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Among the hills the Echoes play


A never, never ending song


William Wordsworth, ‘The Idle Shepherd Boys’










First Footing


It is likely that Barrowbeck’s original settlers were drawn there by the river and the seclusion of the valley. Refugees, perhaps, from a less hospitable territory.


L. S. Hunter, The History of the North of England


 


After the raid, after the bloodshed and the burials, the marsh-folk fled east along the riverbank, depleted in numbers.


They had been walking for a whole day now, the party ever more fragmented by fatigue at the rear and an eagerness to keep moving at the front. Those leading the way had to judge each footstep so carefully in the snow that they only occasionally glanced up. When they did, it felt as though they were passing through a stretch they had already navigated, as in some nonsensical dream. Covered in white drifts, everywhere looked the same.


The boy, Mabglas, could not be sure if he was truly awake. No matter that his feet ached, or that the cold seemed to cut straight through to his skeleton, to be thrown into exile like this was so sudden as to seem unreal.


Only two days ago, the village had been languishing in a wonderful normality. The first signs of a squall had been blowing in off the sea but that was nothing out of the ordinary for the season. They knew how to prepare. There was no panic. They had simply set to work and fastened down any thatching that was loose, re-dug the drainage channels, hammered the poles of wicker fences deeper into the mud, heaped up firewood indoors, and moved their animals off the salt-pastures to higher ground. Across the marshland, they had been getting on with the business of living as they’d always lived. But now half the men were dead – the chieftain, Prif, and his son, Gogwyn, among them. And the survivors had been forced out of their homes into the slush and snow with whatever they could carry of the little left to them by the marauders.


Mabglas had only the clothes he wore and an oak-wood staff. But he needed nothing more, Dewin, his teacher, had told him. For men like them, he said (and Mabglas liked to be called a man), for men who swam between worlds, the fewer trappings they had the better. To be attached to something, to rely upon it, was a weakness that the gods would exploit whenever he went to barter with them.


He should not have undue affection for anything. Not even his master. He had to be different. Free of love. It was good that he had no mother and father any more and did not remember them. Orphans made good shamans. Nothing he cared about could be taken away from him. He had no one to weep for in situations such as this. He should not even bewail the loss of the village. They would build another. Just as if he broke his staff he could easily cut himself a replacement. He should keep a clear head, said Dewin. His duty lay in vigilance. Let the others mourn.


At present, their grief was largely silent and seemed to have been deferred by a mutual unspoken agreement. When they were far enough away from harm, then they would cry.


Everyone kept their own counsel. The men wrestled with whatever shame and guilt they felt; widows remained impassive for the sake of their newly fatherless children – some only babies – who chewed their thumbs and clung to their mothers, subdued by the violence that had swept through the village with all the pitilessness of a winter storm. Worse than a storm, in fact. A storm, they could have weathered. They’d been more than ready for the high wet winds that lashed the coast at this time of year. But they could never have predicted the coming of these wild-bearded giants with their clubs and spears. Nor their cunning. For they had crept into the coppice wood above the village with such uncanny stealth that they had not snapped a single branch underfoot or disturbed a single bird from its roost. It was only as they’d started to charge down the hillside and let out their battle cry that the trees behind them had erupted with crows.


 


The men of the village had fought back with courage if not expertise. They were farmers and fishers and reed-cutters. What chance had they stood against these taller, stronger brutes so drunk on the thrill of slaughter? It had all been over within moments.


Once the raiders had gone with the sheep and the cattle and the salt fish, when those who had hidden themselves away emerged, the extent of the viciousness became clear. Here was Fadog, here was Cambugail, Bram and Corrath. Stuck like pigs where they had been cornered. Prif they found face down in the rushes, his back stabbed open to the white of his spine. Gogwyn decapitated. The utmost insult. Or was it a punishment?


As they buried the dead in the high barrow, they wondered aloud what they had done to anger the gods – why these barbarians had been sent to kill them. The marsh-folk were not greedy in any sense; nor were they vain or ambitious. Prif had never been bellicose. Nor had any of their previous chieftains. Each had inherited his father’s benevolence. Likewise, Gogwyn, steadfast, generous Gogwyn, whose cheeks had still been ruddy when they’d laid his head beside him in the grave, as if his soul was protesting at his needless death and refused to leave.


For an explanation, they had turned to Dewin, their shrewd, white-haired brother with an understanding of things preternatural, or as much understanding as anyone could have. But all that he had been able to say for certain at the time was that to try and bargain with these gods of carnage – which Mabglas knew was what the villagers wanted him to do – would prove fruitless. No amount of pleading or bribery would dissuade them from recommencing their game. And it was a game. Part of the grand game of war the gods returned to now and then when they were in want of entertainment. As boys enjoyed clashing their armies of little wooden warriors, so the gods pitted one clan against another. Indeed, some gods were like cruel children, Dewin said. Children with sharp sticks and an insatiable fascination for watching things suffer. But unlike children, they could not be chastised or changed. Their toys could not be taken away.


They had revelled in the combat, he said. They would want an even gorier spectacle next time and send the invaders back to kill everyone they came across, with no mercy for women and children. They would take the village and all it contained for their own. The gods had decided.


For the marsh-folk, there had been no choice but to leave as soon as they could and use the course of the river as their path.


 


Mabglas tried to instil some comfort in those walking beside him by reminding them that it was past midwinter now, as though that mattered when the days were still so short and dim and cold. However hard they beat their arms, however strenuous it was to wade through the snow, the chill was unavoidable and made all the worse by the fact that they had been strenuous to see out the harsh weather in the shelter of their homes. The way they talked, when they talked at all, they missed the hot stones and steaming cauldrons of their hearths as much as they missed the dead. And to think of those savages, they said, sitting in their houses enjoying the warmth of a fire while they were out in the open shivering . . .


Here inland, the gods Gawl and Eira, who roused fierce blizzards whenever they met, had left wide plains of deep snow that rolled to the rise of the moorland in the distance.


To the marsh-folk, those hills were unknown and untrodden. No one had ever been so far. In ten generations, there had never been one among them adventurous enough to go off and explore the peaks and valleys. It would have been dangerous and sacrilegious. Dangerous because it was sacrilegious. There were plenty of stories about the fate of those who – by accident or more often reckless curiosity – had intruded into some hallowed place.


Years ago, a man from another clan, somewhere east, had set off one night and walked over the edge of the horizon so as to catch sight of Heulwen, the Sun goddess, before she dressed herself in the blinding robes of morning. For spying on her nakedness, he had been nailed to the earth and seared every day until he was nothing but bones.


North of here, a little boy had climbed a tall tree on a clear night and torn open a patch of the sky to find out what lay beyond the stars. Peeking through the hole, into the foundry of the gods, his eyes had melted like ice.


So went the tales that cautioned against foolishness. And even for men like him and Dewin, thought Mabglas (men who swam between worlds), knowledge had its limitations. Certain marvels had to remain hidden. The Sun in her nudity. The furnaces behind the curtain of the night. And the birthplace of their own dear Arfon, their river.


Somewhere in the folds of those hills on the horizon was the womb from which she continually sprang anew to wind her way to the marshlands of the estuary – the briny kingdom she ruled over jointly with Old Salo of the Sea.


He could be petulant, especially at this time of year, and distracted by the task of stirring up rainstorms and tides, but Arfon had been kind to the marsh-folk thus far, and they had venerated her with such love that it didn’t seem too presumptuous to hope for her protection and sympathy now. After seeing what these rabid dogs of men had done to the village, outraged that innocent blood had polluted her waters, she might feel moved to provide them with somewhere else to live. A sheltered bend or a quiet sister-tributary secreted in a wood.


But after a day of walking, they had come across no such places. Only black swamps of dubious solidity. Or the small frosty islands of oxbow lakes. Nowhere was suitable or safe. All was exposed in these flatlands. And they were forced to spend a sleepless night squatting in the roots of thrashing trees along the banks, not even daring to light a fire for fear that the wild ones would find them.


From the muttered conversations Mabglas overheard in the dark, there was a growing feeling that they had expected too much of the frozen Arfon. She was weary at this time of year, too drowsy and inert to concern herself with human affairs or the blood-sports of the other gods. No, they were travelling without her knowledge. They were alone in this foreign countryside.


When the morning came, with a sky as downy as the snow, some wanted to turn around, thinking it better to take their chances back in the village; better to die in their homes – their precious homes – than freeze out here. Freeze or starve. They had left with so little between them, nothing but some cobs of brittle bread, half a sack of berries, and two strings of dried mushrooms that were as tough as twists of dead skin. Despite favouring the most needful, the food had all but gone. If Arfon was not going to provide them with more, then what was the use of carrying on? While they still had the privilege of choice, they should be kind to themselves and choose the swift death of the club or the spear.


But come, see, said Dewin and he led them closer to the river where he proved his eminence in occult matters by showing them what he had noticed and they had missed. Here the ice was thin and if they looked closely, they could see the rush of the current beneath the surface, the bubbles of Arfon’s breath. She was still with them, he said. She was still their guardian. She led them to these inhospitable places of creaking bogs and roaring trees only to urge them into the hills.


The hills? The thought of going there troubled them more than anything else. It gave Mabglas pause too. He thought of the man pinned down and roasted by the Sun’s heat. He remembered the boy whose eyes had turned to water. What punishments could they expect if they were to tramp into the place of Arfon’s miraculous, endless birth?


Dewin seemed sure that she would give them refuge; more than just refuge, she would offer them a new place to live. They could not think of the marshland village as theirs any more. They could not go back. They were not meant to go back. Arfon was calling them to her.


To put so much faith in one of the gods – even one with a legacy of kind-heartedness – sat uneasily with Mabglas. But Dewin’s certainty of Arfon’s beneficence spread to the others and grew all the more credible when the sky cleared into a morning of bright sunlight. It was a providential sign that they could all interpret. For the first time since they had left the village, something other than fear and sorrow passed between them.


Mabglas knew that he ought to resist the seduction of hope as strongly as he ought to abjure any sadness or regret. Dewin had told him that often enough. But it was hard not to share the joy of believing that, after what had happened, there was a place of sanctuary waiting for them. He wanted to live rather than die. He could not quite bring himself to feel guilty about that, even though he had been instructed to think of his life as something entirely disposable. His life didn’t belong to him anyway, Dewin had said. He was but an egg being passed among the gods. One day, one of them would close their hand and crush him.


For now, though, Arfon cradled him and the others, and the going was better the further east they went. The forests of the upland country were winter-bare but tangled and dense and had sheltered the riverbanks from the worst of the snow. It felt as though they were at last making progress even though the river was forced to take an ever more sinuous course into the heart of the moorland.


In these narrow dales, the slopes ran more or less straight down to the river-edge with no room for building or farming. It was all rockfall and scree. Useless for their needs. But towards sundown, after passing through the jaws of two limestone crags, they came to a long, open valley; a silent trough of snow and blue shadow closed off by a steep wall of fells.


Some made the comparison of an eel trap. But a dead end was to their advantage, said Dewin. This was a hidden place. A place of privacy. No one had been here before. Theirs would be the first footprints. Their voices the first to resound here. The first voices of a new village.


Didn’t they see it? he said. Couldn’t they see that here lay all the makings of a settlement far better than the one they had left behind? There was land they could use for pasture. A wood of oak, ash, willow and holly that was perhaps abundant with beasts that had yet to become wary of men. A stag here might be lured out of hiding by the presence of strange new beings and stand and stare in wonder as an arrow came its way.


He was always convincing, perhaps too convincing, thought Mabglas, as the others started to assume that all would be simple from now on.


Yes, they would catch something gullible, build a fire, fashion a spit, eat well, sleep out the night in that grove of yew trees and tomorrow begin to fell what they would need for the posts, braces and beams of new houses. They still had an axe. The invaders hadn’t robbed them completely.


One of anything was better than nothing.


Every village began with a single blow to a single tree.


They passed around the aphorisms with an air of triumph, until Dewin cautioned them to remember themselves. It was only by Arfon’s grace that they were here in this haven at all, and they should acknowledge their debt to her before they took anything from it. And so, standing at the edge of the river, they gave thanks and assured her of a proper offering when it could be made. They hoped that she would be satisfied with a promise. They hoped that she would see that they were bound by circumstances. It was not a slight. All manner of rightful devotions had been suspended since they’d been turned out of their homes. They had even postponed the observances of their own grief.


Following the burials in the barrow, there were ceremonies of remembrance that ought to have been performed until the moon had been through its wane and wax and looked again as it had done on the day of committal. Everyone was expected to mark the various stages of bereavement in which the dead were first longed for then celebrated and finally allowed to slip away into the past.


Until now, the marsh-folk had been too afraid to make much noise, but here they were alone and secluded, and as they went into the trees to find shelter and firewood and food they lifted their voices in the songs of lamentation that were owed to the departed. To Mabglas it sounded like relief as much as sorrow. Relief that they had at last begun the formalities of mourning, but a greater relief that they were still alive, saved for a special purpose. If they were meant to be here, then they would not be made to shiver or go hungry for much longer.


Yet, as they picked through the wet deadfall and others went deeper to look out for the coming of any curious deer, the wind rose until the wood sounded like the sea when Old Salo was at his most irascible. Then snow came. Not powder shaken down off the branches but a fresh blizzard that tore through the trees.


Mabglas had assumed that Gawl and Eira had passed through the valley and gone off to overwhelm some other place but perhaps they had been here all along, sleeping off their labours, and had been woken by the marsh-folk’s intrusion. Or were they angry at the reverence shown to Arfon? Pride and envy were just as much the failings of the divine as they were of mortals.


Whatever the reason for this sudden wrath, the snowstorm brought the night on early and shook the trees with such force that it seemed as if the wood might collapse. The gods would not think twice about burying them. What were a dozen more broken bodies?


 


There was a cave on the fellside, and although Mabglas privately sided with those who fretted about wolves, he agreed with Dewin that there was nowhere else to go and helped the weakest among them up the slope through the driving snow.


The air inside was sour, never breathed by humankind before, and the low ceiling hung with pellucid spikes of ice. They could not be sure if they were merely hearing the sibilance of their own voices or if they had already disturbed whatever lived there. The babies cried and were hushed, but it was impossible to be silent. Even cautious whispers echoed too freely against the rock and drifted away down fissures and passageways that they could not see. For they had no means of making a fire. The branches they had found were soaked to the heartwood and if combustible at all would have only filled the chamber with suffocating smoke.


And so in that tar-black mouth in the hill, in the bone-grip of the night, in the expectation of wolves, some took turns to watch while others tried to sleep.


The storm would pass, Dewin told them. By the morning Gawl and Eira would have blustered away to some other part of the world and forgotten about them. Fury did not last long. It could not last long. Fury was tiring, even for the gods.


Comforted by his words and his toothless smile, the children wilted against their mothers’ chests and into an enviable oblivion where there was no hunger, and there were no ominous noises in the dark. But for Mabglas, sleep was as thin as water, and he woke repeatedly from dreams of wolves and wild men until his time for vigil came around and he was roused to replace Dewin.


He did not want to think of his master as dishonest, but he could not shake off the thought that the old man was imparting his wisdom so as to appear wise rather than with genuine insight. Still, it was necessary for the others to believe that he was confident and in command. Especially now. They needed someone to lead them. A new chieftain. Perhaps it would be an act he’d learn himself in time to come, thought Mabglas. This seeming.


Nonetheless, they would only trust Dewin for as long as his predictions proved true, and as the storm went on unabated and was no less fierce at dawn, deference to his knowledge started to ebb. They’d been tricked, some said. Perhaps even their own precious Arfon had been complicit in the plan. She was in league with the gods who’d sent the savages. It was all part of the game to pretend that she was their saviour when in fact she had brought them here only for Gawl and Eira to finish them off.


It was wild talk, and Dewin did not tolerate it for long. Arfon had not betrayed them or abandoned them, he said. She was being held captive just as they were. Gawl and Eira had thickened the ice and submerged her in so much snow here that she had no power. It was a question of weakness, not will. She wanted them to have this valley. She had promised it to them. If that was not true, then why did Gawl and Eira seek to retain it with such force?


The logic seemed sound, but it was not a solution. An explanation was not a strategy. If Arfon really was imprisoned and unable to protect them, the others said, then they would soon succumb to the cold or starve or be eaten alive, or all three. So, what were they to do? Rely on the gods’ sympathy?


They would bide their time, said Dewin. Meet rage with patience. It was winter. Gawl and Eira had work to do elsewhere. They could not stay here indefinitely.


 


And so on his advice, they waited out the day and then another night with nothing but meltwater to put in their stomachs.


Mabglas had known hunger before. They had all known lean seasons when they’d had to ration their supplies. But their bellies had soon become used to less. They had never gone without. There had never been days of nothing. Never such a famine as this.


The agony of it was inescapable. Emptiness shrivelled their guts and tapped at their thoughts as constantly as the icicles dripped with water. With the cruellest clarity, Mabglas pictured the glorious butchery of a fat boar. As if it really dangled before him, he saw the carcass being slit from groin to thorax and the hot blood and blue innards piled and steaming in a basin to be minced and stewed. Then would come the jointing and the skewering and a thick haunch set to blacken over a fire, the skin blistering and bubbling. The smell of it. The taste of it. The mercy of it. Oh! It was too excruciating to imagine.


If he could only sleep then that would give him some respite. But gnawing hunger kept him wide awake. It was the same for everyone. It was why they talked so – as a distraction from the pain and the thought of pain, and to shut out the distant yelp and whine of wolves, who were ravenous too, but cannier with it – experienced in it, more patient. They were merely waiting until the groaning lumps of man-meat in the cave became too feeble to resist them. And then they would come with their blue unblinking eyes and their teeth and their hot breath. Everyone knew what wolves could do if they were starving. Tear out a person’s throat. Carry off a screaming baby by the arm.


To try and keep such thoughts at bay, they turned their conversations to the marshland, but spoke of it as if it was a place they’d been away from for years not days. The setting for an old fable. They recounted the accomplishments of Prif and Gogwyn and the other dead men like the feats of the ancients, like the feats of gods.


They missed the bleating of sheep and goats, the lowing of their cows, the cry of seabirds, the sound of the wind in the reeds, the tall sky, the smell of the pools and the creeks. They missed their houses and their hearths and the odour of warm bread and meat. It always came back to meat.


On went the famishment and on went the storm. If the wind died down or the snow seemed to thin out, a tremor of optimism passed among them and for a moment it took away the pangs of apprehension, but it wasn’t long before Gawl and Eira resumed their assault, their indignation still not satisfied.


A consensus arose for an attempt at appeasement, but Dewin was sceptical. The gods here in the valley were as cruel as the ones who had sent those howling animals to attack the village. Would they have been pacified with a few trinkets and tools?


But the others were insistent that they tried something, and into the sack they passed around went bright beads of amber, the three sharpest arrows, a good whetstone, the axe. Then there were bone rings and knots of hair and strips of bloodied cloth and other keepsakes of the ones they had buried.


Celyn, the wife of poor Gof, whose head had been smashed open like a jar, was getting close to her time and, finding some privacy in the gloom, she milked her breasts into the basin she had brought. Then the nursing mothers did the same, and this inestimable donation was set between the rocks outside with the other tributes. It was all rightly generous and well-meant and they reassured one another that it would be enough. No god was above flattery.


It was true that old, bad-tempered Salo had been usually satisfied with their acts of reverence. Fed with lamb’s meat and beer at midwinter, he would at least give them forewarning that his deluges were imminent. He raised the wind and set the reeds whispering. He threw the clouds with increasing speed across the sky. The air grew salty. And then when the gulls came in off the sea in flocks so large and loud that they darkened the marshes, it was an indisputable sign that a storm would soon follow.


And Arfon had been ever appreciative of the gifts they had thrown into her spry, laughing waters. The garlands of blossom at May time. Apples in the summer. Sheaves of wheat after harvest. In return, she had given them water to drink, water to wash in, smooth rocks to ring their hearths, and upstream beyond the coppice wood she had scoured away the soil along the banks to the thick clay beneath, which made durable cups and bowls and provided rendering for their houses.


Yet the gods here in the valley were not so easily bought, as Dewin had predicted. Perhaps it was not Gawl and Eira at all, thought Mabglas, but some wanton spirits unknown to them, ones with even less concern for honour. They took what had been offered but seemed glad to mete out even more punishments, new punishments. They not only had control of the wind and snow but some means of making the weak even weaker and touched them with a sickness that emptied their bellies and bowels of what was left inside.


The young ones shrieked in pain. Mothers and fathers tried to comfort them. Full-wombed Celyn lay down like a sow, fearing that the gods – or the other marsh-folk – would think her baby the next necessary sacrifice.


While she held herself, men argued about whether they should stay put or go out and find food.


What food? some said. Leaves and berries? There were none. And they could not hunt for anything of flesh when the gods had taken their arrows.


Well then, they could find some firewood at least. It was not far to the trees.


But in this weather? came the reply. They would be dead before they were ten paces down the fellside. They were too weak. How were they to carry enough wood back to the cave if they found any at all?


The disagreement escalated into accusations of cowardice and emphatic declarations about a man’s duty to bravery, do or die.


They were livid from hunger, unreasonable and delusional, and their voices rose and redoubled in the hard hollow of the cave. They might kill one another, thought Mabglas, before the cold or the wolves or the hunger got to them.


Dewin struck his staff against the wall and cried out until – one by one – the voices dwindled.


He would go and speak to the gods, he said. He would try and broker some deal. If they wished the marsh-folk gone, then he would demand a cessation of the storm while they left. If there was some compromise by which they might stay, he would try and discover the terms. If the gods were only interested in another massacre, then at least they would know.


 


To travel to the Other-world was no small undertaking. It required concentration and incantation, food of special properties. And time. Though that, like many other things, had been stolen from them too. They would have to make do with what they had.


Mabglas took off his cloak and spread it on the ground for a blanket. Dewin lay down on his back and the others came to sit around him as he started to whisper to his soul, calling it up from the depths with the same words, over and over. Words from the language of the gods that Mabglas was slowly learning.


To Dewin, they were familiar after so many years, and as he talked himself into a trance he spoke louder still, his voice rising over the buff and boom of the wind in the cave. There was an authority in his tone that Mabglas had yet to acquire. He was still too unsure of himself. He could coax his soul to the surface, he had even managed to extrude it from his body, but after so much effort he felt exhausted. Whereas Dewin, although he now lay silent and corpse-like, was alert and primed. He fixed his eyes on Mabglas, meaning that he was ready for the boy to feed him.


Opening up the otter-skin pouch he carried, Mabglas used his finger to stir the mush inside – a mixture of certain toadstools and mashed henbane. The smell of it was putrid, like a dirty wound. And the taste was worse. Though Dewin was used to it.


After coating the thumb of his right hand – the hand of wisdom – Mabglas pushed it between the old man’s lips and felt his hard bare gums sucking off the paste as a child suckled the teat.


Once he had swallowed it down, he set his eyes on the rock ceiling and the marsh-folk laid their hands on his body so as to hold it steady when his soul began its exit. Mabglas had seen Dewin thrash like a netted fish before now, and they would all need to put their weight on him. He was immensely strong. Not that anyone would think it to touch him. Under his cloak, his muscles were like twines of thin rope, his bones sticks.


Mabglas felt the old man’s skinny chest start to shake, then his hips twisting, his legs straining to kick out. They held him tighter as his soul gradually slithered out of his navel and into the ether that lay between the world of passing things and the world of the deathless gods.


It was of a translucent, viscous substance, and to move through it was rather like swimming in the weedy parts of the river on a sunny day. Bright but cloudy. And just as everything changed when he leapt from dry land into water, so it was when the soul left the body.


In the course of his apprenticeship, Mabglas had only been given small amounts of the paste so as to gradually inure him to the flavour – which was a struggle in itself – but, more importantly, he had to be acquainted with the peculiar sensation of otherness too.


Even after ingesting the tiniest smear, he did not feel like ‘him’ any more. ‘He’ was not a body but the thing that floated free and observed a body and found it beyond strange, a joke even. It had nostrils! Hands!


It was so small and scrawny. So temporary too, as Dewin had said. A body was merely something to be worn for a while before the soul was cast out and into another. Certainly not a thing that should be thought of as precious. It would only come to rot in the barrow. And before that, it took only old age or illness (or hunger) for a body to become a burden that one would gladly throw aside.


Well, in moments of desperation, perhaps.


Even when someone grew palsied and cankerous, they hesitated to solicit death too eagerly, not because they particularly wished to linger on in agony but for fear of what the gods would choose to do with their soul afterwards.


One could long for new-birth in a body that would know more joy than the one before; one could lie there clutching an amulet in the grave – as Prif had done – and hope for good fortune; a grieving family could proclaim the upstanding deeds of their mouldering loved one aloud from new moon to full; but the gods were unpredictable, as the attack had proved. Who knew what they were thinking or planning? Who could say how they made their decisions about a person’s fate? If they were so fickle, then being someone of great munificence and virtue in this life gave no assurances of a favourable progression in the one to come, and wickedness was perhaps no impediment to reward.


The soul that had been inside Prif might have already been stuffed into a worm, the long chronicle of his benevolence immaterial. Whereas one of the wild men who had rampaged through the village cracking open skulls and stamping on brains might be given the body of a mighty horse, say, as his next host. But only for as long as the gods allowed it. Only until the horse was hacked apart in battle or worked to lameness and death.


It had been the way of things since the Earth-world had been shaped by Light and Dark in a past so distant that it was beyond even Dewin’s reckoning. And if his master could not comprehend such things, Mabglas could not hope to grasp the true scale of time.


He wondered how many bodies his soul had passed through before it had come to be in the one he had now. A soul had no memory of what it had previously inhabited, but the thought that he might have been a spider once or a slug or a sand-flea made him shudder. He was as grateful to have no recollection of that as he was saddened to have never known what it was like to be a hawk or a bear or even a wolf, if he had ever lived inside such animals.


Although these questions troubled him, he thought about them endlessly, and Dewin had warned him that he would have to overcome distractions if he hoped to come and go from the Other-world unscathed. He would need his wits about him.


So far, he had only swum to the borthwen, the gateway, once, and with immense effort. He had only snatched glimpses of the gods, like shadows flickering behind a waterfall. To pass through, he would need a greater dose of Dewin’s paste and an even larger dose of stamina and courage. Deeper knowledge too. He would have to be able to decrypt the complex language of the gods and learn how to parley with them if he was to stand any chance of acquiring their assistance and their intercession and – on occasions such as this – their mercy.


Dewin had been successful in the past. He had persuaded Old Salo and Arfon to bring them fish the summer the nets had come up empty from the estuary day after day. And in that strange season when the lambs had been stuck fast inside the ewes, he had brought Groth, the goddess of springtime, to deliver them safe and well.


Yet, such victories were never certain. Pleas, promises and sacrifices were accepted on some occasions but not others. Dewin had spent his lifetime trying to discover why, and Mabglas would too. When it came to the subject of divine will, the increments of knowledge that a teacher could pass on to a pupil were always slight. It would take many wise-folk many years to fully understand the gods. That privilege would not fall to Mabglas but to another far into the future. Or it would never be realised at all. Perhaps humankind was destined never to grow out of its long infancy and as such the gods treated them as simpletons to be strung along. They will play with you, Dewin had warned him. They will agree, then disagree. They will seem kind when they are not. They will ask to be revered, then call your adulation a ploy.


Thus, a conference in the Other-world could be drawn-out and eventually come to nothing. There was no telling.


 


The negotiations were still not done. Dewin was still absent. He stared up at the roof of the cave. Even his breathing was barely perceptible. His body remained rigid under their hands.


As time passed, and then more, and Dewin did not stir, Mabglas feared that the gods were holding him in the Other-world, incensed that he had trespassed there, just as his people had trespassed into the valley. Or they were tormenting him for sport, blowing his soul around as if it were a feather. They might do so for a thousand years if they so wished, long after Dewin’s body had turned to dust. It would be a mere moment’s entertainment to them. They might keep his soul captive forever, come to that. Dewin had spoken of such things. Think of a rat with its foot in a snare, he’d said, a rat yanking at a tether for eternity.


Mabglas could not imagine it. He did not want to try. For a thing to have no end unsettled him greatly. To be trapped and in pain was a recurring nightmare. A waking nightmare here in this cave when he shivered and hungered so. And if Dewin were to fail and they were to perish and leave these cold withering bodies behind for good, well then it did not seem so bad any more. All this would be over.

OEBPS/OPF/jm_logo.jpg
JOHN MURRAY





OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Barrowbeck



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Andrew Michael Hurley



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Epigraph



			Contents



			First Footing



			To Think of Sicily



			The Strangest Case



			After the Fair



			Hymns for Easter



			Natural Remedies



			An Afternoon of Cake and Lemonade



			The Haven



			Autumn Pastoral



			Sisters



			A Celestial Event



			Covenant



			A Valediction



			Acknowledgements



			Three chilling narratives...



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
0y

,(4

Barrowbeck

3

i
L{
¥

'

e

ANDREW MICHAEL
HURLEY





