Come on through, then, without a care,” said the steward. “The rooks here signify no ill omen. Why do you think I walk so

         freely?”

      


      I dared look up at him. Silas Seed was a good head taller 

         than Jethro, taller than all the village boys, and taller than the keeper who stood dourly at his side, not looking at either

         of us.

      


      “You’ve a fine amulet, Sir, that’s why!” I muttered. I could see it nestling round his throat, a whole string of glowing amber

         stones above the silk cravat.

      


      Silas Seed’s dark eyes lit with amusement. “Then if you stay close by me, you’ve nothing to fear! I beg you come with me,

         Miss Agnes, for I’m sure you’ve turned to ice. You’re earlier than I expected. I’d not posted anyone to watch for you at the

         gates. A good thing we were doing the morning rounds and saw you.” He nodded to the keeper to pick up my bundle of belongings,

         and his hand remained outstretched. “I have asked the housekeeper to organize hot food for you in the kitchen. Come.”

      


      It seemed a long time since I’d had breakfast in the early morning darkness. And the bread had been stale again, with only

         boiled rosemary water to moisten it, for yesterday’s milk was finished and we dared not milk our cow till daybreak for fear

         of the Night Birds.

      


      I looked up again at the steward, at his finely drawn features and smooth-shaven jaw, his black hair glossy as a blackbird’s

         wing beneath the three-cornered hat. I thought I caught admiration in his eyes as he looked back at me. A handsome young gentleman

         who did not see me as a child.

      


      I put my hand into his at last and let him lead me through the gates.
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      “You’ve never been to Murkmere before?” he said. The frosty weeds in the holes of the drive bobbed as his fur-lined cloak

         swept over them; puddles crackled under our boots. “Then you won’t have seen the mere that gives the Hall its name. Look —

         there.”

      


      I saw beyond a stretch of frozen sedge, the pale sheen of ice. My first sight of the mere. I knew it immediately as a fearful,

         desolate place.

      


      “Is the water deep beneath the ice, Sir?” I asked timidly.


      “Some say it’s bottomless, that the water turns black a little way down.” He paused, and added somberly, “A maid drowned in

         it a year back. When she was brought out by one of the keepers, her body was full bloated with black water.”

      


      I was struck dumb. It was then that I saw someone standing motionless on the far shore, a pale figure against the dark reeds,

         too slight to be a man. I thought it must be the spirit of the drowned maid, and I gasped.

      


      Silas Seed followed my gaze and frowned. “It’s Miss Leah, the Master’s ward, out again, alone. She shouldn’t be there without

         her maid.”

      


      “But what’s she doing?”


      “We’ve swans on the mere. She likes to go there by herself to watch for them. A foolish thing to do when the mere’s all ice.

         I must send a footman out to her.”

      


      He moved on quickly, the keeper tramping after him, expressionless as ever. I hesitated a moment, straining my eyes to pick

         out the girl’s features. But even as I did so, the ghostly figure dissolved into the overgrown scrub and was gone.
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      In the main kitchen of Murkmere Hall a woman was standing at one side of the huge chimney, lifting her skirts to the blaze

         of the fire. As we came in she hastily rearranged her clothing, and the keys at her lumpen waist jangled with agitation.

      


      “Oh, Mr. Silas. I wasn’t expecting you to bring …” She gestured at me with a flustered hand. “I’d thought Doggett …”


      “Doggett should be accompanying Miss Leah, Mistress Crumplin,” said Silas Seed coldly, “but I see that once again Miss Leah

         is alone by the mere in this icy weather. I’ve spoken to Doggett about the danger before. It mustn’t happen again, Mistress

         Crumplin, do you understand?”

      


      “Yes, Mr. Silas,” whined the woman. “But Miss Leah is like quicksilver. You’ve only to glance away and the girl is gone. Why

         she should want to escape outside in this weather, I don’t know.”

      


      “Escape?” said Silas, and he laughed, his dark eyes on me as if we shared the joke. “You make her sound like a prisoner, Mistress

         Crumplin!”

      


      I scarcely listened, still breathless from keeping up with the steward’s long stride through archways, courtyards, and stable

         yard. I was looking at a little girl, standing almost in the hearth on the other side of the fire, who was turning a spit

         with great effort, her cheeks scarlet with heat. As the joint turned, the sides of the meat were glossy and brown in the firelight

         and the juices dripped down into a pan. I caught 

         the dense, sweet fragrance of the meat and for a moment I thought I’d faint.

      


      I felt Silas Seed take my arm. My vision cleared. The housekeeper was staring at me. I took in a plump, creased face, wisps

         of gray hair escaping beneath a cap. The steward pressed my arm, pushing me forward a little.

      


      “Forgive me, Agnes. Let me introduce Mistress Crumplin, housekeeper to the Hall. She will oversee your requirements here.”


      It sounded a very grand arrangement for a village girl. I looked up at the woman and tried to smile, but the house-keeper’s

         pasty face was stolid and cold.

      


      “And this is Miss Agnes Cotter, Mistress Crumplin,” said Silas Seed. He paused, and then added with strange emphasis, or so

         it seemed to me, “Her mother, Eliza, worked here many years ago. No doubt you’ll remember her, Mistress Crumplin?”

      


      The housekeeper’s mouth hung loose. She gave Silas Seed a startled glance, and out of the corner of my eye I saw him nod at

         her, as if confirming what he’d said. “Eliza, eh?” she said slowly. “I’d not realized that Miss Leah’s companion was Eliza’s

         daughter,” and she came over and peered into my face.

      


      As I looked eagerly back at her, searching for motherliness, for kindness and welcome, all I saw was suspicion and the tiny

         red veins branching on her nose. “Eliza’s daughter?” she said sourly, stepping back. “You have no look of her.”

      


      A pang went through me. I’d heard my mother had been a 

         beauty. And from the housekeeper’s tone she hadn’t liked her. It seemed I’d hear no fond memories from Mistress Crumplin.

      


      “I remember your mother too,” said Silas Seed unexpectedly.


      I looked at him in astonishment. “You were here so long ago?”


      He smiled at my expression. “My father was steward before me, so as a child I lived on the estate. Yes, I remember your mother

         a little.”

      


      “Oh, Sir, what do you remember?”


      He shook his head. “That she was kind to me, that’s all. And the Mistress loved her, so I heard.”


      “Eliza married a thatcher afterwards, I believe,” said Mistress Crumplin. I saw disdain crinkle the corners of her mouth,

         and lifted my chin.

      


      “My father was chief thatcher of the area before he died, Ma’am.”

      


      “Both parents dead, then,” she said without sympathy. “You’re all alone.”


      ‘No, Ma’am, indeed not. My mother’s elder sister lives with me, my Aunt Jennet. The cottage belongs to her. She was schoolmistress

         in the village until recently.” My voice wobbled suddenly. Aunt Jennet had turned forty and her eye-sight was failing. She’d

         been forced to give up her beloved profession, and I knew it pained her.

      


      Silas Seed had left the room — to find a servant to fetch Miss Leah inside, I supposed — and now I was alone, with 

         the housekeeper staring at me again. I dropped my eyes meekly, but inside I was indignant. Why should she give herself airs

         when her bodice was stained with old food and the lace on her cap was frayed and gray? Then I reproached myself. I’d noticed

         her unhealthy color and heavy breathing. Perhaps she was ill. But I was glad when she waved me away to sit at a trestle table

         under one of the small, deep-set windows.

      


      “Stop that now, and give the Miss some food, as Mr. Silas ordered,” she said roughly to the child at the spit, giving her

         a cuff for good measure. The poor little maid brought me some soup and bread and a cup of wine, as well as several slices

         of the meat on a pewter plate, as if she knew I was half-starved. She looked as if she didn’t get enough to eat herself: the

         grubby dress hung loose on her tiny frame; even her shoes were ill-fitting, and she had to shuffle to keep them on. She was

         too frightened to respond to my grateful smile as she set down the food.

      


      I’d never had so much to eat: in the winter food was scarce in the village. I was almost sorry when Mr. Silas reappeared.


      “If you’ve finished, Miss Agnes, we’ll go to the library now.”


      I swallowed hastily and nodded.


      “Have word sent to the Master that we’re waiting there for him, would you please, Mistress Crumplin?” he said to the housekeeper.

         Although I could sense that beneath his civility his displeasure with her still lurked, he beckoned me out with an encouraging

         smile.

      


      The little maid scurried to clear the plates onto a tray, 

         almost spilling my cup of unfinished wine. I looked back awkwardly as I left, wondering if I should thank the house-keeper

         for my food.

      


      The words died on my lips. With sudden energy Mistress Crumplin had leaned toward the maid, snatched the cup of wine from

         the tray, and was downing the remainder in one hearty swig.

      


   

      
II



      Wounded Eagle


      I’d glimpsed the Master on his few visits to the village, but all I’d seen was a pale face peering out from a high, black coach.

      


      His name was Gilbert Tunstall, but in the village he was known as the Master. As a member of the Ministration, the most powerful

         authority in the land, the Master was our landlord and ruler; but he was a kind one, and never fined us when we were late

         with our dues. I wasn’t nervous about meeting him. I knew he’d suffered the most terrible misfortunes years ago: widowed when

         young, then a crippling accident. Although his sister was married to the great Lord Protector in the Capital, I’d heard that

         nowadays he rarely traveled there to perform his duties as Minister, but shut himself away at Murkmere.

      


      As we left the kitchen quarters and came to a grander part of the house, I saw dark stains on the silk wallpaper and on 

         the rugs beneath my heavy boots. The drafts couldn’t blow away the sour, chill smell of damp that clung to the passages of

         Murkmere Hall, though they made the flames in the sconces flicker and rip. But I was used to the dankness of the Eastern Edge,

         the sea murk that drifted into the corners of the cottages, and thought little of it. Murkmere was vaster and more magnificent

         than anything I’d ever known; I did not question, then, its creeping decay.

      


      I had clumped after Silas Seed for an age, it seemed to me, when at last he held open a door and nodded for me to enter.


      I went in before him, holding my breath; I’d never been in a library before. The only books I’d read in all my fifteen years

         were the readers I’d had at school in the village and Aunt Jennet’s textbooks in the cottage, from which she’d sometimes taught

         us: dull, turgid tomes, dealing with politics, social welfare, and law. I was certain that at Murkmere I’d find thrilling

         stories about the past, vivid descriptions of seers’ dreams, or even narratives that were entirely invented.

      


      Though the library was filled with the harsh light of winter, it was an elegant room, paneled in the stippled gold of walnut.

         At the long bay windows hung thick curtains of green velvet, drawn back by silken loops to show curving window seats padded

         in the same velvet. A coal fire burned brightly in the grate and there were candles in ornate candelabra on the marble mantel.

         I scarcely noticed that the silver candelabra were dull, the rugs under my boots faded and dirty. All I took 

         in was that the shelves that lined the room from floor to ceiling were completely empty.

      


      “But, Sir, where are the books?”


      “Mr. Tunstall had all his books removed some while ago,” Silas Seed said absently. He traced a finger over the surface of

         a small bureau and looked at it, pursing his lips.

      


      “But why, Sir?”


      It must have burst out as a wail. He turned and considered me in silence for a moment, his dark head cocked, so that his hair

         fell forward in a gleaming curve. “You like books, Miss Agnes?”

      


      “Oh, yes, Sir!” I couldn’t help adding, “I’m the best reader in the village.” Aunt Jennet had seen to that.


      “Quite the scholar, then.” I feared he made fun of me, but his expression was serious. “You know the Divine Questions and

         the Responses?”

      


      “Of course, Sir. We’re taught them in school.”


      “Name for me the Birds of Light, Agnes.”


      I flushed. Because I came from the village did he think me so ignorant that he had to ask the most fundamental of questions?

         “Robin, Wren, Swallow, Martin, Lark, Sir,” I said stiffly. “They are the sacred ones, the five protectors of men, the guardians

         of light.”

      


      “I only ask because I like to be assured that my household is devout, Agnes,” he said gently. “And the Birds of Night?”


      “Crow, Raven, Jackdaw, Magpie, Owl,” I whispered, and felt for my amber. “Don’t ask me what they do, Sir. I can’t speak it

         in this room. I’ve been well taught, you needn’t fear.”

      


      


      His eyes watched my searching hand. “I’m sure of it, Agnes.” He turned away to warm himself at the fire. “That’s why I know

         you wouldn’t like the Master’s books.”

      


      My head was full of questions, but I didn’t dare ask them. “Where are the books now, Sir?” I ventured at last.


      “Mr. Tunstall has made a bookroom in the old watchtower outside. It suits him well enough. He tutors Miss Leah there each

         day now.” He crooked a long finger. “Come and warm yourself, Agnes. It will take time before the Master joins us. As you’ve

         seen, the passages are long in Murkmere Hall.”

      


      I trod carefully to avoid snagging the rugs. “Could you tell me about Miss Leah, Sir?”


      “You know she was a foundling, left here at the gates as a baby?”


      I nodded.


      “The Master took her in out of the kindness of his heart and made her his ward. A generous act, since he’s childless. It means

         she’ll have the good fortune to inherit his estate one day.” His tone was oblique, so that I couldn’t tell what he thought.

      


      “I meant — what is she like, Sir?”


      “A girl now, grown to much your age, I’d say.” He was teasing me, his voice amused. His dark gaze slipped over me as I stood

         by him at the fireside. “She’s taller than you but not so well formed.”

      


      I lowered my eyes, shyly. I’d never had a compliment before, and was unsure whether this was one. He was standing so close

         to me that I could smell the flower water he must 

         bathe in, the dark, sweet fragrance of flowers at dusk, intensified by the warmth of the fire. I’d never smelt a man so clean,

         so fastidiously clean, so exotically scented.

      


      “You have hair the same color as your mother’s,” he said softly. “You shouldn’t be named Agnes at all, but for a bright little

         marigold, its petals opening with the sun.”

      


      Curling tendrils had sprung loose from my braids and I touched them wonderingly.


      “Do you think you could do something for me, Agnes?” he said after a moment. “I’d like you to watch Leah and tell me anything

         that’s strange in her behavior.”

      


      “Strange, Sir?”


      At once I thought that Jethro and the village gossips must be right. The birds had flown away with Miss Leah’s wits.


      “I mean report anything odd that takes place. Stay with her. It will be your duty, anyway, as her companion.” Silas Seed smiled

         ruefully. “Perhaps you’ll be better at it than her maid, Doggett. If you have anything to tell me, you can find me in the

         steward’s room. It’s the Master’s order, you understand, that no harm should befall his ward. After all, she’ll inherit Murkmere

         one day.”

      


      “I understand,” I said eagerly. “I’ll do my best to protect her, Sir.”


      “Good girl.” He said nothing more but gazed into the fire, frowning slightly.


      I drew back, and shifted my weight from right leg to left and back again. I didn’t like to ask more about Miss Leah. From

         his expression I thought he must be bored with having 

         to wait about with a village girl, with only fifteen years to her, however bright her hair.

      


      I was listening to the quiet crackle of logs in the grate and trying not to fidget, when I heard an extraordinary sound: a

         harsh, vibrant grinding as if every scythe on the estate were being sharpened at the same time. It was coming along the passage

         behind the closed door and growing louder. My hand flew to my mouth. For a moment I thought the floor, the very earth beneath

         it, was splitting apart.

      


      Silas Seed went to the door and opened it, and something came rolling in.


      I saw the great grinding iron wheels first, then the iron bars that caged the man inside, who stared between them like a creature

         confined. I saw the huge head, the massive shoulders. He’d been a big man before the accident, but now he had scarcely any

         legs at all. The powerful torso that sat so solidly on the seat of the wheelchair dwindled into little withered things that

         dangled above the floor. The shrunken feet were shod in boots a child might have worn.

      


      In the village I’d seen bodies maimed by farming accidents and disease. I wasn’t frightened of the Master’s appearance. I

         stood quietly, caught in admiration of the way he maneuverd the chair across the room, using only the strength of his hands

         and arms. I heard Silas Seed say, “Miss Agnes Cotter, Mr. Tunstall,” and remembered just in time to bob a curtsy.

      


      The Master beckoned me closer.


      


      I saw, looking down at his face, that he wasn’t an old man as I’d expected, but of middle years, with a high color in his

         cheeks, and thick, dark hair, untouched by gray, tied back into a queue.

      


      But there was something wounded about him that had nothing to do with his ravaged legs. His face was bitter, with a down-turned

         mouth, compressed and angry with the burden of pain. As I tried not to stare at the dreadful chair, I wondered why he’d allowed

         himself to be bound by straps of iron.

      


      “Kneel,” whispered Silas Seed. “You’re at his level then.”


      I knelt, and the Master and I regarded each other. I felt a flush rise to my cheeks: I was unkempt, untidy, my hair awry.


      But there was a lift to the Master’s tight mouth. “You are as I expected, Agnes,” he said. “Am I as you expected, I wonder?”


      I shook my head, unsure how to answer.


      “Surely they tell of the monster of Murkmere in the village?”


      “I think — I think if they saw you as I do, they would pity you, Sir!” I stammered.


      At that he turned his head away from me sharply, his voice full of contempt. “I don’t deserve pity, Agnes Cotter.”


      I was appalled to have offended him. He’d surely send me away now. But after a dreadful silence during which I stared miserably

         at the dust in the cracks of the floorboards, he said more calmly, “Your mother had a soft heart too, Agnes. She was a loyal,

         brave girl, as I’m sure you are. She was very special to us — my late wife and me.”

      


      


      I nodded, heartily relieved but not trusting myself to speak again, though I longed to ask him more.


      “It was another lifetime,” he said, and his expression was sad for a moment. Then he stirred himself.


      “And now Eliza’s daughter is to be companion to my ward, Leah. You’ll have your meals with her, walk with her, converse with

         her. She’s your age or thereabouts, but a child still. She’s lived here at Murkmere all her life. I’ve no children, as you

         know, so she’s had a lonely upbringing.”

      


      He sat forward a little, against the bars of the chair, and his powerful hands tightened on the arms.


      “On my death she’ll inherit Murkmere and take my place in the Ministration, yet she knows nothing of ordinary life. It’s high

         time she met a girl her own age.” He studied me with a half-smile. “Daughter to Eliza and niece to a schoolmistress, eh?”

      


      “My aunt’s Chief Elder of the village as well, Sir,” I said proudly, and I glanced over to see if Mr. Silas had heard.


      The Master raised an eyebrow. “Indeed? Then I can’t think anyone could be more suitable as my ward’s companion.”


      “I’m happy you sent for me, Sir,” I said politely, thinking I should respond.


      Now the half-smile was a curl of the lip, no more. “Happy? I hope you remain so.” Then he nodded curtly at the steward, who

         went over to the bureau and opened it, beckoning me over.

      


      I rose to my feet, puzzled. Silas Seed took out a new-looking roll of pale cream parchment, which he spread open. Inside it

         was covered with black handwriting and he pointed to the only clear space, at the bottom.

      


      


      “Sign here, please, Agnes.”


      Looking over and seeing my bewilderment, the Master said with a touch of impatience, “It’s the contract of your employment.

         It sets out the agreement between us both. Silas will sign on my behalf.” He wheeled his chair to the window and remained

         there, looking out at the gray afternoon, his back turned to us.

      


      Silas Seed dipped a quill pen into the glass inkpot and offered it to me, his dark eyes steady on mine. I would show him the fine hand I wrote in, I thought, prove that I really was a scholar; and I quickly signed my name with a flourish.

      


      Mr. Silas signed his own name, and wrote “for Gilbert Tunstall” beneath it, and then the date. He was left-handed and wrote

         surprisingly laboriously for a steward. He sprinkled sand over the wet signatures to blot them, and glanced quickly at the

         Master’s back as if to reassure him it was done before lighting the little wax-burner.

      


      I watched the tiny flame glow, then the swift movement of his fingers as he rolled the contract up again and dripped hot sealing

         wax on the overlap. The silver seal came down on the shining, dark red globule and the sharp outline of the Eagle appeared

         suddenly, wings outstretched for flight.

      


      The Eagle was the emblem of the Ministration. With a thrill of awe, I remembered that now I’d be working for one of its members.


      There was a knock at the door, and the little maid who had served me in the kitchen shuffled in hesitantly at Mr. Silas’s

         

         “Enter.” She dipped a bob to the Master’s back and twisted her apron. “Please, Sir, Mistress Crumplin has sent me to take

         Miss Agnes to her room, if your business with her is done, Sir.”

      


      Silas Seed nodded; the Master of Murkmere appeared lost in his own thoughts. We left the men silent in the empty room and

         set off along the shadowy passages together.

      


      “What’s your name?” I asked her cheerfully, relieved my interview was over so soon.


      She looked astonished that I should want to know. I saw that her cheeks were smudged with soot and tear stains. “They call

         me Scuff here, Miss,” she whispered. “I don’t know my real name.”

      


      “You don’t come from the Eastern Edge, do you?”


      “Oh, no, Miss. From the Capital, like all of us at Murkmere.”


      I’d hoped to meet a friendly face from the village some-where in the vastness of the house, and was disappointed. But I wouldn’t

         let my spirits sink.

      


      “So, how did you come to work here, Scuff?” I asked curiously, for the Capital was several days’ journey south.


      “He came to the Orphans’ Home a while back, Mr. Silas did.” I had to bend down to hear her. “He was lookin’ for likely maidservants.

         I was cheap, bein’ so small, so he bought me. We only had numbers there, no names.” With a sudden burst of confidence she

         pulled up her sleeve and showed me the number branded on her narrow forearm: 102, now a faded scar.

      


      


      Pity stirred inside me. “So you’re an orphan like me,” I said. Scuff looked up at me, and a surprised smile brightened her

         pinched face.

      


      When we found the bedchamber at last, she insisted on lighting the fire in the small grate for me. The room was even colder

         than the passages, and fusty, as if no one had slept in it for a long while. Then she offered to unpack my bundle, which had

         been put on the bed with my cloak.

      


      I laughed, and she looked almost shocked at the sound. “It’s most kind of you, but I couldn’t possibly sit by while you did

         it. Tell me one thing instead, Scuff.”

      


      “Yes, Miss Agnes?”


      “Aggie is quite enough, but tell me — why has the Master imprisoned himself in his chair in that way?”


      She looked more pinched still, and her eyes grew frightened. “I don’t know, but we shouldn’t speak of it, Miss Aggie!”


      “Why ever not?”


      But I’d lost her confidence. She looked helplessly at me, hesitated, then almost tripped over her big shoes in her haste to

         leave the room.

      


      I wandered around after she’d left, gazing at the furniture: the bedside table on which sat a porcelain candleholder, the

         washstand and blue-patterned bowl, the pair of stuffed chairs covered with crimson-striped satin, the walnut dressing table.

         I caught sight of my face in the looking glass and saw my round eyes. There were yellow silk curtains at the windows, and

         matching curtains hanging around the bed, while 

         under it sat the grandest chamber pot I’d ever seen, made of flowered china with a copper lid. I thought of the straw pallet

         I shared with my aunt back at the cottage, in the cramped room under the eaves. If only Aunt Jennet could share all this with

         me!

      


      But I was alone.


      I unpacked my old skirt and bodice, my two shifts, my slippers. I put them at one lonely end of the big mahogany wardrobe.

         I went over to the window and stood looking out without seeing. I wondered what to do next.

      


      Without thinking, I’d pulled my amulet from my bodice. It had come down to my mother through ancestors who’d lived on the

         coast. As I held the amber stone, I imagined the gray seas that had shaped it before finally throwing it up onto the shingle

         beaches of the Eastern Edge. I’d never seen the sea, though it was only a morning’s walk away. Inlanders didn’t approve of

         the coast people; they weren’t devout nowadays, so I’d heard. But the amber was good protection against the Night Birds, the

         very strongest.

      


      I opened the window and leaned out. The room was at the back of the house, overlooking the stable yard; beyond the stables

         I could see a coach house, dairies, the old leaning walls of a kitchen garden. I was looking for the watch-tower where the

         Master kept his books, but couldn’t see it, only scrubby meadows stretching into the misty distance, their flatness broken

         by sheep pens and cowsheds and workers’ cottages.

      


      


      I was fastening the latch on the window again when the door burst open and a girl marched in.


      “If you think you’re to be my companion, you’re mistaken,” she announced. “You might as well pack up your things again and

         go home.”

      


      She could only be Miss Leah.


      


   

      
III



      Forbidden


      The was a tall, gawky thing, with fair, almost white hair, like cotton on a spindle, and so fine and light it blew round her

         head with every movement she made. Her front was as flat as a wooden board, and her skirts, for all their delicate stitching

         and costly material, hung round her in a sadly limp manner.

      


      “Are you deaf? I said you could leave.”


      I thrust my amulet back into my bodice and raised my chin. Unfortunately, she was at least a head taller and could look down

         her long nose at me.

      


      “It was the Master who engaged me,” I said, gathering my wits. “Is it the Master who orders me to go now?”


      “It’s my own wish,” she snapped, tossing her head so her hair flew. “My guardian will do as I say, you’ll see. I’ve Doggett,

         my maid. I don’t need anyone else.”

      


      


      I took a chance. “If the Master agrees with you, I’ll go,” I said calmly. “Shall we go to him now, Miss?”


      She gave me a long, hard look. “He’s resting,” she said shortly. “He always rests in the afternoon. I’ll ask him at dinner.”

         She looked around, as if suddenly distracted, and wrinkled her nose. “This was where my old nurse slept. It smells of her

         still.” She glared at me again. “I’ve no need of another nurse either!”

      


      “I’m to be your companion, not your nurse,” I said, standing my ground. Aunt Jennet would have been amused at the idea. In

         spite of myself I smiled, and Leah looked fiercer than ever. Then, suddenly turning on her heel and sticking her head out

         of the open door, she bellowed “Doggett? Doggett?” in a most unladylike way.

      


      We both waited, she eyeing me sideways and tapping her foot irritably on the floor. It was a large, ungainly foot, clad though

         it was in a fine velvet slipper. “We’ll go out for a walk when Doggett comes,” she said abruptly to me. “If you’re to play

         my companion till dinnertime, you might as well come with us, I suppose.”

      


      I said nothing, but took my cloak from the wardrobe, glad to turn my back on her. I could still feel her staring at me, her

         eyes boring into me with intense curiosity. After Silas Seed’s remarks, I was relieved that she appeared to have full use

         of her mental faculties. And more than enough of them too, for there was a disconcertingly intelligent gleam in her eyes when

         I faced her again.

      


      


      “So — a girl from the village,” she said slowly. “The village I’m not allowed to visit. What’s your name, village maiden?”


      “Agnes Cotter, Miss,” I said, lifting my chin a little, for I wasn’t going to forget my father had been chief thatcher. “But

         you may call me Aggie, if you wish.”

      


      She burst into loud laughter. I was staring at her, bemused, when there was a knocking on the bedroom door. “Come in, Doggett!”

         she yelled.

      


      The maid was a sallow-faced girl of perhaps sixteen, with a pursed, prissy mouth as if she’d bitten into a crab apple, and

         small black eyes like beads.

      


      “My maid, Dog,” said Leah.


      No wonder the maid looks so sour-faced, I thought.


      We left the house through a door in the kitchen quarters. As we trailed across the stable yard, I turned to look up. The back

         of Murkmere Hall was as flat and featureless as the front, a slab of gray stone broken by long windows, mostly shuttered and

         dark. I’d noticed the creeper that covered the front. On this side too it clung to the cracks in the stone and spread leafless

         black tendrils in all directions; it even grew across a few of the upper windows.

      


      The house that was now my home was imprisoned in a truss of dead, black bonds.


      Leah set off across the parkland under the overcast sky, with the maid and me tagging behind, our breath puffing white.


      


      “Where do you usually walk with the mistress?” I asked, keeping my voice low so Leah shouldn’t hear.


      Doggett shrugged, her face surly. “Nowhere particular. She walks for a bit all meek and mild, then she tries to give me the

         slip.”

      


      “What do you mean?”


      “I mean, if she can, she’ll go to the mere. She knows I won’t follow her there.”


      “Why not?”


      She shuddered. “It’s bottomless, the mere, dug out of a marsh pool long ago. You’d drown if you fell in. She goes to see the

         swans aren’t trapped in the ice. That’s what she says.”

      


      “But swans have no need of our care,” I said, puzzled. “Nor does any bird.”


      “Try that on the mistress! She don’t give a fig for holy things.”


      “In the mornings when she has her lessons, do you walk with her to the watchtower?”


      Doggett shook her head vehemently. “She goes with the Master. I’ll not go near that blasphemous place.”


      I stared at her. But she’d quickened her pace to catch up with Leah, as if she didn’t want to say anything more, and I had

         to hurry after them. It wasn’t easy to walk fast: the grass was winter brown and the ground hard and lumpy with rock-like

         clods of mud.

      


      Leah ignored me until she suddenly pointed with her gloved hand. “Look, there! Do you see it?”


      “You mean the door in the wall, Miss Leah?”


      


      We had reached the boundary of the Murkmere estate. A high stone wall ran as far as the eye could see, and in front of us,

         set into it, was a stout wooden door with iron keyholes top and bottom.

      


      “It’s locked. So are all the other doors and gates round the walls of Murkmere. And do you know why?”


      “To keep out vagabonds from the Wasteland?”


      Leah shook her head, and her pale hair under the black silk hat floated out like floss. “To keep me in. I’m a prisoner here!”


      “Surely not, Miss.”


      At once she went over to the door and began to push and kick it, as if to prove to me that it was locked.
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