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			CHAPTER 1

			He’d dangled there a week or more, time enough for birds to peck and tear at soft flesh and eyes. His body was naked, wrapped in well-tarred rope, weighted with stones, a coarsely woven widdie around his unbroken neck. His wrists and ankles were bound. His mouth was stuffed with twigs and leaves.

			My nag whinnied, keen to move on, and I could scarce blame her. All night, chill air had drifted down from the gentle slopes of the Lamyrmoore, insinuating intimate fingers through wool and fur, leaving me wishing for warmer breeches, and a better hood to wrap the hair curling about my cheeks. I’d ridden home on fox trails and ancient tracks through marshes and bogs, guided by memory and moonlight. 

			The seeping blood of sunrise spread through the mist. Old Father Ash stood tall above me, his form uncertain. From the endless days of boyhood came a memory of the long-ago afternoon I finally climbed into his lower branches, then tumbled down again, scraped and grazed and bruised. ‘Serves you right,’ the Beldame said. ‘Treat the ash tree with due respect or he might never let you go.’ I’d laughed, but it was never wise to ignore her, and ever since I’ve taken care to pay my respects to ash trees whenever I meet them. Some mornings, in the moments between sleeping and waking, I wonder if Father Ash ever did let me go, if I ever got back to the ground, or if I am still up there, pinned to the branch from which Eiden danced his last dance.

			I wouldn’t put it past the daft wee bastard to be dancing still, waltzing through eternity, mocking the living. But he’d be waltzing without his tarse and bawstanes, hacked off when he died, leaving a bloody ouroboros trailed in the dust.

			The stink of corpse yielded to the rankness of old woodsmoke. Our house was a charred ruin. What remained of its collapsed roof timbers lay inside the low stone walls, barely changed since they were built untold years before. I poked the ashes with a fallen branch and turned over blackened remnants, random flows of slagged metal, shards of pottery and glass.

			The ashes did a poor job of covering the fragments of bone and teeth. I squatted and touched the remains with my fingertips. I saw in my mind’s eye the people they once were, laughing, scolding, dancing, burning, screaming. I hoped they were dead before the flames were set, before the burning thatch fell in, but suspected not. It was the old way, the way of the raiders and warrior kings and their war bands, but it was not a fate my ancestors ever met. No one who knew us would dare; no stranger would live long enough to learn their error.

			This was done by someone who had no fear.

			The Beldame’s necklace, passed through the women in the family from time beyond reckoning, lay in the debris. The string was burned away; only the ageless polished stones remained. What distant ancestor first bored the holes in the pebbles, first threaded them together, first imbued them with significance? Who was she? Why was she chosen? I put all the stones into a pocket in my great cloak. They should have gone to my mother or to my twin sister Meg. Meg’s favourite stone bracelet was there too, wrapped around a charred bone.

			The damned fools. They have no idea what they have done.

			The rising sun caught the top of the solitary standing stone guarding the approach to the house. The stone was already ancient when the great kingdom at Dunpendyr and Eidyn rose and fell and the fortunes of men and women shifted and folded like banners in battle. There was laughter in the breeze, and rustling in the air. The changing moods of this land never failed to leave me unsettled, but Lothian air was my air, its chill was my chill; it woke parts of me I’d kept hidden in my chameleon existence in Bruges or Camp Vere or Hamburg. To return was to revert.

			The nag stamped on the damp earth. Corpses of moles and stoats stretched along a drystane wall, looking for all the world like sacrifices to the new day, and who can say they weren’t? Rooks and crows took to the air above their roosts. Red sky in the morning, corbie tak’ warning.

			Father’s good spade, well-wrapped against the persistent damp, was in his hut by the sentinel line of birch and rowans, along the rough path that forded a tumbling burn. Beyond the ford was the family burial plot, sacred long before Christianity’s seeds were sown in the earth of the Realm.

			I hung my cloak and sword from a branch and set spade to grass and soil. A rattling clack from the branches above mocked me: magpies, seven of them. I smiled, despite the grim circumstance, remembering the Beldame’s nursery rhymes. I hummed one of the old tunes she loved as I dug. Was that irreverent? I think she would have appreciated it.

			Two long hours later, when the hole was deep enough to deter foxes and badgers, I rode back to the gibbet and hacked the widdie with my sword, untangled Eiden’s corpse and cleared his mouth. I slung him over my saddle, ignoring the gagging protests of horse and nose. There would be no preparation of his body, no washing, no shroud, no vigil. I unclasped the silver chain from about my neck, admiring for the final time the delicate craftsmanship of the crucifix hanging from it. I wrapped the chain around what remained of his right hand. I placed his remains with such care as I could manage at the bottom the hole, and scattered the charred bones and teeth over him.

			I took the Beldame’s ancient necklace stones from my pocket. The line of succession was broken now and they had no more use. I intended to scatter them also, but the seven clacking magpies grew louder, more fervent.

			Very well.

			I kept back the seven stones in which crystal traceries were most pronounced, one for each bird. The remainder went into the grave with Meg’s bracelet.

			I backfilled the soil, replaced the turf and murmured words of remembering. From the deepest pocket of my cloak, I drew my pochette and bow and walked widdershins around the grave. My fingers, with a mind of their own as always, decided on three favourite tunes of my mother’s, Kilt Thy Coat Maggie and Come Thy Ways With Me, played together as a slow air, and I Will Not Go to My Bed ’til I Should Die, played as a raucous dance after the Ersche fashion that she loved. All the while I said words I was taught as a child by the Beldame, spoken in a tongue only our family remembered. Bees followed me around the grave, the drone of their wings underpinning my melodies.

			The Beldame would have danced and sung. She was always singing or humming – strange music, pentatonic, similar to that of the elrych, but with a strange thrumming in her throat beneath the tune.

			The trees shivered to the rhythm, beguiled by the dancing dead and the pochette’s summons to the shadows. Below ground, the creatures of the earth were already transforming Eiden’s lifeless flesh into living soil.

			A man stood across the burn. He was dressed in the manner of a Protestant minister, but one rusticated and separated from cities and the whims of fashion. His collar and topcoat were frayed and shabby, and below his breeches he wore badly darned hose and indifferent shoes. His head was uncovered.

			‘How dare you interfere with the Lord’s work, sir!’ His heretical faith made him bold, though his eyes did not miss my sword hanging from the tree.

			‘Life is short and death is long. All men and women deserve their rest.’

			‘Then you know not the filthiness of this place, the wickedness wherein Satan himself was at work.’

			In all the time my family had occupied this land, they were known and respected. True, they were also feared, for gifts that healed could as easily curse, and Sight that guided could as easily ruin. I feared no Protestant jangler.

			I picked up the widdie from the ground where I’d dropped it.

			‘Certainly Satan was here, though perhaps not as you mean.’

			‘You dare blaspheme? I saw your papist superstition. Your time here is over.’

			The man’s speech was oddly inflected, as if he had learned Scots elsewhere and hadn’t quite perfected it sufficiently to fool a native speaker. Perhaps he was from the east – Poland or the Baltic. Not from Scotland to be sure, or he’d lang-syne have been hangit for his heresy, and none the worse for it.

			‘You’re fond of drawing attention to my daring. It becomes tiresome.’

			He stepped in front of me.

			‘Who are you, sir, to remove that man from the tree where he was most righteously hanged as a warning to sinners? Who are you to presume to bury him?’

			‘I’m his brother. You stand upon my land by the remains of my family home, and you’ve outstayed your welcome.’

			I weighed the widdie in my hands and looked the minister full in the face.

			‘Have a care my malison doesn’t fall upon you. You have no comprehension of what I would dare in my vengeance.’

			My attention fell on the single bee resting on my saddle. From my bag, I took a tulip, withered now, brought as a gift for the Beldame who would have pressed it and treasured it. The bee brushed against the stamens, coating its forelegs with what pollen remained after the voyage. I said, ‘Please advise my lady your queen that the Guardian is dead. I humbly beg she forgives the ignorance of those who forget the proper forms. I should be honoured were you to present this gift to your queen as a token of my respect and goodwill.’

			A light breeze got up, freshening the air, clearing the last of the mist. A hideous screeching rose up in the dark woods as the magpies found a nest of chicks to slaughter. With a last glance at the Protestant, I mounted my horse and rode away.

			The letter that instructed me to return to Scotland to attend to unspecified, urgent family affairs was in plain, without cyphers or hidden writing or cunning folds, and I had excellent reason to believe it genuine – it was written in my own hand, though I did not know how that could be. I had been gone for a long time, and things had changed in my absence if a Protestant cleric felt free to address me as he had done.

			As children, Eiden, Meg and I joined in the pageants celebrating the late Queen Dowager’s rout of the Reformist cause. Every year, with childish glee, we would dismembered an effigy of John Knox, hanged and quartered at the Castle Hill of Edinburgh with the rest of the so-called Lords of the Congregation. We would sing,

			Old John Knox is in a box

			His head is in ane ither,

			His arms and legs have run awa’

			A greetin’ for his mither.

			Those were more innocent days, at least for other boys and girls who hadn’t yet heeded their parents’ warnings to stay away from us. It was when chanting rhymes with the other weans that I had my first sense that something was wrong. I couldn’t say why or what it was, it was just a feeling and not a welcome one. That sense never left me, and grew stronger until, at last, the Beldame exiled me from Scotland for my insistence upon it.

			‘One day you’ll understand,’ was all she said.

			Knox, Knox, put him in a box,

			His pintle in a casket,

			His hairy stanes turned inside-oot

			Tae line yer granny’s basket.

			The appearance in plain sight of that Protestant in full garb was an unwelcome surprise, although it was common for dentilions, whose heads are soon plucked from their stems in town, to thrive in country soil. One fanatic was not a problem, but his confident presence suggested a patron of sufficient quality to guarantee his safety and sustenance, though not, it seemed, to provide him with respectable clothing.

			None of the intelligence I’d received from Scotland had mentioned a resurgence of Reformed sentiment. Protestantism was never far away, of course, the English made sure of that, but the English court wasn’t keen to nurture Presbyterian extremists either. The succession crisis in England brought many crawling things out from the darkness and into the light, but no well-advised polity makes itself hostage to fanatics, as they well knew.

			There was another undercurrent I didn’t understand. The minister’s words suggested the destruction of my family was connected to his presence, but how was fear of my family overcome? Especially fear of the women who were by far the deadliest.

			A more immediate question was where I might find walls and a roof and a stable. My servant Miguel remained in Bruges, and I preferred not to inform my Edinburgh agents that I was in Scotland – they didn’t know whose interests they truly represented, and I wanted to keep it that way. In truth, there was only one place I could go, though I couldn’t predict what reception I would find, not least because the Beldame had chosen to erase me entirely from the community’s life, and told everyone that I was dead and buried rather than exiled.

			I rode on, children’s rhymes spinning round my head.

			Not yistre’ne but the e’ne afore,

			John Knox hangin’ by my door.

			Cut him down and slice him up,

			Now poor John is D-E-A-D dead!

			I rode unseen by quiet paths to Nunraw, paths I’d found as a child, passable for man and horse thirty years later. The Hepburns of Nunraw had an old charge to keep the palace and fortalice there safe from the English or anyone else, a charge they fulfilled with strange help in times of need, including from my family. Our help wasn’t widely known. We’d fallen out of favour at court after the disaster of Flodden, for which the king held us to blame, and not without reason – we refused to help him, and the flower of Scotland’s nobility was grubbed up and tossed onto the midden to rot.

			The Lady Eleanor Hepburn of Whitecastle, Keeper of Nunraw and hereditary prioress of the Cistercian nuns of Haddington, was my playmate while the Beldame and her parents discussed affairs of state, natural or supernatural, for not all marauders were human. Another ancient Hepburn family had once had their seat at Ormeswath on the other side of the Lamyrmoore, but had paid a heavy price for their devotion to dark magics. They had been destroyed by a former Beldame with elrych assistance.

			Eleanor was a high-spirited child, mischievous, not the demure heiress she was expected to be. She was the despair of the nuns entrusted with her education who were appalled by her indifference to their authority and intimidated by her intelligence. She was the kind of girl I wished for as a sister instead of Meg, but I learned the hard way not to say that aloud. In my long years of exile, I often thought about Eleanor and received occasional reports of her under the pretence of enquiring after the old hill fort by Whitecastle.

			That was another matter between the Beldame and me: I was convinced of the importance of Whitecastle camp and she wasn’t. She’d clout me round the ears when I said it was a thin place, a place where boundaries might be crossed, and say I was spouting romantic nonsense. But I was right. At Whitecastle I would meet Bawsy Broun and Black Belly and other elrych beings and learn my first steps in their long courante.

			The reports all said the same: Eleanor took her public duties seriously, attended court if she had to, and was a model of piety and chastity. Of her private life there was nothing, as though there was naught to her except the face she showed to the world. But that wasn’t the young girl I’d known as Ellie, and I didn’t believe the life and laughter of that girl could be scooped out, even when I arrived at Nunraw to seek lodging and found a blank-faced prioress attended by her sisters.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Copper coins in the road are cursed. Nani Annie said so, so it must be true. Constance left the two-pence piece where it lay in the scrubby verge at the gate to Cowisdene.

			The rutted track through a wood that she and Venny were on had sunk over centuries of use and formed a tunnel beneath overhanging branches. The air was thick and dank and humid, heavy with hemlock and wild garlic, frothing with the wings of countless insects. Constance, wrapped in wonder at the sensations the place provoked in her, was a stranger there, but something tugged at her – a feeling of coming home.

			Constance grew up in a chaotic Trinidadian family in Swindon with little exposure to anything outside of the neighbourhood she was born into. Her only link to the countryside was her beloved great-great-grandmother Margaret, whom she always called Nana. Nana was the only White direct ancestor in her recent family history, and had told Constance stories of childhood in a Wiltshire farmhouse and fairy stories that she said came from the fair folk themselves. Her grandmother, Nani Annie Walcott, was known to everyone as an Obeah woman with a powerful maljo.

			Constance had not told her family that in her teenage confusion, when she found herself living rough, she often saw processions of fair folk on white horses in the park where she pitched a cheap tent.

			It was when she was camping in the park that she met Jennifer Cant – Canty to her friends, though Constance preferred to call her Jennifer – then a priest on the verge of retirement. She also met Jennifer’s lost love, now wife, Ravenser Odd, known to everyone as Ven or Venny.

			It was through Jennifer and Ven that Constance had gone to Sanctuary, a pocket reality located somewhere adjacent to Sutherland in the far north of Scotland, and met the enigmatic Rowan who had created Sanctuary as her refuge. Jennifer and Constance had gone to Sanctuary to recue Venny, who was taken there by Rowan’s grandson Lallawg as part of his final attempt to bring magic back to Britain. It was there that she met Cathal, who became her lover one endless night at Yrreddell, the broch he shared with Ingrid. Ingrid was a Danish warrior to whom Cathal was enslaved a millennium ago, though he was long-since freed.

			Constance hadn’t told anyone that she heard Cathal’s voice in her head all the time now, or that Sanctuary was sometimes so close in her thoughts that she felt she could just walk right into it from wherever she was, like she was riding a snow-white horse into a hidden world.

			A wooden notice, just about legible beneath a weathered, spray-painted cock and balls and a crude daub of a skull and crossed bones, hung from a second padlocked gate. It read Private Property. Keep Out! With some effort, Venny opened the lock with one of the keys the solicitors had provided. The old notice crumbled where it had rotted and Venny tossed it aside.

			Constance found the track even more oppressive beyond the second gate – claustrophobic, utterly silent, as if the air itself wanted to know who the strangers were. A hundred metres further on, an honour guard of silver birch announced them to the house.

			On the drive north, Venny had told Constance parts of her life story. Her natural father, a Roman Catholic priest who called her a mistake to her face on the only occasion they’d met, took nothing to do with her during his life. Her mother was sixteen when she killed herself, abandoned by the priest and the church that shielded him. Venny said she’d got over it, but Constance heard the wobbles and silences in the story.

			A letter from Messrs. Hardweigh and Scheidt, solicitors, of Newcastle-upon-Tyne, had informed a disbelieving Venny of her inheritance.

			Dear Ms. Odd

			We write as Executors of the estate of Father Alexander Hepburn, who died 5th ultimo. Father Hepburn was cremated privately and his ashes disposed of in accordance with his instructions. You are the sole beneficiary of his Will. We should be grateful were you to telephone this office soonest to discuss arrangements.

			Please accept our sincere condolences for your loss.

			The tall sandstone building rose three storeys above the ground floor to a slated roof. The windows were small, with none below the first floor. The main door was at the top of a stone staircase at the side of the house. Above the green-painted door, a half-turret climbed to roof level. A more recent, but still ancient, extension was reached by a raised corridor that crossed above a locked double-gated arch. Magpies rattled and fussed above the eaves, cackling like pantomime witches.

			‘It’s a castle!’

			‘A fortified house,’ said Venny. ‘Shall we go in?’

			‘What does that mean?’ said Constance, pointing at an inscription beneath a seven-rayed star in the massive stone lintel above the old wooden door.

			MUTO, NON MORIAR

			1560

			‘No idea,’ said Venny, selecting a likely-looking key. The lock opened with a single smooth turn, as though the house was waiting for her.

			There was no light switch, so Constance used the torch on her phone to light the way through a reception area and into a grand room with a pair of shuttered windows at either end. Constance opened the shutters at the far end of the room and gasped.

			‘Come and see, it’s brilliant.’

			She pointed down to a stone-flagged courtyard and stable block. The view beyond them was over a gated stone wall, through the canopy of gnarly chestnut trees to the gentle rising slopes of the Lammermuirs to the north.

			Sheets covered the furniture. The wood floor was uncarpeted. Paintings hung from a rail running round the wood-panelled walls at just above head height, all portraits. A layer of dust clung to each canvas, coating the ornate frames, obscuring the pictures. A substantial stone fireplace with an iron grate dominated one wall. Its hearth stones were covered in candleholders, some with half-melted candles in the sockets. There were no electrical fittings, just simple sconces with reflective backgrounds spaced around the walls.

			‘Bloody hell!’ said Venny, looking up. Between the original beams of the ceiling were wooden panels decorated with woodland scenes, linked by painted vines. Faces looked out from behind leaves and flowers, most human but several not. ‘That’s like the sixteenth-century ceilings I’ve seen in history books. Original too, I bet.’

			‘It’s gorgeous.’

			‘It is. Needs cleaned, though. I wonder what else there is,’ said Venny, lifting the edge of dust sheets to glance at the furniture underneath.

			Constance stood still in the precise centre of the room, her head tilted in concentration.

			‘Can you feel that?’

			‘Feel what?’ said Venny, joining her. ‘What is it?’

			‘I don’t know. It’s like a vibration just here.’ She rested her hand over her diaphragm. ‘It feels weird.’

			‘Nope. Nothing,’ said Venny. ‘Let’s have a look in the other part of the house. It’s back out and across that corridor, I think.’

			—She doesn’t believe you, Cathal said.

			The other wing felt lighter somehow. They both felt the change as soon as they walked across the raised corridor over the locked arch and into a sitting room. There were Bakelite electrical fittings in the room, but nothing happened when Venny flicked the switches.

			‘I need an electrician to look at everything.’

			Each of the next two floors above were bedrooms; the top floor was a long attic room, lined with bookshelves and full of trunks and chests. At first glance, the books were a mix of Victoriana and early twentieth-century hardbacks, spines faded by light falling through the unshuttered window in the north wall.

			The ground floor of this wing was a vast kitchen, a farmhouse table running two-thirds its length. There was a large iron range and two deep sinks, a walk-in pantry and a utility room with two further deep sinks. A large walk-in cupboard was full of cooking utensils of all shapes and capacities, their metal tarnished.

			‘Oh, I love this,’ said Constance, sitting on a bench at the table. ‘It’s my favourite room. It’s what Nana said her farmhouse was like.’

			No water came from the taps.

			‘Add a plumber to the list,’ Venny said.

			Five wooden laths joined by moulded iron brackets hung from pullies set in the ceiling, raised and lowered by ropes neatly wound around a cleat on the wall next to a large, deep fireplace.

			‘Inglenook,’ said Ven. ‘Just the thing for winter. I bet all the chimneys need cleaned.’

			Several pairs of men’s shoes and boots were racked by a back door that opened onto the courtyard. Old tweed jackets and waxed-cotton coats hung on pegs. Someone had herded walking sticks and shepherds’ crooks into a wooden pen.

			In the courtyard, weeds had forced their way up through gaps between the cobble setts. The doors of a stable block were painted the same green as they’d seen earlier. Inside, they found old tack, two horse-drawn carriages and, under dust sheets, a Jaguar sports car with a 1930s look about it and what Venny recognised as a Bentley 3½-litre in racing-green, its black hood up. Constance sat in the driver’s seat, luxuriating in the aromas of old leather and oil.

			When the lawyers told Venny about Cowisdene, she expected it to be a dilapidated cottage, fit only for fixing up and selling, not this huge, ancient house with original fixtures and fittings and goodness knew what else yet to be discovered. It would cost a fortune to renovate, but, she’d found out, her bastard of a father had left her a fortune as well.

			They walked back into the courtyard and looked up to the eaves of the old house, where swallows flitted through the warm air. Venny stopped, a startled look on her face.

			‘What is it?’ Constance asked.

			‘Up there – behind that streaky window. I thought I saw someone, but I couldn’t have.’

			‘What do you mean “someone”?’

			’A young Black girl, staring down at us.’

			‘Do you want to go back up and look?’ Constance asked.

			‘No. No I don’t think I do. Not just yet.’

			The ground floor of the older wing of the house could be accessed from the courtyard through a massive old door that opened with the oldest, and biggest, key on the ring. ‘I bet this door’s original. It must be nearly five hundred years old,’ Venny said as she opened it.

			Venny’s phone torch shone into a stone-flagged room with bare sandstone walls under a vaulted ceiling. The vault was stuffed with even more chests and trunks, many that looked very old indeed. Stacked paintings faced the wall. The light fittings were the now-familiar sconces. The air was dry and smelled of old wood, cracked oil paint and dust.

			‘Too much gunk,’ said Venny. ‘And my hands are itchy. Let’s go back.’

			Constance didn’t reply. Something fluttered at the edge of her comprehension, a familiarity, perhaps déjà vu, perhaps an echo of the future.

			—What’s that?

			—I don’t know. It’s like I know this place, or will one day. I felt it earlier – like I’ve come home.

			They retraced their path to the old wing, expecting to find bedrooms up the spiraling stone staircase. Instead, there was another room filling the whole floor. It, too, had its original wooden floor and a painted ceiling – perhaps Creation and the Garden of Eden. Adam and Eve, if that’s who they were, had no pretence at modesty, and the serpent’s human face was so lifelike it had to be a portrait of someone the artist knew. The west wall was entirely taken up with cabinets and shelves holding books with cracked leather spines. All the books on another shelf had their spines turned in towards the wall.

			Scientific instruments and skulls of small mammals filled display cases built into the shelves opposite the door.

			An ancient tapestry hung on the long wall, crusted in dust and cobwebs. Not much could be made out except a lynx at the centre of the design.

			‘I’ve seen tapestries like this in museums and old stately homes. It’s a shame it’s in this condition,’ Venny said.

			Constance stood, silent, drawn to some quality of the weave of the tapestry that eluded language, as though it were charmed.

			In front of the small, south-facing windows was a substantial wooden desk and a padded leather captain’s chair. Anyone sitting there would have a view of the driveway – if the drive were cleared and the trees thinned. The tooled-leather desktop was clear except for a large blotter. A newspaper that Venny picked out of a wastepaper basket was dated Monday, 4 September 1939. The headline was, War Declared by Britain and France.

			‘So, no one’s come here for nearly eighty years?’ asked Constance, pulled from her contemplation of the tapestry.

			‘If they have, they didn’t bother to empty the bin. But haven’t you noticed? The keys turned without sticking, and the doors open smoothly as if the locks and hinges were oiled. There’s no sign of mice or wasps’ nests or anything like that. Everything is in really good condition even if it is under a layer of dust and cobwebs. And there’s no smell of damp or mildew.’

			‘Like there’s a housekeeper, or something?’

			‘Something like that, ducks, yes. You know, it needs a lot of specialists to sort out what’s here – not just the wiring, plumbing and chimneys either. That tapestry shouldn’t be touched by anyone except an expert. I wonder if the lawyer has an inventory. I should phone her. Canty too.’

			She took her phone from the back pocket of her jeans.

			‘No signal. Bugger.’

			‘Shall we look upstairs?’

			Venny hesitated.

			‘What’s wrong?’ Constance asked.

			‘It’s silly, really. It’s that face I thought I saw earlier. Haven’t you seen those films when people go investigating in old houses?’

			‘Do you want me to go first?’

			Venny laughed. ‘No, it’s OK. It was probably just a trick of the light. But lead on if you want.’

			The two rooms on the top story – the third or fourth depending on how you counted the ground floor storage – shared a painted ceiling. Regularly spaced gold stars shone from a base colour of deep rich blue.

			‘Oh! That’s beautiful,’ said Constance. ‘Look, there are seven points on all those stars, just like over the front door.’

			‘Oh yes, you’re right. I wonder what it means, a coat of arms maybe? Part of a family crest?’

			There were only three items in one room, a wooden cot, a carved rocking horse and a doll’s house that looked like an exact replica of Cowisdene – the house, gardens and grounds. It was their first indication of the full scale of the property and the extent of the land around it.

			‘What’s that?’ asked Constance pointing to contours in the modelled fields, hidden now by overgrown trees and shrubs.

			‘It looks like a set of boundary ditches. Cowisdene must be built on a much more ancient site. I wonder how long people have lived here.’

			‘Ihe house is right in the middle of the circles, isn’t it?’

			‘The old part is, yes.’

			Venny opened the door of the other room, which contained yet more trunks, cases and chests under dust sheets. She opened the shutters and looked out to the Lammermuirs rolling up into grey clouds. She glanced down to the courtyard and jumped back from the window with a gasp.

			‘What? What is it?’ You’ve gone pale. Here, have some of this.’ Constance took a bottle of water from her shoulder bag. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

			‘That girl I thought I saw earlier? I just saw her again, clear as you like, as if she was down in the courtyard looking up at us, but not actually in the courtyard, just in the glass, if that makes sense.’

			‘What did she look like?’

			‘Black, in a servant’s gown and apron and a white lace cap, like in an old painting. And her face …’

			‘What about it?’

			‘It looked like she hated me.’

			‘Cool, you own a haunted castle.’

			‘Yeah, lucky me. I keep wondering why, though – why I’ve inherited this place, I mean. The old bastard couldn’t have made it clearer what he thought of me, so why not just sell everything to a developer or a billionaire or something?’

			‘Maybe he felt guilty in his old age and wanted to do something for you before he died.’

			‘He had plenty of opportunity for that while he was alive. No, there’s more to it.’

			‘Will you sell it?’

			‘I don’t know. I mean, it’s nice to own a place like this and all, but it’s from a tainted source. It doesn’t sit right with me, ducks.’

			‘What does Jennifer think?’

			‘We haven’t talked about it properly – she’s had a lot on her plate.’

			Constance looked down at the courtyard. ‘Nope, nothing there.’

			Venny exhaled, releasing the tension she hadn’t noticed she was holding in.

			‘Oh, wait …’ Constance said.

			‘What?’

			‘There is someone down there. There’s another arch and gate to an old garden and they’re in there.’

			‘A girl?’

			‘No, a guy. White, not Black. Shall we go and see who it is?’ 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			‘Alms will be given, of course, but we’re not a lodging house. What skills do you bring?’

			‘Few, and I have business to prosecute elsewhere, but I carry a bill drawn on the bank of Rinconete y Cortadillo of Seville, payable to me or to my order in ten days at their agent in Edinburgh. I’m happy to assign a portion to provide for the poor.’

			‘A generous portion?’

			‘As my lady prioress wishes, subject to the necessary expenses of my business.’

			‘You carry no coin?’

			‘None of significance.’

			‘Very well, you may have a room and food as well as stabling for your horse for one day and night. Any more will depend upon your means. Attend us for lunch, news of Bruges is lacking of late. Bring your bill with you that I may examine it myself. Roderick will show you to your room.’

			I sensed no recognition from her, no questioning of the name I’d given, David Lithgow. Her man Roderick, though lame, bore himself as a professional soldier – alert, ready. He had the demeanour of one who truly ran her household, not simply her usher. His eyes gleamed at the pistols atop my saddlebag and the woven widdie, but he made no comment.

			The nuns in Eleanor’s retinue watched the exchange and my dismissal in silence.

			Alone, I denied myself sleep and tried to mourn my family. I couldn’t. Eiden was nine when I last saw him, and my adult self had nothing in common with him except shared blood. Perhaps that ought to count for something, to ignite inherent feelings, but it didn’t. Reports told me he grew to be a louche streak of a blond fool whom I probably shouldn’t have liked. I wouldn’t have wished for him to dangle as a common criminal, but he was a stranger who hadn’t known I lived. Though Meg and I were twins, we were never close in the way that twins are reputed to be. We niggled each other as brothers and sisters do, but she was jealous of the attention the Beldame gave me, attention that she believed was rightfully and exclusively hers as the female heir.

			Would we have become closer had I stayed? Would they still be alive had I acted on the letter sooner? Or would I have come home only to be murdered with them? I dismissed the questions as irrelevant to the situation at hand. Mourn them or not, there was no doubt that I would identify all those involved in their deaths and exact revenge.

			More difficult were the consequences of their deaths. Since time immemorial, the Dinsmores, or whatever name we used, had protected the harmony of the Common Realm. In modern times, the king and court understood that in human terms of protecting Scotland as a political and national entity. That was an error, or better to say that any verity in it was only coincidental since it was true that we took no interest in affairs south of the line from the Cheviots in the east to Galloway in the west. If other families protected other realms, I’d never heard of them.

			Socrates agreed with his brother Adeimantus that justice can be found in the relationship of the elements of a society to each other, in the relationship between the three estates. Our family’s duty was rooted in something similar, but not the spiritual, temporal and mercantile estates of man. The estates we kept in harmony were nature, humanity and the elrych. Our task wasn’t to interfere but to ensure that nothing else did. My boyhood insistence that something was wrong was therefore an implicit criticism of the family because for something to be wrong the Beldame must have failed.

			The status of Beldame always passed from mother to daughter. The Beldame would be succeeded by my mother who would, we assumed, be succeeded by Meg who would be succeeded by her daughter, though I’d had no reports of her ever having borne children. With their deaths, I alone remained, but I was a man and, despite all the Beldame had taught me, untrained in the deep mysteries. That left the Common Realm vulnerable at a time of approaching crisis. The political turmoil of the succession to the Protestant Crown in England and the Catholic Crown in Scotland was not of itself my concern, but the combination of events could grow into a major problem.

			Man or not, I was certain I had a part to play. Why else would I have sent a letter to myself?

			But first, lunch with the reputedly serious, pious and chaste prioress.

			‘Owain Dinsmore, as Mary is my witness, I swear you have the Devil in your bollocks and your brains in your arse. Did you have to tell that turd of a heretic that you’re Eiden’s brother? The sheriffdom is alive with tales of Dinsmores talking to bees. I thought you many things, but never stupid. That bill had better be substantial, there’ll be mouths to silence.’

			‘I can leave, my lady. I wouldn’t bring danger to your door.’

			‘Don’t you dare compound your stupidity and make me think less of you. And don’t “my lady” me in private, any more than I’ll call you David Lithgow. You’re as safe here as anywhere, safer in fact, but use the wit I thought you had. Now that you’re found I don’t plan to lose you again. ’Tis a holy day so I must be about my duty soon. You may kiss me now.’

			‘Your household—’

			‘Will not disturb us.’

			‘I meant their safety.’

			‘They’re loyal and true and well rewarded. I’m waiting for that kiss, and you’d best not make it chaste or I’ll reconsider my hospitality and your safety.’

			‘You don’t seem surprised to ask a kiss of a dead man.’

			‘I kenned you lived.’

			‘How …?’

			‘The Beldame brought something to me for safekeeping and said it was yours. That made no sense unless she expected someone to come for it one day. I concluded that could only be you. What will you do?’

			‘Find who did it and kill them. I hoped you’d be able to help, to advise me on why such a thing could happen, how it could happen.’

			‘I expect no less, but I meant what will you do about your obligation to the Common Realm? It hasn’t faced such threat since Edward Seymour captured and pillaged Edinburgh to punish the Scots court for repudiating the betrothal of Prince Edward of England and young Mary.’

			‘That isn’t the threat we protect against. And besides, Scotland has Spain as its protector.’

			‘What does Scotland bring Spain but cost and nuisance? The flow of New World silver is slowing, and Spain may be content to write off an expensive wee outpost in the north.’

			‘And abandon a staunch ally against Protestantism?’

			‘A sharp argument ninety years ago when the Queen Dowager secured the faith against the Reformers, less so now. What is Scotland but bloated on Spanish coin and the adopted home of witches of all nations? No, Owain, change is in the air and that’s where the threat to the Common Realm lies. There are those who want an English head on the Scottish throne for English access to Spanish markets currently denied them; those who want a Scottish Catholic head on the English throne; those who want to unite the thrones into a single union, Catholic or Protestant, they care not, and there are religious fanatics of all persuasions seeking only the triumph of their beliefs.’

			‘But who amongst them would want to wipe out my family? We posed no threat to political outcomes.’

			‘Not everyone makes your fine distinctions.’

			Perhaps she was right. It wouldn’t be the first time that political expediency destroyed something ancient and important, but I doubted it. Someone stood to gain by our eradication. If news of my return was out, then I would be next, and that would draw my antagonist, or one of their minions, out of the shadows.

			‘Let me take you to what she left.’

			She put on her public face and was Lady Eleanor Hepburn again as she led me through the house and into the policies.

			An old circular teind barn stood at the south end of the main range of outbuildings. The stones of its walls were shaped for some forgotten purpose and reused when the original building fell into ruin. A central pole of stripped pine, burnished by grain and time, supported the fanned beams of the slated roof. There were only two openings in the thick walls, the main door and a hatch high on the western side through which the harvest was tipped in the long evenings of autumn.

			The winter stores were almost gone and piles of empty sacks stood at ease in regimented ranks across the floor. Racked tools lined the parts of the walls not covered in animal tails and squirrel, stoat, fox and badger skins. The western wall was taken up by a gantry displaying maidens of yesteryear, crafted from the last sheaves of harvest, desiccated and fragile, their ribbons still in their glorious colours. They unnerved me.

			‘It’s as if their eyes follow you,’ I said.

			‘They do,’ said Eleanor. ‘They’re always vigilant, and they report only to me.’

			A trap was set into the floor, secured by an iron lock. Eleanor took the key from her gown and took the stair down to a lower storage room. The air there was still, but dry, too dry to risk a spark from a torch. Light trickled down through the open trap door with the dust, but there wasn’t much to see in the gloom – some old travel chests, some incised stones found while ploughing nearby fields. The inscriptions on the stones were unreadable and their age unknowable.

			On a table on the fringes of the light was a wooden kist, made of yew, wearing the patina of centuries. There was no visible way to open it, no lid, no latch, no lock, nor label to signify its owner. The layer of dust told me no one had tried to force it, though much good it would have done them if they had. The kist was precious to the Beldame, something of which she never spoke and never disclosed the secret of unlocking. But I was an inquisitive and persistent child, and would sneak into her chamber and try to open it, until Meg clepit on me for a skelping, as she always did.

			Then, one day, I opened it, using a sequence of pressure points around its edges where, looking closely, faint wear could be seen in the otherwise uniform patina. Inside was a scrap of parchment bearing one word in the Beldame’s distinctive hand: remember.

			I couldn’t work out how to close it again and scurried from the room, leaving it open on her bed, terrified I was in for a leathering. When I finally gathered the courage to go back, the box was sealed tight. I looked again for the wear in the patina and recalled what I’d done the last time. But the box was empty.

			I think Eleanor hoped to find out what was inside, but whatever it held was meant only for me. I wiped the dust away with my cuff. The kist was lighter than I remembered.

			‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Excuse me, I should open this alone in my room.’

			‘It does open, then? I wondered. I am late for my duties in Haddington. Roderick will provide you with supper. We’ll discuss your bill tomorrow. And I’m still waiting for that kiss.’

			We walked back to the house in awkward silence.

			The box opened easily. What family secrets, perhaps talismans, might it contain? Only a letter.

			Owain

			I pray you not condemn me with harshness, for if it comes to pass that you read this then it has pleased God that I depart this life for one better and reside safe in the eternal mysteries hidden to the living, even to me who has seen much and understood but little.

			You feared something is amiss with the Common Realm and were judged for that. I must tell you that your and my fears concur. Much that you apprehended I judged true also, but it was important that others, who had not the strength to see that which you did, did not. One of our family must survive to remedy the wrong. If you read this, then opportunity has not arisen while I live and some calamity has befallen us. It falls to you now to discover the wrong and find such remedy as you see fit, for you will only see this if your mother and sister are also dead.

			When I set in place your exile, it was never as punishment, though I know it must have seemed unjustly so to you. When I put it about that you were dead, it was for your protection against this day, though it broke this foolish old woman’s heart.

			I do not disclose all that I see. You must act of your own free will, unhindered by my guidance. But know that in life I gave you all you need to fashion a remedy or die in the trying. One thing only will I advise: when the time comes that no choices remain and your heart is heavy, then you may find rest and solace in the Rowan, if it is her will to grant it.

			I give you but one command: Remember.

			Remember, when there was so much I wanted to forget. I took the Beldame’s beads from my pocket and turned them over in my hand, trying to remember her face, her smell, her warmth. I stared out of the window over the grounds of Nunraw to the woods beyond. Between the woods and the house, the great Beltane fire grew. Prioress or not, Eleanor kept to the old ways; she never forgot her deeper loyalties.

			What had I forgotten? What was I meant to remember? And who was the Rowan? That name meant nothing to me.

			I was always more at one with the elrych and natural worlds than Meg or Eiden or even Mother, and the Beldame encouraged me in that, but there would be more. I would have to search my memories and perhaps provoke them. I would need to find my old elrych companions, too, if they lingered and were willing to talk; if they weren’t seduced by the delights of tormenting the foolish witches of Edinburgh and Fife. I would go to Whitecastle, to the thin place.

			Mystics have their idea of thin places, but their idea is not mine. A thin place isn’t somewhere to encounter the Divine or brush against spiritual ecstasy – a typical appropriation by the Church of older knowledge. A thin place is where the estates of man and elrych meet.

			Not all thin places are fixed. Some exist only for brief moments, such as during May festivities or at All Hallows, but some linger, though not, as a rule, in supposed sacred places. Their function is practical – to permit exchange and, sometimes, travel. I speak only of those accessible to humans. The elrych have their own paths that they do not disclose.

			We Dinsmores are sensitive to thin places. Meg, Eiden and I were encouraged as children to be familiar with them and to learn their proper uses as well as the dangers. That’s why I never understood why the Beldame insisted there was no such place at Whitecastle when she must have known there was.

			Or perhaps, like my exile, her purpose wasn’t the plain denial I’d believed it to be. Much that you apprehended I judged to be true, but it was important that others did not. Those few words said much. I’d heard she told Mother and Father and Eiden and Meg that I was killed when playing with forces that I didn’t understand, so perhaps she had in mind to steer my family away from something or somewhere. I couldn’t know now.

			An insistent tapping and buzzing intruded on my thoughts. I opened a hinged pane and a bee came in.

			To humans, bees are mere insects whose labours bring honey and mead and fine wax, but they are so much more. Their labours sustain the great cycle of the seasons, of fertility, death and rebirth. As messengers, they bind the estates of the Common Realm together. Our ancestors believed bees drank dew from Yggdrasil, and who could gainsay it? It is one of my precepts, like paying respects to the ash tree: greet the bees and honour their queens as your own. Wherever I travelled in my years of exile, I always took care to present my compliments to queen bees, even in lands where humans had forgotten the old ways. I was always acknowledged, with surprise but also with gratitude.

			My visitor, a handsome drone, waggle-danced the thanks of his queen for my courtesy and gift and her pledge of aid from all the hives under her authority if summoned. Message delivered, the drone, abdomen buffed umber and yellow and black, antennae poised, flew away.

			Only then did the hours catch up with me – the ride through the darkness, the burial of my family, my reuniting with Eleanor. I put the letter back in the box. I took care to wipe away my tell-tale finger marks from the old wood after I sealed it again. I kicked off my boots and lay on the bed. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			‘Holy fuck, man! You had me out o’ my skin.’

			He was tall and skinny with unruly shoulder-length hair, and was totally wrapped up in tending tall cannabis plants that swayed in the gentle breeze.

			‘Just as well we’re not Drug Squad,’ Constance said.

			‘Ach, they’re regulars. Helps with their anxiety.’

			Espaliered apples and pears, unkempt but heavy with fruit, clung to a south-facing wall. Paths wound between raised beds, long-since run to seed and weed. A long glasshouse, its panes unbroken, occupied the whole west-facing wall. Plants hung drying from a rope strung inside it from end to end.

			Everywhere, pervasive, resonant, was the buzzing of bees, honey and bumble, miner and mason, cuckoo and leafcutter.

			‘Have you grown here for long?’

			‘A while, mebbe. What can I do you for?’

			‘I don’t know. I’m Ravenser, this is Constance.’

			He brushed stray hairs back from his face, eyes affable but guarded, pupils dilated, but maybe that was just because of the sun.

			‘Gryff. A pleasure. You’re not local.’

			‘Depends what you’d call local. You?’

			‘Aye, no’ far away. Not many people come up here, like – everyone kens it’s got a bad name.’

			‘Cowisdene? What’s bad about that?’

			‘Bad things happened here, so they say. I’ve never seen anything, though.’ He gently examined the buds of a plant, judging its readiness for harvest.

			‘Venny just did,’ said Constance. ‘A girl.’

			‘Oh? What kind of girl?’ Gryff tried to be casual. Failed.

			‘Young. Black. Dressed like a servant,’ Venny said.

			A thoughtful look came over his face. ‘Gran used to talk about her when I was little till Mum made her stop ’cause I got the dreams. Gran said the girl was angry, frightening. She said no one comes here because there’s something evil about the place. Why’re you here? It isn’t somewhere tourists come.’

			‘She’s here because she owns it,’ Constance said, her Wiltshire accent softening her words. ‘You’re growing in her garden.’

			‘Christ, man. You’re a Hepburn?’

			‘No but my father was.’

			Gryff looked puzzled. ‘No one’s lived here for years. The story was the only boy went away after the war, like. No one from round here’s gone inside for yonks, and I’m the only one who even comes this close.’

			Venny took the keys out of her bag to show him.

			‘Just as well I’m not local, then. Do you need a lift anywhere?’

			‘It’ll take me a wee while to sort my things, half an hour mebbe? If you’re OK with that, seeing as it’s your place that is.’

			‘No problem. You know, you should meet my wife’s friend Betty, you’d have plenty to talk about.’

			‘Your wife, er …?’ He looked at Constance, the faintest hint of surprise showing through his cool.

			‘No, my wife’s at home. You said no one local comes here apart from you.’

			‘Aye, naw. Aye.’

			‘So who looks after the place?’

			‘Eh?’

			‘The keys all work. It’s dusty inside but no big problems. It’s like someone keeps their eye on it.’

			‘Away! Ye’ll be talking about brownies next.’

			‘Would I? Why’s that, then?’

			Gryff looked embarrassed and made a show of examining another plant, running the tips of his fingers over a sparkling leaf, sniffing it like a sommelier with a vintage cork.

			‘Why did you mention brownies?’ Venny asked again.

			‘Gran always said a brownie looked after this place in the old days. Mum does too, though she’s never seen it. It’s the kind of thing she’s into.’

			‘Well then, ducks, I’d like to meet your mum. Does she know about your hobby?’

			‘Oh aye – taught me everything I know. These are clones of her originals. Legend, man. Ask anyone round here about Galadriel’s Edrom Haze.’

			‘Grandpa called it ’erb’, said Constance. ‘Him and one of his pals grew it on the railway embankment by the old canal. “Old school”, Nani said, till Grandpa got busted and died. The police told the press and the judge that he was resisting arrest, so that was that.’

			‘Shiiit. That’s evil, man.’

			‘Yeah, well. Nothing new about hostile environments. So no one else comes up here at all, then?’

			‘Only that bloke who tried to buy it.’

			‘What bloke?’ asked Venny.

			‘Mum said he used to be a pop star or something. Funny name. I’d never heard of him.’

			‘How long ago?’

			‘Mebbe two years? It never came to anything, though. Obviously. Are you moving in, then?’

			‘I haven’t made up my mind yet. The place needs a lot of work, and it’ll take an age to sort out all the stuff that’s still in there. I’ll need to get a plumber and an electrician and the like before I can do anything.’

			‘Ask my dad. He knows everyone. He’ll get you a deal.’
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			‘Oh! Blessed be, it’s you. I mean, hello Ms Radclyffe. How can I help you?’

			‘I’m sorry …’

			‘I came to see you give a talk ages ago, The Linton Worm, and Other Borders Beasts. You signed a programme for me. Och, look at me, I’ve come over all fangirl.’

			‘Mum!’

			The Inner Light sold candles and crystals, books on mysteries and magic and Harry Potter merchandise. There were racks of posters, inspirational or artistic, rarely both, joss sticks, tarot cards, incense burners and cheap CDs of New Age and Celtic music and popular Scottish folk songs. Paintings by local artists hung on the walls for sale, mostly tasteful watercolours of hills and waterfalls. A large pinboard by the door was covered with fliers for local events and cards of individuals offering services from tarot readings to sacred dance and massage. A bead curtain hung across a doorway to a backroom. Above the doorway was a framed programme Venny had signed in 1998 as Suzanna Radclyffe, dedicated to Nancy Ancrum.

			‘I thought you hadn’t been here before,’ said Constance.

			‘I haven’t. I think that was in Peebles.’

			‘That’s right. A bit of a drive but worth it. What brings you here?’

			‘You’ll never believe it, Mum.’

			‘Never believe what?’

			‘I’ve inherited some property here.’

			‘It’s Cowisdene, Mum. She owns it.’

			‘Less of your nonsense, Gryffindor Ancrum, it’s not for sale. Oh! Inherited? Then …’

			‘It was my father’s. He left it to me.’

			‘The priest? But—’

			‘It’s a long story, and not a happy one. We came up for the weekend to take a look around and bumped into Gryff in my garden.’

			‘She saw the girl, Mum.’

			Her eyes narrowed. ‘We don’t talk about her, Gryff, you know that. Well, this is unexpected news. Why don’t I lock up for the day? Gryff can make a pot of tea, if you’ve got time? I don’t think the house has ever had a woman owner before, it’s always a man, the Master of Cowisdene. Gosh! Suzanna Radclyffe as Lady Cowisdene, that’ll shake things up.’

			‘Lady?’ said Constance.

			‘Honorific really. It doesn’t mean what it used to, thank the Goddess.’

			‘Villagers with pitchforks and flaming torches at midnight?’ asked Venny.

			‘Probably not. Once maybe, but not now.’ She paused. ‘What made you ask?’

			‘It’s something my wife says.’

			‘Oh, then you’re …’ She looked at Constance just as Gryff had.

			‘No, this is my friend and assistant, Constance. My wife’s at home. You probably know already, but Suzanna Radclyffe was my pen name. Friends call me Venny.’ She held out her hand. ‘Nancy, is it?’

			‘Galadriel. I changed it,’ she said, taking Venny’s hand. ‘A pleasure. Now I think on it, Lady doesn’t work these days without a title, but Mistress of Cowisdene has a ring to it, don’t you think?’

			The back room of the Inner Light was reserved for ‘special’ clients.

			‘It’s no secret, but we don’t talk about it. Some of us keep to the old ways, if you catch my drift. We run a co-operative for herbs and stuff like that. I supply what they can’t grow or make for themselves. They’ll all want to know. About Cowisdene I mean. And a woman, too. Fancy that; I still can’t believe it.’

			‘Gryff said a pop star tried to buy it,’ said Constance.

			‘Did he now? I don’t know about buying it. I’m not sure what he wanted exactly. Strange man – gave me a bad feeling. He knew all about us, and came in here just as you like, disturbing our peace, asking questions like he was entitled to answers. He wasn’t threatening or anything, but I reckoned he could be if he wanted. Mike, that’s my husband, had more dealings with him than I did – he’s got some of his old records. Strange stuff, psychedelic, progressive, rubbish like that. I preferred ABBA. Everyone likes ABBA. And Dolly Parton. Jolene’s my party piece at the karaoke.’

			Gryff rolled his eyes.

			‘What kind of questions?’ Venny said.

			‘About the house. I think he tried to get in, but couldn’t. He kept asking me how it was protected.’

			‘Protected?’

			That’s what he said, protected. Like I say, a strange man. Called himself something Egyptian. Thalath, maybe?’
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