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			About the Book

			Maybe you’ve heard tales about Scarcross Hall, the house on the old coffin path that winds from village to moor top. They say there’s something up here, something evil.

			Mercy Booth isn’t afraid. The moors and Scarcross are her home and lifeblood. But, beneath her certainty, small things are beginning to trouble her. Three ancient coins missing from her father’s study, the shadowy figure out by the gatepost, an unshakeable sense that someone is watching.

			When a stranger appears seeking work, Mercy reluctantly takes him in. As their stories entwine, this man will change everything. She just can’t see it yet.
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			Chapter 1

			I was born with blood on my hands.

			I killed my mother on the 22nd of August, in the year 1642, the day the first King Charles turned traitor and chose a battlefield over a throne. She was not murdered by musket shot or slaughtered by steel blade, as were so many during those years of war. Hers was a woman’s fate. She died in blood – the blood that bore me in on its tide.

			At least, that’s what I was told.

			I’ve had blood on my hands ever since. I’m elbow-deep in a thick, viscous caul of it. Though I’ve never sweated and screamed in my own childbed, I know life and death better than most women. And now, as ever, I’m mindful of my mother. It happens every time I birth a lamb – the weighted pause before the newborn’s first breath, like a clock’s final turning before the hour’s strike, and I always think the same thing: how the moment of birth, of new life, so often means the death of something else.

			Such maudlin thoughts are natural in the cold, lonely months when days are icicle-bright and nights are heavy with peat smoke and shadows. But the February chill has lessened lately, the sky become cloud-laden, mist-thick, and the first lamb is a sure sign that spring will soon follow. It should be a moment of celebration, of gratitude and thanks, for the closing of one season and the beginning of the next – we have survived another winter – but sight of the first suckling always reminds me of the mother I never knew, the father who was left to grieve, and the debt I owe to both. With every spring, and every lamb, I have a chance, once again, to make it right.

			Up on the moor, the snow is still knee-deep and sheep huddle under peat hags. Down on the valley slopes, where this one has wandered alone, just the drifts are left. The ewe has found herself a bare hollow sheltered from the wind, against the wall of an abandoned fold, and is butting up against the stone, pawing the frozen earth.

			Ignoring the familiar twist inside – my guts telling me I won’t like what I find – I scramble down the steep fell towards her, scattering stones, my dog, Bracken, at my heels.

			This place was someone’s home once: a one-roomed cottage slowly crumbling to ruin, doors and shutters long since stolen for fuel, mist winding about the chimney in place of smoke, a dank tomb smell of lichened stone, the sheepfold now a stretch of tumbledown dry-wall. Ragged crows eye me from the naked branches of a wind-twisted willow.

			Urging Bracken to keep her distance, I move slowly towards the ewe. She’s unsteady, stumbling away from me, front legs buckling. I’d know her as one of my own even without the smudge of last summer’s tar mark on her fleece. She’s young, tupped for the first time last autumn. She should have at least two weeks until her time, but Nature has other ideas.

			I call Bracken forward and she creeps into position, head low, clever, keen eyes fixed on the sheep. The ewe grumbles, panting hard as her flanks contract. She tries to move away but careers into the wall, off balance, and stands a moment, stunned, confused. I take my chance, hook her with my crook and pull her into the corner of the fold. She struggles and complains, but she’s tired, lacking strength to fight.

			Her hind legs are bloodied, already blackened and stiff. There’s no sign of her water – it’s long been broken – but her backside is red and badly swollen. One small hoof protrudes from a seeping, sore hole. The poor creature grumbles again, loins quivering as she pushes, but instead of the double legs I hope to see, the single hoof doesn’t shift.

			I send a curse to the clouds. I’m too far from home to go for help, and Ambrose will be indoors by now, waiting for his supper, while Dority stirs the pot and bounces the baby on her hip.

			There’s a sudden cacophony as the crows rise from their watch post in a flurry of jagged wings and midnight-black feathers. Bracken barks. High above, a lone merlin circles, silent, waiting. She can smell death on the wind; at this time of year, even bad meat is better than none.

			The ewe rolls her amber eye to mine and makes a mournful whicker. She doesn’t struggle as I hopple her front legs with a length of twine, tug her ankles and shoulder her onto one side. I run my hands over her belly. She kicks her tethered feet without conviction. The flock tends to lamb by noon, before their shadows grow short, but that hour is long gone: this lamb must be stuck, or maybe worse. I must get it out or lose them both.

			Hurrying now, I strip off my heavy coat and hat, for I cannot work so encumbered. The air snatches my breath. The freezing deep of winter may be passing but it’s still bitter cold. I did not wear my stays today, preferring the ease and practicality of men’s clothes for my work, and the sudden chill bites beneath the rough kersey of my shirt.

			I roll up my sleeves and kneel at the ewe’s back end. Lifting her tail, I see it’s worse than I first thought. Instead of a clean, wet opening, she’s torn and bleeding. Though I see no sign, I wonder if she’s birthed another before this one. Perhaps she’s injured herself in the struggle to be rid of the thing inside. There’s still only a single hoof in view, no sign of a second and no sign of a head.

			I grip the lamb’s hoof in one hand and slide the fingers of the other inside the ewe. She makes a strangled complaint. My heart tightens. ‘There now, girl, let’s get this out of you.’

			I push my knuckles inside, then more. Hot, shuddering muscle grips my wrist as she takes me in.

			I feel it at my fingertips – the hard little bud of a second hoof – and slide inward to find the joint. It slips away so I push deeper, feeling for the slime-covered fleece and bone of the lamb’s leg. Then I have it in my grasp. I try to draw it gently forward but feel it pull back – a sign the lamb is alive. My hope awakens. But if it’s to come, I must help it. Left alone it will die and poison the mother too.

			A fierce determination surfaces in me – the same I feel whenever I’m faced with Nature’s fickle ways. I know it’s wrong and I should accept God’s will in all things, but when it comes to my flock I’ll fight like a wildcat to make sure His will marries with my own.

			I push further inside, up to my elbow, encased by slick heat. It’s careful work, taking all my strength and concentration as the ewe grumbles and pants. At last I have two legs within my grasp but I cannot feel the head; the lamb is lying back to front, turned away from birth rather than towards it. I have to work fast; a lamb stuck like this will suffocate before it has a chance of first breath.

			I push deep and hook the second leg, trying to bring it forward to meet the first so I can start to pull. But it’s too much for the ewe. She strains against me, desperate to escape the thing that pains her. With no one to hold her still and no means of gaining better purchase, my arm is squeezed out. I’m splashed and smeared with scarlet. There’s something horrid about the vibrant hue – this is not the clotted, viscid stuff of birth but the fresh blood of a rupture. There’s something very wrong. I’m running out of time.

			I’ve been here before, and from the first time to this last it’s always the same – the struggle only makes me stubborn. If I cannot save the ewe, I’ll save her lamb; a bargain I make time and again with God.

			I push my hand inside to find the hind legs once more. Flesh slides between fingers like ribbons, the sheep’s channel a mess of meat. I grope blindly, no longer sure what I’m feeling. I swallow down rising panic as I feel the heartbeat pulse of blood against my hand. My arm is slick to the shoulder, shirtsleeve brightly streaked. It’s not right – there is too much blood.

			I find one hoof, and soon, a second. A quick check – I have the hind legs. There’s no time to try to turn the lamb, so I grip both hooves and pull, gently at first and then a little harder until I feel it begin to slide.

			The ewe has stopped straining and gives me no aid. She’s voiceless as she fades. But I feel a faint twitch from the lamb. I hold life in my fist, so I tug harder and bring the legs out. The mother groans. I struggle to my feet, levering all my weight now, and pull as hard as I can. And the lamb is born at last, slithering forth, yellow as butter, slippery as a trout.

			The animal is formed well enough, as I knew this ewe would bring, but there’s no sign of breath. I have no straw or grass to rub it down, to hurry the life into its lungs, so I tear off my waistcoat and use that, ignoring the pinch of icy air. I wipe away the gore from its nose and mouth and dangle it, head down, swinging it gently back and forth, urging it to draw that first crucial breath. But the pale little body stays limp and airless.

			Most often, a healthy ewe will turn about to find her young, licking it to life. Quickly, I use my knife to slice the tethers from the sheep’s ankles but she just lies there, flanks heaving, exhausted and blank-eyed, nothing left to give. Bracken comes sniffing, nose to nose, but there’s no response – the ewe no longer has the strength even for fear. I take the lamb to her head, hoping the scent will rouse her. Steam rises from the slick little body. The mother’s nostrils quiver but her eyes are clouding: she cannot help me.

			I push the lamb against her fleece and rub hard. I wrap the tiny thing in my waistcoat once again and do the same, sending both prayers and curses up to a God who likes to give with one hand and take away with the other. And at last the lamb splutters and shudders, struggles to open its eyes.

			The mother lasts long enough to hear the first fragile cry of her newborn. She fixes me with those amber eyes and I see the moment that she gives up. She lays her head upon the grave-cold ground, ready to breathe her last.

			There’s nothing more I can do for her, out here, alone, with the dark gathering. I hate to leave her to the mercy of foxes and wild dogs. I hate to lose her, to admit defeat, but there’s a chance for the lamb, if I can get it to warmth and milk soon enough. I’m less than half an hour from Scarcross Hall, where a fire burns in the kitchen and Agnes will heat the milk. I make the painful choice, as I always do.

			I pull on my coat and hat, tighten my waistcoat around the small, quivering creature and cradle it against my chest, ignoring the feeble panting of the ewe. I’ll send Ambrose with the cart to collect whatever is left of her in the morning. Calling Bracken to my side, I start out across the fell, making for higher ground. I hold the lamb tight for warmth, feeling it shiver, pressing its timid heartbeat against my own. I do not look back.

			There’s a fog gathering, sitting heavy on the hills, sinking into the valley. I know the paths across these moors like I know every stone and slate of Scarcross Hall, but when the fog comes down it’s fast and unforgiving, and even us hefted ones can lose our way.

			I first feel it as I crest the hill and join the old coffin path towards the crossroads. I sense it like a rabbit sensing a fox: there are eyes on me.

			I’m used to all weathers and I know the tricks that Nature can play. I’ve scared myself at times, imagining spirits in the mist or glimpsing marsh lights dancing on the moor at midnight. But those are nothing more than half-remembered fantasies of a child with a head full of goblins and fairies, put there by a God-fearing father with a dread of the Devil’s creatures. I’m not one for superstition and scaremongering and I’ve never before felt truly afraid.

			This is different: there is a threat in it.

			My hackles rise. I’m a field mouse sensing the hawk, my pursuer invisible to me but every instinct telling me to run.

			Bracken slinks to my side, ears flattened, growling low.

			‘What is it, girl?’ I ask. ‘What can you see?’

			She stops, glances backwards, teeth bared, then darts ahead, as if to hurry me. I quicken my pace to catch up with her, trying to shake the feeling, concentrating on the creature now in my care, telling myself I’m hurrying for him. The lamb has fallen silent, eyes closed, panting quick, shallow breaths. I pull my coat tighter and whisper to him, telling him to stay with me, that I’m taking him to a warm, safe place where I’ll give him the milk he needs.

			With the fog comes the quiet, the weird, echoing closeness that hushes the birds and has any sane person hurrying to their hearthside. Bracken leads me on, her small brown body disappearing and reappearing through the gloom, like a wraith. Damp air seems to press at me, walls of fog reducing the wide expanse of the fell to little more than a few strides of uneven track. I’ve walked the coffin path my whole life, but without landmarks it’s impossible to tell exactly where I am. I feel disoriented, trapped. The muffled silence is uncanny. I fix my eyes ahead, denying my own wild thoughts. Something compels me to run, heart thumping, making a drum beat in my ears. I begin a quick, stumbling gait that has me tripping over stones I should know are underfoot. Still I feel it, like a cold hand sliding down my back: someone or something is out there. I cannot help but look behind. I see nothing save the stark black statue of a winter-stripped tree. A wild dog, perhaps, desperate and skeleton-starved? Or a beggar lost his way on the packhorse trails? I open my mouth to call out a greeting but something stops me and I’m suddenly convinced: whatever it is, I don’t want to meet it.

			At last the gables and chimneys of Scarcross Hall appear through the murk, the lantern burning at the casement a welcome beacon.

			I hurry across the yard to the kitchen door and lift the catch.

			Bracken pushes past me, skittering across stone flags towards her makeshift bed by the fire.

			‘Agnes!’

			I hear the soft shuffle of indoor shoes in the buttery next door.

			‘Agnes, come quickly. I need warm milk and blankets.’

			As I turn to shut the door, I see a figure standing at the gatepost.

			It’s indistinct, a shadow-shape, swathed in a winding sheet of fog.

			Silent.

			Still.

			Watching.

			For a moment I’m transfixed. A sense of recognition, of deep and ancient dread, wells in me. Then a bank of fog moves across the yard and when it clears the figure is gone. Imagination, I tell myself, a trick of the fading light. But as I shut the door, I make sure to turn the key.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Agnes is at the door to the buttery, wiping floured hands on her apron.

			I open my coat and show her the lamb, pressed against my panicked heart. ‘I need warm milk, quickly.’

			‘The mother?’ she asks.

			‘Down by the old cottage. I couldn’t save her.’

			She shakes her head as she turns away. ‘The good Lord may have His plan but it can be a cruel one.’

			I check the key in the lock once more and take a few deep breaths, swallowing my fear and drinking in the comfort of familiarity: the glow of peat clods in the hearth, the yellow tallow casting false warmth across cold flagstones, the yeasty scent of the dough Agnes has been working for tomorrow’s loaf.

			I wait, impatient, while Agnes fetches milk from the churn – she moves so slowly, these days – and I long to take charge, but the lamb needs warmth before anything, so I kneel at the hearthstone, holding the small, damp body as close to the embers as I dare, trying to rub some heat into him. His fleece steams. Though I feel the rapid flutter of his tiny heart, he remains limp and shut-eyed.

			I glance at the window more than once, expecting to find a stranger looking in, but there’s nothing except the reflection of candle flame as the sky darkens, making a mirror of the panes.

			Agnes returns with a pan of milk and sets it over the heat. Then she fetches rags to clean the lamb’s fleece, still caked with his mother’s poisoned blood.

			Those few minutes waiting for the milk to warm seem like hours. Bracken stretches and yawns, our strange encounter seemingly forgotten.

			‘Did anyone come calling today?’ I ask, as we wait, unable to shake the sense of disquiet.

			‘No.’

			‘No visit from Pastor Flynn?’

			She frowns. ‘Was he expected? No one told me.’

			‘No. I thought I saw someone . . . Ah, no matter.’ I know how Agnes frets, and fretting makes her ill. She gives me a familiar, suspicious look. She knows I’m keeping something from her – but I decide that’s exactly what I must do.

			When the milk is ready, I tilt the lamb’s head back and open his jaw. Agnes spoons it, little by little, into his mouth. At first it dribbles down my arms and makes creamy white rivers amid the bloody fleece, but with gentle coaxing he soon begins to swallow. After a few minutes of this I feel strength enter his limbs – a kick or two, a shiver – enough to raise a smile between Agnes and I. That’s how my father finds us, knelt at the hearthstone, like two pilgrims before a shrine, praying that the good Lord might spare the life in my hands.

			Sam comes clattering in first, dragging Father by the sleeve. Agnes might be slow but Father is slower and no match for this strange whirlwind boy with his head of rusty curls, piercing stare and freckles showered across pale skin.

			‘Now, child, I told you more than an hour past, it’s time for you to run along home,’ Agnes says, throwing Father a disapproving look.

			He pretends to ignore her, dark eyes glowering beneath the grey crag of his brow. He’s agitated. I can tell his mind by a single glance – unlike me, he wears his moods for all to see.

			‘Tell them, Sam,’ he says.

			The boy looks up at him. ‘I thought it were a secret, Master Booth.’

			‘There are no secrets in this house, my boy.’

			Sam hesitates, a little unsure. ‘We’re searching for lost treasure,’ he says, almost a whisper.

			‘That may be, but your ma will be sore worried and looking out for you,’ Agnes says. ‘It’s twilight already.’

			Father bats away her concern. ‘Leave the lad be. He’s safe enough with me. What have we here? Look, Sam, Mercy has a newborn . . .’

			As Sam sees the lamb, he drops Father’s arm and takes a few timid steps towards me. ‘Will it live?’

			‘If we keep him warm and fed through the night, he may yet,’ I tell him.

			Sam frowns as he watches Agnes spoon a little more milk down the lamb’s throat. The creature is responding to the feed and at last gives a hopeful bleat. Bracken raises her head at the sound, sniffs the air as she catches the scent.

			‘The ewe?’ Father asks, placing his cane on the tabletop and leaning heavily beside it.

			I shake my head.

			He nods, lips pursed. I see his fists clench and unclench as he works out the frustration I know he feels. A hardy, vital man until recent years, he no longer has the strength for shepherding work and it’s a grievance to him. He still blames himself for losses like this one. He stands suddenly and goes to the casement, peering out into the thickening murk as if looking for something. I watch from the corner of my eye as he rubs at his forehead and pinches the bridge of his nose, as he does when he’s fighting his temper. I notice a slight tremor in his hand, a weird, distracted look in his eye. What has him so stirred up?

			‘Can I feed it?’ Sam asks, bringing my attention back. ‘I know how. I’ve done it before.’ He leans in close, peering over my shoulder so I smell the oaty scent of his young skin.

			‘It’s time you were away home, child,’ Agnes says. ‘This little one can do without you. Mercy will take care of him.’

			The remnants of fear are still knotted in my stomach. I don’t want anyone wandering outside the bounds of Scarcross Hall this evening. ‘There’s a heavy fog coming in,’ I say. ‘And it’s near dark.’

			‘Let the child stay,’ Father says sternly. ‘The Garricks will know where he is.’

			‘I want to help save the lamb,’ Sam says. ‘Pa would want it.’

			He’s right. In his place Ambrose would insist upon it. Besides, I’ll be up through the night and company would be welcome. The lamb is struggling to be set free, so I put him gently down on the flags where he sits for a moment before trying to stand on unsteady legs. Bracken, head resting on her paws, pretending indifference, watches, nostrils at work.

			‘Sam can stay in here with me,’ I say. ‘We’ll fetch out the cot. Would you like that, Sam?’

			He nods, pleased and surprised I’ve taken his side.

			Agnes climbs slowly to her feet, rubbing the small of her back. ‘Don’t blame me when you have a tired, contrary child on your hands come morning.’ She takes up the pan and goes to fetch more milk, muttering under her breath.

			It takes several hours, some dry blankets and another good feed before I’m satisfied that the lamb is out of danger. I wait up long after Agnes and Father have gone to bed. I must be sure before I allow myself any rest and, besides, I will not sleep easily tonight. The memory of what I saw out in the fog troubles me. I tell myself I’m being foolish, creating worry out of nothing, like a girl half my age, but I cannot dispel the creeping unease, or the sense I had of being followed.

			I know the perils of wandering the fells alone. These moors and valleys are a haven for those who cannot make a better life for themselves in more forgiving country. We have our share of beggars, thieves and ne’er-do-wells. But this is my land, my home, and the things that may scare others are a comfort to me. I don’t see foreboding in a rain-fat storm cloud, but God’s hand in helping the becks run full and free; I don’t see the Devil’s work in the lights that sometimes dance across the moor top or the vivid colours that sometimes fill the night sky, but proof of His majesty; I don’t see a path down to Hell in the stretches of deadly peat bog, but His provision of our warmth and light. Never before have I sensed the kind of danger I did today.

			I distract myself by making sure that Sam is warm, fed and night-stilled, tucked under blankets on the cot, the lamb dozing at his side. He’s quiet for a long time, staring into the fire until I take a seat nearby, on the high-backed chair that Agnes favours. I kick off my boots and warm my feet, thick woollen stockings giving off a faint must. I reach my pipe and tobacco down from the mantel, pack the bowl and light it with a taper from the fire. The smoke is rich and soothing.

			Sam watches me, gently stroking the lamb’s ears. ‘What happened to his mother?’ he asks, eventually.

			I take a long draw on the pipe. ‘She died.’

			‘But why could you not save her?’

			‘She was already too sick when I found her. The lamb was stuck. If I’d not come along, they would both have been dead by morning.’

			He nods sagely and again I see the essence of Ambrose Garrick in him. ‘Will you find another to suckle him?’ he asks. At seven years he already knows the shepherd’s tricks. Like me, he’s been tending the flock alongside his father since his first steps.

			‘He’s the first this year and he came early, so none will take him yet.’

			I can see he’s fighting heavy eyelids. ‘The first of the year . . . and the first is special.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Then he’ll grow into a strong tup.’

			The lamb is weak, small and will make a wether at best, if he survives at all, and it does no good to keep truth from the boy, but I don’t have the heart to say it.

			Sam yawns and rests his head back on the folded blanket that serves as a pillow. He strokes the soft fleece at the lamb’s muzzle. ‘He reminds me of the first lamb I birthed,’ he says. ‘Do you remember?’

			I expect his eyes to cloud, but they stay clear, searching and painfully innocent. ‘Of course I do.’

			‘What do you remember?’

			His lids are drooping now and I know this is my chance to be kind, to bless him with dreams of a happier time. ‘I remember how brave you were, and how clever, the pride in your pa’s eyes when the lamb stood so tall and strong. I remember how happy you were. I remember Will’s smile . . .’

			Sam’s eyes are shut and his breathing deepened. I won’t tell him what I remember most about that day, because we don’t speak of it. That was the day before Will’s accident.

			My pipe is spent so I lean forward to rest it on the hearthstone, but Sam stirs, blinks, struggles to focus on the sleeping lamb.

			‘You should rest now,’ I say. ‘I’ll watch over him.’

			He shakes his head. ‘Did Master Booth find his treasure?’

			I recall Father’s troubled frown, the tremble in his fingers. ‘What treasure?’

			When he speaks he’s furtive, a little hesitant. ‘Sometimes the master lets me count his coins, but today some were missing. He said three were gone – the three he found up at the White Ladies.’

			I know the coins that Sam means. Three small golden discs, worn and warped, decorated with strange pagan symbols – they’re not like any coin I might use to pay the traders in the village. When I was small, Father used to tell me the same story – that he’d found them up at the stone circle on the moor top, a gift of protection from the sprites. They were our secret and I swore never to speak of them, for fear it would break their spell. I liked to study them, to feel their weight, hear the tinkling chink they made if I rattled them in my cupped palms. But then I grew a little older and heard the stories, folklore and fancy, handed down to us young ones, whispered by firesides on dark winter nights. After that I sometimes wondered if, rather than protection, the coins offered an ill omen. But it’s been years since I thought of them, not least because Father keeps them hidden away.

			I’m surprised he’s shared the secret that was once ours, though perhaps I shouldn’t be – in the absence of a grandchild, he has a soft spot for the boy. And if the coins are truly missing, perhaps that’s what has upset him: he’s always been so possessive of them.

			‘Maybe the boggarts took them back,’ Sam says.

			‘Did my father say that?’ I feel a spike of irritation, a little cross with him for entertaining the boy’s superstitions.

			‘Yes . . . he said it might be so.’

			‘Do you believe in boggarts, Sam?’

			He presses himself up onto one elbow and looks at me. ‘Don’t you?’

			‘Sam, you shouldn’t believe everything my father tells you.’

			‘But he said—’

			‘That’s enough now. It’s time to sleep.’ I stand and go to the door that leads out into the yard, trying to ignore the swell of unease in my chest. I test the latch, as I’ve done three times already. It’s still locked.

			I return to the fireside and stoke the embers. I am being ridiculous.

			‘I’d like to name him,’ Sam says quietly, as the lamb stirs and nuzzles against his hand.

			I wrap a blanket round my shoulders and sit down. ‘If you like.’

			‘I’ll name him Will.’

			‘Are you sure? Will that please your pa?’

			He looks away, stares into the fire, thoughtful and sad. ‘It’s not up to Pa. It’s up to me.’

			He has his father’s strong opinions, and his stubbornness. ‘Very well.’

			Sam closes his eyes, satisfied. I watch for a few minutes until his jaw falls slack and his eyelids begin to flutter. Can there be anything more peaceful and perfect than a dreaming child? The sight calms me.

			I watch the reflection of the flames in the leads and think about what might be out there in the dark upon the moor. There’s nothing outside save the night, I tell myself, and the fog pressing at the panes. But I cannot sleep until I have closed the shutters.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			A few days later, I’m at the brook washing out my rags.

			I prefer to do this work away from prying eyes – the scarlet stain of my flowers is a thing I would deny even to myself, if I could – so rather than use a tub in the yard, I choose a secluded spot near the falls, just a little way downstream. It’s the place we use to wash the sheep in summer – wide enough for three or four men to stand but so an arm’s reach could snare any wayward beast, deep enough to reach a man’s hips, with a strong current to take the filth away. The river is watered by streams that run off the moor top. We need only dam it in years of drought, perhaps five times in my whole life; this is damp country and clouds collect in the valleys. Now, in late February, melting snow swells the streams that feed the falls, and the water is too deep and too cold for any man to bear.

			To either side, the land rises steeply up the valley walls. Silvery water carves a thousand-year path between peat and rock, dropping from the fells, freezing into icicles, glazing the mosses and hazing into fine mist where it meets the valley bottom. The music of the falls is as familiar as my own breath. It’s a place I’ve known my whole life – a playmate in childhood, a sanctuary now I’m grown, and many things between. The lofty ravine becomes my chancel, the lichened stone my altar, cascading water the whisper of prayer. It’s a place of memory, of grace, a place where Heaven and Earth seem to meet.

			The fog that fell the night I birthed the lamb has stayed with us, rising and falling with the hours, turning daytime into twilight, lending a roof to Nature’s chapel. I am cocooned by it.

			I set to work, trying to ignore the harsh sting of icy water and lye that turns my skin sore and red. As I beat my monthly blood from the rags, I sing to myself – an old ballad that Agnes taught me as a child. The story is sentimental, and when I was young, with a head full of notions, it appealed to me. Some silly maiden falls for a rogue who treats her ill. She prays for help to catch him and keep him, claiming that, deep down, he loves her more than his life of crime and sin. She can redeem him, she says, if only God will help. But by the end of the tale, the Devil has claimed his prize, and the poor girl gives herself up to a life of sadness and solitude, forever repenting that she could not save the man she loved.

			Perhaps Agnes was trying to teach me a lesson, trying to instil some caution in me, for she saw my wilfulness early on. Perhaps she was trying to save me from the lessons that life has since taught, but I didn’t listen. I was made bold by the idea of so great a passion and so great a sacrifice. Of course, that was before I learned the truth about love, before I felt the torment of devotion where it is not desired, before I knew and accepted my own solitude, and before I understood that such stories are only that.

			Agnes, with her crooked gait, creviced cheeks and white hair like cotton grass, needn’t have relied upon tragic ballads as a warning – her very presence is proof enough of the result of a disappointed heart. I decided long ago I would not suffer the same fate.

			Still, it’s a pleasant tune, full of melancholy, and one I turn to often. Now, it serves to quell any foreboding I might feel, for I cannot rid myself of the memory of that day and the figure I saw in the fog. No matter how many times I tell myself it was nothing more than imagination, that I was tired and overwrought, I cannot cast the image from my mind’s eye, or shake the creeping fear that comes with it. Deep down, I know I did not make it up.

			And as I think of it, I feel it again – the slow crawl across my shoulder blades, prickling at my neck, a quickening of my heartbeat. I try to shake it off, but the sensation stays. I fall silent, stop my work and listen, resisting the urge to look around. There’s no one about for miles, save Ambrose, who I know is out on the fells with his dog, Flint, checking the sheep for early lambs.

			I go back to my laundry, working in the lye, rubbing at the stains. I hum the tune, quieter now, but fear is pressing in my chest and my voice comes out uneven. Bracken, who’s been lazing at my feet, raises her head, one ear cocked, and makes a low growl.

			I put a palm on her back, taking comfort in her solid warmth. ‘You sense it too?’

			Her nose twitches and she grumbles before resting her head on her paws.

			I begin rinsing and wringing the sodden rags. My fingers are aching and clumsy with cold.

			For a time I focus on the task, finding pleasure in monotony, pausing after each rag is wrung out to flex my fingers and bring the blood back into them. I watch the fog sink into the valley, obscuring the treetops and silencing the birds. Today I don’t like the eerie stillness that descends, so I begin my song again.

			And after a few minutes I’m answered by a whistle – a few distant notes echoed back to me. I strain for the sound of footfall or hoof-beat, of someone on the path that runs along the valley, but hear nothing, the fog muffling everything but the splash and burble of the falls. I’m imagining things again. It might be birdcall, or wind singing through the stones.

			But when, after a few moments, I continue, it comes again, a whistle picking up alongside. This time, when I stop, it carries a few more notes before it too falls silent.

			‘Who’s there?’ I call, fear rising. I hold my breath and listen.

			There’s no answer.

			Slowly, I put down the wet rag I’m holding and reach for my crook.

			A sudden shower of pebbles scatters the hillside by the falls as if someone has disturbed the higher ground. Bracken jumps to her feet, tense and growling.

			‘Who’s there? Ambrose, is that you?’ But Ambrose is not one for tricks – it’s not his nature – and Bracken knows him by sound and scent.

			I feel the sensation of eyes on me, like a spider crawling up my spine, and this time I stand and spin about, trying to see through the gloom. I call Bracken to my side and try to quiet her but she begins to bark, breaks away and runs to the foot of the falls, snarling and snapping into the hazy space above.

			I see what has disturbed her: a figure in the fog, a dark smudge on the crag above the falls.

			For a few seconds I can do nothing. I stare at the thing, gripped by horror. The fog blurs my vision. I expect the figure to disappear as before, but it does not move. It stands and waits. Again the blood rushes in my veins and my heart is all chaos.

			‘Who’s there?’ I call again. ‘Show yourself!’

			The figure obeys me – moves forward to stand on a rock at the very top of the falls. Now I can make out the shape of a hat, a long coat and a staff.

			Bracken is all savage eyes and sharp teeth.

			Then, from above, ‘Call off your dog!’

			And with the order a great wave of relief courses through me, faster than the rushing water at my feet. This is no phantom.

			I call to Bracken but she won’t come, so I go to her, picking my way over the rocks. I catch hold of her rope collar and find my fingers are shaking.

			The man does not wait for invitation. He finds a precarious path down the side of the falls, climbing from rock to rock, clinging to the heather, stones slithering away from beneath his soles. As he emerges from the veil of mist and spray, I see there’s nothing ghostly about him. He’s tall, made to seem more so by a long buckskin coat, sturdy leather boots and a battered brown hat. He has a pack slung about his shoulders, beneath which he’s stowed the staff that I now see has the curved bow of a shepherd’s crook.

			He reaches the valley foot and stands a few yards from me. ‘I mean you no harm,’ he says. ‘I heard you. I didn’t expect . . .’ He makes a gesture towards my clothes.

			His voice has a smoky, charred tone, reminding me of the charcoal-burners who often have such a break in their voice, but now he’s close, he speaks quietly.

			‘Who are you?’ I ask. ‘Why were you watching me?’

			He stands and stares for a few moments. Then he takes a step forward and extends a hand. ‘Ferreby. Ellis Ferreby.’ I do not take it. I keep my grasp on Bracken’s collar.

			She’s fallen quiet now but I feel her coiled energy as she watches him. I know, if I say the word, she’ll snap at him, like a fox after our hens.

			‘I said, why were you watching me?’

			‘I lost the track in the fog. I heard your voice and thought to seek the owner. I didn’t mean to frighten you.’

			‘You didn’t.’

			He glances at my tight grasp on the crook, the dog at my heel. ‘Then I’ll be on my way, if you’ll put me on the right path.’

			‘Where are you headed?’

			He shrugs. ‘Anywhere there’s work. Folks told me they’d be needing hands for the lambing at a place called Scarcross Hall.’

			I should have guessed. The only men travelling at this time of year are those seeking a place to earn their bread and beer, those with no hearthside to wait out the winter, those wanting a place they won’t be found. We don’t welcome such strangers. ‘Who told you so?’

			He does not answer but shrugs off his pack and sets it down. ‘That’s a fine-looking bitch you have there.’

			I feel Bracken bristle, but I won’t let him see I’m so wary myself. ‘I’ve not seen you in these parts before,’ I say.

			He bends suddenly, dropping to one knee, and holds out an empty palm towards Bracken. ‘Come here, girl . . .’

			Bracken glances up at me, questioning, just once and then to him. He says nothing more, but crouches, eyes lowered, palm still upturned in a gesture of conciliation and submission. I feel the moment the resistance goes out of her. She relaxes, noses the air for his scent, takes a tentative step towards him. I loosen my grip on her collar. And she goes to him. She goes to him and sniffs his hand.

			I’ve seen her skip and yap around Ambrose before, I’ve even seen her let Sam pet her once or twice, but I’ve never seen her go to a stranger. Bracken is my dog and she answers to no one but me.

			He pats her head, rubs her ears, then stands. She folds herself neatly at his feet. I cannot believe it.

			‘If you’ll show me the path to Scarcross Hall, I’ll be on my way,’ he says.

			I turn and begin to gather the rags, wringing out the last few and placing them in the waiting basket. My fingers are still trembling with slowly dissolving panic. I take my time, hoping he’ll understand the message in my coldness.

			He watches in silence and, though I don’t look at him, I sense that he’s judging me, weighing me up. There’s a strange stillness about him – he makes no offer of help and is not compelled to chatter as some might, but seems content to wait for my answer.

			When I’ve folded the last rag, I turn back and find he’s donned his pack. Bracken is on her feet, looking up at him the way she looks at me when she’s waiting on my word. ‘Bracken, come to heel,’ I say, but she doesn’t move. She looks at me and wags her tail.

			‘Scarcross Hall?’ he asks again.

			I don’t know why I don’t send him on, why I don’t tell him who I am and turn him away. The words seem to tumble out of me before I can check them. ‘I’m going that way.’

			He nods, taking that as some sort of permission.

			At last Bracken trots to my side. I set off, following the valley bottom towards the path home. I don’t look back or speak to him again but I know he follows. I can feel his eyes on my back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			As we leave the valley and reach the sloped sweep of the fell we meet Ambrose Garrick and his dog, Flint. The two dogs greet each other with a volley of yaps. I’m relieved to see him. My father’s head shepherd, now mine, I trust his judgement as much as my own, at least in matters of farm and flock. I’ll leave the stranger’s fate to him but mention nothing of the queer nature of our meeting.

			We wait while the stranger climbs the last few yards towards us. I see Ambrose take the measure of him. Ambrose is a big man, red-bearded with weather-beaten skin and the curt manner of those born and bred in the hills. I know he can seem imposing, but the stranger bears his scrutiny and greets him with a solid handshake.

			‘Looking for work, then?’ Ambrose asks.

			‘Yes. I was told to speak with you by John Bestwicke.’

			‘John’s one of our best men. You know him?’

			‘Only in passing. Said he was headed up here himself in a few days. Told me to try my luck.’

			‘What’s your name?’

			‘Ellis Ferreby.’

			‘You’re not from these parts. I’d know you if you were.’

			‘I worked these last years on the moors above York and as far as the Cumbrian fells. I know hill country.’

			Ambrose shoots me a questioning look, raises an eyebrow, but I just shrug, passing the decision back. I’m not shy of my responsibility, quite the contrary, but I prefer to leave these matters to him. I’ve learned the hard way that shepherding men prefer to strike an accord with their own kind.

			‘We’ve no quarters, but you can sleep in the hayloft till the hay is in,’ Ambrose says. ‘Your bread and beer, and twopence a day.’

			The stranger nods.

			‘Well, then, Master Ferreby, follow me and I’ll see you housed and fed. You can start with me in the morning. One week to begin and we’ll see how you work.’ Ambrose assumes agreement – no man desperate enough to wander the fells in the fog would turn down the offer – and starts along the path to Scarcross Hall.

			I stride ahead, the basket of rags heavy in the crook of my arm, eager to leave them behind. Though I trust Ambrose’s instinct, I’m not sure it matches my own this time. We’ve employed many men like Ellis Ferreby over the years and I know the type. The hills are full of them: men without history, without a home, who keep their counsel when questioned about their past. Often they’re good workers, grateful enough for the chance we give, but some bring their troubles with them. I’m always glad when the harvest is done, the sheep are put out for winter and we are left alone once more.

			Reaching Scarcross Hall, I hear raised voices and recognise the sound of Father in a rage. I find him in the kitchen, puffed up with fury, gesticulating wildly – an echo of the formidable man he used to be. His temper has not abated with age: rather, it’s grown worse. At times, it gets the better of him. The smallest incident can ignite explosions of irrational anger. Agnes knows to tread carefully but has grown peevish and impatient after so many years. The fights they have can be fearsome.

			‘You are lying, woman!’ Father yells, as I enter. ‘By Christ, I swear I shall turn you out into the night if you don’t tell me the truth.’ He’s been threatening this for years. We all know it will never happen.

			‘I told you, I know nothing of it,’ Agnes says.

			‘You’ve taken it, haven’t you? Taken it to sell to the tinkers. This is what I get for keeping you all these years, for not insisting that you know your place – nothing but lying and thievery!’

			Agnes rolls her eyes and turns away, exasperated.

			Bracken, usually keen to curl up by the fire whenever I allow it, slinks away and sits by the door. I’m unwilling to put myself at the centre of one of their squabbles but curiosity gets the better of me. ‘What’s happened?’

			‘The Applegarth woman’ – as Father calls Agnes when he’s angry with her – ‘the Applegarth woman has stolen my inkwell and won’t admit it.’

			She turns to me. ‘He’s worked himself up over a piece of brass.’

			‘That inkwell belonged to Merion Booth, the man who raised this family up from nothing, who made our fortune, whose riches paid for the very flags upon which you stand and the slates over your head.’ As he speaks, he jabs Agnes with the end of his cane. ‘So don’t you dare say it’s just a piece of brass.’

			‘Raise a hand to me again, Bartram Booth, and I’ll bring curses down upon you.’

			I know she’d never do this. Agnes would never wish harm on anyone, but this is the game they play – petty bullying and empty threats.

			‘Was it you took my coins too? Will you use them against me in your spell casting? Do you think I’ll allow such witchery in my house? Do you think I’m so old and forgetful that I would not see what you’re about? I’ve said nothing about your heathen ways before but I’ll keep silent no longer.’

			‘I haven’t touched your precious coins neither.’

			‘I don’t believe you,’ he says, leaning over her, eyes dark with threat. ‘You have no idea what you are toying with.’

			I put my basket on the table. I’ll have to deal with this before I address the wet rags. ‘Calm yourself, Father. Where did you last see the coins?’

			‘In a safe place, away from prying eyes and thieving fingers,’ he says, stepping away from Agnes with a sour look.

			‘And the inkwell?’

			‘It was on my desk, of course.’

			I cross the room and put a soothing hand on his forearm. ‘Are you sure you didn’t move it yourself, to fill it perhaps, or to make space on your table?’

			Father glowers. ‘Do you think I’m a fool?’

			‘Then, come, we’ll find them together.’

			I lead him across the hall towards his study, Agnes trailing after us. The cold pinches as we leave the warmth of the kitchen. It’s always chill in the hall, even in summer. The room should be the heart of the house, with a ceiling stretching to the rafters, a large, open hearth and a big window that reflects spirals of sunlight on rare days of sunshine. At one time, with beeswax candles burning in the sconces, rich tapestries stopping the draughts, minstrels in the gallery and a fine feast spread on the heavy oak table, it might have been splendid. But now the table is pushed up against the panelling and any useful furniture has been moved to smaller rooms that are easier to heat. There are no candles, and no tapestries or rush mats to soften the stone-flagged floor. We never set a blaze because the chimney is fallen in and the wind whistles through the cracked panes in the window, straight off the moor. I’ve often wondered what kind of people might have had need of such a space, for we certainly have no use for it.

			My father’s study is at the back of the house with windows that look out over the old walled garden. Since his health failed, and his sight began to fade, it’s become his sanctuary and the room in which he spends most of his days. There’s bare light through the panes and no candles burning, the only brightness cast by a few flames from a timid fire.

			I take a taper, light it and touch the candles in the stick on the desk. Though Ambrose and I manage the flock, Father is still head of the household. He likes to oversee the account books and keep up correspondence with the cloth merchants in Halifax and Leeds. The desk is strewn with ledgers and bills of sale. His reading glass teeters precariously close to the edge. I find at least three quills with snapped nibs, all dripping ink onto the wood. But Father is right: there is no sign of the inkwell.

			He is triumphant. ‘Who else could have taken it? No one else comes in here, save Ambrose and yourself. She must have it.’

			Agnes shoots him a dark look but keeps her silence.

			We search on bookshelves, under rugs and in boxes filled with old bones and rocks – Father likes to collect these things – but we cannot find the inkwell, nor any sign of the missing coins.

			He stands by, drumming his fingers on the desk. I don’t understand why the loss of these things has vexed him so when he has not mentioned them for so long. I’ve not seen the coins since I was a child, and Agnes is right about the inkwell: I doubt it has little value beyond that endowed by Father’s sentiment.

			Still, I’m frustrated by the mystery. These things cannot have disappeared. I think of Sam and his questions about the missing coins just a few nights before. The boy is always in and out of Father’s study – the only one allowed such licence – and he’s been in the house these last few days, tending the lamb. Could he be playing some sort of misguided game?

			‘Where’s Sam?’ I ask.

			‘He was in the kitchen earlier,’ Agnes says, ‘mewling on about that milk-stinking creature and getting under my feet.’

			‘Well, then, let’s ask him.’

			Back in the kitchen, we find the lamb curled up in a crate by the fire, but no sign of Sam. I hear movement upstairs – the creak of boards and a low, regular thunk, as if someone is tossing a ball onto the floor of the room above.

			I go to the foot of the kitchen stairs and call Sam’s name into the dim-lit space above. There’s no answer, but the thudding continues, interspersed with a low scraping sound of something heavy being dragged across the boards.

			I climb a few steps, peering into the gloom, and call again. He cannot hear me. I mount the stairs, irritated now by everything that has come to pass today. There is still so much to be done before the light fades and I have no time to play nursemaid to my father or his charge. He does wrong to indulge the child – it encourages disobedience. I’ve indulged Sam too, letting him cosset the lamb in the way that Father cossets the boy. I should have sent him home days ago and seen to the creature myself.

			I reach the upper floor and realise the sound is not coming from the room above the kitchen as I thought. The room where Agnes has her bed is empty. Instead it’s coming from the chamber opposite.

			This chamber was once a fine bedroom with a grand old tester bed and a large window with far-reaching views. We never use it now – we never have visitors in need of it – and in these last years it has become a storeroom of sorts, gradually filling with disused farm equipment and forgotten odds and ends. Last year we used it to store fleeces when the barn was too damp, and the room still holds the dense, greasy smell of sheep.

			The sound is louder now, a rhythmic thunk, a pause, a heavy, grating ssshrrrrrssssst, as if Sam is tossing a ball or hoop and dragging it back across the boards before repeating.

			I lift the latch and open the door. ‘Sam?’

			The noise stops.

			The shutters are closed and there’s scant light through the cracks. I doubt they’ve been opened in months.

			‘What are you doing in here? Come downstairs. My father has something to ask you.’

			There’s no answer.

			I step inside.

			The curtains are drawn around the tester bed, the ancient embroidered vines and flowers now ragged, decayed by moths and mould. A stack of crates in the corner is draped in cobwebs and wisps of fleece. At the hearthstone, a pile of soot and muck has spilled from the disused chimney, but there is a distinct, acrid smell of burning – wood smoke tinged with animal tallow. There’s a thick carpet of undisturbed winter dust on the floorboards. Somehow it feels wrong to stir the silence.

			Though I can see he’s not in the room, I speak Sam’s name.

			Of course, there’s no response. I leave and shut the door. As I begin to make my way back down the staircase, the noise starts again.

			Thunk . . . ssshrrrrrssssst . . .

			Angered now, I storm back up the stairs. ‘Enough, Sam. This is no time for games.’

			Silence.

			I swallow the unease that threatens and stride into the room, tug back the drapes on the bed and am lost in a flurry of dust that chokes my throat. Sam is not there.

			I go to the window, squeezing behind an old chest and dislodging a moth-eaten Turkey rug that releases a storm of sooty smuts. I prise open the rusted hinge on the shutter. The murky daylight is not much help but is enough for me to see that no one is in the room.

			With a weird tightness in my throat, I close the shutter and listen. Nothing. The room is strangely still. Even the ever-present breath of the wind is absent. But it’s cold – the kind of snow-bound chill that creeps into the bones – and the charred stench in the air stings my nostrils. My skin shivers into goose bumps. Perhaps the noise is just rats in the walls, now quieted by my entrance. I picture them, jet eyes glittering, noses quivering with my scent, waiting until I leave.

			‘Down here, Mercy,’ comes Agnes’s call from below, and I’m glad to answer, fastening the door and hurrying down the steps, ignoring the hard pulsing of my heart.

			In the kitchen Sam is kneeling next to the lamb’s box, stroking the creature’s small white head.

			‘He says he knows nothing about it,’ Father says, still scowling at Agnes.

			‘Where have you been, Sam?’ I ask, crouching, one hand on his shoulder, welcoming the human warmth of him.

			‘Out in the privy.’

			‘You weren’t upstairs?’

			‘No.’ He doesn’t look at me but goes on petting the lamb. I sit cross-legged next to him.

			‘And you didn’t move the inkwell?’

			He’s silent for a few moments.

			‘Or the coins. Are you sure you didn’t take the coins?’

			No answer.

			‘You won’t be in trouble if you tell the truth.’

			He cannot hold my gaze. ‘I did not take them.’

			I’m tired of this. I run my hand over the lamb, its dense fleece warm beneath my palm. It gives a bleat. ‘You’ve done well with this little one, but I can manage now. He’s out of danger. You can go home with your pa tonight.’

			Sam’s eyes are a conflict of childish indignation and pleading. ‘I didn’t take them. Please don’t send me away.’

			‘See what you’ve done? You’ve upset the boy,’ Father says to Agnes, but she doesn’t retaliate – she’s closed in on herself, as she does when she knows she won’t win a fight and there’s nothing to gain in trying.

			‘I’m not sending you away, Sam. You can come back and check on the lamb in the morning. But you must be missing your ma. And what about your little sister? They need you too.’

			He gives me an accusatory look: You have failed me. You don’t understand.

			As if summoned, the outside door opens and Ambrose enters, stamping his feet, the stranger, Ellis Ferreby, in his wake.

			Sam runs to his father and flings his arms around his hips. Ambrose ruffles his red curls, so like his own, though these days Ambrose keeps his own scalp as close-shorn as a summer sheep.

			Ambrose nods to Father, who has softened a little at the sight of Sam’s dismay, then asks, ‘Agnes, can you spare some bread and cheese for our new man?’

			But Agnes is leaning heavily against the table. She’s turned the colour of three-day-old milk. She stumbles a few steps towards the buttery, where she stops, steadying herself against the wall.

			I’m up and by her side in a moment.

			‘Just one of my turns . . .’ she whispers, under her breath. I hold her hand and feel her heart racing. ‘Leave me be.’ She gives me an imploring look.

			I glare at Father as I send Sam to fetch bread and a hunk of cheese. His anger has brought on Agnes’s troubles – these attacks have happened before, often after a quarrel. I blame him for it.

			‘Ambrose, help Agnes to her bed.’ Ambrose comes forward and puts an arm around Agnes’s shoulders, gently guiding her towards the stairs. As they leave, she glances back at Ellis Ferreby and I read her shame and horror at her frailty exposed before a stranger. But all the time Ellis Ferreby is silent. He makes no offer of help and shows no concern. Save a grudging nod towards Father, he says nothing at all, but hovers at the side of the room, like a shadow, watching and waiting until he’s watered and fed, as if it is his due.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			‘What do you make of him, the new man?’

			Dority pushes a lock of hair behind her ear, leaving a dusting of flour across her cheek. ‘He’s all Ambrose has talked about these last two nights. I think he’s taken a liking.’ We both know that Ambrose never admits to friendship with any of the men we employ; he considers complaining about their failings his duty and his right. ‘So . . . what’s he like?’

			‘I’ve barely seen him,’ I say, though this isn’t true.

			I had come across them that morning, Ambrose and Ellis, building byres behind the barn. It will be Ellis’s job to tend any orphan lambs and recuperating mothers by night and he wants them close, so the dogs will help keep foxes away.

			Bracken ran ahead to greet them, greedily licking the fingers that Ellis offered. It had taken me several minutes to bring her to heel. I cannot understand her fancy for the man. I felt his eyes follow me. He stares at me whenever our paths cross. There’s no lechery in it, but no respect either. I’m a curiosity, to be peered at and made sense of. If I were a more timid sort of woman, it might unnerve me, but it’s not the first time I’ve been looked at this way.
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