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The first time I ever crossed over, it was market day and I was a little boy, barely six years old. I had spilled goat’s milk on the linsey-woolsey that Aunt Jo had spent weeks weaving, the linsey-woolsey that she was going to sell at market. Hartah beat me unconscious, and I crossed over.

No. That is not true. I must have crossed over earlier, in dreams. There must have been times when my infant self lay asleep, restless and feverish from some childish illness, pain in my head or belly or throat. That’s what is required – letting go, as in sleep, plus pain. Not great pain, but Hartah doesn’t believe that. Or maybe he just likes beating me.

That first time, eight years ago – the milk staining the bright green wool, my aunt’s gasp, her husband raising his head from the table with that look in his eyes and I . . .

 



‘Roger,’ he said now, ‘you will cross over today.’ Again Hartah raised his head, this time looking at me over the rim of his mug of sour ale.

My neck and spine turned cold.

It was barely dawn. We sat alone in the taproom of an inn somewhere on the Stonegreen Road. It wasn’t much of an inn. Three trestle tables of rough wood on the cobbled floor, two ladders leading to ‘rooms’ above that were no more than lofts with dirty straw as pallets. The beams overhead were so blackened and ill cared for that soot dropped onto the tables. Still, last night my heart  had surged with gladness when our wagon pulled into the stable yard. During the summer we almost never slept indoors. But now the first leaves had begun to turn colour and the air smelled of rain. Hartah must have hidden a few pennies, or stolen them, to pay the innkeeper.

‘Today is the Stonegreen harvest faire,’ Hartah said. ‘You will cross over.’ Before he could say more, the inn door opened and four men entered. They were loud, laughing and joking, but no louder than the clamour in my head.


I can’t, I can’t, I can’t, I won’t—

But I knew I would.

‘Brought your ram, then, Farlowe?’ said one of the men. ‘Puny beast – no prize for you, I wager!’

‘Seventeen stone if he’s a pound!’

‘Pound of sagging skin and weak bones!’

Rough male laughter and cries of ‘Ale! Ale before the faire!’

The innkeeper’s wife came from the kitchen, Aunt Jo trailing meekly behind with Hartah’s breakfast. She didn’t meet my eyes. She knew, then, what Hartah would make me do this day, and how he would make me do it.

‘Ale! Ale before the faire!’

‘You shall have it then,’ the innkeeper’s wife said, a frothy mug in each hand and two more balanced on her meaty forearms. ‘And breakfast too, if you’re with money, you scurrilous lot! Good morrow, Tom, Philip, Jack. Henry, where’s that pretty new wife of yours? When I was her age, I was never left alone in bed of a faire morning. Or did you wear her out before dawn?’

The youngest man blushed and looked proud. The others roared and teased him while the woman set down the ale. She was broad, red-faced, merry – everything my aunt was not. Aunt Jo set a wooden trencher of bread and cheese – no meat – in front of Hartah and backed  quickly away. So cowed was she that she didn’t even realize he would hardly strike her here, in front of men among whom he hoped to be selling later in the day. Her thin body shuddered.

I felt no pity. Never once had she protected me from him. Never once. And there was no bread and cheese for me. Probably Hartah’s stolen coins were only enough for one.

The oldest of the laughing men glanced at me. Casually he flipped a penny onto the table. ‘Here, boy, water my horse and his burden, the one with yellow ribbons, there’s a good lad.’

The penny landed midway between Hartah and me. I saw the muscles of his great shoulders shift, as if he meant to reach for it. But the older man watched us, and so Hartah merely nodded, as if giving permission. As if he were some sort of gracious lord. Hartah! Hatred burned behind my eyes. I snatched the penny and went outside.

The day was soft and clear, traces of the gold and orange sunrise still in the sky and the rough grass smelling of last night’s rain. I fetched water from the stable yard well both for the horse and for the ram tethered in the cart, its horns bright with yellow ribbons. More wagons drew up to the inn, farmers arriving for the faire. Their cart-wheels groaned under loads of vegetables, sheep, baskets, children. ‘The caravan comes! I saw it!’ a child shrieked, leaning so far over the side of his wagon that he nearly fell out. ‘I saw it!’

‘Hush your noise,’ his young mother said fondly. She wore a lavender dress and lavender ribbons in her hair, and her hand strayed to stroke her little lad’s soft curls.

Bitterness ran through me like vomit.

Hartah would make me do it. He would make me cross over, lying concealed in the back of our worn and faded  faire booth. That was why we had come here. And to make it happen, he would beat me first, as he had all the other times.

I was no longer six years old. I was fourteen, and as tall as Hartah. But I was skinny – how could I be otherwise, when I got so little to eat? – and narrow-shouldered. Hartah could lift a cask of new ale on each shoulder and not even sweat. But now I had a penny. Could I run away on that? On a single penny and the memory of my dead mother in her lavender dress?

No. I could not. Where would I go?

And yet I dreamed of escape. Sometimes I gazed at Hartah and was frightened by the violence of my desire to do him violence. But Hartah had told me and Aunt Jo of finding the bodies of lone travellers on the roads of The Queendom, set upon by highwaymen, robbed and gutted. After such stories I huddled in my thin blanket and went nowhere.

My stomach rumbled. I took the penny round the back to the kitchen and exchanged it for breakfast, which I gobbled standing up in the stable yard.

A girl leaned against the well. There were other girls here now, climbing down from wagons or trailing behind their families into the inn. They wore their best outfits, wool skirts dyed green or red or blue hiked up over striped petticoats, black stomachers laced tight over embroidered white smocks, ribbons in their hair. This one was no prettier, no more bright-eyed, no better dressed than the others, although she wore black lace mitts on her hands. But she watched me. The rest of the girls looked through me, as if I were a patch of air, or else their eyes narrowed and their pink lips turned down in disgust. Dirty. Weak. Homeless.

But this girl watched me thoughtfully, her heavy bucket of water dangling from one hand and weighing  down her shoulder. Something bright and terrifying raced through me. She knew.

But of course that was nonsense. Nobody knew about me except my aunt and the bastard she had married, and sometimes I think even my aunt doubted. He can do  what? Does he merely pretend? But Aunt Jo said so little, serving Hartah in such cringing silence that it was impossible to tell what she thought except that she wished I had not come to her on her sister’s death. That wish was evident every moment of every day, but even so she didn’t wish it as fervently as I.

However, there had been nowhere else for me to go. My mother dead, my father vanished before I had any memory of him. Aunt Jo would never talk of either, no matter how much I begged. And now, all these years later, still nowhere else for me to go.

The girl nodded at me and walked off with her heavy bucket. Her long black braids swung from side to side. Her pretty figure grew smaller as she walked away from me so that it almost seemed as if she were disappearing, dissolving into the soft morning light. ‘There you are,’ Hartah’s voice said behind me. ‘Getting breakfast, are you? Good. You’ll need your strength this afternoon.’

I turned. He smiled. A mouth full of broken teeth, and eyes full of pleasure at what would come later. Slowly, almost as gentle as a woman, he reached out one thick finger and wiped a crumb of bread from beside my lips.
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By noon the faire was in full whirl. Stonegreen was bigger than I had realized. The inn where we had slept was five miles back down the road, and there was a much better inn beside the village green, along with a blacksmith’s shop, a cobbler and the large moss-covered boulder that gave Stonegreen its name. The boulder reached as high as my shoulder, and someone had planted love-in-a-mist all round it. A placid river, bordered by trees, meandered by half-timbered cottages thatched with straw. The straw too had grown green with moss and lichens. Around the cottages grew hollyhocks, delphiniums, roses, ivy, cherry and apple trees. Behind were neat herb gardens, well houses, chicken yards and smokehouses – all the sources of good things that exist when women hold sway over prosperous households. I smelled bread baking and the sweet-sour odour of mulled ale.

The faire was held in a field at the other end of town from the green. There were booths and tents where local people sold crops, livestock, meat pies, jellies, cloth woven by wives and daughters, ale and ribbons and carved wooden toys. In other booths, merchants from as far away as Glory, the capital of The Queendom, offered pewter plate, farm tools, buttons. A third group, neither local nor from Glory, had come in a caravan of red and blue painted wagons that travelled all summer to country faires. I had seen the caravans before. There would be a fire-eater, puppeteers, jugglers, fiddlers, a show of trained fleas, an illusionist, a wrestler offering to take on all  comers. Children ran among the booths and couples strolled arm in arm. Fiddlers and drummers played, boothmen bawled out their wares, animals for sale bleated or lowed or clucked. I saw no soldiers, which of course was a good thing.

‘Here,’ said Hartah, and my aunt and I began unloading the tent from our wagon.

Our booth, unlike most others, was completely closed. The stained and faded canvas displayed only a small group of stars arranged in the constellation the Weeping Woman. Sometimes people entered thinking we were some sort of chapel, but Hartah was good at spotting those and sending them away none the wiser. Others, recognizing the ancient pattern of stars and their hidden meaning, entered alone. They conferred with Hartah and, later, came back for their answer, also alone. Hartah could neither read nor cipher, but he was not stupid, he took care, and it had been a long time since we had been denounced as witches. These were prosperous days in The Queendom, and even I at fourteen knew that prosperity lessens suspicion of witchcraft. People were not desperate. It is the poor and desperate, so accustomed to danger, who most fear what they cannot see.

Although, of course, we were not even witches.

As I tugged on the heavy canvas I thought again about running away. I could do it. Boys my age did it, didn’t they? They found work as farm hands or stable boys or beggars. But I knew nothing of farming, not much about horses, and I was afraid of not only highwaymen but of starvation. And in a few months winter would be here. Where did beggars go in winter?

The truth is, I was a coward.

‘Look lively, Roger,’ Hartah growled. ‘Your aunt works faster than you!’

And she did. Aunt Jo scurried around like a scrawny whirlwind, afraid of Hartah’s fists.

When the tent was up, he shoved me inside it. A rough table was set in the corner and draped with a rug that fell to the ground. Under this, unseen but hearing all, I would crouch for several hours, as the faire goers came with their requests. We would not get the happy men, women, and children carrying their fairings, drinking their ale, winning prizes for their seventeen-stone rams. We would get the other people found in every village, every city, every flower-bedecked cottage in every queendom. The people that the happy ones tried not to notice, lest it ruin their pleasure at the faire. The ones who were beset, grieving, afraid. My people.

And so it would begin again.

 



The first time I ever crossed over I was six years old. Now I was fourteen and it was the same, ever the same, always the same.

All morning I lay cramped beneath my table, listening. Then at noon, when the sun beat hot on the heavy canvas, the tent flap was fastened close and Hartah pulled me out. He smiled. ‘You ready, boy?’

‘Hartah . . .’ I hated that my voice quavered, that I brought my hand feebly to guard my face, hated that I was too frightened of him to fight back. His fist smashed into my belly. All the air left me, and I gasped with pain. He hit me again, in the chest, the groin, all places covered by clothing where my bruises would not show. The sounds of the fiddles and the drums and the shrieking children hid my cries. I was not an infant now, crossing over in an infant’s mindless letting go; I must choose this. Pain plus choice. I willed it so, and even as my body fell to the ground, it happened.

Darkness—

Cold—

Dirt choking my mouth—

Worms in my eyes—

Earth imprisoning my fleshless arms and legs—

But only for a moment. I was not, after all, actually dead. The taste of death lasted only for the brief moment of crossing, the plunge through the barrier that no one else could penetrate, not even the Dead themselves. A heavy barrier, solid and large as Earth itself, and just as impossible to bore all the way through. Except, for reasons I did not understand, for me.

I tried again to cry out and could not for the dirt clogging my mouth. I tried to flail my arms and could not for the lack of muscle and flesh over my naked bones. Then it was over. The dirt gone, my bones restored, and I had crossed over into the country of the Dead.

A few of the Dead sat on the ground, doing what the Dead do. I ignored them as I took my bearings. There, in the near distance, the gleam of water. It might be the river beside Stonegreen.

The country of the Dead is like our country but weirdly stretched out and sometimes distorted. A few steps in Stonegreen might be half a mile here, or two miles, or five. Or it might be the same. Sometimes our rivers and forests and hills exist here, but sometimes not. The country of the Dead is vaster than ours and I think it changes over time, just as ours does, but not in the same way. It is our shadow made solid. Like a shadow, it shrinks and grows, but from some unseen influence that is not the sun. There is no sun here.

There is light, an even subdued glow, as on a cloudy day. The sky is always a low featureless grey. The air is quiet, and I could again breathe easily, all hurt gone from my chest. Pain does not follow me when I cross over. It is merely the price of passage.

In the cool calm light I walked towards the water. Before I reached it, I came to the big moss-covered boulder that on the other side had marked the village green. The boulder looked exactly the same, although without Stonegreen’s surrounding cottages and shops and fields. Without the road as well. There are no roads here, just the untrampled grass of an everlasting summer. The steps of the Dead leave no marks.

Five of them sat cross-legged beside the stone, holding hands in a circle. They like to do that. It’s always hard for me to get the attention of the Dead, but when they’re in one of their circles it’s impossible. They sit for long stretches of time – days, years – never talking, and on each of their faces is the calm absorbed look of men aiming an arrow, or of women bent over a difficult piece of needlework. I passed them by and continued on towards the river.

An old woman sat there, alone under a great overhanging tree, her bare toes dangling in the water. She wore a rough brown dress and a white apron, her grey hair tucked under an old-fashioned cap with long white lappets. The old are the only Dead who will – or perhaps can – talk to me, and most often it is the old women who are good talkers. I sat beside her on the bank and said, ‘Good morrow, mistress.’

Nothing. She didn’t yet realize I was there. What do the Dead see when they see me? A wisp, a shimmer in the air? I don’t really know. I squeezed her arm hard, just above the elbow, and shouted, ‘Good morrow, mistress!’

Slowly she turned her head, squinted her sunken blue eyes, and said, ‘Who’s there?’

‘I am Roger Kilbourne. At your service.’

That tickled her. She gave a cackling laugh. ‘And what service d’you think you could render me, then? You’ve crossed over to bother us, have you not?’

‘Yes, mistress.’

‘What the devil do you want now? Go back, lad, it is not your time. Not yet.’

‘I know,’ I said humbly. ‘But I would ask you some questions, my lady.’

She cackled again. ‘“Lady”! I was never no lady. Mrs Ann Humphries, lad.’

This was a piece of luck. Not an hour ago – if hours were the same here, which I doubted – I had lain under the table while another woman of that name had sobbed in Hartah’s tent.

‘My mother . . . taken from us just this last winter . . . Herlungs...I know it’swickedtobedoingthisbutImiss hersomuch...The only one who ever really cared what becomes of me or my children . . . My no-good husband . . . drink and debt, and . . . my mother my mother my mother . . .’


My mother, in a lavender dress. But I would never find my own mother here. The Dead didn’t wander far from where they crossed over. And neither Hartah nor Aunt Jo would tell me where my mother had died, nor how. Of my father, my aunt would not speak at all. I have given up asking.

I said, ‘Mrs Humphries, today I met your daughter and namesake, Ann.’

‘Oh?’ she said, swishing her shrivelled feet to make the water roil. ‘Look at the white stones under the water. See how they seem to shift shape.’

This is what the living do not understand about the Dead, and what I must never tell them. The Dead, unless they are very freshly crossed over, do not care about those they have left behind.

They remember the living, yes. Memory crosses over intact. The Dead know whom they have left, know who they themselves are. They perfectly recall life; it just no  longer interests them. It’s as if life was a story they heard once about an acquaintance of an acquaintance, a tale that unaccountably stayed in memory but without any personal connection. Without passion.

What does interest the Dead? For all my crossings, I still don’t know. Of course, I’m never here for very long, and only the elderly will talk to me. Yet I have the impression that the Dead are absorbed in something of which they never speak, not even to each other – unless words like Mrs Humphries’ mean more than they seem. ‘Look at the white stones under the water. See how they seem to shift shape.’

The Dead will stare at stones for years. At trees, at flowers, at a single blade of grass. What is shifting in their minds, under what unimaginable waters?

Mrs Humphries had forgotten me. I pinched her hard. If I went back to Hartah without information, my second beating would be worse than my first. My pinch didn’t hurt Mrs Humphries – nothing hurts the Dead – but it did remind her that I was there.

She snapped, ‘What now, boy?’

‘Tell me about when you were a girl.’ And I held my breath.

Childhood is the one thing that will sometimes get the elderly Dead to talk. Their adult selves, their long lives, the families they left behind – these mean nothing to them now. But themselves as small children, that will sometimes animate them. Sometimes, anyway. Perhaps it is because little children, in their simplicity, are closer to what the Dead are now. I don’t know. None of the actual children here have ever talked to me, or even seemed to see me.

Mrs Humphries gave her little cackle and her old eyes brightened. ‘I was a rapscallion, I was! You would scarcely credit it, boy, but I was a pretty child, with hair like new-minted  gold. But I wanted black hair, like my friend Catherine Littlejohn, so I—’

A family story, undoubtedly told and retold many times. It led to other stories. A prize chicken had been stolen from the Littlejohns and slaughtered for the Feast of the Winter Solstice. A nobleman, one Lord William Digby, had once ridden through Stonegreen and given Ann, that pretty child, a coin as gold as her hair. I listened carefully, watching the stones shift shape under the water. And all the while rage built in my heart that Hartah made me do this thing, come to this place, note with such desperation these trivialities from a woman months in her grave. A woman I would never see again. A woman who was dead, when I was not. I only felt that I was. Here, and there.
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I delayed crossing back over for as long as I could. Always I feared the dirt in my mouth, the flesh gone from my bones, the maggots and the cold and the darkness. What if one time they didn’t pass? What if I became trapped in that terrible moment between life and death, forever awake in my rotting grave?

And I did not want to return to Hartah. To my fear of staying, my fear of leaving.

So I loitered by the mossy green boulder and watched the Dead, and tried to get another one of them to talk with me. None would. They sat holding hands in their circles, or they sat alone, gazing at a blade of grass. One of them, a gentleman or even a lord in his velvet breeches and doublet, a short sword on his hip, lay full length on the grass. He stared straight up at the featureless grey sky. He never even blinked. I wanted to kick him, but what if this should be the one time when a kick aroused a younger Dead? That sword was as real and solid as everything else here.

Some of the Dead wear strange dress, clothing I have never seen on my travels with Hartah. Crude fur tunics. Armour with red plumes on odd-shaped helmets. Long white robes. The old ones speak languages I don’t know, when they speak at all. But wherever or whenever their lost lives, they all behave the same.

Listening.

Watching.

Waiting with unimaginable patience. I don’t know  what they wait for, what their calm gazes see. And they do not, or cannot, tell me.

When I had lingered as long as I dared, I took a sharp stone from my pocket. I rested my left hand against the Stonegreen boulder and drove the stone as hard as I could into my hand, harder than necessary. It does not take nearly as much pain to leave here as to come. But I wanted to inflict pain, and I could not inflict it on Hartah, so I cut my hand and crossed back over into the land of the living.

 



‘... and dyed her hair black, like her friend Catherine Littlejohn’s,’ Hartah finished. The woman in the tent burst into tears.

Again I lay under my table, but I already knew that this time I was not needed. The woman sobbed, ‘Oh, it  was my mother! No one else could know those things, not all those details, not like that. Oh! And she said she’s safe and happy . . .’

‘Yes. And that she loves you very much,’ said Hartah. For these occasions he used a voice that Aunt Jo and I seldom heard: low, slow, completely scrubbed of his usual snarl. He sat far away from the women – our customers were usually women – both to not make them uneasy with his great bulk and to give himself an air of mystery. Hatred of him filled my mouth like rancid meat.

‘My good mother! Oh, thank you, good sir, I can never thank you enough, this is a gift beyond price!’

But of course there was a price. Hartah exacted it, plus a promise of silence, from Mrs Ann Littlejohn, born Humphries. He did the same with Catherine Carter, born Littlejohn, and with Joan St Clare and her young cousin Geoffrey Morton. They had all lived in Stonegreen their entire lives, the Humphries and Carters and Littlejohns and St Clares, as had their parents and grandparents  before them. Their family secrets were shared secrets, and the dead Mrs Humphries had known them all.

‘A good day’s work,’ Hartah said to me after the last customer had left the tent. He meant his work, not mine. Already he had forgotten the beating he’d given me this morning, blotted from his mind as completely as the grave blotted love from the minds of the Dead.

‘May I go?’ I tried to keep anger and fear from my voice.

‘Yes, yes, go – who needs you now?’

Outside, long shadows fell across the faire field. Dusk gathered on the horizon, soft and blue and smelling of the night to come. Farmers drove their wagons, lighter by what they’d sold and heavier by what they’d bought, down the Stonegreen Road towards home. The cottagers of Stonegreen lingered at the remaining booths and at the ale tent, not wanting their brief holiday to end. Several, men and women alike, were drunk. They staggered about, singing and laughing, their merriment echoing from group to group. I found my aunt sitting in the shade of Hartah’s wagon. With no money to enjoy the faire, she had probably sat there most of the day. Wordlessly she raised her eyes to mine.

‘A good take,’ I said. ‘We will eat.’

She didn’t smile; all smiles had left her years ago. But she laced her hands together on her skinny belly as if in thanksgiving prayer. I couldn’t stand to watch. Grateful prayer, for a crust of bread and slice of cheese! I stalked away to the river and found myself standing under the same great overhanging tree where I had sat with Mrs Humphries in the country of the Dead.

Under the tree, staring at the dappled shadows on the river, stood the girl from the inn yard this morning. The girl with the long black braids. ‘You’re back,’ she said, and I froze.

‘Where did you go all day?’ she continued. ‘I didn’t see you anywhere at the faire.’

She had looked for me. She had looked for me. And she didn’t know where I’d been. So why had she looked for me? I couldn’t think of anything to say and so stood there, wordless, like the oaf that I am.

‘Oh!’ she cried suddenly. ‘What’s wrong with your hand?’

The bruise where I had hit myself with the sharp stone. It had bled a little, the blood had crusted over, and around the angry wound my flesh was puffy and red, rapidly turning purple. Foolishly I covered it with my other hand, clasping both in front of me. Then I realized that the gesture was exactly what my aunt had done, and I scowled ferociously.

The girl didn’t notice. She’d darted towards me, picked up my clasped hands, pulled them apart. She had removed the black lace mitts she’d worn in the morning, and the long white sleeves of her smock fell back over her arms.

‘Did you cut yourself on – Oh!’ Immediately she put her left hand behind her back. But I had seen.

‘Don’t tell,’ she whispered softly, childishly, and the fear in her eyes loosened my tongue as nothing else could. I understood fear.

‘I won’t,’ I said. ‘I won’t tell, I never would. But you should be more careful. Not that it signifies – I assure you it doesn’t! Not to me! It means nothing!’

She nodded unhappily, tears in her eyes. The eyes were deep brown. Brown eyes, black hair – she should have looked drab, like a painting without colour, but she did not. She burned bright in my gaze, a beautiful girl with one tiny flaw that signified nothing. Or, to some, everything.

I babbled on, trying to find words that would reassure  her. ‘Only the superstitious say it matters. Only the ignorant. Why, I’ve heard tell that Queen Caroline has the same thing! And she is the queen!’

‘The queen is a whore,’ the girl said flatly, and I blinked. This girl spoke her mind freely. Spoke her mind, did not take enough trouble to hide the tiny sixth finger on her left hand, the same mark rumoured of Queen Caroline. The mark of a witch.

‘Be more careful!’ I blurted, and looked around to see who else had heard her call the queen a whore. No one was near. ‘Take better care, my lady!’

‘I am no lady,’ she said, giving me the same smile as Mrs Humphries when I’d called her a lady. Would all women react with the same pleased amusement to my honouring them so? But I didn’t want to honour all women. Only this one, standing here with my injured hand still in her own small white one. She said, ‘My name is Catherine Starling. Cat.’

‘I’m Roger Kilbourne.’

‘My father farms at Garraghan.’

I didn’t know what or where Garraghan was, and I had no information I wanted to offer about my aunt or Hartah. But I didn’t need to speak. With a toss of her black braids, Cat said, ‘I don’t believe in witches, anyway!’

‘You must be careful who you say that to.’

‘I know. I am careful. I can trust you, I knew that right off this morning. You don’t believe in witches either, do you, Roger? All that foolishness – putting curses on people and sickening cattle and talking to the Dead! Faugh!’

I said nothing.

She brought her left hand from behind her back and joined it to her right, still holding mine. ‘I’ll tell you what I do believe in, Roger,’ she said with that luscious smile. ‘I believe in stars and flowers and sweetmeats and my doll!’

I saw it then. Her beauty had misled me, as had her pretty voice. She didn’t stumble over her words like the poor creature Hartah had kicked in the last town; her head was not too large nor her eyes blank. But her wits were not all present, and the mind in her head was younger than her near-woman’s body. It didn’t make me think less of her. It made me want to protect her, keep her safe from those who would make her childish tongue and sixth finger into excuses to hurt her. The warmth of her hands felt like the best thing that had come to me all summer.

Before I could answer, another voice, high with fear, called, ‘Cat! Where are you!’ An older woman burst through the trees to the riverbank. ‘There you are! You know you are not supposed to – She wandered off, sir, I hope she has not troubled you.’ At the sight of my hand in Cat’s, the woman stopped cold.

She was Cat’s mother: the same brown eyes, black hair, pretty features, although this woman’s hair was tucked up under a cap and her face was tense with worry. I hastened to reassure her.

‘No trouble, mistress, none at all. We were just talking. She is fine.’

Mrs Starling looked from me to her daughter, trying to assess the situation. I saw her take in my old clothes, too small for me at ankle and sleeve; my dirty hair; the hole in one boot. I saw her decide that whatever I had seen, I could have no influence anywhere, and so was no threat. But she was kind.

‘Thank you, sir. Cat must go now; we start for home. Come, daughter.’

‘Bye, Roger,’ Cat said. ‘See you again!’

That would not happen, I knew. Not only because Cat was obviously the child of a prosperous farmer, but because she was beloved by at least one parent, who  would do everything to keep her safe. I watched her go, and in my breast warred a strange and bitter mix of regret, jealousy and desire. I wanted Cat to stay. I wanted to go with her. I wanted to be her, sixth finger and all.

A sixth finger and impaired wits would be lesser afflictions than what I bore.

Slowly I left the leafy riverbank and went back to Hartah’s wagon.
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We spent the night at the same rough inn five miles from Stonegreen, and for once there was dinner for all three of us. I gobbled the bread and cheese, not knowing when I would get more. Even Aunt Jo ate well, sitting on the wooden bench as far away from Hartah as she could, her eyes cast down. Firelight turned one cheek rosy, which looked grotesque on her thin lined face. Would my mother, had she lived, have looked like this? No. My mother, in my childish memory of her, had been beautiful.


Why, I thought at Aunt Jo, won’t you tell me where and how my mother died, you pitiful woman? Aunt Jo raised her head. For an instant her gaze met mine. She looked away.

‘Good food,’ Hartah grunted, and belched.

In the morning the air had turned much colder. In another few weeks there would be frost on the grass. Hartah, to my surprise, turned the wagon south. As the sun warmed the day, he seemed in a very good mood indeed, whistling tunelessly. I rode in the back of the jostling wagon, sitting on the folded faire tent, and watched a fly crawl across the back of Hartah’s neck. After several hours of wordless travel, I risked a question addressed to his and my aunt’s back.

‘Where are we going?’

‘To the sea.’ He laughed. ‘I have a desire for sea bathing.’

He barely bathed at all. I could smell him every time the wind shifted.

Over the next few days there were fewer villages the farther south we went, and so fewer chances for harvest  faires. The land grew wilder, less fertile. Fields of harvested crops gave way to pastures for sheep and then, as the ground became rockier and steeper still, to goats. After several days in the slow creaky wagon, we turned east. For the last time we spent the night at an inn, a rough place full of rough men who did not look like farmers or herders. There were no women. Hartah paid the last of his money for a tiny room up under the eaves and left Aunt Jo and me there.

‘Bar the door,’ he said, ‘and don’t open it until you are sure it’s me.’ He went back downstairs and did not return for hours. My aunt slept restlessly on the sagging bed. Rolled in my blanket on the floor, I could hear her light sighs, see her body twitch in the starlight from the tiny window. Did she dream, even as I did?


Let there be no dreams tonight.

There were not, and the next morning Hartah was cheerful. ‘A good place for information!’

Aunt Jo looked at him and then away.

After that there were no inns, and we slept in or under the wagon, eating provisions Hartah had bought in Stonegreen. His good mood subsided, replaced by a restless tension I didn’t understand. But he didn’t hit me or Aunt Jo. He hardly noticed us until one night, over a campfire built beside a rocky landslide that barely blocked the cold wind, Hartah looked at me directly. His eyes flickered red and gold with reflections from the flames, like a beast. ‘How’d ye like to be rich, Roger?’

For some reason I thought immediately of Cat Starling, back on her prosperous farm. Of her clean black braids, her carefully ironed petticoat. I said nothing.

‘Scared ye, have I?’ Hartah jeered. ‘So much the better. There’s fearful work for all of us ahead, and all of us will share the spoils. That’s only right. You’re a great one for right, ain’t ye, Roger?’

Anything I said might provoke him. I stared at the fire. Hartah took another swig of the brandy he’d brought from Stonegreen.

‘That’s good. Stay silent, boy. Silence is what’ll be needed, mark my words. But you’ll stay silent or swing with the rest of us, eh? You’ll see that. I know.’

I had no idea what he was talking about, nor did I care. As long as he left me alone, as long as he kept his fists on the brandy and not on me. When he again raised the bottle, I slipped down into my blanket and prepared to sleep.

But then I glimpsed Aunt Jo’s face, her eyes wide and horrified, her withered lips parted in a silent scream.

 



The next day I could smell the sea on the wind, although I couldn’t yet see it. We left the main road and climbed a muddy track up into hills even wilder, cut with deep ravines and falls of rock. The horse, old to begin with, faltered and strained. I thought the poor beast might drop dead in her traces, but still Hartah urged her on. The wagon wheels groaned, even though the load now consisted only of its driver. Aunt Jo and I walked behind. All of our provisions were gone except a half-loaf of hard bread, and Hartah had dumped the ragged faire tent into a ravine. When I dared to ask him why, he laughed and said, ‘Rich men don’t need such sorry lodgings!’

We reached the top of the track with the horse still alive, pulling the wagon into a thick wood of old oak and wind-bent pine. Here the tang of salt air was strong. In a clearing beside a swift hillside stream sat a crude wooden cabin, its log roof sealed with pitch.

‘Hallooooo!’ Hartah called. Two men came out of the cabin, one young and one about Hartah’s age. The older leaned on a wooden staff, one of his legs bent and useless. He hobbled towards us.

‘So you’ve come.’

‘We have,’ Hartah said.

‘Is this your boy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, see that he does his share of the work.’

‘He will.’

The younger man stared at me, scowling. He looked about seventeen or eighteen, wide-shouldered and handsome, with yellow hair falling over bright blue eyes. I found myself wondering if Cat Starling would have liked him, would have kissed him.

‘Then come,’ the older man said.

‘Are the others—’

‘Soon.’

Hartah said to Aunt Jo, ‘Make camp. There, under the trees by the creek. Don’t come near the cabin, or you’ll wish you hadn’t. You too, boy.’ He and the yellow-haired youth strode into the cabin, the lame man limping after them.

My aunt and I drew the wagon under the trees, tethered and watered the horse, made a fire. There was nothing to cook. As I gnawed on my share of the bread, hard and mouldy, three more men arrived in the clearing. None had families with them. They disappeared into the cabin.

My aunt handed me her piece of bread. She had not touched it. When I looked at her in surprise, I gasped. Never had I seen a face like that. Whiter than frost and her eyes just as frozen, wide open and fixed in terror.

‘Aunt . . . what—’

Abruptly she turned her head and vomited into the weeds. Thin strings of brownish-green bile retched from her mouth. In truth, I was surprised anything came up at all, we had eaten so little. Even more surprising, vomiting seemed to hearten her, or at least to return her voice.

‘Go, Roger. Go now. What they plan . . . you must not . . . Run!’

I stared at her across the dying fire. Never once had  she told me to escape Hartah, or tried to protect me from him. I said, ‘What are they planning? What’s going to happen?’

‘Go. Go. Go.’ She was moaning now, like an animal in a trap, as she rocked back and forth by the fire on her skinny haunches. How could I go, leaving her like this? She was my aunt, my mother’s sister, and I could not leave her here alone with whatever she feared so much.

No. That was not true. The truth was harsher, more shaming: I was afraid to run. To go off into that wild country without weapons or money or food. And Hartah had threatened to ... if he came after me and caught me . . .

I felt shamed by my own cowardice, and shame turned me angry. ‘You’ve lost your wits! I can’t go! Be quiet or I’ll—’ I stopped, appalled. I sounded like Hartah.

Aunt Jo stopped too. No more moaning, no more rocking. She sank onto her blanket, her face turned away from me, and lay quietly. But one more sentence came from her side of the fire, and it was clear and cold as sea air.

‘Your mother died at Hygryll, on Soulvine Moor.’

I went still. It seemed the whole world had gone still: leaves didn’t rustle, wind didn’t blow, embers didn’t snap in the ashes of the fire. At Hygryll, on Soulvine Moor. After years of refusing to tell me anything of my parents. My mother.

‘Where is Soulvine Moor?’ I demanded. ‘And how? How did she die?’

Aunt Jo said nothing, rigid as stone.

‘How? And what of my father? Aunt Jo!’

But Aunt Jo would say no more. She lay as stiff and unresponsive as if it were she and not her sister who had died at that unknown place. Unknown now, but I would find it. Now that I had a name, I would find it. And for the first time ever I would cross over with gladness.

My mother, in her lavender dress . . .

It was a long time before I could sleep. I watched the stars between the branches of the trees. I watched the clouds drift in and cover them. Towards morning it began to rain. I crept under the wagon. The cold rain didn’t matter; tomorrow I would go. My aunt had told me to run, and now I had a reason, a place to run to. Tomorrow I would go, and I would find the place my mother had died, and I would cross over and find her.

But towards morning Hartah woke me, and everything came crashing down.

 



‘Boy! Get up, curse you, get up now!’

I started awake, sitting up so fast that I hit my head on the bottom of the wagon, a sharp crack that sent spears of light through my brain. Hartah seized me by one arm and pulled me from beneath the wagon.

The little clearing was bedlam. Men ran around cursing. A couple were hitching Hartah’s old horse to a wagon that must have arrived in the last few hours. The rain still fell, a slow cold drizzle that soaked through my wool tunic as if boring inward. Through the grey curtains of rain the men’s lanterns gleamed fitfully, illuminating now a clenched face, now the load upon the wagon bed, which was unseen beneath a tarpaulin.

‘Come!’ Hartah roared, dragging me with him.

Someone else yelled, amid a row of curses hot enough to blister rock, ‘She be too early! She be too early!’

We ran behind the cabin and then kept going. There was a second track here, leading steeply downward. As Hartah and I descended in the darkness, I tried to keep my feet on the muddy ground, desperately looking by the light of Hartah’s swinging lantern for firm footing amidst the streaming water. The smell of salt grew sharper. I could hear a wagon close behind me, the horse led by someone.  We left the trees and the wind hit me so hard I almost fell. All at once I could hear the sea surging below.

At the bottom of the track we reached a tiny pebbled beach. The sky was pitch black, but as lanterns came down with the men I saw that the beach lay between steep cliffs and the sea. The pebbles were dotted with large rocks, and even larger ones jutted from a wild sea. Dark waves rose and crashed on the boulders, some sending spray inland to dash against the cliffs. Rain fell steadily.

‘There!’

‘Hurry, damn you!’

‘She be too early! Too early!’

‘We can still do it.’

Do what? The yellow-haired youth pushed me out of the way, so hard that I fell on the rocks. I staggered up, dazed; no bones seemed to be broken, but I shrank back against the cliff, peering desperately around. No way back up to the cabin except by the one track, and men stood there, swinging their lanterns.

Yellow Hair pulled the tarpaulin from the wagon and tipped it. Such strength! A load of dry firewood spilled onto the beach in an enormous pile. Someone lit a brand soaked in oil and tossed it onto the wood, which flared instantly. Dry, cured, oiled – someone had prepared the wood with great care. The flames mounted high into the windy sky, a great bonfire.

And all at once I saw a light far out on the surging dark sea.

She be early! We can still do it—

No. No. They were going to—

I had heard of such things. I hadn’t wanted to believe them. It was like witches or sick-curses, too monstrous to be believed. But here, here and now, my uncle—

Three lights flashed in rapid succession out on the dark sea, and the men on the beach shouted.

‘She sees us!’

‘She’s coming in—’

‘Get ready!’

The ship’s crew thought the bonfire was a guide-light, the kind made to lead vessels towards safe harbour. She was sailing blind, out there in the wild storm, and this fire would lure her towards the rocks. How far out did the rocks extend from the beach? How soon would the captain realize what was happening?

I didn’t know. I had never been on a ship. And there was nothing I could do.

Time passed. I don’t know how much time. The rain lashed me as I huddled against the cliff, and out there on the sea the ship fought the storm. Her lights seemed to come closer, then to recede. In the rain and darkness I couldn’t judge distances. I couldn’t judge anything.

But enough time passed for the clouds to lighten in the east, over the top of one cliff, and hope seized me. If it got light soon enough for the ship to see the danger . . .

It did not. Even over the hammering waves I heard the crash as the ship ran into the rocks and splintered. Her lights bobbed wildly. A few moments later they went out.

The men on the beach screamed in joy.

Dawn approached. As the invisible sun rose behind the angry clouds, the entire horrifying scene came into view. The ship lay on her side about a quarter-mile out, breaking up as the sea pounded her again and again. Figures struggled in the surf, trying to get ashore. Some disappeared beneath the chaotic water, and didn’t reappear. Others reached the beach, dripping and exhausted and bruised, their clothes torn ragged by the rocks. And my uncle’s men rushed to meet them.

I saw the yellow-haired youth grab a sailor by the neck, push him down and drive a knife square into his back.

It was no contest. For every survivor from the wreck,  there was a killer on the beach. Blood streamed along with the rain, turning tide pools red. The men moved in a frenzy, silent now but all the more terrible for that, flashing their knives in and out of living flesh.

After a while no more figures staggered ashore.

Cargo began to wash up then, great casks and wooden boxes, dashed against the rocks in their passage. The men dropped their weapons – knives and swords and spears would have endangered them in that slippery sea – and waded out to grab the casks and boxes before they could split open. Stumbling, cursing, gripping the slippery rocks for balance whenever possible, the wreckers retrieved what they could, half carrying and half floating the cargo ashore. The sun rose higher behind the clouds, and I could see sticky red on the discarded blades.

‘You!’ Hartah roared at me. ‘Help! Fetch in cargo!’

A box was tossed abruptly up by the waves, coming down on a rock just yards from the beach. The wood splintered and broke. Cloth spilled from the box, immediately sodden with saltwater. Red, gold, blue – the rich silks and velvets and brocades swirled in the water or clung to rocks even as my clothes clung to my body. The dyes began to run, staining the water colours that no sea ever was: red ... yellow ... cobalt blue...lavender ... Istumbledtowards the water until a hand on my arm stopped me.

‘Roger! Go!’

My Aunt Jo had materialized on the beach. She must have come down the muddy track, come after everybody else had left the cabin, come to tell me where my mother was. I couldn’t think. My back to the cliff, I stared at her, dumb, amid the wreck and the rain and the cloth dyeing pebbles fantastic colours.

‘Go!’ She thrust something at me, and without thought I took it. Hartah’s knife, plucked from the bloody sand. She wanted me to take it, to run away while there was  still a chance. A chance to find my mother’s death place, to cross over and see her again.

My feet finally moved.

A huge cry, and Hartah loomed before us. Some of the ruined cloth from the wreck clung to him, dripping blue velvet draped lopsided over his shoulders like a mockery of a cape. In his hands he held a metal-bound wooden box. From somewhere behind me, someone cried, ‘Soldiers! Run!’

Rage blossomed on Hartah’s face. His head jerked up, searching the cliff for soldiers. Rain streamed down his red nose, across a bruise on one cheek. Always rage must go somewhere. He screamed at Aunt Jo, ‘I told you to stay above!’ He raised the box and brought it down hard upon her skull.

Her slight body crumpled onto the rocks.

Without thought, I slid Hartah’s knife between his ribs and twisted it.

His big body went rigid. One arm raised to grab me, and I stepped back, pulling out the knife. Instantly blood gushed from his side – so much blood! It pooled among the rocks, mingled with the rain, splashed when Hartah fell to his knees and then, after a long terrible moment when time itself seemed to stop, onto his face beside Aunt Jo.

The knife dropped from my slack fingers.

‘Soldiers!’ someone screamed again, and then they were pouring down the track, slipping in the mud, dozens of them in the rainy dawn. There was no other way off the beach except out to sea, where the ship broke up even more with each crashing surge of the waves. Some of the wreckers fought back, but it was hopeless. Only two of us were taken prisoner, me and the youth with the yellow hair, and there was no way Cat Starling would ever, ever have kissed either one of us.
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I lay face down on the ground in the clearing above the beach, hands and feet bound, my mouth shoved against the wet dirt. The yellow-haired wrecker lay beside me, similarly tied. The rain had slowed. Soldiers dressed in rain-sodden blue milled around, and shouts sounded continuously as horses, Hartah’s old nag among them, hauled wagons up from the beach. Every so often a boot kicked me in the leg or the belly, and painfully I brought my bound arms up to shield my head as best I could.

What would these soldiers of the queen do to me?

All my life Hartah had told tales of soldiers torturing prisoners, but even in my fear I knew I would not be tortured here. The soldiers didn’t need to force a confession. They would hang us on the evidence of their eyes.

‘A priest!’ the yellow-haired man cried. ‘It is my right to see a priest before I die!’

Two pairs of boots stopped on the muddy ground, inches from my head. ‘He’s right,’ said a voice. ‘It’s the law.’

‘And did they have law in their minds when they wrecked the Frances Ormund?’ demanded another voice, rougher than the first. ‘Sir.’

The Frances Ormund. That must be the name of the ship. Again I saw the bodies on the beach, the tide pools red with blood, Hartah and the others shouting in triumph as they snagged the cargo washing ashore. The killings. And I had killed too. The knife sliding so easily  between Hartah’s ribs, like butter into good cheese. And, just before, the heavy wooden box smashing down onto my aunt’s head.

My mind shuddered away from both images, and from the knowledge that I was a murderer. And yet I did not regret killing him. The thought astonished me. I, who had shrunk from killing a rat that had crawled into the wagon, a snake in the house, when we had a house. But it was true. I should have killed Hartah long ago. And I should have no fear of death now. After all, I – of all people – knew that both he and I would continue on across the grave, in the peaceful country of the Dead.

But I did not want to go there. Not like this, not for ever. What had Mrs Humphries said to me? ‘It is not your time. Not yet.’

The first soldier said, ‘Nonetheless, Enfield, I am bound by the law.’

‘Sir, these scum don’t deserve the law! Begging your pardon, sir, but ten hands dead, with only two survivors! And a woman aboard, the captain’s own wife!’

‘I demand a priest!’ the yellow-haired youth screamed. A boot hit him hard in the side. He gasped and writhed on the ground.

‘Enfield,’ the other voice said, but without warning. All at once I was seized by the arm and hauled to my feet.

‘Sir, let him at least see what he’s done before he hangs! Let him face the survivors!’

The officer made no objection. Enfield dragged me to the cabin. As we went, one soldier spat in my face. Over a high limb of a great oak, two more soldiers threw a pair of nooses.

The inside of the cabin was dark, lit only by a single lantern on a small table. Two people sat in wet, bloody clothes. One had a crude bandage wrapped around his  temples; he sat with his head in his hands, moaning. The other was a woman.
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15 A DANGEROUS PLACE TO BE .

THE LAND OF THE DEAD






