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			About the Book

			Audrey Hart is on the Isle of Skye to collect the word-of-mouth folk tales of the people and communities around her. It is 1857, the Highland Clearances have left devastation and poverty, and a community riven by fear. The crofters are suspicious and hostile to a stranger, claiming they no longer know their fireside stories.

			Then Audrey discovers the body of a young girl washed up on the beach and the crofters tell her that it is only a matter of weeks since another girl has disappeared. They believe the girls are victims of the restless dead; spirits who take the form of birds. Initialy, Audrey is sure the girls are being abducted, but then she is reminded of her own mother, who disappeared on the island in mysterious circumstances years before.

			It seems there is a link to be explored, and that through the folklore, Audrey may uncover just what her family have been hiding from her.

		

	
		
			For my mother, Elizabeth, who introduced me 
to the evil fairies when I was very young

		

	
		
			Acknowledgements

			My mother, Elizabeth, has long had a fascination with fairies and fairy tales. This book is partly her fault. Worse still, she helped look after my children so that I could write it.

			Thank you to my husband, Jake, and to all my family – Mazzola and Wetheralls – for supporting me and my writing. Not everyone is as lucky.

			Thank you to my agent, Juliet Mushens, the Wonder Woman of the literary world (if Wonder Woman wore leopard skin prints).

			Thanks to my brilliant editor, Imogen Taylor, and all the lovely Tinder Press team.

			Thank you to all my writer friends for keeping me sane, and to North London Writers, South London Writers and Mary Chamberlain, who helped me make this a better book.

			And thank you to all those who generously gave their time to assist me with my research, in particular Alison Beaton and Anne Macdonald at the Skye and Lochalsh Archive Centre, Professor Louise A. Jackson at the University of Edinburgh, Hannah McDiarmid, Carolyn Emerick, Professor Chris French, Will Francis (boat adviser) and Jake Wetherall (technical consultant and husband).

			Lastly, thank you to the Folklore Thursday community on Twitter for all their help, in particular to G. H. Finn for coming up with the name Vinegar for Miss Buchanan’s cat.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			In this book I have made use of some Scottish clan names, but these are not intended to indicate any real person. This is a work of fiction. However, the descriptions of the Clearances in Boreraig and Suisnish were informed by the historical accounts. Those events really happened and are still imprinted upon the land and on the collective memory.

			All the verse epigraphs come from the poem ‘Kilmeny’, by James Hogg, which was published in 1813.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Many years ago, far away to the west, there lived a young girl with skin so pale that they called her Bainne – milk. Her lips were as red as blood, and her eyes as dark as the peats that they used to make fire. Her mother and father did not think her beautiful, however. They thought her strange and shameful, for she did not play like the other children in the village, nor speak as they did. They often beat her and locked her away in a dark cupboard where unknown things crept. So many hours did she spend alone in the darkness that Bainne began to dream of being taken to another world – a kinder world where she might be accepted. Where she might be loved.
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			Part One

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			September 1857

			Shrieking split the leaden sky and Audrey looked up to see a host of birds, their wings ink-black against the grey.

			‘Storm coming, d’you see? They know the wind’s changing.’ The man gestured upwards, but his eyes were on Audrey. ‘They feel it long before we can tell.’

			Audrey nodded, but did not reply, for she was too tired now for conversation. It had already taken them an hour from Kyleakin and she was wet through with the fine rain and the spray from the sea, her carpet bag and its contents soaked. All around, she heard the monotone of the men singing a Gaelic lament as they rowed: a low, insistent sound, like the washing of the waves against the little boat. Behind her, an old woman in a sodden bonnet was grumbling over her damaged possessions – a bag of meal and a basket of paper roses. Apart from the man, the only other passenger was a girl in blue who sat hunched forward at the stern of the boat, her face bone-pale, her eyes squeezed shut, her narrow shoulders tensed as though in pain. Audrey watched her, wanting to help but suspecting she wished to be left alone.

			‘Is it far you’ve travelled?’ the man persisted, chewing the tobacco in his cheek.

			‘From London.’ She glanced briefly at him and then away. Three days it had taken her: first the overnight train to Glasgow, then a steamer to Oban and a boat to Kyleakin. She who had never travelled alone in her life.

			The man continued to watch her out of the corner of his eye. After a minute or so, he said, ‘It’s fair cut off, Skye. Not much goes in. Those that can, leave.’ He pushed back his hat. ‘Strange place for a young lady from London to be visiting this time of year.’

			Audrey looked towards the emerald water as it seethed into the darkness. She could have given him many reasons: this is the island my mother loved. This is the island where my mother died. I have come here because I needed to get away.

			‘I am expected there,’ she said.

			The girl was leaning forward now, over the side of the boat, clutching a poor bit of fabric about her shoulders. Audrey watched to see if anyone would offer to help. She, after all, was a stranger, a Sassenach. But no one moved.

			She forced herself to rise, her body aching with cold and cramp, and moved alongside the girl. She spoke quietly. ‘Can I help? Are you ill?’

			The girl, when she turned to her, seemed startled, dark eyes shining. Audrey removed a small silver flask from her cloak, uncorked it and held it out. ‘It’s brandy and water. It might do you good.’

			‘That’s kind of you, miss, but no.’ She spoke with the soft Highland English Audrey had heard in Oban.

			Cold water sprayed across the boat as they reached rougher waves, and the girl shook violently. Audrey removed her own shawl and wrapped it around her thin shoulders, over her damp blue dress.

			The girl smiled then, her lips ghost-pale. ‘It’s just the sea, that’s all it is. I never liked the sea.’

			There was no conversation for the remainder of the journey, only the raging of the rising winds, the rush of 
the water, the slap of the oars. They passed numerous caverns, echoing arches hollowed out by the waves, and 
the Isle of Pabay, flat and barren. As the autumn dusk descended, the coastline withdrew into formless gloom. Then came lights, a pier and, further off, a line of trees with the turret of a house rising above it, like some enchanted castle spiralling into the sky. Beyond the house and the pier loomed the red hills, their outlines vague and ominous in the growing dark.

			The boat drew up to a pier and Audrey saw a few figures standing, arms folded, waiting for the vessel to come in. A boatman in the stern tossed a coiled heaving line ashore and two men on the pier seized it to haul them in. Others moved forward to help bring the boat alongside the landing jetty, and there was laughter from some of the men: a surprising sound after the quietness of the journey. Audrey should have been exhausted, but the chill of the night air and the strangeness of the place made her mind keen, her senses sharp. The air smelt of salt, seaweed, woodsmoke.

			The boatmen helped the women to disembark, Audrey first, then the girl, who removed Audrey’s shawl, folded it and handed it back. ‘Thank you, miss, for your kindness.’

			Audrey smiled. ‘I only hope you feel well soon.’

			The girl nodded, turned and walked up the pier, her movements awkward and slow.

			‘You’ve someone to meet you, have you?’ It was the man with the tobacco.

			‘Yes,’ Audrey said quickly. ‘Yes, I’m sure they’re sending someone.’

			She had no idea, in fact, whether anyone would come to greet her. The letter had simply given her the address and instructions on where to catch the boat.

			The man looked at her curiously. ‘Someone from the big house, is it now?’

			Audrey met his gaze. ‘The big house?’

			‘Lanerly Hall.’

			‘Yes, Lanerly. I’m here at Miss Buchanan’s invitation.’

			‘That so?’ And then, when she did not respond: ‘Well, all the best to you, miss.’

			He walked up the pier together with the other men. Audrey was alone in the falling rain. She picked up her bags and started in the direction of the village.

			‘Miss Hart?’

			The voice seemed to emanate from the darkness. As she looked more closely, Audrey saw a figure in outline. A tall, broad-shouldered man stepped forward. ‘You’re Audrey Hart, are you?’

			A flare from a torch lit his face momentarily: his white forehead and dark brows. There was a severity about him that made Audrey shrink back, but he reached forward and took hold of her bag. For a moment, she froze, unsure whether to release it, and there was a brief, awkward tussle, ending in the man’s favour.

			‘I’m Murdo Maclean,’ he said, as if she should know. ‘I’m the factor for the Buchanan estate.’

			He began to walk with her bags in the opposite direction, away from the village, and up a path that ran along the sea ledge. Audrey rushed to try to catch up with him, her wet skirts clinging to her legs. In the near-darkness, she stumbled over stones, once turning her ankle and holding in the pain. The man walked briskly past a gate and a sign that read, ‘PRIVATE LAND’, then past a large stone outhouse, and onwards to a house where lights flickered in an upstairs room. Audrey gazed up at it, hoping to see some friendly face within.

			‘That isn’t Lanerly, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ Murdo said. ‘It’s Corry House, where I live.’

			‘I see.’ Audrey winced at the pain in her ankle. ‘Very pretty.’

			Murdo continued on the path, which ran now along the shore. The wind pulled at Audrey’s hair, the rain stung her face. At the edge of the land they reached two stone gate piers topped with griffins, marking the entrance to a long gravel drive. As they walked along it, the dark shape of the mansion rose out of the gloom before them, a wide, imposing grey-stone building, two flights of steps running up to the door. This must be the house she had seen from the boat, but at this distance it seemed not so much a house as a fortress: the turret appearing to swell into the darkness. There was something oddly familiar about it too, like a picture in a storybook she had read as a child.

			Murdo must have caught her expression in the torchlight. ‘Not what you were expecting, eh? Takes a bit of getting used to.’

			He set down one of her bags before the door and lifted the scallop-shaped knocker. Eventually there came the sound of footsteps and the great oak door was opened a crack.

			‘You might show us a warmer welcome, Effy,’ Murdo growled.

			The door was opened further, revealing a young woman with a snub nose and a frilled white cap. She looked at Audrey appraisingly, taking in her wet skirts and sodden hat. Her manner was so unlike that of the servants at home that Audrey wondered for a moment whether this might be the daughter of the house. Murdo, however, more or less pushed the girl out of the way as he walked through with the bags, and she dropped at last into a grudging curtsey.

			‘There’s a fire lit in the kitchen,’ she said abruptly, moving in front of Murdo and leading them through a wide, dimly lit hallway to a whitewashed door. Beyond was the kitchen, an immense room with a flagged floor. Hams and game birds hung from the ceiling, a fire blazed in the grate of the arched fireplace, and the warm air was rich with the scent of oats baking.

			The maid pulled a worn horsehair-seated chair towards the fire and gestured to Audrey to sit in it. ‘You’d best be getting out of those things or you’ll catch your death. It’s rightly cold for September.’

			Audrey was grateful to take the weight off her sore ankle. ‘All my possessions are wet through. Perhaps your mistress . . . ?’

			The maid stared at her for a moment, running her eyes over her. Whatever she saw, she found it inadequate. ‘There’s clothes as belonged to her niece. I’ll fetch you some. Mr Maclean, there’s tea brewing, or you can pour yourself a dram. Mairi,’ she added sharply, ‘make yourself useful.’

			Something stirred in the corner of the room. What Audrey had taken to be a bundle of clothing on a chair was in fact a young girl, who had evidently been asleep, her legs tucked up under her. She rubbed her eyes, untangled her limbs and walked over to the stove.

			Murdo took up a bottle and poured himself a thick measure of whisky, knocking it back in two gulps. He refilled his tumbler and sat on a chair to Audrey’s right, placing his feet on the fender. ‘You’re here to collect fairy stories for Miss Buchanan, then.’

			This seemed more of a statement than a question.

			‘Well, I’m here to be interviewed for the position of her assistant, but I may not be quite what Miss Buchanan is looking for.’

			Murdo stared at her for a moment. ‘I’d wager you’re exactly what she’s looking for.’

			There was something unpleasant in his tone and Audrey made no response. They sat for a minute or so, not speaking, the only sounds the crackling of the fire and the rattle of china cups as the girl brought over a tray. Audrey was pleased to see that it held a plate of cakes. She had eaten nothing since a meat pie at an inn many hours earlier. She took one of the cakes in her hand and bit into it; it crumbled against her tongue – oats, honey, currants. The girl poured her a cup of tea. She was dark-haired, sharp-chinned, almost elfin. Mairi, Effy had called her. Mah-ree. She could not have been more than fifteen years old.

			After a few minutes, Effy returned, some clothing over her arm and a lamp in her hand. ‘I’ve lit a fire in your room, miss. If you’ll follow me.’

			Audrey stood, ready to leave. ‘Well, goodbye, Mr Maclean.’

			Murdo glanced at her but made no move to get up. His eyes were back on the fire when he said, ‘I’d wish you luck with your interview for the position, Miss Hart, but you might not thank me for it.’

			Audrey followed Effy along a hallway and up a spiral staircase, the lamplight glowing yellow against the ornate wallpaper. They came upon another hallway, dark-panelled, with several doorways along it, each painted a different colour. Effy opened a door to her right. ‘The Green Chintz Room,’ she announced.

			It was a fair-sized room with myrtle-green walls and heavy damask curtains over lace. A small fire had been lit, but the room was still cold, and Audrey, in her wet dress, shivered.

			Effy placed the dry clothing on a chair near the fireplace. ‘These are some things of the mistress’s niece. A nightgown and shawl, and a dress and undergarments for the morning. I reckon they’ll fit you fair enough, you being so small.’

			Audrey ignored this. ‘And the niece? She won’t mind?’

			Effy gave her a look. ‘I shouldn’t think so.’

			A bed draped with a green chintz canopy and embroidered blankets stood in the centre of the room, and on a small desk, an oil lamp flared. There was a damp and slightly sour smell to the place. It had the feel of a room that had been neglected for years.

			‘There’s water in the jug,’ Effy pointed at the marble-topped washstand, ‘but I’ll bring you fresh in the morn.’ She made to leave.

			‘Will I see Miss Buchanan in the morning?’ Audrey asked.

			Effy fixed her with a slightly contemptuous look. ‘I should say so. That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?’

			She gave her reluctant curtsey again and left, shutting the door behind her.

			Audrey dressed herself in the nightgown, a strange outmoded thing made of linen, with long frilled sleeves. She shrugged the shawl around her shoulders and drew another chair up to the fire. From her case she removed a rich brown leather book, its gold-edged pages damp from the journey. It was the folklore journal that her mother had taken with her from place to place, writing down the stories and songs she heard. Audrey opened the book at the section where the Skye tales began. Marking the page was a newspaper clipping, the small black-bordered box she had first come across three weeks ago: Lady folklorist seeks assistant. Gaelic- and English-speaking, quick-witted, level-headed. Wages moderate. Immediate start.

			For maybe the tenth time, she unfolded and read the letter Miss Buchanan had sent, inviting her to visit Skye to discuss the position. Her sentences were clipped and to the point, giving little away. It was impossible to know what kind of woman she would be, or what she would make of Audrey. What was certain was that if she did not offer Audrey the position, her situation would be precarious. She had used almost all of her savings for the journey over, and she had nowhere else to go, no one else to ask.

			She closed the journal, moved over to the window and pushed back the curtains. At first, she could see only her own dark reflection, but, pressing her face to the cold glass, she saw that the view was of Broadford Bay – the full expanse of it, slate-grey and broken through with moving lines of white. She could hear the sullen murmur of the waves, breaking on the dark rocks. To her right was the black outline of the pier where her boat had drawn in and, nearby, the wavering light of a torch. Surely it could not be another boat: it was too late and the sea too strong.

			Audrey was too weary now to wonder. Her earlier exhilaration was gone and she was so tired she could not even bring herself to brush and plait her salt-matted hair. She mumbled a quick prayer, then climbed beneath the chilly sheets and drew her knees up to her chest. Despite her exhaustion, the cold kept her from sleep and for some time she lay awake, shivering, imagining what her father and stepmother would be doing now – now that they knew she was gone.

			She had not told them of her correspondence with Miss Buchanan. She knew what they would think. For a young woman of her standing to seek a position would suggest to the outside world that she needed money, or, worse, that she sought intellectual fulfilment. It would confirm to society that she was unusual, unmarriageable, odd. Her father might have wanted her out of the way, but in a church, volunteering, or in a back parlour, sewing, not damaging his medical practice with her curious ways.

			Audrey had told no one of her plans. She had prepared for her trip alone. She had left a note saying only that 
she was leaving London to become a folklorist’s assistant; that she hoped they would understand and wished them well. She had quit the house before dawn and made her own way, unchaperoned, to this distant island. Her father would not allow her to return to his house, not after everything else.

			‘You are my daughter and you will do as I ask,’ he had said. ‘You will withdraw your comments, and you will explain that you are sorry – that you made a mistake.’

			‘I did not make a mistake, Father, and I did not speak of it lightly. I will not brush this aside simply because it inconveniences you.’

			‘It is you I am trying to protect, Audrey.’

			‘I do not need protecting. I am twenty-four.’

			‘With everything ahead of you.’

			With nothing ahead of me, she had thought. You and Dorothea have made sure of that. I am like a child lost in the woods, not knowing which path to follow or which course to pursue, because everything I have done and said, everything I am, has been deemed wrong.

			But she could not bring herself to say any of that. There was little point. Instead, she had packed her few books and clothes into a travelling case and left the house that was never a home. She was alone now. Well, so be it. In many ways she had been alone for years. She listened to the wash of the waves in the bay, to the spatter of rain on the windows, and the opening and closing of doors downstairs, and eventually she slid like a boat into a shallow, disturbed sleep.

			Some time later, there came a shout. Audrey sat bolt upright in bed, alert, listening for more. There was nothing, however: no noise save for the ceaseless rain and the wind battering at the casements. It must have been the call of a vixen. Or perhaps, asleep, her mind had turned the shrieking of the wind into something more human. Uneasy, her thoughts confused, she ran her fingers over the ruby ring she wore on her right hand: her mother’s ring, the ring that, as a child, she had believed would protect her. She pulled the covers up to her ears. The sound did not come again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Never, since the banquet of time,

			Found I a virgin in her prime,

			Till late this bonnie maiden I saw

			As spotless as the morning snaw:

			Full twenty years she has lived as free

			As the spirits that sojourn in this countrye:

			I have brought her away frae the snares of men,

			That sin or death she never may ken.

			‘Kilmeny’, by James Hogg, 1813

			It was the birds that woke her, their liquid voices trickling into her dreams. Audrey became aware of a watery light filling the room and of a chill to the air. The fire had died during the night and, when she ventured beyond the covers, she found that the room was now cold as a tomb. She dressed quickly in the grey dress Effy had left and splashed icy water from the jug onto her face and hands. There was a knock at her door.

			‘Yes?’

			Effy entered, carrying a breakfast tray. In the morning light, Audrey saw that the maid was younger than she had at first thought.

			‘Sleep well, did you, miss?’

			‘Well enough. Although at one point I thought I heard a shout.’

			‘Maybe the deer. The red deer have come down from the hills now. Herself says you’re to be joining her in the library once you’ve done with your breakfast.’

			‘Where is the library?’

			‘Down the stairs, through the hall and to your right, but I’ll wait outside till you’ve eaten.’

			Effy walked from the room, shutting the door behind her. Audrey eyed the jellied surface of the eggs on her breakfast tray. She thought of breakfasts at the house in London: the long dining table with its plain silver cutlery and white linen; her father’s insistence that nothing should be left, nothing wasted. Well, she no longer had to live by his rules. She ignored the eggs, ate a thin slice of toast, and drank her tea standing at the window, looking down at the flat, calm, glistening sea and over to the uneven mountains of the mainland rising brown, green and russet across the bay.

			When she emerged from her room, she found Effy waiting for her. The maid led her down the spiral staircase and across a hallway lined with a series of portraits in heavy gold frames. Portraits, Audrey supposed, of Miss Buchanan’s ancestors. In some places the pictures had been removed, leaving dark squares upon the wall. Portrait ghosts.

			They reached a wide doorway with an elaborate rococo handle made up of golden shells. Inside the room, Audrey had a brief impression of vastness – a fan-vaulted ceiling stretching high above, a chandelier dripping crystal, and books everywhere, their gold and silver spines filling three of the four walls, the shelves running right into the far corners. As they walked further in and past a Chinese fire screen, she saw seated at a table a woman in a green dress, with perfectly white hair gathered back into a high chignon. She looked up as they approached, but she did not smile. Her eyes were glass-blue. ‘Miss Hart.’

			‘Miss Buchanan. How nice to meet you at last.’

			The woman’s expression did not change. ‘You are not at all as I had imagined you. Please, sit down.’

			Audrey lowered herself onto a wing-backed chair opposite Miss Buchanan. On the table stood a bowl of polished stones, holes in their centres: hag stones.

			‘Effy, you may leave us now.’

			Miss Buchanan collected up the pages she had been sifting through. Her hands were wrinkled and spotted with dark blotches, the tendons standing out from the skin. ‘So, you have come all this way to see me.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘It took you a long time, I think.’

			‘Three days.’

			A pause. ‘Why, then?’

			‘Why did it take me so long?’

			‘Why did you come here, Miss Hart?’

			‘I came in answer to your letter. Because I believe I can fulfil the role for which you advertised.’

			For the first time, the woman smiled, but her eyes remained fixed and sharp.

			‘But why come all this way for this position?’

			Audrey looked up at a stag’s head, its eyes seeming curiously alive. She had come here to make something of herself, to find herself, to find her mother. She had come here to escape.

			‘There are not many positions of this kind to be had.’

			‘No, perhaps not.’ The woman sat straight-backed, waiting.

			‘And I believe I have the requisite skills. I speak Gaelic, as I said in my letter. Not fluently, but I learn quickly and I will improve.’ Audrey could feel her heart thumping in her chest, aware that she was not answering the question she had been asked. Why come all the way here, for this?

			Miss Buchanan seemed not to notice, for she moved on to her next subject. ‘You said in your letter that you first collected folklore in Perthshire.’

			‘Yes, a long time ago. When we lived in Aberfeldy.’ She told Miss Buchanan of how, as a girl, she had accompanied her mother as she visited the women in their cottages, sitting with them as they spun and baked and talked. They had welcomed her mother, those women, for they knew her to be of the same stock as them; they knew that she believed the stories just as they did. And, more than that, her mother had an easy way with them, with everyone she met. Gracious, natural, at ease with herself. Audrey had inherited certain things from her mother – the large grey-green eyes, the slight frame, the intelligence and curiosity. But she had never had the peace within herself that her mother possessed – that facet that made her so easy to love.

			Miss Buchanan looked away, towards a glass display case full of strange treasures: iridescent butterflies and glossy beetles, a tray of tiny flints. ‘Your mother taught you to love folklore, then.’

			‘Yes, she herself had grown up with the stories.’ And she made them magical, infectious. ‘She collected them, in fact. I have her journal. Some of the tales are from Skye.’

			Miss Buchanan’s eyes returned to her. ‘Is that so? Well, then you must take a copy of them for me.’ For a moment she was silent, looking down at her notes. ‘And you said that you were part of the Association of Folklorists. What are they like? Tell me about them.’

			‘They were very welcoming.’ Strangely welcoming, given her youth, her gender, her middling social status. ‘I attended many of their meetings and their lectures. I was part of a group considering Celtic folklore.’ She had listened to speeches by doctors and collectors and sometimes dared to ask questions of her own. It was the first time in her adult life that she had felt accepted. But it had not lasted long.

			Miss Buchanan gave the ghost of a smile. ‘You were lucky to have such an opportunity: to discuss theories with other folklorists. I can do so only in correspondence.’ The smile was gone. ‘You said in your letter you were teaching previously in an institution. Did that relate to folklore?’

			Audrey’s mouth was strangely dry. ‘No. I was merely volunteering at an orphanage.’

			It had been her father’s idea of an acceptable pastime. He had never had any patience with stories and superstition, or with anything that could not be measured and put down in figures, and he was bemused by Audrey’s involvement with the folklore association. ‘It would be better to turn your energies to something else. Charitable works, perhaps. A hospital. An orphanage. In fact, now that I think of it, a college friend of mine, Samuel, is on the board of guardians at an asylum for orphan girls. I will speak to him about it next week.’

			‘Is that wise?’ Dorothea had interjected. ‘All those untutored young girls? Surely there is some other endeavour. And I doubt Samuel has the time. Viola tells me he is much occupied at the moment – she rarely sees him.’

			But her father had been insistent, as he always was when he had set his mind to an idea. It was an excellent plan and he would arrange it immediately. What followed was therefore partly his fault.

			‘Well, what were you doing there?’ Miss Buchanan asked.

			‘I was assisting with the girls’ instruction: teaching them to read and write and to understand the first rules in arithmetic.’

			Audrey saw again the vast windowless dining hall with its long wooden tables and cooked-cabbage smell; the blue-robed girls, some so small that they seemed much younger than nine, some with faces that indicated a knowledge far older than twelve. ‘We give them the skills to survive,’ Miss Hodge, the matron, had told her. ‘We protect them,’ she had whispered, ‘from immorality. From falling.’

			‘That’s all?’ Miss Buchanan said.

			‘I taught some of them about stories too. Most had never been read to as children, you see.’

			She thought then of her students: Susan, a foundling child, whose only token of her mother was an engraved coin. Cora, kept as a servant from the age of seven. Rose, who had lived out on the streets for as long as she could remember. They had only wanted to learn.

			‘And what are folk tales? Why do they matter?’

			Audrey hesitated, thrown by the change of subject. The stories mattered to her because they were part of who her mother was, part of her childhood, part of her home. But that was not the right answer. ‘A folk tale is a story that has been handed down through word of mouth. A tale that belongs to a particular people rather than to an individual.’

			‘Yes, but why are they important, Miss Hart?’

			‘Because they give us insight into the cultures from which they spring. Because . . .’ She faltered, trying to remember the explanation a visiting lecturer had given.

			‘Folk tales are the tales of the people,’ interrupted Miss Buchanan. ‘Of communities.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Every group of people have their own stories that they create to make sense of their world. Therefore, in folk stories, in fairy tales, we see the reflection of humankind: its strength, flaws, hopes, fears. They tell us what it takes to survive. That, Miss Hart, is why the stories are important, and why they must be protected.’

			Audrey swallowed, knowing she had failed in her answer to this question. ‘I see.’

			‘I have many things preserved here,’ Miss Buchanan continued, gesturing towards the glass cases. ‘A selkie skin, a mummified mermaid, insects and animals associated with witchcraft and superstition.’ She paused. ‘These things will last, at least for a time. The stories will not.’

			Audrey’s gaze alighted on the empty eyes and tortured grimace of a dried cat, lying prone in one of the glass cabinets. ‘Because they are no longer believed?’

			Miss Buchanan shook her head sharply. ‘Because they are being destroyed. Thirty or forty years ago, crofters in these parts would spend whole winter nights around the fire telling and listening to the old tales. Now, they are afraid. The clergy have condemned the practice amongst the people; the schoolmasters are beating the old traditions out of their pupils. The stories are being hidden, burnt, buried alive. At the same time, men and women depart our shores for America, Canada, Australia. The customs and the stories leave with them. The age-old cycle of telling and retelling has been broken and it falls to us to preserve the information. We must work fast.’

			She spoke urgently, but her face remained pale as snow, her blue eyes fixed on Audrey’s. Where had her obsession come from? Audrey wondered. There was something unhealthy about it, something cold. She flinched at the touch of something brushing at her skirts: a slender grey cat stared at her with round amber eyes.

			She looked back to Miss Buchanan. ‘You said in your letter that you were working with the Grimm brothers?’

			‘No. I said that I was in correspondence with them. My idea is to create a collection of fairy tales and folklore that works upon the model they initiated in the Household Tales. I want to go further than them, however. They have bent the stories to suit their reader, altering the endings to make them more palatable. What I will produce will be pure, the original language of the peasants, the true magic. This is why it’s vital that whoever collects the stories does so in a way that will record the primal language and bring it back to me in a raw state. Nothing is to be added, omitted or altered. Do you understand?’

			Audrey stared at her. ‘Are you saying that you require me to gather the stories myself?’

			Miss Buchanan looked up. ‘Of course.’

			Audrey closed her eyes for a moment. She had imagined that the role of assistant meant cataloguing information, researching, writing up notes, not going out to meet the crofters herself. She was no good with people, certainly not with a community who were likely to resent her very presence. It was one thing in Aberfeldy, where she had been born and raised, but here she was an interloper, a stranger. What right did she have to steal their stories?

			‘I had assumed that you collected the tales yourself,’ she said slowly.

			Miss Buchanan gave a thin-lipped smile and touched a walking cane that was balanced against the table: the crook handle was silver, formed into the shape of a bird’s head with a long curving beak.

			‘I’m sorry, I hadn’t realised.’

			Miss Buchanan waved away her apology. ‘An accident, many years ago. I am confined, largely, to the house. But my mind, you see, has compensated for what my body lacked. I might not have been able to attend university, but I have read everything there is to read about folklore and anthropology. I have taught myself what no one would. For years now I have been cataloguing stories collected from all over Scotland and Ireland and dividing them into strands: the myths and legends, the water-horse stories, the changeling trope, and so on. More recently, I have been collecting the stories others bring me from the Skye crofters.’

			The cat was winding its way around Miss Buchanan’s legs and she reached out a hand to stroke it. ‘At the moment Vinegar here is my only assistant.’

			‘Who, then, has brought you the Skye tales?’

			‘My nephew, Alec, was assisting me. He doesn’t always have the right manner, however, and there are resentments amongst the crofting community that complicate matters. Besides, he is rather more occupied with his own fairy stories these days.’

			‘Oh yes?’

			Miss Buchanan gave a tight smile. ‘He creates tales for children.’ She spoke the word children as though it were something dirty. ‘Nevertheless,’ she continued, ‘it would be useful for you to look at the work he has already carried out. He should be here now, but he is notoriously unpunctual.’ She looked at Audrey sharply. ‘It’s crucial that whoever is appointed is reliable and unsusceptible. Are you reliable, Miss Hart?’

			Audrey nodded. ‘Yes.’

			‘And you don’t believe you are susceptible? You are not easily influenced by feelings or emotions, taken in by false claims?’

			‘No. I don’t believe so.’ Or at least not any more.

			‘There is nothing about you that I ought to know?’

			Audrey saw darkness for a moment; heard the sound of a door closing. She shook her head. Reliable. Unsusceptible. She could do that. She would do anything that this woman asked of her if it meant she was allowed to stay here, far away from London.

			Miss Buchanan looked up at the soft tread of approaching footsteps. ‘About time.’

			Audrey turned in her seat to see a slender man with tousled hair the colour of chestnuts, a thin nose and the dreamy look of someone who had only just awoken.

			‘My apologies, Aunt. I woke late. And you must be Miss Hart.’

			Audrey stood up. ‘Indeed I am.’

			The man dipped his head and smiled. ‘I do hope your journey wasn’t too arduous.’

			He had the same clear blue eyes as his aunt, but warmer, crinkled at the edges.

			Audrey smiled back, instantly liking him. ‘I arrived in a rather bedraggled state last night, I must admit, but your maid, Effy, found me some dry clothing.’

			Alec Buchanan looked at Audrey’s dress and his smile faded. ‘Yes, I see she did.’

			Miss Buchanan’s mouth tightened, through irritation or impatience. ‘Alec, it is important that Miss Hart masters the correct method of collecting the stories. Please show her your notebooks, the instructions I drew up, and the lists of the known storytellers. She would do well to learn from your efforts.’

			‘My failures, you mean.’

			Miss Buchanan raised an eyebrow. ‘We cannot waste more time.’

			‘Indeed, Aunt. So you keep saying. Miss Hart, perhaps you would come with me to my study: I can show you my collection. You’ll find, however, that I haven’t got very far.’

			Miss Buchanan regarded Audrey closely.

			‘I’m sure Miss Hart understands the importance of the work she is being asked to undertake, Alec, and of succeeding in it.’ The words were crisp, but despite that, Audrey felt a surge of excitement.

			‘You are happy, then, for me to begin the work?’

			‘I am eager that you commence it as soon as possible, as that is the only way I shall get the full measure of you.’ She raised a hand to indicate they were dismissed. ‘I will be watching your progress.’

			‘This way.’ Alec ambled before Audrey, hands in pockets, through a large sitting room with a grey marble fireplace and a gilt-wood mirror embedded with shells.

			Although the furniture here, as in the library, was elegant, it was, Audrey thought, the elegance of an ageing grand dame. The carpets and draperies were losing their colour, the chairs were worn and split at the seams, and the room was pervaded by a scent, not unpleasant, of old books and withered rose petals.

			‘It’s a marvellous house,’ she said. ‘More shells,’ she added, pointing at the gilded fretwork on the ceiling.

			‘Yes, shells for the sea. Lest anyone forget how close we are to it.’

			‘Wonderfully close.’

			‘Too close, in fact. Three years ago, the sea came right in during a storm and destroyed much of the lower floor. It’s all shut off now, waiting for my father to find the money and inclination to repair it.’

			‘Does he live here too?’

			They had wandered into a mock-medieval hall where silver pistols and cutlasses glinted from the walls.

			‘He spends most of his time in Glasgow, or in London, with my brothers, but he comes here occasionally to oversee the estate, or to chivvy me into doing it. You’ll meet him soon enough.’

			Stealing a look at him, Audrey wondered how old Alec was. He had a boyish frame that gave the initial impression of someone not much more than twenty, but there were fine lines around his mouth and eyes. He must, in fact, be several years older than her, in his early thirties, perhaps.

			They had reached the door of his study.

			‘You will have to forgive the disarray.’

			Alec had not lied. Papers were strewn about the study floor, and books were piled in heaps or lay open on all available surfaces. On one wall hung a large painting in which a multitude of fairies danced around red and white toadstools.

			‘Always those spotted toadstools,’ Audrey said, staring at it.

			Alec was rummaging through the chaos of his desk. ‘Amanita muscaria.’ He smiled at her. ‘Fly agaric. I studied botany, for all the good it did me. They grow around here, you know, so watch out for the fairies.’

			Audrey looked back at the figures in the painting: a delicate blur of white and blue. ‘Is it Richard Doyle?’

			He laughed. ‘No, it’s my own work. Not nearly so good.’

			‘I think it very good. Miss Buchanan said that you were writing fairy stories for children. Are you illustrating them too?’

			‘Yes.’ He looked amused. ‘She doesn’t think much of that. Folklore, in my aunt’s view, is a very serious business.’

			‘Well, if she achieves what she’s set out to do, she’ll have gathered the first proper collection of Scottish folklore. That’s quite something.’

			‘Yes, indeed. That’s why you’re here, is it?’

			Audrey hesitated only for a fraction of a second. ‘Yes. I’ve been interested in folklore since childhood, but I haven’t had the opportunity to put it to any real use for some time.’

			Not since her mother died, and her world was drained of colour.

			‘Aren’t there opportunities in London? I thought it would be full of folklore enthusiasts dragging the old stories out of the slum-dwellers.’

			She gave a half-smile. ‘It is, but it isn’t really considered a suitable occupation for a young lady.’ Or at least that was the view of her father and his wife. ‘This position seemed a rare opportunity. I had at least to try.’

			Alec looked at her appraisingly. ‘It was a brave thing for you to do, I think. To travel all this way alone.’

			‘Brave or foolhardy.’

			From a pile of documents Alec extracted a leather-bound notebook and brought it over to the table in the centre of the room. He fished around in his jacket and pulled out a pair of wire-rimmed spectacles, which he set on his nose. ‘These are the stories I managed to record. I’ve tried to group them by area, but there isn’t much to go on, as you’ll see. I don’t have the right manner with these people. They don’t trust me.’

			Audrey took the book from him, and while he explained how the stories should be written down, she flicked through the pages, looking at the slanting lines of handwriting: ‘The Fairy Midwife of Kilmaluag’, ‘The Two Hunchbacks of Edinbane’.

			Alec opened another book. ‘My aunt prepared this list of people who are said to be the keepers of the tales, but I’m not sure how accurate it is. They’re mostly names that she’s gleaned from Effy or the stable boy, or from Murdo Maclean, the factor, and at least half of them no longer live in the places listed. Many were cleared, you see, from the lands, and then moved on. Many have emigrated.’

			‘Yes, so I understand.’ She had read the reports of starvation and desperation; of communities scattered and houses torn down.

			Alec walked over to his desk and began sorting through some papers. ‘I hope you will have better luck than me. My attempts to extract any story, song or custom seemed to act as a pinch of snuff does on a snail. They may take to an outsider better than they take to the son of a landowner.’

			Audrey tensed. Would she always be an outsider, wherever she went?

			‘I was born in Scotland,’ she said shortly.

			Alec looked up from his papers. ‘Oh yes?’

			‘Yes, in Aberfeldy.’

			‘How so?’

			‘That’s where my parents lived. My mother was from Ullapool originally.’

			The daughter of a fisherman. So lovely that a young doctor visiting from London ended up marrying well below his class and remaining in Scotland to start a practice there.

			‘Was it your mother who taught you Gaelic, then?’ Alec asked.

			‘Yes, she spoke it to me when I was a child.’

			Had sung it to her in her cradle. Audrey had been born several years after her parents’ marriage, the long-desired and, as it turned out, only child. Perhaps it was that which explained why she had turned out a little strange – not having any siblings to cut her down, bully her and shape her. But she remembered her early years as a time of magic: days learning Gaelic and English, evenings by the nursery fire, her mother with her foot driving the spinning wheel, telling her stories of elves and kelpies, brownies and fairies, stories that made Audrey’s eyes round with fear and wonder. Because she knew they were not mere stories – they were real.

			Audrey looked at Alec. ‘That was a long time ago, though. I left Scotland when I was twelve. I’m not sure how much of the crofters’ dialect I’ll understand. Did you have an interpreter?’

			‘No, I managed by myself. I speak Gaelic, albeit not fluently.’

			‘What if I can’t understand them well enough? Is she expecting . . . ?’

			‘Oh, you can take on an interpreter if needs be. That won’t be the difficulty.’ He had walked over to a shelf and removed a large book, which he opened and laid flat on the table. ‘The fallen angels.’ He gestured to an illustration of bird-like creatures. ‘They believe, around here, you see, that fairies are the angels that were shut out of heaven but haven’t yet reached hell.’

			Audrey looked more closely. Their faces were not those of birds, she realised, but humans, their faces dark with misery. ‘People think, then, that fairies are evil?’

			‘Often, yes. They can be malevolent if riled – laying curses, stealing babies, inflicting illness. A bad lot.’

			Audrey stared still at the picture, at the thin outstretched arms of the fairies. On the opposite page, a gaggle of small winged creatures were dragging a man, screaming, into the sky.

			‘And you really think this is the stuff of stories for children?’

			He smiled. ‘I think children like those kind of stories the best of all.’

			Audrey turned. A noise had come from outside the door, a light swishing sound. Of skirts upon the floor?

			Alec, however, seemed not to have heard it. He was collecting up his books. ‘Children love to be frightened. I think we all do.’

			Luncheon was held in the dining room, adorned with once-majestic Ionic columns and cracked gold plasterwork. Miss Buchanan sat at one end of the long table, occasionally throwing bits of food to her cat.

			‘Miss Hart, I have asked Murdo to take you into Dunan to meet some of the tenants this afternoon.’

			Audrey thought of Murdo Maclean stepping out of the darkness of the pier. There was something threatening about him, like a horse only part-tamed. ‘That’s very kind, but I’m sure I can find it myself.’

			Miss Buchanan shook her head. ‘No. It’s some miles north of Broadford; better to go in the gig. Seek him out after lunch. He’ll be at Corry Lodge.’

			Audrey pressed her lips together. ‘Very well.’ Did Miss Buchanan know that she came across as commanding and brusque? Perhaps, confined to Lanerly, she had lost the ability to converse.

			Her expression must have given her away, for Alec, who sat across from her, leant forward and whispered, ‘Don’t worry about Maclean. His bark is worse than his bite.’

			She envisaged not a dog, but a wolf, its teeth bared, its gums red. And she thought then of Samuel. ‘The perfect gentleman,’ her father had told her. ‘We knew one another at the Royal College and he was on the rise even then. He’ll ensure you’re looked after at the orphanage. Any contact of his will be treated well, I daresay.’

			But in fact she did not meet him until some time after she had begun teaching. He had appeared one day at the back of the classroom, a tall man in a finely tailored suit, with sleek black hair, silver at the temples.

			‘Don’t let me stop you, Miss Hart. I’m only here to listen.’

			She had stumbled through the rest of her lesson, trying to ignore his dark-eyed stare.

			‘You have quite the gift,’ he had said to her afterwards. ‘And there was your father worrying that you would be too shy.’

			He had smiled at this point and it had lifted his entire face. ‘If you don’t mind, though, I’ve a few ideas. Some things I’ve picked up that might assist.’

			That was how it all began: a compliment. An offer to help. A trick.

			After lunch, Audrey returned to her room and brushed the mud from the hem of her now dry skirts. She changed into her own clothes, fetched her cloak, bonnet and gloves and left Lanerly by the front door. In the daylight, she saw that the house was much shabbier than she had first supposed. The porch was harled all over with lime, and ivy had curled its dark green fingers across the front of the house. The steps were cracked in places, with weeds growing through, as though nature was trying to reclaim the place. As she reached the end of the long drive, she noticed that the two griffin statues on the gate piers were darkened with rain damage, their curved beaks mottled grey and black. Gazing at them, she had the sense again of having seen this place before, in a picture, or a dream.

			She followed the main pathway along the coast to Murdo’s house, the rectangular grey-stone building she had seen last night. By the gate to Corry Lodge, rosebay willowherb grew wild, but there had been no attempt to make the place look welcoming or homely. A sharp-faced woman answered the door to her knock. ‘You’ll be Miss Hart, then.’

			‘Yes. Miss Buchanan told me to ask for Mr Maclean.’

			‘I’m his wife,’ the woman said, then shouted: ‘Murdo!’

			Audrey looked about the vestibule. It seemed a cheerless place, with plain white walls and the smell of limewash and soap. A boy of perhaps eleven or twelve was crouched by a row of boots holding a brush and cloth and staring at her. She supposed they rarely saw strangers but his gaze, unwavering, made her uneasy.

			After a minute or so, Murdo arrived, shrugging on a greatcoat. He nodded at her. ‘Morning, Miss Hart.’

			‘Good morning, Mr Maclean.’

			He gave the boy a smart clip about the ear. ‘See will you get the horse ready. By Mary,’ he murmured, fastening the buttons on his coat, ‘you’d think he’d never seen a lady in all his life.’

			Audrey forced a smile. ‘It’s kind of you to take me to Dunan.’

			‘An Dùnan,’ he said, correcting her pronunciation. ‘I’ve business there in any event.’

			Murdo’s wife was watching him. ‘You’ll not be long?’

			He lifted his face to her. His brow briefly unfurrowed, he was almost handsome. ‘I’ll be as long as it takes,’ he said.

			The horse and gig made its way towards Broadford village. Although the summer was almost at an end, the path was still bursting with wild flowers: eyebright, red campion, ragwort and foxgloves, and the honeyed fragrance of sweet gale scented the air. Swallows flickered above – darts of light in the sky – and from the undergrowth a falcon rose.

			Audrey listened to the trot of the horse’s hooves, the creaking of the gig, the rumble of wheels, and thought 
of the mud-choked streets of London, the whinnying of horses and the shouts of men. How she had hated it at first, with its inescapable noise and stench and people. And the buildings towering above her, shutting out the sky.

			She had wanted only to return to her home, to where the hills grew purple with the heather in summer and white in winter, thick with snow. To the house where she had been born and raised, the house her mother had made their own.

			Audrey had been ten when her mother died – her mother with her shrewd green-flecked eyes and soft touch and such a hold on life that it had seemed impossible she would ever leave it. Even now, she would sometimes be seized with sadness, remembering little gestures, sentences, the sound of her mother’s voice, the way she cracked an egg against a bowl, the way she plaited Audrey’s hair or kissed her forehead before she went to sleep. And she had never had anyone to share it with, that hollowing sense of sadness, that grief.

			Her father had grieved too, of course, but his grief was different: silent and remote. For two years, he had largely shut himself off from the world, barely speaking to her, or to anyone, save as was required for his work. On the rare occasions she had tried to approach him, he had claimed to be too busy, too tired, too ill. Perhaps it was that she looked so much like her mother. Perhaps it was that, in other ways, she was not like her at all.

			And so Audrey had taken comfort in the things she knew. She had read the books of fairy tales and folklore her mother had given her, and the gold-edged journal she had kept by her bed. She had continued the work they had begun together: taking people’s stories and writing them down, accompanying the groundsman on his visits and talking with the women while he transacted his business with the men. It was a way of keeping her mother, or part of her, alive.

			Then, when Audrey was twelve, her father married again. The courtship was brief, the woman young. Nineteen, slender, dark-haired and with a face like a closed flower. ‘Miss Dorothea,’ her father said, when he introduced them. ‘I’m sure you will be the best of friends.’

			But Audrey had never been much good at making friends.

			Two months after her father remarried, Audrey learnt they were to leave Aberfeldy. Dorothea thought it dull. She didn’t know anyone. There was no society. Moreover, it wasn’t healthy or proper for Audrey to flit about the place talking to the servants, listening to their strange stories, making a nuisance of herself.

			‘Don’t you think you’re a little old to be chasing after fairies?’

			Audrey had looked at Dorothea coldly. ‘I’m not chasing fairies. I am going to be a folklorist.’

			‘Are you indeed? How does one become a folklorist?’

			Audrey knew the answer to this. ‘By reading and practising and studying.’

			‘I see. Who is going to pay for all this studying? And who is going to marry you at the end of it?’ Dorothea looked at her levelly. ‘You must understand your father’s financial situation. We all make sacrifices.’ Perhaps she had been talking about her own marriage, to a man nearly twice her age with half her wit.
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