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To Nat, my darling.


Wherever you are, my love is with you.


Wherever I am, my love is with you.


I will always, always love you.











Some writers have maintained that the luck associated with the horse-shoe is due chiefly to the metal, irrespective of its shape, as iron and steel are traditional charms against malevolent spirits and goblins . . . In certain countries blacksmiths and farriers have always been credited with supernatural faculties.


The Magic of the Horse-Shoe, With Other Folk-Lore Notes


Robert Means Lawrence







Sometimes I wouldn’t speak, you see,


Or answer when you spoke to me,


Because in the long, still dusks of Spring


You can hear the whole world whispering . . .


Everything there is to hear


In the heart of hidden things.





‘The Changeling’


Charlotte Mew









Prologue


At the centre of any village stands the smithy, where you can expect deals to be shaken on and conflicts to be shaken out, but if you need fairy-smithing, you must travel the miles to Gyrford. At the time Jedediah Smith held the forge, he and his kin had been master craftsmen in that trade, father to son, for longer than anyone could recall – and it just had to be hoped that each new son would have a head on his shoulders, for if you need fairy-smithing, you need it badly. When you’re trying to till the earth and the stones sit up and argue with you, or you enter your dairy to find something untenable stirring the curds with long green fingers, it’s a time for iron: the People abhor it, and a skilled farrier might be the only thing between you and disaster. We build our houses with sense and geometry and plough our fields with toil and patience, and all the while, a blink away are the People, dancing and tearing, gifting and stealing, snatching up fury and scattering light, feeding on air.


You do not war with the People unless they war on you, but if matters edge towards a precipice, the fairy-smith will be the one to fight for you. That is, if a fight cannot be avoided, and certainly they preferred other means: Jedediah on the grounds that only a fool borrows trouble, Matthew on the grounds that fighting is a sad business, and John – well, they were worried about Johnny. And even John wasn’t to blame for the deaths that autumn, not really; he wouldn’t have wished anyone an end that bloody. But sometimes, if you are not to be crushed, you need a fairy-smith at your back.


This is what a fairy-smith would tell you, if you were so new to this part of the country that you needed telling. What they might not tell you is that there are times when the People may be the least of your troubles. The day Tobias Ware came running out of the forest, Black Hal’s scorch on his soul, dancing with dazzled, sidelong glee at the presence of so many friends whose eyes he couldn’t meet, the boy himself wasn’t able to picture any greater threat than the chance that somebody might snatch the dripping quarry from his tender hands. And folks who didn’t know better might think that the People had already done more than enough to him. Tobias didn’t understand laws, or landlords; he only understood the snap of twig and the green whisper of frond on frond and the glinting, shattered sun that yearns through the canopy.


So those who did understand other matters had to stand by him. The laws are made by and for the grand folks, and there is no known way to settle the grand. We sweat over our work and speak good sense to our children and live as we can, and beyond us are the folks who do not choose to have mercy. The smithy stands at the centre of the village, and someone has to man it.









Chapter 1


John Smith was entirely too interested in the forest. It was sensible and well-kept, and there was nothing in the glowing canopy above them or the froth of bracken around the track to suggest mischief. But it was too quiet. Woods are the marketplace of birds and beasts, and on any common day you should hear a chatter of song and contest above your head, but as they walked, the world around them hushed. Up ahead, oaks rattled their frilled leaves against one another, and the ivy shuddered on its stems; as the men neared each branch, the green scraps stilled as if checking themselves. The tree trunks around them were pearled with lichen, and moss glowed like embers on the bark, and when anyone spoke, the clumped tendrils hunched down like mice flinching still at the sound of a footstep.


This was the sort of thing that tended to distract John more than either his father or his grandfather, who were at that point deeply absorbed in conversation with the customer. And it must be admitted that the boy did have a somewhat vague look on his face. Matthew would have been inclined to humour his son; Matthew was a man who’d humour anyone on God’s earth as long as Jedediah wasn’t watching. Jedediah was, though, and so Matthew held his tongue while Jedediah turned and snapped at John: ‘Have you ears, boy?’


‘Of course I have,’ said John, offended. ‘I don’t see why you have to scold me with empty questions, Grandpa, and I don’t think you need scold me at all, while you’re about it.’


‘Then you can use them or I’ll see to it that they ring,’ said Jedediah. This threat made about as much impression on John as a stone skipped across a lake: Jedediah was held in respectful awe by folks throughout the county, and the fact that neither his son nor his grandchildren feared him in the least was among several creditable truths about himself that he was at pains to disguise. ‘Listen to what the man has to say.’


‘The man’, in this case, was Franklin Thorpe, a favourite of the Smiths’, who was usually very sure on his feet amidst the trees: he’d been a forester since his teens, and loved the work because it gave him good, long hours to walk the woods with no one shouting at anyone else. He turned to promise that it was quite all right; Mister Smith and John had always sparred with energetic spirit and no real heat, but Mister Smith became sharper when he was worried, and elder farriers have a lot to worry about, even without their grandsons going drifty-headed in the Bellame woods. Franklin hated to see Mister Smith ill at ease, and at that moment, his desire to smooth things over distracted him so much that he took an unfortunate step askew of the regular path.


John exclaimed, ‘Stop!’, but just as Franklin’s foot came down, there was a sharp flicker in the air, just a little flutter of pressure, as if something around them had laughed in a voice that could be felt rather than heard. Franklin froze.


‘Wait there,’ Jedediah snapped, and then, as John drew near in utter fascination, looped an arm around his waist and gestured Matthew to help Franklin.


‘Grandpa, let me go, I’m the one that spotted it!’ John protested, putting up a real struggle rather than a token one. Jedediah, for all his fifty-eight years, had arms like steel wires, and John wasn’t quite able to free himself, but there was a definite contest going on as Matthew went to Franklin’s side as soft as he could, and examined the danger.


Franklin’s boot had come to rest in the centre of a small circle: white puffballs, smooth as velvet and domed as cathedrals, stood in a fairy-ring just wide enough to form a foothold trap around a careless man’s step. The People are known for their caprice, but they live by laws of their own; understanding those laws – at least, so far as it was possible to understand them – was as much at the heart of a farrier’s trade as the glowing forge. Some of their laws were more predictable than others, though, and it didn’t take a farrier to know that breaking the bounds of a fairy ring was enough to provoke endless enmity.


‘Oh dear,’ Matthew said, crossing himself briefly. ‘Well, lucky you’re with us. You’ve iron hobnails in your boots, yes?’


Franklin nodded, about as calmly as could be expected. ‘Good man,’ Matthew said. ‘Now, let’s see . . .’


The People within the ring were not inclined to come out and negotiate, probably because of the iron in Franklin’s boot. Franklin turned his pockets inside out without being told – an old trick to allay the People when they looked like they might get after you; Franklin hadn’t followed Jedediah so many years for nothing – and Matthew worked at the earth around the sole, knotting in flowers. After a minute or so, he began to hum a weaving chant, not so much for fey purposes as because he could still hear John and Jedediah in dispute over whether Grandpa should let John go. Any good farrier can work amidst distractions, and Matthew was good, but when it’s your own son, there’s a hook in your heart that pulls even the most dedicated attention astray.


‘Johnny,’ he said, looking up, ‘I’ve a task for you. I reckon we could do with some lives here; snails, I’d say. Can you find me seven of them?’


Jedediah released his hold as soon as John stopped struggling – the boy was quite capable of hurting himself if he was really determined – and John, at once brightened by the prospect, said, ‘Of course, Dada. There’s an old log fallen just thirty-odd paces back, it was quite crowned with mushrooms, I reckon that—’


‘If you can reckon that your father told you to do something, and do it,’ Jedediah interrupted, ‘you’ll stun us all. Go on with you.’


John took off, and was back again within two minutes, his hands cupped lovingly around a cluster of shells. The snails he’d found were beautiful creatures, six of them dark-banded with a bark-and-cream spiral, and one gold as a buttercup; Johnny had an untaught sense of what was good to pick for such cases.


‘All right.’ Matthew had been kneeling for some time before he spoke again, and Franklin, increasingly unsteady as he strove not to overbalance, had had to prop his arm against Matthew’s back, but the weight of Franklin left him entirely untroubled. Matthew was six foot four with shoulders massive even for a smith, and widely regarded around Gyrford as a formidable fellow you’d better not cross. This was less to do with his true nature than with the fact that folks feel safer when their fairy-smith is fearsome, and with the additional fact that shyness may be mistaken for leashed power when the mute fellow in question can lift a grown man with one arm. In truth, Matthew was a quiet, pious soul who lived in fear of small doorways and formal occasions, and was generally happy to let his father do the talking. That Franklin had known him so long and trusted him well enough to lean on him without asking was a positive comfort; folks being afraid of him made him shyer than ever.


‘Start on the Lord’s Prayer, Franklin,’ Matthew told his friend in a voice more affectionate than quite befitted his authority as a farrier averting disaster. ‘Keep it in a whisper as you lift your foot, just a little, not all the way out.’


The People had mixed opinions about religion, and what the ones in this fairy ring would make of it, Jedediah, watching from the sidelines, wasn’t sure, but it was never a bad idea to give them some kind of show of ritual; even if they didn’t understand its meaning, they tended to love ceremony for its own sake.


Franklin lifted his foot, and Matthew’s fingers worked fast, fixing a fine garland in the shape of the boot-sole printed into the earth. Within it, enclosed by the confines of green leaf and late bloom, he placed the snails, the gold one at the toe end and the rest ranged around. Franklin tried not to wobble; falling now might mean his life if he smashed the mushrooms, and he’d prefer not to crush the snails either, if he could avoid it.


‘So now,’ Matthew said, giving Franklin an arm. ‘Step away, and you should be . . . yes, that’s it, good man. There you go.’ Franklin’s foot came free, and nothing pursued it; the air didn’t pleat.


‘Are you well?’ Jedediah asked, hastening over to brush Franklin down, although he hadn’t got any mess on his clothing.


‘Quite all right,’ Franklin said, accepting the pats for what they were, ‘thanks to your good care. I’m sorry to put you to trouble. That was very foolish of me. You know I know better than that.’


His tone was so apologetic that Jedediah rounded on John, who was crouched down, gazing intrigued as each of the snails stretched out its pearly neck, bowing needle-fine eyes down in prostration to the lords of the circle. ‘Never fret yourself, Franklin Thorpe,’ Jedediah said with the bite of relief in his voice. ‘You were only put off your stride by young Stare-Eyes there, who has more use for his tongue than his ears, by the look of things.’


John was, indeed, staring; his gaze was so intent that he didn’t appear to have heard them, until Jedediah tapped him on the head, at which point he turned round and announced, ‘If I did that to anyone, Grandpa, you’d say I had bad manners.’


‘I might say more than that,’ Jedediah said, with more fatigue in his voice than anger; John could hold his opinion against all comers.


‘That’s all right, Mister Smith,’ said Franklin. ‘I am sure Mister John is a sharp young lad.’


The fact that Franklin called him ‘Mister John’, along with the fact that he picked and dried berries from the woods and often had a handful of such sweetmeats to share, had long since bought John’s loyalty. ‘I am glad to listen to Mister Franklin Thorpe,’ he announced with dignity. ‘I hear nothing but the best sense from him.’


‘I can only say,’ Franklin intervened with some haste, before Jedediah could comment on John’s lofty air, ‘that I’m grateful as always for your kindness. Thanks, Matt.’


Matthew smiled, and, a little flustered at gratitude that felt much deeper than he deserved for so minor an assistance, said, ‘So, this business of the hedge we talked of before – well, before just now. You didn’t go too close?’


‘No,’ Franklin said, as willing as Matthew to get back to the reason he’d called them to the forest in the first place. ‘I’d rather trust your judgement, by your leave.’


‘You did right, Franklin Thorpe,’ said Jedediah. ‘Fewer limbs would be scattered to the winds if more folks would come to us before trifling too close. John, do you pay heed?’


‘Yes, Grandpa,’ said John, peeved at being nagged. ‘Mister Thorpe says something is talking in the bramble hedge and he didn’t go near it.’


*


It wasn’t that John couldn’t use his common sense – at least, not if he made the effort. But some places are feyer than others, and the woods always belong more to the People than the folks. In such places, John had an unfortunate air of fascination that his family were at pains to chastise out of him (when the ‘family’ was Jedediah), justify as a wisdom and perception beyond his years (his mother Janet, who was commonly regarded as flighty), or find some explanation to excuse, anything that could be grounded in sane, sensible reasons (Matthew). Nobody liked to consider that the boy might be anything other than a sound, iron Smith, struck out of the family mould with both feet firmly planted on mortal soil. The Taunton incident was in the past, and John was a good boy, really he was, and that was all there was to it. Things happened in the world that couldn’t be taken back, and what you made of them was who you were, that was Jedediah’s dictum. John could still be made a fairy-smith. It could be done.


As the three men tramped along the track and John hurried after them on legs he would never acknowledge as small, he was paying attention, but only with half his mind. This was the first time he’d been allowed into the Bellame woods, or indeed anywhere the People were more than usually active, and he could not quite stop seeing it. The light fell through the leaves in wavering casts, tinged with dust and soft as water, and it was quiet in a way that wasn’t quite peaceful.


‘This is the hedge,’ said Franklin, soon enough, and Jedediah stopped and looked at the offending property ahead.


‘And the Ware farm on the other side, with Chalk Lane beyond.’ It wasn’t a question: he knew the land around his smithy like the surface of his anvil.


‘Ooh!’ John exclaimed before anyone could stop him. ‘I don’t suppose the bush is leaning Black Hal’s way?’ He dropped down on the ground, examining what appeared, at first look, to be a fairly normal bramble – albeit one that stood in a gap in the hedgerow, holly and hawthorn straggling smashed branches either side. The fact that the barrier was broken through caught Jedediah’s attention more than the bush itself, which is why John was already nudging the bush with his nose, crooning a soft little howl to it, before Jedediah was able to collar him.


‘What, I beg to know,’ Jedediah said, with the strained steadiness of a man trying to stay reasonable, ‘do you think you are about, boy?’


Matthew stood stricken, and Franklin made an effort to employ his huntsman’s experience of fading into silent obscurity against the green background. Perhaps the boy had only been playing, overexcited at the chance to see something new. The sight of him crouching, crook-limbed and wordless, was not an attempt to mock or mimic the Wares. That was the disturbing thing: that the boy had so suddenly dropped into a stance he’d had no chance to learn. They’d seen it before, but Johnny was only being himself.


‘I just thought,’ John said, squirming against Jedediah’s grasp of his shirt as if it were an innocent tree branch that had happened to snag him, ‘that if it was, perhaps it might rather hear a bay than a word.’


Jedediah looked to Matthew, who was better at keeping his temper.


‘Johnny, dear,’ said Matthew, ‘listen to me now. You must not act on rash guesses like that. We’re on fey ground here. The kind friends might see what you did there and take it amiss.’ It was always wiser to refer to the People by some polite turn of phrase when they might be listening, and Matthew’s advice was correct. It also had the advantage of avoiding any reference to how like Tobias Ware, just for a moment, John had looked.


Jedediah swallowed. There was that oddity John had just performed, and there was also something about the hedge, something that he didn’t want to discuss in front of a chatterbox child who couldn’t be relied on not to say the wrong thing in front of the wrong hearer. Jedediah didn’t like to be unfair, but he was deeply worried about something, something more than John’s apparent wildness, and it was with a resigned sense of strategy that he said, ‘No sense at all. First knock a man off the path, now this. Get yourself killed, carrying on that way, boy. He’s not ready to see the People up close today, Matthew. You take him off and see if you can talk some sense into him.’


‘Grandpa, I want to see it!’ John protested.


‘Now, Johnny, be a good lad,’ said Matthew. ‘We’ll get some oak twigs and show you how to make a Mackem knot. That’s useful knowledge.’


‘I’m ready!’ John insisted. He was a sunny-tempered boy and seldom shouted, but his grandfather’s apparently capricious refusal really did sting him. ‘I’ve worked hard for a very long time and even Grandpa said I was shaping well last month . . .’ There had been many more admonitions since, but John’s memory for a compliment was much longer than his memory for a criticism. ‘Mister Franklin Thorpe, wouldn’t you rather have three farriers’ opinions than one?’


Franklin Thorpe glanced with some discomfort between the tense men of the smithy. He knew more than most the worries Matthew and Janet had about young John, but it wasn’t his place to say anything. Mister Smith wouldn’t; he was blunt about folks’ mistakes, but he left their sore spots alone, and Franklin had never heard him say anything truly wounding in his life. And this could cause a wound. John was so bright and full of himself; so different from how Franklin had been at ten years old, battered and exhausted with fear, or how Matthew had been, earnest and anxious and too responsible for his age. And from the little Mister Smith had said of his own childhood, that hadn’t been the happiest either; he was the son of a foreigner from over the county border who never got fond of his new neighbourhood, and hadn’t much liked Jedediah either, for growing up so thoroughly a Gyrford man. It had taken them this long to produce a boy who really enjoyed his boyhood, and Franklin could understand why none of them were in a hurry to mar his blitheness.


‘Well, Mister John,’ said Franklin, ‘if I’m to have one man’s opinion, I can think of no better man than your respected grandfather. And if there’s a chance of harm, I wouldn’t like it to befall you. Suppose you stay here with your father and work on that knot of yours, and when we come back, I give you some of my dried currants? I know I have some in my pocket.’


‘Would you have given me any if I hadn’t been told to stay here and wait?’ John asked; whatever his faults, he wasn’t easily fooled when it came to bribes. ‘Because if you would, I don’t see that’s a reason.’


‘Well, you have a point,’ said Franklin, whose own father had called him stupid many drunken nights when he was a boy. ‘But I meant to give you some, and send some home with Matthew for your sisters, and share the rest with Francie. I reckon if you oblige your grandfather, I’ll just save Francie’s share and give you mine.’


‘Oh.’ John thought this over. Francie was Franklin’s grown-up daughter, or at least, grown-up by John’s standards. He didn’t want to deprive her; she was just about the only member of his family who never scolded him. Well, not blood-kin, but Mister Thorpe was sort of an uncle; John only called him ‘Mister Thorpe’ because it sounded more grown-up than ‘Mister Franklin’. All the Smiths were persistent in trying to teach John manners – which were easier to explain to him than the nebulous rules of common sense – and Jedediah was particularly firm that Mister Thorpe should never be addressed with anything less than perfect courtesy. John liked to protest, meanwhile, that he would have been polite without being told; he thought very well of the man.


Fever had taken Franklin’s Sarah six years ago, so now he lived alone with Francie. The name had been Sarah’s idea, as she had found her soft-spoken husband so gentle, temperate and constant that she would have named a dozen children after him had she had the opportunity. Providence not having granted her siblings, Francie was much attached to the Smith children, and all four of them, John included, returned that affection. Put to the test, he was heroic enough to love her passing the love of currants.


‘No, thank you,’ John said, his generous intention only slightly marred by a note of excessive magnanimity. ‘I am sure Francie would not wish to eat currants alone, and would give to you of her share. I shall take only the currants you first earmarked for me and no more, I thank you, Mister Franklin Thorpe.’


Jedediah’s glance towards Matthew was wry, but Matthew gave his father back an earnest smile: the boy might have a questionable head on his shoulders, but surely his heart was sound.


‘That’s a good thought, Johnny,’ said Matthew. ‘Come, I saw a comfortable stump back there. Now, can you find me some narrow twigs and peel them? I’ll race you: first to find five. Go!’


*


Franklin and Jedediah waited until they were entirely alone before they spoke again.


‘A fine boy, your grandson,’ said Franklin, with the air of a man cautiously putting out his hand to a mastiff.


Jedediah didn’t answer. His face was grave.


‘If I can help, in any way . . .’ Franklin went on. The boy had looked queer in that moment, there was no question of it. Franklin had grown up in a house where his father beat his mother at night and his mother railed at the world during the day, and the great resolution of his life was that he would speak civil to everyone and give no folks cause to shout at anyone else. Jedediah’s frequent threats to John would have made him flinch, coming from another man, but Jedediah was different. Jedediah had dressed some of his bruises when he was a child, found quiet moments to help him learn his letters when there was no peace at home, slipped him food on the days when his father drank the money, sheltered him when he was afraid to go home. It had been Jedediah who had a discreet word when the master forester’s horse needed shoeing, and suggested that there was a young lad named Thorpe in the village who was bright and biddable and wouldn’t be sorry to live away from home, and Jedediah who paid for the articles of apprenticeship and gruffly refused any talk of repayment until Franklin was truly prospering.


When Franklin’s Sarah died, it was Jedediah who’d sat up with him; Jedediah had been widowed young, and knew better than anyone how long the nights could be. And he knew, too, what it was to be a father when loss overwhelmed you: after Mistress Smith died, Jedediah’s family, certain that no solitary man could manage a five-year-old boy, had all pressed him to foster Matthew on some female or married relations. Jedediah had refused every offer. He wouldn’t part with his son, and he’d never raised a hand to him. Of course, Matthew had been a lot more docile than John, but if John ever got more than a light swat, Franklin would have been astonished; the boy was afraid of nothing.


Franklin had never been permitted to thank Mister Smith for his kindness – the man was uncomfortable with personal compliments – but he would have broken his bones for Jedediah, or any of his kin and kind. That included his slightly worrying grandson.


‘If you want my help, Mister Smith, you have only to ask,’ Franklin ventured.


Jedediah shook his head. ‘It’s the Wares need help today, man,’ he said, pulling himself together. ‘This is their boundary hedge, yes? We’ll think of them for now.’


Franklin would have liked to offer more, but he’d revered Jedediah four full decades, and was in no hurry to outgrow his faith that the man knew best. Deep within Franklin was the conviction that he could never repay Mister Smith’s many generosities; all he could do was try to be the man Mister Smith would wish him, which meant being willing to serve others ahead of yourself. It was with quiet obedience, then, that he added, ‘I’ve not spoken to the Wares about it yet. But it troubled me. Soots wouldn’t go near it, not within ten feet.’ Soots was Franklin’s dog, a flop-eared, black-speckled lass with a happily ugly face, a nose that could follow a day-old deer track through a rainstorm, and a healthy caution of the People. Dogs, in general, were uncomfortable with things fey, but Franklin had trained Soots with impeccable patience, and her utter worship of him kept her from turning nervous. If she was so frightened of this thing that it was kindest to leave her behind, it was a dismal sign.


Jedediah accepted this with brief nod, and stooped to examine the bush. At first glance, it was common bramble, with wide-palmed leaves and long-leggity stems lolling this way and that. That was ordinary enough: throughout the hedgerow, twigs intertwined to make a good, solid barrier between the farm tenanted by the Ware family and the woods exclusive to Lord Robert and his guests. But the bush stood in a gap – and it had been recently transplanted. The earth around it was still churned; you could see where boots had stamped it down. It was a big bush to have dug up and moved, though, and a particularly spiny one; setting it here couldn’t have been an easy task. Something had broken through the hedgerow, and these spines had been put here by someone very determined to plug the gap in the hedge. But they hadn’t been left alone since then; down on the ground, some of the branches were trampled.


Jedediah rubbed at his forehead with a cold hand. This did not look like good news. A bush where the People hunched down and argued over the berries, or a bush that pulled up its roots and ran out to dance in a midnight glade; those things he could manage easy enough. In itself, a fey bush wasn’t much of a problem. If the only problem was the bush.


Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out his iron glove. This wasn’t really a glove, but a loop of worked iron to slip over the knuckles: you knocked on the earth or the stones, and listened to hear if anything shrieked within. It wasn’t a failsafe way to find the People, but it was a good beginning, and it had the advantage that if anything streamed howling out of a tree trunk or dashed up from the soil in a shower of blinding gold, you were well equipped to land a good punch. Jedediah knocked and listened. He poked the earth, then pressed the iron against a leaf.


The entire branch squeamed down, and there was a sound from inside, something between a snarl of fury and an indignant yelp.


‘Ah,’ said Jedediah. John staring at every twig he passed might have been excessive, but fey bushes were bread and butter. ‘Well, there’s your talker.’ He took from his pocket a small chain, link on iron link, and laid it round the base of the bush with a swift, practised swoop.


The twigs rattled against each other with the sound of snapping teeth.


‘If it were just a bush in the forest, Mister Smith,’ said Franklin Thorpe, sounding less confident than usual, ‘then of course I’d leave well enough alone. The Good Neighbours must live somewhere. But you see, this is a boundary hedge. And the truth is, Mister Smith . . .’


Jedediah had been tapping his iron glove against the spines with the air of a man shooing a chicken off its nest, and not really listening to Franklin. It was Franklin who jumped the highest, therefore, when the top of one of the stems cartwheeled down off the bush in an explosion of thorns and outrage and made a dash towards the offending men.


It might have gone ill with them if it wasn’t for the chain surrounding the bush, but as it was, the bundle of limbs stopped at the iron boundary and chattered in a series of vindictive clicks, each as dry as the snapping of a twig.


Jedediah looked down at it with a cautious regard. It was a thin thing, really, armed and legged with more or less the right number of limbs, albeit with a profusion of thorns on them and more angular air than was proper. Perhaps for the purposes of conversation, it had taken to wearing a blackberry for its head, and the beaded surface was giving it trouble as to the number of eyeballs it should settle upon.


‘Good day, kind friend,’ he said. ‘I hope you do not quarrel with your neighbours here.’


The thing bared its thorns at them.


Jedediah sat back on his heels. You don’t shoe horses by losing patience with them, and you don’t deal with the People if you can’t wait. ‘Good day, kind friend,’ he said again with no rise in his tone. ‘I hope you do not quarrel with your neighbours here.’


‘Neighbour ash, neighbour rat, neighbour holly, neighbour neighbour neighbour . . .’ Its voice was as thin as its limbs, a hoarse, piercing creak.


‘Your neighbours the men,’ Jedediah said. ‘I hope you do not quarrel with your neighbours the men.’


‘Neighbour ash, neighbour rat, neighbour holly, neighbour fox.’ The little thing was not one of the People’s freest talkers; it was gathering words together with evident effort. ‘Neighbour man no. Neighbour ash, neighbour rat, neighbour bush find us at.’


Franklin Thorpe stood behind Jedediah. His hands were in his pockets, so it was hard to explain exactly why it felt so much as if he was wringing them.


Jedediah put his gloved hand behind his back. ‘Answer questions, kind friend, Iron will go and trouble end,’ he said. He was not devoted to poetry, unless it had a good tune to go with it, but some People found it easier to follow you when you spoke in rhyme, and any forge kept a few quatrains amongst its equipment. ‘You say yes, you say no, Smith and iron away will go.’


‘No,’ said the little thing, which at least proved it understood what he was getting at.


‘You had an ash tree for a neighbour?’ Jedediah asked.


‘Yes.’ The thing shook what were more or less its arms.


‘And a holly bush, and a place where a rat lived?’


‘Yes.’


‘Do you mean to quarrel with your new neighbours?’


‘Neighbour ash, neighbour rat!’ The voice was rising. ‘Neighbour runner broke twig mine is!’


Jedediah gave a harsh cough. Things were becoming clear to him that he wasn’t happy about. ‘Will you keep from quarrels with men if you go back to your old neighbours?’


‘Yes.’ The blackberry head bent on its stem; several seeded bobbles attempted to blink. ‘Neighbour ash. Neighbour runner broke mine twig mine!’


Yes, that was the thing he needed to talk through with Franklin, and he didn’t like it at all.


‘Very well,’ he told the little thing. ‘We shall put you back.’


‘Broke mine twig mine is mine twig!’ Now the idea had been touched upon, the thing was getting angrier and angrier. Jedediah could see the trampled stems, and the breaks were recent.


‘We put you where you wish to live, you live in peace and you forgive,’ he said. This was a rhyme that just occurred to him; sometimes you had to improvise. ‘You hurt the neighbour men, we dig you up again.’ The scansion wasn’t very good, which irritated him: he did not like to produce poor work.


‘Neighbour ash, neighbour rat,’ said the little thing. Then it spat, and flurried back into a branch.


Jedediah stood up, dusting his hands. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘that’s a nothing job. Folks dig up a bush in the forest without checking it, they anger the People, the People come bother them. Fools’ work.’


Jedediah was not an easy man to mislead, nor a comfortable man to be caught misleading, and his searching stare was giving Franklin a little trouble. Now he had shown Mister Smith the ground, it wouldn’t be difficult for him to put things together. A boundary hedge with Lord Robert Bellamy’s woods on one side, and the Ware family on the other; a hedge that had been broken through, then broken through again.


Jedediah and Franklin might walk the Bellame woods unchallenged – it was Franklin’s place of work, and the whole county was Jedediah’s, private property or not – but the same could not be said of most common folk. There were necks unbroken in Gyrford this day because Franklin Thorpe had had a quiet word in the ears above them about keeping off rich men’s land, and since he wasn’t above a little charity when it was poach or starve, he had managed to spare his fellows a great deal over the years. But hangings still happened. Franklin couldn’t stop them all. Neither could the Smiths, although there had been times when a man spent a night in the forge and nobody had asked him any questions about why he was on the run. If you could keep out from under the eye of the grand, it was best for everyone.


And that worked as well as it could, so long as the fellow Franklin needed to help could hold a conversation. But both of them knew about Tobias Ware.


‘I reckon you’re an easy man on trespassers, Franklin Thorpe,’ said Jedediah.


‘I – I hope I do my duty by my Lord Robert,’ Franklin said, a little louder than necessary.


‘I hope you do,’ said Jedediah with dry emphasis. ‘And I know you know the grand folks are well enough in their place, so long as they let the common folks alone. And Lord Robert needn’t know every footstep that falls in his woods uninvited, eh? It’s not a forester’s duty to hang more souls than he must.’


Franklin said nothing. The lord of the manor handled the People the way he handled everything else on his estate, which is to say, he expected his servants to tidy trouble out of his way. It was not an approach to life Franklin could understand, but it did make it possible to hide things from the man’s august notice.


‘Forgive me,’ said Franklin. ‘I – I did not feel the village the place to tell you all.’


Jedediah thought back. Franklin had arrived with his usual quiet courtesy, and they’d been alone for most of the conversation. But yes, now he thought of it, there had been a man passing the smithy door as Franklin began explaining the case. It was Ephraim Brady, out on his way somewhere. Wherever he was headed, it wouldn’t be to anyone’s good: Ephraim Brady was a landlord in the area, a money-lender, a man with a long pocket and a stony smile, and nobody who crossed him profited by it. His house stood opposite the Smiths’ in the village square, a finer place by far than the small stone cot that had birthed this white-lipped man, but no one thought of him as a neighbour. He was up at dawn and out about his business, and if you saw him standing still, it was to talk trade, and you must just hope that the trade wouldn’t touch your livelihood.


Ephraim Brady was quite capable of turning in a trespasser to collect the reward on him, and he had a grudge against the Smiths to boot. Last month he had been on the verge of turning out some of his tenants, Joey and Liz Sheppard and their children, because they had fallen behind on their rent. The Smiths investigated and found a nest of stone-eyed, grey-furred intangibles in the roof of their goat-house, which had been drinking up much of the goats’ milk and sadly interfering with the production of cheeses for market. Ephraim couldn’t quite afford to alienate the fairy-smiths – he had too many properties needing management – so when Jedediah had presented him with a large bill for the trouble of transplanting the nest, along with some comments on the false economy of delaying calling them in for so long, he had paid. The next day, the Sheppards had somehow been able to pay their debt. Nobody had said outright that Jedediah had passed the money along, and he was brusquely emphatic that the Sheppards not show him any gratitude. But making a man pay his tenants’ rents out of his own pocket – which was how Ephraim undoubtedly saw it – was not the kind of thing he would forgive.


All of which was bad enough, but worse, he owned property near Chalk Lane too. This was partly his domain, and he was not a light-handed landlord. The less he heard about anything, the better.


Jedediah regarded Franklin with weary approval. ‘Just tell me a lie another time,’ he said. ‘You know I won’t think you false. If the Wares can’t ask me themselves, someone should. Better I hear it before that landlord of theirs does, God help them.’ ‘That landlord’ was Roger Groves, a colleague of Ephraim Brady and not much the better man. ‘Tell you what, if it’s about Tobias, come in the smithy and say there’s an oak that needs—’


He did not finish the sentence. There was no yell, no snarl or sob that broke into their conversation. It was just a patter of feet, a swift, soft lollop across the echoless earth of the forest that you’d hardly hear unless you were listening. The steps came to a stop just behind them, and when they turned to face the woods, there stood a boy, bright-eyed and all alive, twigs in his hair and scratches up his arms, and his face smudged with days of earth. He gave them just a glance, more at their mouths and their hands than at their eyes, then ducked himself to a sideways stance, standing rocking on his feet, half-turned away, his shoulder raised like a protective wing.


Jedediah looked at him for a long moment. Then he made a gesture to Franklin.


Franklin cleared his throat and spoke. ‘Good day, Tobias dear,’ he said.


Tobias Ware didn’t turn at the sound of his name, but he sidled up towards Franklin and rested a head against his shoulder just for a second, kissing the air with a light chirruping sound. Then he dodged away, grinning at the ground. Franklin had met him before, and had always been at pains not to hurt him; to Tobias’ understanding, this made him a beloved friend. The grin slid across the boy as fast as a gleam through a cloud, lighting him up, and he smiled towards the earth, as if confiding in it his pleasure at being greeted.


Franklin spoke softly: ‘I see you are on your way home, Tobias. Shall I take you to your brothers?’


When Franklin said ‘brothers’, Tobias bounced on his heels a little, a half-skip of contentment. He had no notion, Jedediah thought, which direction to aim his love, but he was joyful, alert, full of delight at the pleasant folks around him.


There was a dead rabbit in his hands. It hung there, limp-furred, dry-eyed, unmistakably poached: a death warrant dangling loose, broken paws. The boy’s mouth was smeared with blood, smiling calm as an angel as he ducked his head to tear dripping pink strips of flesh from its open throat.









Chapter 2


It was not the Wares’ fault that they lived beside Chalk Lane. Poor tenants live where they must, and the land they farmed was well enough – but Chalk Lane was a place no one walked alone, and the two families at each end, the Porters to the west and the Wares to the east, did not like to speak of it.


When the sky was grey and clouded it was no worse than dingy: a raggedy ridgeline track with cart-ruts rubbed into the white, fractured earth, with a stripe of grass down its centre where the wheels did not go, and bracken thickening on the verges. In the daytime, the view was fine, with acres falling either side of you and a froth of trees on the horizon, but when the dark closed in, it was dizzying: you walked atop it like a fence, and the weight of the world slipped down away from you in all directions, and the wind blew without let or mercy. It was a wide road and stony underfoot, but always felt as if you might overbalance – and if you fell in the dark, you could never be sure how far you’d tumble or where you’d fetch up when you stopped.


This road was the haunt of Black Hal. That was what folks called him: the great dog that ran along the path, the People’s dog that under a rising moon slipped his collar and went loping along the gusty tops. Fire struck from his heels, they said, and his eyes were the red of coals: in the dark, travellers saw two round blazes, big as cups, coming towards them with a four-point patter of flashes below. Those burning eyes wept flames, tumbling globes of red streaming back from his head it as it blew in the wind. On brighter nights, folks swore, they could see the whole of him: a huge black hound, face contorted in a gargoyle snarl, ragged pelt thick as thorns, and, either side of his chest, a set of flayed ribs, a skinless hatching of gleaming white and twitching red, through which could just be glimpsed the jerk and pulse of his thick, heavy heart.


It was considered extremely ill luck to see Black Hal, and not just because the sight of him was enough to whiten your hair. There were People who could lay curses that followed you all your life, and People who’d hurt you then and there, and Black Hal was one of the latter. He was seen seven times a year, reckoned from one Michaelmas to the next, though exactly when he’d appear within that year was anybody’s guess – and while most of those times he just ran by, leaving a shaken and older mortal behind him with a tale to tell that nobody in the neighbourhood wanted to hear, history showed that he would and could kill a man. There had been mauled corpses found, mawfuls of throat torn out and blackened prints in the chalk around them. Jedediah’s father had witnessed the last of these, and while a garrulous man, he had never liked to describe the look on the victim’s face.


This was the road that led up to the Wares’ home. Why Black Hal always ran along Chalk Lane and never anywhere else was one of those questions there was no point in asking: the People have their notions, and while some of them can be persuaded, some hold to their habits with implacable fealty. Black Hal was one of the latter, and there was nothing to do but keep out of his path. Jonas Ware was a thin, pressed, careworn man, with no wife left alive, but four sons to help him work the land and no fortune to leave to any of them. They were good lads, and no one had any ill to say of them – except for the existence of the youngest brother.


Tobias Ware was eleven years old and had said nothing all his life. He worked, when he had a brother there to show him what to do, and he had a strong back and was willing in spirit, but he was wild in his mind: he slept outdoors, no matter the weather, and fought like badger if anyone tried to drag him back in; he’d eat only raw meat and berries, no matter what dainties were laid before him; he had nothing to say to anyone. It was his bad luck that he’d been born one dark autumn night after his mother took fright at the sight of Black Hal running past their gate, and there was no doubt it had affected him, but he was a good lad; he smiled when his father and brothers petted him, he hurt no one as long as they didn’t break in upon his attention too sudden, and the Wares, who were an affectionate family, spoke of Tobias as kindly as they spoke of their other brothers, saying only that we all have our ways and Toby had his.


*


No one had heard tell of him trespassing; for all most folks knew, Tobias never left the farm. But when Jedediah and Franklin finally got him back to the fields where his brothers and father were working – Tobias didn’t follow instructions, but Jedediah got behind him and walked slowly forwards, and Tobias had sidestepped and jinked his way back onto his homestead to avoid Jedediah coming too close – Jonas Ware dropped his hoe at the sight of his son and gave a moan of dismay.


‘Toby!’ he exclaimed. It was just that, one word, but Tobias gave a small shriek and dashed sideways.


The Wares all froze. Then they looked at each other and, with the regularity of folks taught by hard practice to hide their feelings, gathered their faces into careful smiles that wouldn’t frighten their boy.


Peter, the oldest of the brothers, went up to him. ‘Toby,’ he said, in a voice almost calm and very quiet, ‘it’s all right. Nobody’s cross. It’s all right. What have you there? Let Peter see.’ Peter’s own face and arms, Jedediah saw, had some scratches upon them, as if he’d carried a thorny bush recently.


Tobias didn’t meet his brother’s gaze. Instead, he whirled round and threw the rabbit high in the air; its tattered limbs splayed out in a giddy arc before landing back in his grip. Tobias gave a grin towards his hands, and hurled the rabbit up again.


‘I found your boy,’ said Franklin, with a very careful manner. ‘He was lost, I would say. And he had – found a dead coney by the wayside, I would say. I thought it best to bring him home, where he must wish to go.’


Jonas couldn’t speak; his eyes were locked on Tobias and Peter. Tobias flipped the rabbit again; little scatters of flesh were landing on his face as it spun, and he picked them off and licked them from delicate fingertips. Then, with a silent giggle, he tossed it towards Peter.


‘Ugh, no, Toby!’ said Peter, making a wild grab to remove the thing from Toby’s reach. ‘No thank you.’


Tobias grinned again, and edged up to Peter. With his eyes, shining brilliant with love, fixed on the ground, he reached out for the rabbit and pushed it up towards Peter’s face.


‘No, Toby,’ said Peter, spluttering a bit, ‘I don’t want any—Toby, no— Toby—’ But he was smiling; Toby’s gory ministrations were so full of generous mischief, so earnestly set on sharing, that Peter couldn’t keep from catching his grin, even with this gutted mess before his teeth. ‘Peter don’t eat raw coney, Toby-rascal,’ he said, with a helpless laugh that suggested years of experience had worn away his talent for disgust. ‘Ugh. No thank you.’


‘No doubt that is the way of it,’ said Jedediah. ‘Lost. Found a coney. But Jonas Ware, I would like a word with you about your hedge.’


*


The story, once Jonas Ware had steadied his nerve to tell it, was not that surprising to Jedediah. Toby had taken to wandering; they had tried to keep him indoors at night, but when they locked the door on him he screamed without stopping, and had gashed his wrist deep when he finally broke through the panels and made his way back outside. The hedgerow had not been enough to hold him in. A few months ago he’d ripped right through it, and no matter how many times they’d patched and planted, Toby just kept breaking out again.


Yes, Mister Smith, he did get hurt. Jonas acknowledged it with a kind of braced desperation in his eyes. Most days Toby was covered with scratch marks thick as lace, but he never minded it. He would be out in the forest. They couldn’t talk him out of the wish. Jonas Ware stood before Jedediah, waiting in defensive exhaustion for the scolding, but Jedediah didn’t deliver one. He recognised the voice of a man doing his best, and when Jonas said they couldn’t stop Tobias, Jedediah could hear that he was speaking the literal truth.


Yes, Mister Smith, Jonas confirmed as Jedediah moved without comment to the next question, they’d planted the new bramble. They’d dug it up from the woods. They kept planting new brambles, but they didn’t grow fast enough to keep him out, and Toby would always get past them.


Yes, Mister Smith, they knew the bush they’d planted had some tenant in it. They thought that perhaps Toby mightn’t like to pass it.


Jedediah sighed. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘he passed it all right. Now the thing’s angry your boy broke its branches. Guesswork’s no way to handle the People. You can unsettle a whole forest that way.’ Jedediah could have said more on that subject, but he didn’t want to. John’s stareyness when they’d walked through the woods was still troubling him; while Jedediah disapproved of woolly-headed notions, plain experience reminded him that when John got like that, it was usually in a disturbed spot. Forests could take it amiss if their People were tugged around; this little thing in the bush wasn’t much, but uprooting any of the People willy-nilly could upset a place. He shook off the thought; there was no point beating a downed man, and besides, it led down paths of thought about John he preferred to avoid. ‘Courting trouble, you were, Jonas Ware,’ he said instead. ‘We’ll need to put it back while there’s still time to make peace.’


Jonas Ware looked at the ground. ‘I – no doubt you are right, Mister Smith,’ he said.


Jedediah looked at the man who hadn’t dared ask for his help. He’d put a fey bush on his boundary and taken his chances rather than send to the smithy, where he could be overheard, and only when that hadn’t worked . . . had he begged Franklin Thorpe to be the man to bring them, or had Franklin offered? A forester coming to complain of a talking bush somewhere in the woods would attract no attention whatsoever. Jedediah had to admit it was neatly done. He wasn’t going to say that, though; if they hadn’t been lucky enough to pick a bush with a small and stupid inhabitant, they might be dealing with two problems now instead of one.


Ten years ago, Jedediah would have scolded them roundly. Today, he looked at Tobias, who was crouching on his heels and butting his head against Peter’s legs as if making conversation with his brother’s knees, and sighed.


‘Another time,’ he said, ‘ask Franklin Thorpe to come for us before you go digging up bushes. He won’t mind. You ask him, you hear?’


Jonas looked at him with a tired light shining from eyes the depth and shade of Tobias’. ‘Excuse me, Mister Smith,’ he said. ‘Sometimes – sometimes there is much to do, and I do not like to trouble men.’


‘Never mind that,’ Jedediah said. ‘Now I’m here, we’ll talk of why you really called me here. Let us speak plain now: you need to keep your boy out of the woods.’


Jonas looked uncertain as to whether to smile or cry. ‘We do, but I – I do not know such a thing can be done,’ he said. ‘You are right, Mister Smith, but Toby – Toby has his ways, you know, he has his little ways. And for your fee, you see . . .’


Jedediah cleared his throat with a fierce blast of sound. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ he said. ‘It’s such as we haven’t tried before. Chance to learn. We’ll try this and that, not charge you for the work. Just for the plain iron. Won’t come to much. I’ll send my Matthew to move the bush tomorrow, when young John isn’t around to chatter of it.’ The last thing he felt like doing was giving John a chance to converse with the bush; not here, not on this farm. ‘He’ll come by after. See if we can keep your boy home at night.’


*


John had scowled a little when Grandpa left him behind, but Matthew was well used to coaxing his son, and not above scattering some excess praise to get his attention, so fairly soon John started enjoying his woodland lesson. A Mackem knot involved plaiting twigs into a complex twist that would, at least in theory, entertain the People enough that if you passed through their land and left it behind they’d see you as a courteous visitor – though Matthew could be frustratingly cautious in how much success he promised with it, saying nothing more emphatic than, ‘Well, I’ve never known it do harm, Johnny,’ and ‘It’s done some good in times before now, at least when the trouble wasn’t too great.’ The air in Bellame woods was soft as cream and the silences came and went like gusts of wind, and it was an interesting background for a boy of John’s tastes – and besides that, he got to lean his cheek against his father’s shoulder and rest for quiet moments in the confident knowledge that Jedediah wasn’t around to tell him to stop dawdling. John liked to take his pleasures where he could find them, including getting cuddles, and was too cheerful to waste his time with sulks when the offending party wasn’t there to witness them. But that didn’t mean he was forgetful, and when Jedediah reappeared with a tired-looking Franklin Thorpe in tow, he sat up straight and said with an air of haughty forgiveness, ‘You may note, Grandpa, that I have not come to any harm or committed any foolishness when your back was turned. No doubt that will astonish you, but the fact speaks for itself.’


‘Hush your plainting,’ said Jedediah with a preoccupied air that disappointed John’s hopes for a proper set-to. ‘Matthew, listen now.’


Matthew gave John a surreptitious pat, but sat up with habitual obedience.


‘The Porters aren’t a long step from here,’ said Jedediah. ‘That boy Tobias Ware got lost today.’


‘Oh dear,’ said Matthew. He almost asked whether they should look for him, but there was a slight emphasis on the word lost.


‘Yes,’ said Jedediah. ‘Unlucky. Lost. No one’s fault.’


‘Why are you talking so short, Grandpa?’ said John. ‘There’s no one around to hear if you mean to say more than you’re saying.’


Jedediah gave John a look that failed to subdue him, and turned back to Matthew. ‘He’s back now,’ he said. ‘Franklin Thorpe, I think we’ll be done with you today. You can go. We’ll just stop in on the Porters on our way home, see if Tobias happened to be down their way. I’ll wager he went visiting them. That’ll be where he was.’


‘Oh.’ Matthew was reticent in speech, but he was not slow on the uptake. Struggling to find words that reconciled his Christian duty to truth with the demands of his trade, he ventured, ‘Oh, I see. I, well, I shall not dispute you, Dada. I was not there to see, of course.’


‘Can I meet Tobias?’ John asked, with hope undimmed by past experience. Almost nobody met Tobias except Franklin and Grandpa; the boy wasn’t exactly hidden away, but he was said not to cope well outside his home. John had a natural curiosity to see everything and anything fey, and the fact that his elders were determined to shield him from all the really interesting examples frustrated him: he was surely supposed to be learning the trade, and even if he was only an apprentice, John was quite sure he was a clever one who could manage such sights.


‘We’ll to the Porters,’ said Jedediah without turning his head. ‘Good day to you, Franklin Thorpe.’ As dismissals went, it was not the harshest Jedediah could give, and Franklin took the point.


‘Good day to you, Mister Smith, Mister John,’ he said. ‘I am sure you will be proved right. See you, Matthew – Thursday, yes?’ The two often went fishing for their Friday supper; neither had brothers or sisters, and Franklin considered Matthew’s friendship not the least of Mister Smith’s gifts to him.


‘Wait a moment!’ John protested. ‘I thought you had some currants for me.’


‘Oh,’ said Franklin, turning. ‘Indeed I do. I beg your pardon for my bad memory. I thank you for the reminder. Yes.’


John grabbed the currants before any further odd moods could take the grown-ups. ‘I don’t know why you should all stare at me,’ he said. ‘I said nothing silly.’


Matthew patted John on the shoulder. ‘Come along, Johnny,’ he said. ‘Maybe the Porters’ little boys would like to meet you.’


*


The Porters were within walking distance, but the Smiths had left their horse and cart tethered at the other end of the woods, so there was nothing to do but go back for them and drive up Chalk Lane. Being shod every fortnight by way of practise for John had obliged Dobbs, the mare, to develop a philosophical nature, and all the Smiths had learned to handle horses around the age they’d learned to handle spoons, so between the resigned beast before the cart and the skilled drivers atop it, rides were usually peaceful affairs. But as the cart rolled along, Dobbs was skittish, shying at every gust on the path.


Chalk Lane was not unpleasant of a morning; the fields either side of them waved and shimmered as if giant fingers of wind were stroking the green grass, and the air was fresh and brisk as river water. Matthew concentrated on keeping Dobbs steady so they could finish the journey as quick as possible, while John scanned the white road for any sign of footprints.


‘Dada,’ he said after a while, ‘Mikey Nobbs said he saw Black Hal last winter. He called him a devil dog.’


John spoke more in speculation than in fear of the infernal, but Matthew flinched. ‘Johnny, do not say such words, not on this road.’


‘But that’s what I mean, Dada,’ John insisted. ‘I think someone ought to tell Mister Nobbs he’s a fey dog, or he’ll get into trouble mixing them up.’


Jedediah was smoking his pipe, or rather, he was trying to draw some smoke from it; the wind kept puffing it out. The contest was not putting him in a good temper, so he merely said, ‘Watch yourself, for pity’s sake.’


Matthew confirmed his father’s comment, albeit more gently. ‘John, the kind friend who visits this road has his own ways, and folks who live near know to abide by them. We must all pay heed and take care.’


‘I know, Dada,’ said John. ‘But I think it is interesting he burns the chalk, at least. Think how hot his feet must be! But you know, all the stories I heard, folks only talk about feeling the wind cold. You’d think they’d have felt some heat coming off Bla— from the kind friend. Since he’s full of fire, you know.’ He had seen Matthew’s shoulders start to hunch up as he said the name, and it was quicker to use the preferred term than to listen to another explanation about respect and knowing one’s limitations.


The boy’s resistance to feeling overawed was something Matthew was secretly glad of, being a quality Matthew was not heavily endowed with himself, and he didn’t like to suppress it too much. ‘That is a thought for another time, but a good one,’ he said. ‘But perhaps we should not speak of our kind friend on his road, out of manners, eh, Johnny?’


‘Heed your father,’ Jedediah added. ‘We’ve enough bluster up here without you adding to it.’ It was, indeed, becoming a rough journey; the wind pressed harder and harder the longer you travelled down the road. It wasn’t a stormy day: the clouds drifted above in no apparent hurry, and out at the horizon, trees put their heads together in an unshaken line. But up here, it blew hard enough to slap the shirt against your chest.


‘One day,’ John informed his grandfather, ‘I shall be a master farrier and a great man, and you will have to listen to me talk instead of telling me to stop all the time.’


*


The Porters had been on good terms with the Wares for years, both families being agreeable, honest and of the opinion that if you had a few extra turnips or cheeses, it was only right to share them with your neighbours. And if it had been only Sukie Porter standing at the gate, the Porter homestead would have been a cheerful sight: it was a well-kept place, and Sukie Porter, who stood at the gate, was well kept too; her hair was still fair and showed remarkably little grey for a woman with two young boys to run after. Paul Porter had never been anything but a good husband to her, albeit a short-spoken one: his method of proposing had been to say, out of nowhere on a Sunday walk, ‘Like to marry? I’ll love you.’ That was more or less the last time he’d talked of love, but he’d said ‘Good cooking’ over every meal, and ‘Very fine’ when she’d dressed for church on Sundays, and ‘There now’ at every worry she’d expressed, and he’d been a patient and gentle father to their boys.


Today, though, her hands were clasped in a gesture awkwardly close to wringing, and the reason was clear. She was speaking to two men the Smiths knew all too well.


Roger Groves, thickset and jovial, leaned against the gate with comfortably crossed arms. He was the Wares’ landlord, a man who occupied that most dire space for his common neighbours: near grand, but not so near that you were beneath his notice. Some branch of his family led back through uncles and cousins to the Bellamy clan, but the Groveses were not folks of title and politics. They were owners of land, and collectors of rents, and within that sphere, they lived just as they pleased. Not being fully grand himself, Roger had enough shrewdness not to ape grand manners. Instead, he tended in the opposite direction: he could be as coarse as he liked, and he’d still be third or fourth cousin to the grand, and folks would just have to put up with it. Roger Groves was, by repute, a slightly less gripping landlord than the man who stood beside him, but the price of his patience was that you had to treat him as a gentleman even while he was scratching his arse at your kitchen table.


As to his companion . . . Jedediah needed a moment to make sure that nothing showed on his face. It was Ephraim Brady.


The Smiths were not easy folks to prey upon: they owed nobody rent and were masters of their trade, and if they hadn’t cared about the lives of their fellows, Ephraim would have been easier for them to ignore.


But it was not in his nature to be ignored. There had been that incident in Stanford, a year ago now, when Magpie Tilly had grabbed his purse and made off with it. Everybody knew that Tilly wasn’t clever; she’d been born out of kilter and had been sitting in fields chattering to the People, or thieving any shining object that took her eye, for fifty-odd years. How touched she’d been when she began life was anyone’s guess; there were so many ways of being touched, from mild eccentricity to maddened frenzy, to, in at least one case Jedediah had encountered, growing a full head of feathers and ending every conversation with the suggestion that matters should be referred to ‘our elders in the cloud-nooks’. You could never assume you knew about them all.


But Tilly was certainly touched enough, and her decades conversing with the People had made her more so. The Smiths should have been told of her years ago, and if they had been, they might have done something for her.


But nobody did. She was a nuisance and she hadn’t kin or fortune, and her neighbours never quite bothered to do more than give her some spare crusts to live on. She didn’t spend the coins she stole, just played with them, and mostly folks took them back and, according to their natures, shook a finger at her or kicked her in the ribs. But for that theft, a case was made to the judge that a known vagrant and robber had taken a respectable man’s purse in broad daylight, and it was Ephraim Brady who made it.


Tilly was in a pauper’s grave now. She had leaped from the gallows towards the bright, golden sun.


And these days it was known that scattered wits bought you no mercy if you robbed Ephraim Brady. He could walk into any village in the county in the knowledge that his purse was safe. If Tilly been a less touched woman, no doubt there would have been more outrage over it, but the first the Smiths heard of it was when Roger Groves joked in their hearing that his friend Ephraim Brady had made the magpie fly.


These, then, were the men Sukie Porter faltered before: her neighbours’ landlord Roger Groves, who was grinning broader the more she fidgeted, and her own landlord Ephraim Brady, who stood rigid as a fence post and about as yielding, listening with merciless courtesy as she stammered. Coming as they were with the aim of appealing to the neighbours of Tobias Ware, the Smiths couldn’t have chosen men they less wished to see.


‘. . . of course, sirs, if you wish,’ she was saying, ‘only my Paul, my husband, sirs, and my boys are busy about the milling just now, so I do not know if . . .’


‘Come now, Sukie,’ said Roger, as if jollying her along. ‘Surely your men can spare a little time for poor hagglers like me and my friend Ephraim here?’


Sukie flinched. ‘Indeed, sirs,’ she said. ‘I . . .’


‘Mistress Porter, oblige me, please,’ said Ephraim. Ephraim Brady wasted words with scarcely more grace than he wasted money, and the clip in his voice sent Sukie’s hands twining round each other as if each was trying to hide behind its fellow. There was a particular bite on the word ‘Mistress’ that made Jedediah give an extra shake of the reins to encourage Dobbs to close the gap between them. The Porters, like many village couples, had never quite got around to wedding in the church; they had lived together as man and wife for a long time and everyone common considered them married in the eyes of God – Who was, after all, not so unobservant as to miss their mutual devotion and faith – but the more doctrinal were inclined to regard such unions as lax. And Ephraim was doctrinal. He always had been, and had grown more so as he began, in his teens, the serious business of buying and selling. It had been a great financial advantage to him when it came to trading with church lands, and a fall from grace would have entailed a serious blow to his purse, but it was sincere for all that: if he looked at his books, Ephraim could no doubt find calculable proof of Divine favour. Jedediah described as him as having contracted with God for a life of gain in exchange for the leasehold on his soul, and while such impious sarcasms made Matthew nervous, it was certainly true that Ephraim did not expect the lax to prosper. And since it was possible to find laxity in almost everyone he turned his eyes upon, his own contributions to their downfall were evidently within the Divine will.


‘Now then, Ephraim Brady,’ said Jedediah as the cart pulled up. ‘Interrupting your tenants about their work, are you? That’s no way to get the profit made.’ Jedediah had a general respect for all those who worked hard, but since hard work was no way to protect yourself from Ephraim, and since dragging rents out of those who’d had a bad year required only the labour of misplacing your kindness, Jedediah made an exception for him, and took a certain pleasure in speaking slower than necessary when addressing him, just to waste a little more of his time.


‘Good day, Mister Smith,’ said Ephraim. The matter of the Sheppards had clearly rankled with him, but there had been nothing he could do about it: a man must be free to set his own prices and do what he liked with his own profits, or else how was someone like Brady to thrive? So he had, for once, been forced to swallow a defeat. No one doubted that he disliked the taste of it, but he made a point of speaking with frigid courtesy to everyone higher than a tenant; his tone to Jedediah now was terse, proper, frozen with dislike. ‘Mister Matthew Smith, good day to you.’


‘G-good day, Mister Brady,’ Matthew said awkwardly. He and Ephraim were much the same age, and might have been playmates as children if Ephraim had ever had much inclination to play. In their very early years, though, before Ephraim had learned to guard his tongue, he had been disputatious in contests, and prone to accusing Matthew of thinking himself better than others because he was the farrier’s son. This charge upset Matthew quite a bit at the age of four, when he felt unable to deny that he’d rather have the home and parents he did than anyone else’s, and it upset him still more after his mother died, when he lived his days in the smithy under his father’s patient eye, learning and learning as hard as he could to fill up the great aching gaps in his heart, and resting upon his growing skill and usefulness as a solid comfort. To be ‘Mistered’ instead of called by your Christian name, by a man who could remember you sucking your thumb, was a truly uncomfortable experience, but Matthew could think of nothing to do about it except be polite in return; after all, pride was a sin, and it was true, he was glad to be the farrier’s son. ‘How do you today?’


‘I have work to attend to,’ Ephraim said, making no attempt to hide his displeasure at its interruption. ‘Mister Roger Groves here wishes to view the property.’


‘Been trying to buy it for years,’ said Roger Groves with expansive enjoyment. ‘Right on my rounds, this place, convenient as you like. The mean bastard won’t sell it. You know, it’s taken me this long just to get a look round the place?’


‘You are pleased to joke,’ said Ephraim without expression. ‘I am glad to let you see. I doubt we can agree a price that would content both of us, but you may view if you wish.’


Sukie Porter covered her mouth. When properties changed owners, tenants did not always go with them, and finding another mill was no easy prospect. It would not be beyond Ephraim Brady to frighten his tenants with the possibility of a sale just to stop any murmurs when their rents went up next quarter-day, and it certainly wasn’t beyond Roger Groves to take time out of his day just to enjoy the sight of a good wife biting her lip. That would explain why they were wasting time dallying by the road instead of just marching into the property.
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