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          KINGSMOSS PRIORY, SCOTLAND, AUTUMN, 1252 AD.

        

      

    

    
      The bell rang for Matins, with the harsh clamour sounding from the small, squat bell tower across the dark mists that clung to the low damp-lands of the Kings Moss.

      The monks rose from their hard beds, some eager, most groggy with sleep, and made their way to the chapel on its inch, the raised island within the Moss.

      Brother Matthew shivered, pulled his hood over his head, remembered the dry heat of Outremer, and said a short prayer for strength in this northern chill. A raised timber causeway connected the monk’s dormitory to the chapel, with a rudimentary handrail to prevent the monks from slipping into the treacherous peat moss on either side.

      “What a place to build a holy site,” Brother Simon grumbled.

      “God is here as much as anywhere.” Brother Matthew tried to sound convincing as the raw cold bit through his woollen habit. He remembered the labour in constructing that causeway, with the monks hewing the wood by hand and carrying it from the Sidlaw Hills’ forests to this lonely place. Brother Matthew knew that a long-gone king had founded a religious site here but wished his Grace had chosen a more salubrious spot, away from the miasmic moss and the steep slopes of the hills.

      Now the monks filed across the causeway, their sandals slapping on the greasy timber and each man huddled in his black habit. Brother Matthew looked back over the procession, twelve Benedictine monks, which was the entire complement at this small establishment. They moved in silence under the soft rain, for it always seemed to rain here, which was one reason it was the most unpopular of all the Benedictine sites in Scotland. Brother Matthew slipped on the already-green slimed planks, recovered, and smiled. For a moment, his thoughts drifted away to his previous life, and the girl who had not waited for him.

      Adelina had been beautiful, with wide blue eyes and a straight nose, and her hair! Her hair would cascade from her head in soft golden curls, scented with birch-water. Brother Matthew shook his head, chasing the memory away. When he returned from Outremer, she was already married to another knight, taking Matthew’s joy with him. That life was gone, and women were no longer important in this life of sacrifice, prayer, and work.

      An owl hooted from the hills that overlooked the chapel, beyond the black peat of the moss. Another owl answered, and then a low, undulating whistle that Brother Matthew could not identify.

      “What kind of bird makes that sound?” he mused, pulled his hood tighter around his head and tried to think of more spiritual matters.

      That low, undulating whistle sounded again, vaguely irritating. Brother Matthew could not judge from where it came, which was unusual, for before he took Holy Orders, he had been a Crusader and was well-versed in seeking out potential danger. Not that there was any danger here, in one of God’s religious communities.

      Brother Matthew thought he heard Brother Paul chanting as he walked and felt glad when he saw the chapel loom ahead, a sanctuary from the cold. The site was ancient, with a Celtic church founded here many years before the Benedictines arrived. It was the Celtic Church that the old King had founded, nearly two-and-a-half centuries ago. Brother Matthew touched the birthmark on his cheek, the mark that people had always ridiculed until he took Holy Orders and joined the Church. The Benedictine monks accepted him for what he was, not for how he looked. And the Benedictines would not replace him with another, unlike the faithless Adelina.

      The brothers filed into the small, stone-built chapel, with the tolling of the bell drowning out the rustle of clothing and scuff and shuffle of sandals on the stone-flagged floor.

      Only when the bell stopped did the service begin, with the elderly prior taking the lead and the sonorous Latin words echoing from the chapel’s austere stones. Brother Matthew tried to concentrate, but his mind slipped away elsewhere, to a land more colourful than grey Scotland, and a place where men and women danced and sang together. He knew it was not the East, where he had seen hard fighting, but somewhere even brighter.

      He shook his head, fighting the images that had been so prevalent recently. The Chapel was no place to allow his mind to drift to musicians and dancing, particularly as half the dancers were women, some very shapely and with infinite promise in their eyes. Brother Matthew saw Adelina among the dancers, all alone and with her hands stretched towards him.

      “Adelina!” Matthew said, yearning to hold her white hands.

      “Brother Matthew!” He heard Brother Paul say his name, yet moved away, with the lure of Adelina and the dancers too strong to ignore.

      The brothers watched him, with some attempting to prevent his leaving and the prior stopping his sermon in mid-sentence. Ignoring them all, Brother Matthew walked out of the chapel. He saw the land ahead, bathed in a soft green light, with a host of people waiting for him with open arms, smiling as they played musical instruments.

      “Join us!” the musicians invited without saying a single word. “Come and join us!”

      The monks were behind him, their voices harsh in comparison to the whistles of the musicians. “Brother Matthew! The moss! Be careful of the moss!”

      “It’s all right! We’ll look after you!” The young blonde woman stood in front of the musicians, beckoning him over. “Come to me, my love.”

      Brother Matthew smiled. “Adelina! It’s you! You married somebody else when I was out East! You said my birthmark made me ugly.” He touched his face.

      “It was all a mistake,” Adelina said. “I don’t mind your birthmark at all. I’ve been waiting here for you! Come and join us.”

      Leaving the Causeway, Brother Mathew stepped towards Adelina, laughing, with Adelina’s acceptance cancelling out all his vows.

      “Look!” Brother Paul shouted from the causeway. “Look who has come to visit us! It is the Holy Father himself! That’s who Brother Matthew saw.”

      “You’re right,” the prior said. “Imagine the Holy Father coming all this way. We must greet him. Follow me, brothers.”

      With the prior in the lead, the brothers left the causeway and strode into the moss, shouting out their welcomes. Within five minutes the chapel was empty, with only the wind left to toll the bell. Eventually that, too, eased, and silence descended, broken only by the gentle hiss of rain on the surrounding moss. A single sandal floated on the peaty surface, a reminder of the men who had once worshipped here, and somebody whistled, the undulating sound lonely in that deserted place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          THE BLACK YETT, FORFARSHIRE, SCOTLAND, SEPTEMBER 1899

        

      

    

    
      “Steady, lass!” The driver of the dogcart soothed his horse as it pulled to the right. “She’s always skittish here,” the driver explained to me. “She doesn’t like passing the old graveyard.”

      We had reached a crossroads, where the Black Yett of Sidlaw, the main road, eased off towards Perth along the foot of the Sidlaw Hills. Our much narrower track headed north, up a pass between two green heights. The driver’s old graveyard was tucked behind a moss-furred dry-stane dyke, with a scattering of gravestones at different angles, as if each was trying to escape the bondage of the soil.

      “Why is that?” I asked. “Graveyards and such places don’t normally frighten horses.”

      “This one does,” the driver said. “Something scared her here a whiley back, and she’s never been happy here since.”

      “The graveyard doesn’t look well-kept.” I glanced over the wall with little interest.

      “No.” the driver shook his head. He climbed off his perch to settle the horse, speaking gently, and lowering the beast’s head. “Easy lass, I’ll lead you. Steady, now.”

      I remained in the back of the cart as the driver walked us past the graveyard, with its single yew tree dark green and the grass rank over the humps of neglected graves.

      “Why is it so unkempt?” I asked.

      “It’s a suicides’ graveyard,” the driver said shortly. He said no more until we were a hundred yards beyond the place, and he gave his horse a final caress and resumed his seat.

      “Are there many suicides around here?” I asked as a smirr of rain slithered from the hills to wash some of the journey’s dust from us.

      “Too many,” the driver said. “It can be ill land to farm.” He flicked the reins on the rump of his horse, and we moved slightly faster. The iron-shod wheels of the cart ground on the unmade road, deepening the grooves made by a thousand previous vehicles over ten centuries of use. People had inhabited this land for millennia, I knew. I could feel the history pressing in on me; I could hear the whispering voices of the long-dead and sense the slow tide of passing years.

      To my northern eyes, the land was not ill-favoured. Grass and heather covered the hills, making excellent sheep country, with parks, or fields, where cattle grazed or lay together.

      A colourful gypsy wagon passed us, with the driver lifting a hand in acknowledgement and a gaggle of tousle-headed children running behind. When they waved to me, I smiled and waved back.

      “Aye, only tinkers and gypsies use this road,” my driver said. “Them and men who can’t afford to farm decent soil.” He shook his head. “We’d be better off without these tinker vagrants.”

      I said nothing to that, being a bit of a vagrant myself. I watched the caravan lurch around a bend and heard the high-pitched barking of the dogs.

      The hills rose on either side; not the craggy granite of my previous home, but softly smooth, specked with the white forms of hardy, black-faced sheep and redolent with patches of heather. I thought them friendly heights and hoped I had left my bitter memories behind me.

      “Aye, it’s a dreich day.” The driver misinterpreted my thoughts, as people often do.

      I nodded agreement. “It’s all of that,” I said, for the grey drift of rain obscured the sky and dulled the colours of the landscape. I did not mind that, for to me, rain is only another aspect of nature, and without rain, nothing would grow. I was still thinking of that lonely cemetery with the forlorn graves of men and women who lost their strength to live. I could understand them, and what had driven away all the attraction of life.

      A whaup called, its cry one of the most melancholic of all bird sounds, and I saw it rise from the grass to my left. With its long, down-curving beak, the whaup was the centre of fear from the superstitious. I watched the hill-bird fly into the rain and knew the crunch of our wheels had frightened it.

      “Only a whaup,” the driver said over his shoulder. “You’ve naething to fear from a whaup.”

      “Aye,” I returned. “They’ve never done me any harm.” It was not the birds and beasts of the fields that frightened me; I thought and prayed again that I had left my tormentors behind in the North Country.

      “Please, God, let them stay up there. Don’t let them follow me to this southern land of Strathmore.”

      We turned around the spur of a hill, with an outcrop of heather nodding to the sky. The signboard creaked against its iron rings, wind-bucked this way and that as the driver pulled to a halt.

      “There you are, Miss.” He gave me a sideways look. “It’s a gey lonely place this.”

      I nodded my agreement as I surveyed the surroundings. “Aye, it’s all of that.”

      The driver shook his head. “Are you sure you want off here, now, lassie? I could take you back in a trice.”

      “I have a position at the farm,” I said.

      “Aye, well, maybe the reputation is exaggerated.” The driver seemed reluctant to let me off his cart.

      “I’ve accepted the position,” I said, clambering down onto the track. “I’m sure it will be fine.”

      “If you think so, Miss,” the driver said. “It’s a fair bit walk for you.” He handed me my case, his fatherly eyes concerned.

      “I’m used to walking.” I favoured him with a smile and paid him with the scrapings of my purse.

      “Well, good luck to you, Miss.” The driver cracked his reins over the rump of the horse and turned it in the road-end. He lifted a hand in farewell, opened his mouth to say something, changed his mind and pulled slowly away.

      I watched the dogcart jolting on the uneven road and turned my head towards the farm. The path was barely wide enough for a cart, with flat fields stretching on either side to the hills’ sweeping slopes. The name hung from a gallows-shaped cross-post at the track's side, still creaking slightly in the biting wind.

      Kingsinch, it proclaimed, and yet I never saw anything less like the road to royalty in my life. I did not know which king had been unfortunate enough to venture to this farmtoun in the back of beyond, nor why he should come here.

      I shrugged, king or commoner, it made no difference to me. I was here to work, not to speculate on long-forgotten royalty. Let the dead keep the dead.

      From the road-end, the track seemed to disappear into the hills, with no sign of a farm-steading. I shrugged, prepared for a long walk. I lifted my bag and stepped onto the track. I say track, but it was more like a causeway, raised slightly above the fields of stubble, and seemed to sway as I walked. Shrugging off the illusion, I put my best foot foremost and stepped out for Kingsinch, with my boots sinking into the cart-ruts of the track and the wind scouring my face.

      In one of the fields or parks, as we called them, a lone horseman was ploughing, with reins wrapped around his wrist and his two-horse Clydesdale team moving slowly. A trick of the wind sent the mesmeric hiss of the plough through rich soil to me, with the soft padding of the hooves on the dirt and the horseman’s muttered encouragement to his horses.

      The horseman noticed me, lifted a hand in salute, and continued with his work. I waved in reply and trudged on, descending a long slope into the lower ground, with moisture gleaming from the newly turned earth and fail-dykes – dykes of turf rather than stone – separating the fields. A few hundred yards later, the track took a decided loop, with a post thrust into the ground on the left side. A lantern hung from the post, swinging madly in the increasing wind. After the dog-leg bend, the track descended steeply, yet managed to retain its height relative to the surrounding fields. I nodded, working out the lie of the land. The fields occupied a drained moss, a boggy moor, with the track built above it.

      After a mile, I noticed a battered ruin of a building, or a rickle of a biggin, as we would call it in the north, crouching on a heather-knowe not far off the track. At one time it might have been important, but now it was tumbledown and forlorn with neglect, despite the stone roof that would hold out the rain. I stopped for a moment, wondering what it was and if it was related to the mysterious king who had passed this way. Perhaps it was the wind, easing from the surrounding hills, but I thought I heard somebody whistling at that building. The sound was not unpleasant, but I stopped to listen with the fear growing inside me.

      “Oh, God no,” I said to myself. “Don’t let it happen again. Don’t let it happen here as well.”

      I sighed with relief as a man appeared from behind the old ruin, whistling to three large black mastiffs. He gave me a glower, turned his shoulder, and stalked away, with the dogs at his heels. I moved on, with the farm steading now in sight amidst a group of gnarled trees.

      I stopped to take stock of the farmtoun of Kingsinch, where I was to spend the next period of my life. The steading rose from the surrounding fields, like a mediaeval castle within its moat, yet the buildings were blunt, nearly ugly in their uncompromising functionality. Bare stone walls under sloped slate roofs, with small windows with white painted frames. The steading stood four-square against the weather, giving nothing away.

      If buildings could speak, these would say, “Here I am, and damn you,” to the wind and rain. I could sense Kingsinch’s personality as dour, as it glowered at a pitiless world.

      “Well?” the woman who stood at the front door was dark-haired, about thirty-five and not ill-looking. She viewed me with disfavour. “Are you coming, or are you going to dawdle there all day?”

      I hurried forward. “I am Ellen Luath,” I introduced myself. “The new kitchen maid.”

      “Aye.” The woman did not move as she eyed me up and down. “I guessed that.”

      “Are you Mrs Lunan?” I asked.

      “Aye.” Mrs Lunan spoke as if she grudged every word she had to release from her taut mouth. She might have been attractive if she smiled more, and men would undoubtedly have found her shape desirable.

      “May I come in?”

      Mrs Lunan shifted to the side, allowing me a grudging passage.

      The farm-kitchen was as austere as the exterior of the building. A plain deal table and four wooden chairs stood on a floor of stone slabs, with a black range in one wall and a wooden worktop stretched along another. A large sink occupied half the third wall. An array of pots, pans, griddles, and other kitchen necessities hung above the worktop, gleaming in the light of the range fire. There was nothing else, no hint of refinement or comfort.

      I had seen a lot worse.

      “This is where you’ll work,” Mrs Lunan said. “You’ll also help with the milking, and mucking out the byre, and feeding the bothy-lads, and washing, and anything else I require you for.”

      I nodded and replied, “Yes, Mrs Lunan,” for I had expected no less. A kitchen-maid’s life was likened to servitude with no hope of reprieve unless a fortunate marriage intervened and damned little reprieve even then.

      “You’ll sleep in there.” Mrs Lunan jerked her thumb towards a door that led from the kitchen. “Second door on the right. You’ll share with Agnes.”

      “Yes, Mrs Lunan,” I said again.

      “Well, what are you standing around for? Can’t you see the floor needs scrubbing? Get on with it!”

      Welcome to Kingsinch.

      I got on with it. Depositing my bag and coat on one of the chairs, I fetched a pail, filled it from the pump outside, hitched up my skirt and knelt on the floor. Mrs Lunan threw a scrubbing-brush and a cake of hard green soap to me, watched for a minute, grunted disapprovingly, and stalked away to spread joy to another part of the steading.

      I was never averse to hard work, so soon had the floor as clean as it had ever been, with the stone slabs gleaming and the cracks between free of any loose grains or other matter. Of course, I knew that scrubbing was as thankless a task as any woman’s work, for as soon as the farmer, Mr Lunan, came in from the parks, his boots would spread mud everywhere.

      “What are you dawdling for?” Mrs Lunan asked. “There are cows to be milked. They’ve been bellowing these past ten minutes!”

      I was not long back from the byre when I heard Mr Lunan’s heavy footsteps, and withdrew to the furthest corner of the kitchen, out of his way. Mr Lunan flung the door open and stormed inside. As I suspected, he was the man I had seen near the old ruin.

      “And who might you be?” Mr Lunan was older than his wife, maybe in his mid-fifties, with a salt-and-pepper moustache that a walrus may have envied.

      “Ellen Luath,” I said. “I’m the new kitchen-maid.” I held his eye, noting the shadows behind the iron.

      “Are you now?” Mr Lunan said, nodding. “Have you seen the mistress?”

      “I have, Mr Lunan,” I said.

      “Aye.” He nodded again. “You’re not very tall, are you?”

      “No, Mr Lunan,” I said. I had always been conscious of my lack of height, although I made up for it with a boldness of temper that stood me in good stead.

      “You don’t look old enough to stand the work of Kingsinch. How old are you?” Mr Lunan asked next.

      “Older than I look,” I said, for I was not willing to divulge my supposed age to him or any man.

      “Above twelve then,” Mr Lunan said, in what may have been an attempt at humour.

      “Above twelve,” I confirmed, “and a few years more.”

      Mr Lunan nodded again, with a glint of humour in his eyes that showed he appreciated my reply. “Spunky, are you? You might need that here. The bothy-boys can be a handful.”

      “I have two hands,” I said, “one for the bothy-boys and one for myself.”

      “Is that so?” Mr Lunan slumped on a chair. “Well Ellen Luath, tea would be a good idea.”

      I bustled to make Mr Lunan a mug of tea, hot and black, with two spoons of sugar, which he stirred with a deliberate motion and his gaze never straying from me. “You have scrubbed the floor,” he said.

      “I have.”

      “Better finish your work, then.” Mr Lunan nodded to the mud he had brought from the fields. “Mrs Lunan does not like a job half-done.”

      After the scrubbing, Mrs Lunan had me make brose – simple oatmeal and boiling water - for the young horsemen who ploughed the fields and did most of the work, skilled and unskilled about the farm.

      “There are three horsemen and a halflin in the bothy. Take the brose into them,” Mrs Lunan said as she watched me stir the oatmeal into the hot water. Brose was the staple food of the horsemen, the bothy-boys, in any farm steading. “And don’t linger.”

      I knew that some horsemen could be quite rough, wild young men who boasted of their exploits to their colleagues, so I was prepared for a baptism of fire when I entered the bothy that housed the crew. A bothy was only the name for the building where the horsemen lived; it could be any sort of place deemed suitable to hold several young, unmarried men. In the case of Kingsinch, it was a long room directly above a barn.

      I tapped on the door. “Kitchen maid,” I warned, for I had no desire to surprise the men when they may be changing their clothes.

      After a few seconds, a voice sounded. “Come awa’ in!”

      When I pushed the door open, I stepped into a room with two skylights and a plentiful supply of fresh air from missing slates. Four solid beds stretched along the wall, with a battered table and chairs in the centre of the room, and a fireplace at the further gable. I took in the sparse furnishings with a glance and gave more attention to the four occupants of the room.

      One man was older, maybe in his early thirties, a long-faced, dark-haired loon with a ready smile. He stood by the fire, watching everything I did. The second man was younger, in his mid-twenties, with serious brown eyes that studied me. He sat on a bed, taking off his boots. A third man lay on the bed. He was auburn-haired, freckled, and grinned to me, raising a hand in welcome. The fourth person was only a boy with haunted eyes.

      I knew without asking what their positions were in the farmtoun, as we northerners termed places such as this. The oldest man was the first horseman, the head man of the bothy crew. From the first horseman, the others were ranked in descending order to the boy, who was the halflin, or the orra loon. The halflin was learning how to be a man, performing the menial, thankless tasks.

      “Feeding time, lads,” I said, laying my tray on the table.

      “You’re new,” the first horseman said. He stepped towards me, smiling. “I’m Dougie.”

      “I’m Ellen,” I told him, aware his man’s eyes were assessing me from the crown of my head to my boots and back, lingering around my hips and breasts.

      “I’m Andrew,” the serious-faced man said, “and the freckled fellow is Jim. The halflin is Peter.”

      I smiled at them all in turn. When Jim smiled back, his freckles merged into a solid mass of orange-brown. Lifting a trump, a Jew’s harp, to his mouth, he strummed a short tune, drumming one of his feet against the wall. The halflin, Peter glanced at my face and looked away in nervous confusion. I guessed his age at fifteen, although he was tall.

      “Here’s your brose,” I said. “I brought some oatcakes as well. And some cheese if you want it.”

      The men looked at me in approval. Jim was first to the table, “we don’t usually get oatcakes on a Monday,” he said.

      “It’s a special treat,” I said, “as I am new.” I wondered if Mrs Lunan would mind me plundering her pantry and shrugged. It was a small matter, and food was there to be eaten.

      “You can stay as long as you like if you bring oatcakes and cheese,” Jim said. He stroked a hand over his smooth chin and sighed. “I’ll have to shave after I’ve eaten.”

      Dougie looked at me and laughed. “Long after you’ve eaten, Jim. Maybe six months after!” He rubbed a rough hand over Jim’s jaw. “You’ve got a long way to go before you’re even half a man!”

      I said nothing, aware that Jim had spoken for my benefit, testing me out, boasting of his maturity, despite his lack of years. Dougie eyed me, assessing my suitability for whatever purpose he had in mind.

      “You’re not from around here.” Dougie spun a chair, so the back was towards me. He straddled his legs across it, facing me, trying to look tough.

      “I am not,” I agreed.

      “We don’t get many strangers in Kingsinch,” Dougie continued.

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      When Dougie’s smile widened, I knew he had hoped for the question. “People are scared to come to this steading,” he said.

      “Oh? Why?”

      Dougie leaned closer to me. “The bogles might get them.”

      I did not flinch. “The bogles won’t get me,” I said, “and neither will the horsemen, so don’t think it.”

      “That’s you told, Dougie,” Andrew spoke around his Jew’s harp. “She’s put you in your place.”

      “There’s time yet.” Dougie settled back in his chair with his eyes promising much and his body ready to follow. “Kingsinch is a lonely place in the long nights of winter, and a woman can seek a man’s solace when the bogles are out.”

      “Not this woman,” I told him bluntly, “and if you put your solace near me, I’ll chop it off.”

      Andrew laughed openly at that, while Jim smiled, and young Peter looked uncomfortable. Dougie's scowl deepened, and I knew he and I could not be friends. Men such as Dougie need to be in charge; they do not like a woman to best them in anything.

      I stood up and gathered the empty crockery. “Just you remember that, Douglas Mitchell.” I had no intention of allowing another man to intimidate me.

      I felt Dougie’s dislike as I left the bothy.
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      “You must be Ellen,” the present kitchen maid said. Plump, pretty and pregnant, she wore her dark hair piled on top of her head. Three inches taller than I was, she greeted me with a smile. “I’m Agnes. Have you had the tour of the steading, yet?”

      “Not yet,” I said, already prepared to like this woman although it was far too early to consider friendship.

      “We’ll go out in a few moments,” Agnes said. “Don’t let Mrs Lunan worry you. She criticises everybody. I think it’s because she’s Mr Lunan’s second wife and younger than he is, so has to prove herself.”

      I nodded. I was not concerned about a carping woman, for I had faced much worse in my time. “Thank you,” I said, hoping the words suited the occasion.

      “Come on, then,” Agnes said. “We don’t get much free time here, so we’ll go now before it gets too dark.” She hesitated, “Make a long arm, Ellen, and fetch down that light,” she pointed to a battered brass lantern that hung from a hook on the wall, “and be quiet near the steading. Mr Lunan disapproves of us going out after dark.”

      “Why is that?” I asked, stretching for the lantern. I shook it, hearing the whale-oil slosh inside, and checked the wick was in place.

      In reply, Agnes indicated her belly. “Maybe that’s why,” she said and laughed. “It’s all right, we’re getting married soon anyway.”

      I smiled, although I was unconcerned if Agnes and her lover should get married or not. The idea of making something moral after the event seemed somehow hypocritical. “Congratulations,” I said. “Who’s your intended?"

      “Andrew,” Agnes said. “Andrew Ferguson, the second horseman. You would meet him in the bothy.”

      “The man with the serious eyes,” I said.

      “Serious eyes, yes, that’s my Andrew,” Agnes agreed at once. “Better put your coat on, Ellen; it’s cold out there. Come on.” Scratching a match, she applied it to the wick of the lantern and opened the door. We negotiated the kitchen and stepped outside, where a snell wind from the hills flapped the coats around our legs and nipped our noses.

      “We’re north-facing,” Agnes explained, “and the hills attract the cold.”

      It was dusk, not yet full dark, and the hills were soft edged against the night. “You already know the bothy where the boys are,” Agnes said, pointing to the long stone barn. I heard rough male voices and a burst of singing, with words unsuitable for delicate ears.

      “It’s sometimes better not to listen to their songs,” Agnes said.

      I laughed. “I’ve heard worse,” I said.

      The dark was gathering, creeping into the steading from the surrounding fields, carrying noises I tried to identify. I heard the creaking of a gate, the distant lowing of cattle, the brush of wind through the trees, and, further out, the bleating of sheep. They were all natural sounds. I did not hear the sound I feared the most.

      “Over here.” Agnes led me to a pair of barns. “This is where we store the winter fodder and next year’s seed. The byre – well, you’ll know that already. That’s where we milk the cattle beasts.”

      I nodded. I had already had a stint of milking with the cows warm, friendly bodies around me.

      Agnes pointed to the sprig of rowan above the byre door. “Mr Lunan insists we keep that there. He gets all upset if the wind blows it away.”

      “Why?” I asked. “What’s it for?”

      Agnes screwed up her face. “It’s to keep away witches, I think. That will be one of your duties, ensuring the rowan is always there.”

      I nodded, hiding my smile. “Maybe one of the boy’s should do that,” I said. “It’s right high.”

      Agnes laughed. “Yes, you’re not the tallest of girls, are you?” She patted her swollen belly. “I’m not one for climbing up ladders in my condition. I had to ask one of the boys. Andy did it for me, but maybe Jim will help, or the halflin. If you ask in the right way, they’ll oblige.”

      “That Dougie may oblige too much,” I said.

      Agnes laughed again and patted her belly again. “Andrew already has!”

      We walked on, with the wind increasing, rattling an open door, howling from the eaves of the farmhouse. A bat fluttered past, its wings brushing my hair. The darkness had gathered now, so the hill-ridge had merged with the night.

      “You see that building there?” Agnes nodded to what looked like a ruin. It was a tumbledown thick-walled place with a low blue-slate roof. A twisted rowan tree grew outside the low doorway, nearly stripped of leaves.

      “I see it,” I said. The door was heavily barred, with two padlocks holding the bolts in place.

      “We don’t go there,” Agnes said. “Not even Mrs Lunan ever goes in there.”

      “Why not?” I asked, insatiably curious. “What’s inside?”

      “We don’t know, and we don’t ask,” Agnes said. “Mr Lunan says the building is dangerous. Oh, God!”

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, wondering if her baby had decided on a premature entrance.

      Agnes pushed me back into the doorway of a barn and closed the shutter of the lantern, plunging us into darkness. “Hush! Here’s Mr Lunan!”

      “Why?” I began until Agnes clamped a hand over my mouth.

      I stood still, crowded into the shadows as Mr Lunan walked past, with three black mastiffs at his heels and a shotgun held under his left arm. The dogs stopped, lifted their heads, and sniffed the air. I felt Agnes stiffen beside me as her hand slid into mine.

      The leading dog bayed, once, and the others followed, with the noise echoing from the cold stone buildings. Mr Lunan stopped.

      “What’s that, boys?” His voice grated, like gravel under a farm gate. He peered into the darkness and lifted his voice. “Who’s there? Show yourself, or I’ll loose the dogs on you!”

      Agnes cringed into me, her hand squeezing mine.

      Mr Lunan took one step closer. “I know you’re there! Is that you, Jock? By the living Christ, you’d better not be poaching on my land!”

      “No, Mr Lunan,” Agnes spoke in a small voice. “It’s us! Agnes and Ellen.”

      “What the hell are you doing there?” Mr Lunan asked. “Come out of that! Show yourselves!”

      I was first to move, stepping into Mr Lunan’s line of vision, with Agnes slightly behind me. “It’s just us, Mr Lunan,” I explained. “Agnes was kindly showing me around the steading.”

      “Was she now?” Mr Lunan eyed us both as his dogs set up a horrendous din of barking. “I don’t like my girls walking about after dark. We’re a long way from anywhere here, and Heather Jock is in the vicinity.” I was unsure if Mr Lunan was giving us a lecture or looking after us.

      “I don’t know who Heather Jock is,” I said.

      “You don’t want to,” Mr Lunan said. “He’s a poacher, vagabond and a thief; a dangerous man.” He snarled at his dogs as they tried to surge forward, “Get back! Damn you! Can’t you see its only two wee lassies?”

      “We’ll get back to the house now, Mr Lunan,” Agnes said.

      “You do that,” Mr Lunan said with his eyes deep in shadow.

      Agnes edged past the dogs, keeping as far from their slavering jaws as she could. I was less afraid, for I could sense no harm in the mastiffs. The leading dog sniffed at me and would have leapt forward if Mr Lunan had not grabbed the scruff of its neck and hauled it back. “Keep still, damn you! What’s got into you?”

      Agnes and I lifted our skirts and ran back to the farmhouse, slamming our room door shut and collapsing on the bed. I could not help giggling, and Agnes joined in, stuffing a hand in her mouth to control herself.

      “I thought these dogs were going to tear us to bits,” Agnes said.

      “Who is this Heather Jock that Mr Lunan is looking for?” I asked.

      Agnes shrugged took off her coat and began to remove her shoes. “I’ve never met him; I’ve only heard the name. Mr Lunan patrols the toun every night with the dogs so Jock must be quite a lad.”

      We brought water from the pump and washed in our room to get ready for bed. I hoped I could sleep that night. Even more, I hoped I had left the whistling behind me, this time. Most of all, I hoped to carve out a normal life for myself, although normality was a disappointingly elusive aspect in my life.
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        * * *

      

      I woke without knowing where I was. The whistling was in my ears, undulating, low and insistent as if somebody was calling me. I opened my eyes, peering into the unfamiliar dark. I recognised nothing, not the shape of the furniture, the square of lesser dark that marked the window or the form of the woman who shared my bed. It took me a few moments to organise my mind and remember I was at Kingsinch.

      The whistling continued, easing into the room, sliding into my head until it pushed away everything else. I put my hands over my ears and rolled onto my side, trying to block out the sound.

      “Go away,” I said. “Go away!”

      I knew it would not go away. It never did. That whistling followed me wherever I was, haunting my nights, tormenting me with its insistent call.

      “No,” I said. “I’m not coming! You can’t have me!”

      “Ellen?” Agnes sat up beside me. “Ellen? Are you all right?”

      I shook my head. “Can you hear that?” I asked.

      “Hear what?” Agnes looked at me, scratching a match to light the candle. Her hair, so tidy yesterday, was a mess and her eyes were bleary with sleep.

      “That whistling sound.” I knew Agnes would not hear anything. Nobody was aware of the whistling except me, and sometimes I was not even sure that I heard it. I already wished I had not mentioned it; I had spoken through tiredness, without thought of the possible consequences.

      “No; I only hear the wind,” Agnes said. “Go back to sleep.” She lay back down, leaving me alone with my fears. I was always alone with my fears. I had been alone with my fears most of my life and did not expect that ever to change.

      The whistling was louder now, louder than I had ever known it. I felt as if it was right outside the house. I did not know who, or what caused it. I only knew it followed me wherever I went, sometimes leaving me for a few months or years, but always returning. It had found me in Kingsinch faster than ever before.

      “Go to sleep,” Agnes mumbled.

      I lay on my side and pulled the covers over my head. The whistling continued, seeping through the walls, through the gaps in the ill-fitting window, to circle the room, summoning me.

      “It’s all right.” Agnes sensed my distress. “You’re in a strange house, that’s all. You’ll soon get used to it.” Turning towards me, she held me close, cuddling me like the mother I never knew, or the sister I always wanted. I lay there, slowly quieting down in Agnes’s arms, with the new life inside her stirring against me.

      I slept then, with the strangest of images forming inside my head. I could see the baby within Agnes, and knew it would be a boy, with dark hair like its mother and the same serious eyes as his father. I knew that yet did not know how I knew. I slept with that knowledge and woke only once, to see the friendly light from a cottage high on the hill opposite.

      Agnes had told me the cottage belonged to Charlie Fleming, who worked a pendicle – a small skelp of land – on the hill. I fixed my eye on that, knowing, somehow, that as long as Charlie was secure in his pendicle, I was safe on the low ground far beneath. I trusted in that light as seamen trust in the Pole Star.

      I had lived with apprehension and fear most of my life so that wherever I was, I prepared for my next move. My previous attempts to put down roots had failed. Now, as Charlie Fleming’s light flickered on the hill, I fastened my eyes on that solitary beacon.

      “Please, God,” I prayed, “help me find peace.”

      So far in my life, God had seldom answered my prayers. Perhaps this time he would. Maybe I could live a humdrum, everyday life, rather than remain a stoorey-foot, a nomad with the dust of the road on my shoes.

      Oh, please, God, answer my prayers.
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        * * *

      

      “You two.” Mrs Lunan scowled across to Agnes and me. “I heard you were abroad last night.”

      “Yes, Mrs Lunan,” Agnes admitted at once.

      “Well, you won’t be out tonight,” Mrs Lunan said. “Not tonight of all nights.”

      “Why not tonight?” I asked.

      “There’s an initiation,” Mrs Lunan said, looking me up and down. “When that happens, we leave the boys alone.”

      “Ah.” I nodded without understanding. “What sort of initiation?”

      “Our third horseman is learning the Horseman’s Word,”

      I nodded again. I had heard about the Horseman’s Word, a semi-magical concept that gave the horsemen power over horses and women. Glancing at Agnes’s very pregnant condition, I wondered if the Word worked.

      “Don’t forget!” Mrs Lunan left our room after a very pointed look at me.

      “I’ve never seen an initiation,” Agnes said. “What do you think?” Her eyes were bright with mischief. “Are we going to watch?”

      “I’d love to,” I said.

      Agnes nodded. “Are you sure you’re game?”

      “If you are,” I said. “I’ve always wondered what happens at initiations.”

      “We’ll have to be very quiet,” Agnes said. “If Mr Lunan catches us… “She did not complete her sentence.

      “Let’s make sure that he doesn’t,” I said.

      “Mrs Lunan is worse,” Agnes said. “She’s a tyrant.”

      I nodded, although I had met much worse than Mrs Lunan.

      We did not know where the initiation was taking place, so left our room in the early evening and waited in the steading’s dark shadows. I heard an outburst of hilarity from the bothy and then the door opened, a rectangle of yellow light against the dark of the night. One by one, the men came out, with Peter at the back, until Dougie pushed him back inside the bothy.

      “This is a night for men,” Dougie said. “Children cannae come.”

      “I’m not a child,” Peter complained.

      “Get back inside,” Dougie said, spun the boy around, and landed a solid kick on his rump. “And stay inside.”

      I could not make out Peter’s reply, although I doubted it was polite.

      Dougie slammed the door shut, laughed, and led the way through the tangle of buildings that made up the steading. Agnes and I followed at a distance, keeping to the shadows, ensuring our feet made no noise on the ground and trying to hear what the bothy-boys were saying.

      “They’re going to the Muckle Barn,” Agnes said.

      By that time, I knew where the Muckle Barn was, and nodded.

      “We’ll go to the hayloft, above,” Agnes said.

      As the men stopped to tease the third horseman, Agnes and I slipped ahead, to enter the Muckle Barn – the largest barn in Kingsinch - and climb the ladders to the hayloft. From there, we would have an excellent view of everything that was happening below, while being invisible to the horsemen. As somebody had left the skylight open, I hastened to close it, first peering into the surrounding darkness.

      “Somebody else is coming.” I pointed to the swinging pinpricks of light that indicated men carrying lanterns along the track. Further back, I saw a brighter glow from the fixed light on its lonely post.

      “Horsemen from other farms,” Agnes said. “Come to help the initiation.”

      “Tell me,” I said, “why is there a lantern at the bend of the track.”

      “In case it rains,” Agnes said. “The fields can flood in the autumn rains, and if that happens, we get cut off. The path is the only way in and out, and sometimes the floodwater covers that too.”

      “So, the lantern keeps people on the path,” I said.

      “That’s right. Dougie sends Peter the halflin out to light the lantern.”

      “Lucky Peter,” I said.

      Agnes laughed. “Peter doesn’t mind,” she said. “He thinks it makes him look like a man.” She shook her head. “These young lads are desperate to become men.”

      The horsemen filed into the Muckle Barn, all wearing broad flat caps and their voices low growls in the gloom. There was an expectant air as the men gathered around, perhaps a dozen strong, with ages from their late teens to mature, be-whiskered men in their thirties. In keeping with their profession, they were lean, fit men without an ounce of spare fat, hard-featured, weather-beaten, with a laconic turn of phrase rather than a gift for rhetoric. I have always been able to sense the atmosphere, and here there was a taste of excitement, even a sexual tension that worried me a little, although Agnes was happy enough.

      “The men won’t like us to see this sort of thing,” Agnes whispered.

      “All the better for us, then,” I said, although the actions of men were not a mystery to me.

      Agnes smiled across to me and settled her belly more comfortably on the straw-streaked planks.

      “Is Mr Lunan not coming?” I asked.

      “No,” Agnes whispered. “This is only for horsemen. Nobody else is allowed, not even the farmer.” She smiled again. “It’s all very secretive.”

      I smiled back, for nothing binds women together than sharing a secret, especially a secret about men.

      Dougie gave an order, and two of the younger men lit lanterns, which gave smoky light to the centre of the barn while darkening the shadows in the corner. I wondered how often horsemen had performed this ceremony in this place and how old it was.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” Agnes asked. “Like a secret society!”

      The horsemen formed a circle, with a bottle of whisky passed around from hand to hand. Each man took a swig, wiped his mouth, and passed it on before sitting on a hay-bale. Dougie settled on a large saddle perched on a bale, so he was higher than the others. I could not see Andrew or Jim. The barn reeked of tobacco smoke from half a dozen pipes.

      “Bring in the candidate!” Dougie announced in a big voice.

      Agnes nudged me with a sharp elbow to ensure I was paying attention. After a moment’s delay, Andrew came in with another man, both leading a blindfolded Jim.

      “Take him to the centre of the sacred circle!” Dougie ordered.

      Andrew and the second man led Jim to the middle of the watching horsemen, and left him there, blindfolded and undoubtedly nervous.

      “Who are you, candidate?” Dougie asked.

      “Jim Blair,” Jim said.

      “Speak clearly!” Dougie was enjoying his power. “What is your full name?”

      “I am James Walter Blair!” Jim nearly shouted.

      “James Walter Blair, are you ready to be initiated into the Sacred Society of horsemen?”

      “I am!” Jim said, pulling his shoulders back and standing to attention.

      “Let us see you, James Walter Blair!” Dougie ordered.

      Even from my perch, I could sense Jim’s confusion. “You can see me,” he said.

      “Let us see all of you,” Dougie ordered. “Strip!”

      I sensed amusement from the horsemen. They were enjoying humiliating Jim, as they had all been humiliated during their initiation.

      “Isn’t this fun?” Agnes whispered.

      “Not for Jim.” I felt sympathy for Jim. I knew far too well how it felt to be the butt of others’ vindictive humour.

      I had a memory of cowering in the orphanage dormitory as the other waifs sneered at me and Miss Deas ordered me to wash my sodden bedclothes by hand in cold water.

      “She’s wet the bed again, the dirty little teuchter!”

      “Dirty little teuchter!” the orphans repeated.

      “She’ll have to wash her bedclothes, the dirty little teuchter!” Miss Deas said.

      “Dirty little teuchter!”

      “Take them off and wash them!” Miss Deas ordered as the orphans mocked me with forced laughter. I never knew if they intended to hurt, or if they were as scared as I was. I only knew I felt like dying as I stripped naked in front of everybody.

      “Dirty little teuchter! Dirty little teuchter!”

      I shook away the memory. I had too many of that kind.

      As the crowd watched in silent amusement, Jim stripped off his clothes to stand stark naked in the centre of the circle, both hands covering his genitals. Many of the horsemen made crude comments that had Agnes stuffing her fingers in her mouth to stifle her giggles. I noted that Andrew looked slightly uncomfortable and did not join in the ridicule.

      “Kneel before the senior horseman!” Dougie ordered, and Jim knelt on the cobbled floor, still with his hands folded in front of him.

      “Repeat the tender of the Horseman’s Oath!” Dougie ordered.

      I listened intently, for only horsemen knew such things, and Andrew, Jim’s mentor, must have taught Jim what to say.

      “Here, conceal, never reveal; neither write nor dite nor recite not cut nor carve nor write in sand,” Jim said the words clearly, without hesitation. They meant nothing to me.

      Dougie had a broad grin on his face as he asked a series of technical questions about horses, ploughing and ploughs, few of which I understood. Jim, still blindfolded, answered them all without hesitation.

      “He’s not freckled all over.” Agnes was examining Jim with great interest. If she had binoculars, I swear she would have focussed on his most intimate areas. “Only on his face and arms.” She suppressed a giggle. “His other parts are normal.” Agnes gave me a sharp dig with her elbow. “What do you think of him, Ellen? Is he tasty enough for you?”

      “He’s all right,” I said. Naked men did not interest me any more than naked women did. I could see Jim without his clothes on, and that was all; I had no sexual feelings one way or another.

      “Oh, he’s better than all right. Look at his doup; wouldn’t you like to grab hold of that?” Agnes went into even more intimate details as Jim continued to answer Dougie’s questions. From time to time, another horseman would fire a question, but Jim coped well.

      “Now,” Dougie said when he tired of being the question master, “you seem to be adequately versed in the primary aspects of horsemanship. Tell me the penalties for breaking your oath.”

      The circle of watchful, flat-bonneted, caustic men listened as Jim intoned a litany of terrible penalties. They nodded when Jim ending with, “and in failing may my body be quartered in four parts with a horseman’s knife and buried in the sea, or may I be torn to pieces by wild horses.”

      The horsemen grunted approval as Dougie continued. “Are you ready to meet Auld Horsie, the king of the horsemen, and learn the Horseman’s Word?”

      “I am,” Jim said although I heard the quiver in his voice.

      I knew that the Horseman’s Word was supposed to be a secret password into the Society of Horsemen, the word that gave the men power over horses and women. Some said the Word was why there were so many pregnant women and illegitimate babies in rural Scotland. I did not know; I only knew that all the young lads dreamed of the day they entered the Society and gained the Word and the power.

      “First you must endure the corridor of pain,” Dougie said, “to see if you are worthy of the honour!”

      I had not heard of this tradition before and wondered if Dougie had added such a refinement of cruelty himself. When I looked at Agnes, she pulled a face and shrugged.

      The horsemen formed a human corridor, with Dougie ordering them to remove their belts.

      “Andy!” Dougie snapped. “Bring the candidate to the entrance of the corridor. Horsemen! Ensure the candidate remembers his ordeal! Test his endurance to see if he’s fit to be a horseman!”

      I could not watch as Andrew led Jim to the entrance of the gauntlet, murmured in his ear and gave him a gentle push. Dougie had taken his stance and swung his doubled leather belt with gusto. The other horsemen copied, swinging their belts at Jim’s pale body. I only wondered at the cruelty that co-existed with genuine kindness among Scottish farmers, remembered similar instances in my life and hoped Dougie’s ordeal would not last long.

      “Oh, that will sting!” Agnes whispered and then watched avidly with her right hand in her mouth. I did not know if she enjoyed the spectacle or was fascinated by Jim’s torment. I only knew I wished myself elsewhere.

      After forcing Jim on three journeys through the gauntlet, Dougie tired of the game. “Lights off!” he ordered sharply, and the horsemen doused every lantern. I could not understand why Dougie should want the lanterns out, as Jim was blindfolded. When Agnes gasped at the sudden darkness, I reached for her hand, squeezed it, and she replied in kind.

      Silence filled the Muckle Barn, except for the horsemen's subdued breathing and a sound like feet dragging through the straw-covered floor. I waited, feeling the tension rise. Something was wrong. I could feel that something had entered the barn that was beyond Dougie’s sadistic pleasure.

      “Lights on!” Dougie said again.

      I heard the scratching of matches and saw the small glow of flames, before the lantern-light spread out from a single central point.

      “What in God’s name?” I muttered, and even the hard-bitten horsemen gasped in surprise.

      The lights blazed around what I can only describe as a thing in near-human shape. About five foot five inches in height, it stood on the ground with an amazingly devilish face carved into it, with pointed ears, narrow red eyes, a sharp nose, and a mouth curved in a smile, except for the row of sharp teeth.

      I looked away. Somewhere in my past, buried under a host of bitter memories, I had seen something like that before. The face may have been carved in wood, but the features were familiar if exaggerated. I found myself squeezing Agnes’s hand so hard that she gasped in pain.

      “Now!” Dougie stood behind the wooden figure. He extended a long staff, covered in rough, hairy hide and with some animal’s paw at the end, complete with hooked claws. “James Walter Blair! If you think yourself fit to become a horseman, come and shake Auld Horsie’s paw!”

      Naked as a baby, blindfolded and welted by a dozen belts, Jim stepped forward with his hand extended.

      Dougie thrust the hairy paw forward until Jim grasped it, then closed the claws on Jim’s hand. Only then did he duck behind Jim and rip off the blindfold.

      After more than an hour of darkness, subjected to rigorous questioning and a beating, Jim suddenly saw the hideous grinning face glaring at him as he held the rough, hooked paw. I was not surprised when he let out a yell of shock and dropped the paw, backing away from the carved figure.

      The horsemen’s laughter was tinged with what I thought was relief, and they all chanted in unison:

      
        
        
        “Here’s to them that work horses.

        Bad luck to them that is cruel

        Let perseverance be their guide,

        And nature be their rule.”

      

      

      

      Jim grinned around them, only then rubbing at his backside, which had been the horsemen's belts' primary target. On his pale skin, the heavy leather had left broad red welts. Many of the men laughed again, not unkindly.

      “Rub away, Jim, lad, we all know what it feels like.”

      “Aye, we’ve all been there,” Andrew said. “You can get some lassie to kiss it better, but not my Agnes!”

      I heard Agnes suck in her breath at Andrew’s remark.

      “Is that it?” Jim asked. “When do I get the Horseman’s Word?”

      “You get it now,” Andrew said and leaned closer. “The Word that gives you power over horses and women,” he said, and whispered something in Jim’s ear.

      Some trick of the acoustics carried the words to me – “both in one”.

      “Is that it?” Jim sounded disappointed. Perhaps he had expected a magic phrase in mediaeval Latin.

      “That’s it.” Dougie produced a pencil and a scrap of paper. “Here, write it down in case you forget.”

      Jim reached for the pencil, held it between finger and thumb and flicked it at Dougie. “Here, conceal, never reveal; neither write nor dite nor recite not cut nor carve nor write in sand,” he repeated his earlier words. “You’ll not catch me out, Douglas Mitchell!”

      The watching horsemen roared with laughter, and one clapped Jim on the back. “Well done, Jim! You passed the final test.”

      As the evening descended into a vast consumption of whisky, and the still naked Jim drank with the rest, I looked at the hideously carved wooden object.

      That thing worried me. I knew I had seen its likeness before, but I could not think where? I knew it did not belong in the Muckle Barn, nor in Kingsinch.

      “Agnes,” I started, but Agnes’s gaze had not strayed from Jim’s naked body. I knew there was no point in asking her anything.

      “Where are you going?” Agnes asked.

      “Back to bed,” I said.

      “Don’t you want to watch the men?”

      I shook my head. I wanted to get far away from that carved wooden object as quickly as possible. The evil within it disturbed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      That face haunted my dreams. I was aware of Agnes tumbling into bed at my side and knew she wanted to talk about the initiation, and about Jim, but my mind was elsewhere.

      I could see that carved face with the slightly almond-shaped eyes and the pointed ears whenever I closed my eyes. Yet the face was not made of wood. It was alive and looking down at me. I knew it was talking or trying to communicate, although I did not understand the words. It was hideous, emanating an ancient evil, and I wondered if it was connected to the whistling.

      I lay in my hard bed, with the compressed straw mattress barely rustling under me and faint moonlight trickling through the bars on the window. The darkness surrounded me, suffocating, pressing down upon me like a solid weight, so dense that I felt I could cut it up if the attendants had not manacled me the bed.

      Tears filled my eyes and trickled onto the mattress. There was no pillow; lunatic girls did not have such luxuries, and the single coarse grey blanket was insufficient to fend off the cold.

      Even here, I could hear the whistling. It surrounded me, seemingly coming from the air itself, so I could not escape, wherever I went.

      “Go away,” I pleaded, twisting on my bed. “Leave me alone.” I could not speak loudly in case I woke Miss Horne, the woman who ran the institution. I was scared of Miss Horne, and with reason.

      The whistling continued, relentless, never-ending, penetrating every thought. A shaft of moonshine seeped between the window-bars to light the far wall, showing the bare, white-washed plaster. I stared at that light, holding onto it as a sign of hope. Was that God showing me mercy?

      I could hear my breathing, harsh in the room, and then something blocked the light. I gasped and turned my head toward the window.

      The face was peering in at me. It was hideous, with almond-shaped eyes, a slit for a mouth and small, slightly pointed ears. I stared, too petrified to scream as the thing at the window pressed against the bars. It extended its arms through the glass-less window, reaching towards me, and opened its mouth in a ghastly grin. When I saw the row of small, pointed teeth, I found my voice and screamed. I screamed and screamed until Miss Horne jerked open the door and charged inside.

      After that, I had other reasons to scream apart from the face at the window.

      “Where did that figure come from?” I asked Agnes the morning after Jim’s initiation.

      “Which figure,” Agnes asked. “Oh, you mean Auld Horsie?” She grinned. “I think the bothy boys made it a long time ago. You’d better ask Dougie; he’ll know.”

      “Dougie and I are not the best of friends,” I said.

      Agnes shook her head. “That’s a shame. Dougie’s the first horseman. You’d better keep in with him. He’s all right if you don’t mind his wandering hands.” She smiled, “you’ll find that if you let his hands wander where they will, he can be quite useful. That’s the trick with Dougie.” She looked down at herself and sighed. “Mind you; he’s been less keen on me since I fell pregnant.”

      I had no intention of keeping in with Dougie or allowing his hands to wander anywhere near me, so the mystery of Auld Horsie would have to remain unsolved. Part of me wished to revisit the Muckle Barn to see the figure again, while another part warned me to keep well clear. There was something bad there, some old evil, and the terrible memory from my past worried me. Had that only been a dream? Or was it genuine? Until last night, I had forgotten that occurrence; I must have buried it along with so many other unpleasant memories.
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        * * *

      

      I heard the shout when I was in the byre, milking the cattle. It was not a roar of pain, nor a greeting to a friend; instead, it was a shout of surprise. My inquisitive nature made me wonder what had happened, so I listened intently for any other noise. When the cow I was milking sensed my distraction and stirred under my hands, I calmed her down with soft words and emptied her udders before striding to the entrance to the byre.

      My other cows complained when I left, so I soothed them with a promise to return.

      “It’s all right, ladies,” I said. “I won’t be long.” I liked my cattle; they were warm, inoffensive creatures, large, slow, and affectionate.

      The byre was at the edge of the steading, handily placed to receive the cattle from the fields, and that meant I had an open view over the farmland to the north. At this time of year, the horsemen were busily ploughing in the stubble left from the year’s grain crop, each man with his two-horse plough.

      Andrew was two fields away, near to the old ruin, staring at something on the ground and gesticulating to Jim and Dougie, both of whom had left their teams to hurry towards him. As a newcomer to the farm, I knew better than to interfere. I only watched and listened, trying to catch the men’s conversation as the wind drifted snatches towards me.

      “It’s a skeleton,” Andrew said.

      “What kind of a skeleton?” Jim asked, vaulting over the intervening dyke as if it were nothing. He seemed none the worse for his ordeal of a few nights’ ago.

      “A man, I think,” Andrew said, and then I saw Mrs Lunan striding from the farmhouse, and I returned to my charge. Whatever Andrew had discovered, the farm’s work had to continue, we had to milk the cows, and everything else must wait. If Andrew had unearthed a skeleton, then there was nothing I could do to help, and my curiosity would have to remain unsatisfied. All the same, I wondered about the incident until midday, when I brought the men their midday meal and asked what had happened.

      Andrew looked up from his oatcake and cheese. “It was an old skeleton,” he said, “probably somebody who stumbled into the Moss before it was drained.” He shook his head. “I told Mr Lunan, and he’ll tell the police, I suppose.”

      Young Peter had hurried across from the steading to join us in the fields, for he attached himself to the men whenever he could. “Maybe Heather Jock murdered somebody and buried him in the field,” he said, hopefully.

      Andrew shook his head. “It was an old body. I was deep-ploughing, so the bones were well underground.”

      “Maybe Heather Jock buried him deep.” Peter held onto his theory, with a child’s love of drama and gore.

      Dougie shook his head. “Ah, Heather Jock, the man who ate the boiled ham raw. No, it will be Old Hangie,” he said, looking at me and hoping to shock.

      I asked the expected question. “Who was Old Hangie?”

      Dougie smiled. “About a hundred and fifty years ago, before the King’s Moss was properly drained, Kingsinch was even more isolated than now.” Dougie had a deep voice and a captivating way of telling a story so that all the men stopped to listen. “Nobody wanted to live here, because the moss was dangerous, and there were stories of strange things happening.”

      “What strange things?” I asked as my curiosity overcame my dislike of Dougie.

      Dougie glanced at the horsemen before he replied. When his smile dropped a little, I wondered if that was part of his act, or if he was hiding the truth behind the banal exterior. “Kingsinch can be an unchancy place,” Dougie said and continued with his story.

      “About 1600, Kingsinch suited one man very well. That man was Old Hangie, the executioner of Strathmore. He was the fellow who had to hang the local murderers and thieves and whip the transgressors through the streets. He was not well-liked, as you can imagine, Ellen.” Dougie looked directly at me.

      “I can imagine,” I agreed. Dougie did have attractive eyes, I allowed. I could nearly understand how some women fell under his spell.

      Dougie smiled once more. “What made it worse was that Old Hangie enjoyed his job. He sang a little song as he hanged folk and laughed as he laid on the lash.”

      “Not a nice fellow,” I said.

      “No,” Dougie agreed. “Then one day, the court condemned a child, a little boy, for stealing food for its mother. The Strathmore people were in an uproar, demanding that the authorities free the boy, but the judge was a local landowner, to whom possessions were more important than human life. Anyway, Old Hangie had the job of executing the child. He sang as the fastened the noose around the greeting boy’s neck and continued to sing as the boy slowly strangled.”

      I pictured the scene, already hating the landowner and the laughing, singing hangman. Was it my imagination, or could I hear a drift of song now, rising from the drained Moss, where the fields stretched before us?

      “After the hanging, it was the hangman’s prerogative to take the executed man’s clothes, to sell them for profit. Old Hangie stripped the bairn and left the child at the foot of the gallows. The poor bairn was stark to the world for the sake of a few pennies. Then Old Hangie came home to Kingsinch, singing his little song.” Dougie paused for dramatic effect. “And he was never seen again.”

      “What happened to him?” Peter asked.

      Dougie pointed to the skeleton that lay, white and lonely, in the lee of the dyke. “Maybe that’s him there. We don’t know.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Some say that the Sidh came down from the hills and took him away in judgement for his sins. Others say that the Lord sent a great bolt of lightning that frizzled him.”

      The Sidh? I held onto the word without asking questions.

      “What do you think happened, Dougie?” Peter asked.

      Dougie smiled knowingly. “I think Old Hangie was a drunken fool who wandered into the Moss and drowned.” He nodded to the skeleton. “Like that one there.”

      “Perhaps so,” Jim said, “but who took away his ribs?”

      I had not noticed that two of the skeleton’s ribs were missing until Jim pointed it out. “How strange,” I said.

      “Kingsinch is a strange place,” Dougie deepened his voice in an attempt to intimidate me.

      “And with some strange people,” I said, knowing that none of them was as strange as I was.

      Although Peter laughed at my words, I still heard the music drift across the fields, and I wondered if the skeleton had belonged to Auld Hangie, and who had taken his ribs, and why.

      Somehow, I knew that everything tied together, and soon I would find the answer to the questions that had plagued me all my life. I shivered then as if somebody had walked across my grave, and I wondered if I wanted to know the truth. Perhaps I was better to remain in ignorance.

      But who or what were the Sidh?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      We did not often have the opportunity to leave Kingsinch, so I grabbed the chance when Mrs Lunan wanted supplies.

      “Coupar Angus?” I said. “I’ll go.”

      Mrs Lunan nodded. “I’d send Agnes normally, but in her condition.” Mrs Lunan shook her head. “I’d prefer not to.”

      I agreed. Agnes was well on in pregnancy and might give birth any day. It was better to keep her near the farm steading.

      “Dougie can drive the cart,” Mrs Lunan said. “He knows what to do. You’ve to buy a hundredweight of flour, half a hundredweight of sugar and the rest on this list.” She handed me a folded piece of paper before asking: “you can read, can’t you?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      The orphanage had hammered reading, writing and arithmetic into us with the aid of a stout leather belt. I remembered Miss Dea’s voice now as she leaned towards me, with her thick glasses magnifying her cold blue eyes and enhancing her glint of malicious pleasure as she announced my fate. “You misspelt three words, Ellen no-family. That will mean six strokes for you. Bend over my desk and lift your skirt!”

      “You can read. Good.” Mrs Lunan dropped her voice. “You might have to help Dougie. I don’t think he was ever very academic, however good he is with the plough-team or the binder.”

      “I will,” I said. Dougie would not like me helping him, but he would have to swallow his pride. Sometimes, a man’s vanity was the principal cause of his downfall. I had little time for pride. My life had quickly eroded any false images of self-importance. I was nothing, less than nothing, and would never amount to more.

      Miss Deas had emphasised that with thorough efficiency.

      “You are orphans,” Miss Deas told us every morning as we sat on the hard wooden chairs with our backs straight and our arms folded. “Nobody wants you. If it were not for the kindness of this orphanage, you would be starving on the streets. I hope you are grateful.”

      Miss Deas proved the orphanage’s kindness with the barbed lash of her tongue and the leather lash of her belt. We responded with subdued hatred and subtle acts of defiance. Sometimes the orphanage's kindness proved too much for the fortunate inmates and children ran away, to be dragged back and half-killed in front of us all.

      On two occasions, orphans showed their gratitude by relieving the institution of their cost by ending their lives. One boy threw himself from the roof. One girl found a kitchen knife and sliced her wrists.

      I continued to exist, with my self-respect long gone, no hope for the future and only the incessant whistling to mark me from the other unwanted.

      “Are you ready, Ellen?”

      Miraculously, there was a break in the clouds as Dougie took the reins and we rolled slowly away from Kingsinch. Dougie was an excellent driver, negotiating the track without a problem.

      “Did you know this road is built on bales of straw?” he asked, puffing out smoke on either side of his stubby pipe with every word.

      “No.” I sat slightly beside him on the driving seat, enjoying the movement and the feel of the wind in my face.

      “Aye.” Dougie negotiated the dog-leg bend without stopping, watching me through the corner of his eyes. He was a handsome man, I allowed, tall and lithe, with clear brown eyes and neatly trimmed side-whiskers. I could understand why women would find him attractive. “This was all bogland – the King’s Moss they called it – and over the last hundred years or so, a succession of farmers drained it. Now it’s good growing land, but soft, ill to plough after heavy rain. The old-time monks, or whatever they were, built a causeway to the chapel there,” Dougie nodded to the old ruin. “That was fine in fair weather.”

      “And?” I urged as Dougie stopped talking to examine one of the fields.

      “And? Oh, aye. I was looking at the furrows there. Jim’s made them crooked at the head; that’s not good.” Dougie shook his head. “Aye, the road. The old monks built wooden causeways, and then the rains came. The ground flooded and cut off the inches, Chapel and Kings. So old man Lunan built up the road with bales of straw. The straw makes a foundation and floats on the water when it rains.” Dougie grinned at me. “He’s cleverer than he looks, is old man Lunan. Despite his obsessions.”

      “His obsessions?” I probed further.

      “You must have noticed.” Dougie inched closer to me on the seat so that I could feel his body heat even through my coat. “He patrols the steading every night with his dogs, and doesnae allow us into some of the buildings.”

      “Aye, I said, looking ahead as we neared the road-end, where the farm-track joined the public road. “I noticed that all right.”

      Dougie eased us onto the public road, flicked the reins and increased the speed of the cart. “We’ll be on the Black Yett soon, and then it’s hey-ho for Coupar Angus.”

      “Why is it called the Black Yett?”

      Dougie laughed, happy to share his knowledge. “It’s the only tarmacked road in the area,” he explained. “So, it’s black compared to the rough farm roads, and a yett is a gate, so it’s the black gate to the Sidlaw farms.”

      I nodded. The explanation was mundane, somehow. I had expected tales of derring-do from the middle-ages, rather than a flat story about a made-up road. I settled down, enjoying the ride.

      Coupar Angus is a pleasant little market town, with narrow streets and a long history. It was busy that day, with men and women, carts and wagons on the roads and more bustle than I had seen for quite some time.

      Buying the supplies was easy. I just read the list and the storekeeper produced the goods, which Dougie then carried to the cart. While young Peter would have taken the opportunity to display his strength in carrying the heavy sacks, Dougie threw them around without thought, which was more impressive.

      “Is that us ready to head back?” I was quite disappointed that our trip was so short. I found that I enjoyed the crowds, and for once, nobody gave me a second look. I was only another kitchen-maid visiting the town, nothing special and nothing to be sneered at.

      “Wait.” Dougie held up his hand. “Wait for the army.”

      I had been aware of the heart-stirring thrill of the bagpipes without thinking of the significance. Now I sat on the cart beside Dougie as the soldiers passed. Three pipers lead them, marching with a fine swagger and a slow swing of their kilts. An officer followed, sitting proudly on a glossy brown charger, and then a sergeant and hundreds of khaki-clad men with dark green kilts around their hips and a red hackle bright on their bonnets.

      “See the red hackle?” Dougie asked. “That’s the Black Watch, the Royal Highland Regiment.”

      “What are they doing?”

      “They’re off to South Africa to fight the Boers,” Dougie said.

      “Why?”

      I watched the soldiers march past, every man wearing a neat khaki uniform, every man with a long bayonet at his belt and every man with a rifle over his shoulder. Mostly young, some no more than boys, they moved as one at the command of their officers, a mobile killing machine without thought or seeming emotion.

      “Why?” Dougie stared at me. “We’re at war with the Boers.”

      The Black Watch’s boots rose and fell in unison, like a multi-booted spider, crashing to the ground at the same time, a body of men trained to fight and kill.

      I had never heard of the Boers and had no idea who they were. “Why?” I asked again. “Why are Scotsmen fighting in Africa?”

      I closed my eyes as a sudden image came to be. I saw some of these young, brave, determined men lying broken on an open plain, with a series of low ridges in front. I heard the harsh rattle of musketry and the high screams of the wounded. I smelled the raw blood soaking into the hard ground and saw the pride broken as men cowered for shelter where there was none to be had. As I watched the soldiers march past, I could sense the black corbies hovering over them, choosing the slain, the wounded and the maimed.

      I did not want this image. I wanted to be normal.

      “The Black Watch is fighting for the Empire.” Dougie struggled to explain the concept to me. “The Boers have declared war on Queen Victoria and the British Empire.”

      I was going to ask “why?” again but changed my mind. I knew I would not understand the answer and doubted that Dougie knew the full facts. I knew that he was expert in farming but took little interest in international politics. In Dougie’s mind, the Boers were the enemy and must be defeated; he required no more thought.

      “If I weren’t a horsemen, I’d have joined the Army.” Dougie looked sideways at me, trying to gauge my interest.

      “Would you?” I led him on, wondering what tale he would spin.

      “Oh, yes,” Dougie said. “Could you not see me in uniform, leading a charge against the Zulus or the Russians?”

      I avoided Dougie’s eyes. I had met men like him before, boasting to girls how strong and brave they would be if only things were different. “I can see you on the rough edge of Mr Lunan’s tongue if we don’t get back soon.” I brought him back to reality.

      Puffing at his pipe, Dougie cracked the reins over the horse’s rump, and we ambled out of Coupar Angus. The horse seemed to know the way, for it needed no directions as it headed home. Dougie lifted a hand in acknowledgement to half a dozen men in the town, for the farming community was tight knit, with men knowing each other by name or reputation.

      As Dougie drove, he sang a military song to prove his soldiering credentials.

      “Wha saw the Forty-second?

      Wha saw the Forty-twa?

      Wha saw the bare-ersed buggers,

      Coming frae the Ashanti war?”

      Dougie looked sideways at me to check if I was offended by his coarse language.

      “The Forty-second is the old name for the Black Watch,” he explained helpfully.

      “Ah.” I nodded without interest.

      The image of these soldiers marching to fight a war against an enemy they had never seen stayed in my head as Dougie drove us through the autumn countryside. The weather remained dry, with breaks in the cloud allowing bright sunshine to seep onto us, zebra-striping the Black Yett with alternate bands of light and dark. My head was clear, with not a whistle to be heard, so I enjoyed the movement and peace. Yet, as we drove, Dougie glanced across to me, with his eyes roving the length of my body. I guessed what was coming when he pulled off the road into a farm track and stopped in the shadow of a copse of trees.

      “I’ve never met a woman quite like you,” Dougie said, leaning back in the driving seat and spreading his legs.

      “I’m nothing special,” I said.

      “I think you are very special,” Dougie said, trying to charm me with his smile.

      I felt nothing, neither like nor dislike. I was not attracted to any man or any boy, and Dougie was no different. I regarded him coldly as if he mattered rather less than one of the cows I milked, or Mr Lunan’s dogs.

      “Could we drive on, now?” I kept all emotion from my voice. “There is nothing of interest here.”

      “Oh, I think there is something of great interest here,” Dougie said.

      I deliberately looked around the surrounding woodland. “Trees,” I said. “We have both seen trees before.”

      “I meant you.” Dougie leaned back and produced his stubby pipe from his pocket. He smiled at me as he filled the bowl with tobacco. “You are the most interesting lass I have ever met.”

      “You can’t have met very many, then,” I told him. “We’d better be getting on, Douglas Mitchell. I have work to do.”

      “There are other things in life besides work,” Dougie said, smiling to me. He was a handsome fellow, I admitted, tall enough and strong as a lifetime of physical labour could make him.

      I shifted back slightly. “Douglas,” I put an edge to my voice, “I am not interested in you. Please drive me back to Kingsinch.”

      “Only a kiss?” Dougie asked.

      “If you come any closer,” I said, “I will slap you hard.”

      I knew other methods of dealing with too-forward men like Douglas Mitchell, but he would be unable to drive us back if I used them. However, I clenched my fist ready for the underhanded blow that would damage more than his pride and felt the blade of the gutting knife that rested up my sleeve.

      “Well, we don’t want that, do we?” Dougie knew when to withdraw. Sliding back to his side of the seat, he flicked the reins, and we moved off again. Although he hummed a little song to himself and assumed a nonchalant air, I knew I had not made a friend in Dougie.

      I shivered as Mr Snodgrass’s face returned to me, with his mouth open as he panted with undisguised lust. I did not know men, then, and I had no defence. I looked at the drab late-autumn countryside and hoped my tears would not betray me.
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      I was making the kitchen fire when Mr Lunan came in. He slumped on a chair without taking off his boots and held his head in his hands for a moment.

      “What’s the matter, Davie?” Mrs Lunan sat at his side, instantly concerned. “Whatever it is, it can be cured.”

      “They’re back,” Mr Lunan said. He looked up. “After all this time hunting them, now they’re back, Lizzie.”

      I concentrated on my task, trying to appear invisible so the Lunans would continue to talk. I am not a perfect woman, and one of my faults is inquisitiveness. I must know everything that goes on around me. That fault might be because of my uncertain childhood, or just natural nosiness.

      “Who is back?” Mrs Lunan leaned closer to her husband. “Who’s back, Davie?”

      I had seldom seen a man so shaken as Mr Lunan sat on his chair. His hands trembled as he gripped the table. “They are, Lizzie.” He lowered his voice to a whisper.” “The Sidh.”

      What? That was the second time I’d heard that name. I tried to listen, but made my inquisitiveness too apparent, for Mrs Lunan glowered at me.

      “Ellen!” Mrs Lunan’s voice was sharp when she addressed me. “Leave the room! It’s time you attended to the cows.”

      “Yes, Mrs Lunan.” I left without argument, and lingered beside the kitchen window, trying to hear the conversation.

      “Look,” Mr Lunan said. “Look what I found in the infield.”

      I could not see what Mr Lunan deposited on the table, but I knew it was small as he had carried it in his fist.

      “That might have been there for years,” Mrs Lunan said. “Maybe hundreds of years.”

      “No,” Mr Lunan said. “It was on the surface, in a plough furrow.”

      “That explains it then,” Mrs Lunan said. “The plough has brought it up.”

      “A skeleton with missing ribs, and now elf-shot,” Mr Lunan said. “It’s too much of a coincidence.”

      Elf-shot? I asked myself. What was that? I had never heard the term before. I tried to listen more, but at that point, I saw Dougie and hurried away to the byre to milk the cows. The conversation had intrigued me, although I did not know the subject. I resolved to investigate further whenever I could, but another matter took precedence later that day.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Did you hear the news?” Agnes spoke in a hushed whisper, as befitted the possessor of great scandal.

      “No,” I said. “What’s happened?” I expected some tale of amorous misbehaviour, perhaps of Dougie having seduced a servant from another toun, or Jim having found a sweetheart, only to discover she had a husband and three children.

      “It was at the suicide graveyard,” Agnes said as if that explained everything.

      “What was at the suicide’s graveyard?” I asked.

      We were alone in the kitchen, scrubbing, cleaning, and making the unending brose for the boys. Mrs Lunan was absent for once, which gave Agnes and I the opportunity to exchange scandal. Or rather, it allowed Agnes a chance, for I was too new in Kingsinch for anybody to tell me anything. Stoorey-foots are always the last to know.

      “Somebody dug up a grave,” Agnes said with her eyes wide and her mouth dripping with drama. “They dug up Mr Anderson’s grave and,” she lowered her voice even further, “they mutilated Mr Anderson’s body.”

      I had not expected to hear that; nor had I known Mr Anderson. “Mutilated?” I repeated. “What did they do?”

      “They took away his ribs” Agnes said. “They cut them out and left his body in the open for the corbies.”

      “Did you know Mr Anderson?” I asked.

      I wondered who the mysterious ‘they’ might be who cut out Mr Anderson’s ribs, and if they were related to whoever had removed the ribs from the skeleton that Andrew had unearthed.

      “Aye,” Agnes said. “A’body kent auld Wullie Anderson. He was a character, and a half was Wullie. He farmed over by King’s Seat until the prices dropped and he couldnae take any more.”

      “What happened?”

      “He drowned himself,” Agnes said. “He lay in his own horse-trough and drowned himself.”

      I pictured the scene, with the old man – I imagined him to be old although I had never met him – struggling for years against the poor soil on a hill farm. He was alone, with nobody to share his burden and the pressures of a failing hairst – harvest - and mounting debt. I could sense his growing despair, and the final decision to commit suicide. I could see him sitting in an old stone horse-trough, with the water rippling against his chest, and then closing his eyes and lying back. It took courage to drown oneself, I knew, but a long succession of hard times could drain one, I also knew.

      “Poor old soul,” I said. “What a lonely way to die, and then to be disturbed in his grave.”

      Agnes looked at me, with the drama’s excitement fading from her eyes as she comprehended the tragedy. I thought, then, that Agnes was a good woman, and Andrew was a lucky man.

      Naturally, such an event as desecrating a grave became the talk of Kingsinch.

      “It must have been Heather Jock,” Jim Blair said, placing his feet on my newly scrubbed table to prove his manhood. “He’s always been a terrible man.”

      “Why would Heather Jock do that?” I swept Jim’s feet aside.

      “Out of pure devilment,” Andrew said.

      Dougie was uncharacteristically silent as he concentrated on his brose. “It wasnae Jock,” he said at last.

      I looked at him. “Who else would it be?”

      “I don’t know,” he said, “but it wasnae Jock.”

      The room fell silent save for the scrape of spoons on plates.

      “It was them,” Peter said. “The Sidh.”

      That was the third time I had heard that name used in the farm steading, and I expected a storm of ridicule from the horsemen to the halflin. I was wrong. There was an uncomfortable silence, and then Jim spoke quietly.

      “You don’t say that Peter. They don’t like it.” He took out his Jew’s harp and strummed a few notes in an attempt to appear nonchalant.

      Fool that I was, I broke in. “Who doesn’t like it?” I already guessed the answer, but I wanted proof. I desperately wanted somebody to acknowledge what was happening here.

      The silence descended again, even longer and more profound than before. The bothy-boys looked at each other with even the ordinarily loquacious Dougie appearing to be tongue-tied.

      “They don’t,” Peter eventually said with a sidelong glance at Jim.

      Andrew looked up from his brose. “It’s an old superstition,” he said. “It’s not worth thinking about, Ellen.” He gave a quick, false smile.

      I wondered what sort of superstition could cause these muscular, fit young men to sit in uncomfortable silence. Whatever it was, they believed in it. I needed to learn more about these Sidh. Somehow, I knew this old superstition was connected to the Whistlers who had made my life a misery.

      “Somebody saw Heather Jock last week.” Andrew changed the subject. “He was at the poaching again, up Meigle way.”

      “He’s braw at the poaching,” Dougie said, “but he’s no grave-robber.”

      I looked from man to man, with even the perennially cheerful Jim looking serious and Peter trying to appear manly and tough, while his eyes darted away from mine.

      “You’d best get away now, Ellen.” Andrew rose from the table. “I’ll see you back to the farmhouse.”

      I laughed at that. “It’s only a few steps,” I said, secretly glad of the company. Whatever had scared these men, I did not want to meet it in the darkness of the farm steading.

      “Aye, I ken fine where the farmhouse is,” Andrew said. “But it’s best if you don’t go alone. Not tonight.”

      The night was still as we left the bothy, with a hint of frost in the air, so our breath clouded around our faces, and our footsteps echoed from the stark stone walls.

      “What are you all afraid of?” I asked when we were alone.

      “Nothing and nobody,” Andrew said. “I’m just making sure, that’s all.” Yet he walked slowly and peered around each corner of the buildings as we moved towards the farmhouse. I noticed he clenched his fists as well, something I never expected from the placid Andrew.

      “Is it the Sidh?” I asked quietly.

      When Andrew did not answer, I was quiet for a few moments, listening to the sounds of the steading. The dogs were giving sonorous tongue, while the cattle were lowing loudly, although I had already milked them.

      “The beasts are unsettled,” I said.

      “Aye,” Andrew said no more. He hurried me to the farmhouse door. “In you go,” he said. “I wouldnae leave again tonight, Ellen, and make sure Agnes stays indoors.”

      I nodded. “I’ll do that. What is it, Andrew? Is it the Sidh?”

      Again, Andrew avoided my question. “It’s nothing and nobody,” he repeated, glancing over his shoulder. “Nothing and nobody.”

      The kitchen fire glowed a friendly red as I walked to the bedroom.

      “I see young Peter’s not lighting the lantern tonight.” Agnes was at the window, peering into the dark.

      I joined her. “Neither he is.”

      We saw Mr Lunan striding along the track with his shotgun under his arm and his dogs bounding around him. He carried a lantern, with the light bouncing in front of him, an elliptical yellow glow that one minute revealed the uneven path, and the next gleamed across the furrowed perfection of ploughed fields.

      “That’s unusual,” Agnes said. “I’ve never known Mr Lunan to go himself.”

      “It must be because of that grave business,” I said.

      “That’ll be it,” Agnes agreed. “The dogs are busy.”

      Even with the fitful light of Mr Lunan’s bobbing lantern, we could see that the dogs were agitated. The usually walked at Mr Lunan’s heel, but tonight they wandered around the path and explored the parks, sniffing the ground and occasionally barking to the crescent-moon.

      “Something’s bothered them,” I said. “Maybe Heather Jock is around.” I waited for Agnes’s response.

      “Maybe he is,” Agnes said. “Maybe we’d best get to sleep.” She closed our bedroom door and placed the only chair under the handle. “Just in case,” she said with the shadows in her eyes negating her nervous smile.
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        * * *

      

      The police came around the next day, asking questions about the grave-robbing. My bothy-boys were all out at the ploughing, turning over last season’s stubble left from the hairst. I was cleaning out the henhouse and seeing what eggs I could gather but walked over to the farm when the police pulled up in a smart gig.

      “The lads are busy,” Mr Lunan said to the uniformed police sergeant. “You can see them at lowsing time.”

      “I’ll see them now,” Sergeant Milne said, “or I’ll run you in for obstructing the police in the course of their duty.”

      The horsemen were as reluctant to see Sergeant Milne as Mr Lunan had been to send for them. They slouched in one at a time, spreading mud over my newly scrubbed floor, and slumped onto the chairs, glowering at this figure of uniformed authority.

      “What is it, officer?” Dougie asked. “I’ve got half a field to plough yet.”

      Sergeant Milne was used to such disinclination to co-operate and asked his questions as if the horsemen were eager to help.

      “Do you know anything of the violation of Mr Anderson’s grave?”

      “No.” The horsemen gave the same short reply, with Dougie adding a few obscene comments that Sergeant Milne chose to ignore.

      “Where were you on the night it occurred?”

      “What night was that?”

      “Thursday, we think.”

      “Here,” the horsemen replied.

      “Do you have any witnesses?”

      “We were all here; we don’t leave the toun except sometimes on Saturday night or Sunday if we go to the kirk.”

      In my time at Kingsinch, I had never seen the horsemen even mentioning the church, but I did my smile and began to clean up the mud on the floor. Such an activity gave me an excuse to stay and listen while appearing busy if Mrs Lunan appeared.

      “Where is Heather Jock?” Sergeant Milne threw in the question, surprising everybody.

      “I heard he was around Meigle way,” Dougie said, as the rest of us just looked blank.

      “Thank you.” Having asked the question that mattered, Sergeant Milne snapped shut his little black notebook and strode to the door.

      “It wasnae Heather Jock,” Dougie said.

      Sergeant Milne turned around. “Who was it then, if not Jock?”

      Dougie lifted his chin. “It must have been somebody else.”

      “Some people,” Jim said, producing his Jew’s harp and strumming a tune. “Or something. Maybe a dog; dogs like to chew bones, Sergeant. Look for a dog with a smile on its face.”

      Sergeant Milne lowered his notebook. “Desecrating a grave is no laughing matter,” he said. “If I find that you lads have done this is a joke, I’ll have you inside Perth jail before you can say cheese.”

      “Cheese,” Jim said, holding the policeman’s gaze. “And it wasnae us, Sergeant. What the hell would we want to dig up auld Wullie Anderson for? And cutting out his ribs?” He shook his head. “That’s queer, that’s what it is. Even the tinks wouldnae do that.”

      Sergeant Milne put his notebook away. “Maybe not, but my money’s on Heather Jock. In Meigle, is he? I’ll get off that way now.”

      “And the best of luck to you,” Dougie said. once the sergeant had left the room. “You’ve as much chance of catching Jock as I have of being crowned King of Scotland.”

      “Is Heather Jock so good at avoiding capture?” I looked up from my position on the floor.

      Dougie threw me a smile. “Jock could walk across a muddy field without leaving footprints,” he said. “He could track Jesus Christ through the heavenly clouds, call down birds from the trees and guddle trout from the Tay while standing talking to the keeper.”

      “He’s the bane of all the farmers in Strathmore.” Mrs Lunan had been listening from the kitchen door. “He’s notorious from Scone to the Brothock Burn and the day the polis clap him in jail is the day the farmers will celebrate with wild shouts and laughter.”

      “That’s a day that will never see the dawn,” Dougie said.

      I raised my eyebrows and said nothing, fighting the dread that gnawed at my insides. Somehow, I knew that we had not seen the last of Heather Jock. I looked at Dougie with new eyes. I did not like him and thought he was a womanising boaster, yet he had spoken up for the absent Heather Jock. I favoured him with a nod, to which he responded with an elaborate wink.

      Dougie Mitchell had more loyalty and goodness than I had suspected. Yet that was immaterial compared to the fear of the mysterious Sidh that tore at me.
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