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  chapter one


  [image: ]t a place where two tracks met, the carter brought his horse to a sudden halt.


  This is where you get down, he said.


  Dusk was falling, and mist was closing in over a landscape curiously devoid of features. Apart from low clumps of grass, all I could see nearby was an ancient marker stone whose inscription was
  obscured by a coat of creeping mosses. Every part of me ached with weariness. This is not even a settlement! I protested. Its  its nowhere!


  This is as far west as your money takes you, the man said flatly. Wasnt that the agreement? Its late. I wont linger in these parts after
  nightfall.


  I sat frozen. He couldnt really be going to leave me in this god-forsaken spot, could he?


  You could come on with me. The mans tone had changed. Ive got a roof, supper, a comfortable bed. For a pretty little thing like you, theres other ways
  of paying. He set a heavy hand on my shoulder, making me shrink away, my heart hammering. I scrambled down from the cart and seized my bag and writing box from the back before the fellow
  could drive off and leave me with nothing.


  Sure you wont change your mind? he asked, eyeing me up and down as if I were a prime cut of beef.


  Quite sure, I said shakily, shocked that I had been too full of my woes to notice that look in his eye earlier, when there were other passengers on the cart. What is this
  place? Is there a settlement close by?


  If you can call it that. He jerked his head in the general direction of the marker. Dont know if youll find shelter. Theyve a habit of huddling behind
  locked doors at night around here, and with good reason. Im not talking about troops of armed Normans on the road, you understand, but . . . something else. Youd far better come home
  with me. Id look after you.


  I slung my bundle over my shoulder. On the tip of my tongue was the retort he deserved: Im not so desperate, but I was not quite brave enough to say it. Besides, with only four
  coppers left and the very real possibility that pursuit was close behind me, I might soon be reduced to accepting offers of this kind or starving.


  I stooped to examine the weathered stone, keeping a wary eye on the carter. He wouldnt attack me, would he? Out here, I would scream unheard. The stones inscription read
  Whistling Tor. An odd name. As I traced the moss-crusted letters, the man drove away without another word. The drum of hoof beats and the creak of wheels diminished to nothing. I took a deep
  breath and ordered myself to be strong. If there was a sign, there must be a settlement and shelter.


  I headed off along the misty track to Whistling Tor. I had hoped to reach the settlement quite quickly, but the path went on and on, and after a while it began to climb. As I made my way up, I
  could see through the mist that I was walking into ever denser woodland, the dark trunks of oak and beech looming here and there above a smothering blanket of bushes and briars. My shawl kept
  catching on things. I wrenched it away with my free hand, the other holding tight to my writing box. I stumbled. There were odd stones on the path, pale, sharp-edged things that seemed set down
  deliberately to trip the unwary traveller.


  The last light was fading. Here under the trees, the shadows and the mist combined to make the only safe speed a cautious creep. If only I were not so tired. Id been up at first light
  after an uncomfortable night spent in the rough shelter of a dry-stone wall. Id walked all morning. At the time, the carter had seemed a godsend.


  Footsteps behind me. What now? Hide in the cover of the trees until the person had passed? No. I had made a promise to myself when I fled Market Cross, and I must keep it. I will be
  brave. I halted and turned.


  A tall man emerged from the mist, shoulders square, walking steadily. I had just time to take in his impressive garb  a cloak dyed brilliant crimson, a chain around his neck that appeared
  to be of real gold  when a second man came up behind him. Relief washed through me. This one, shorter and slighter than the other, was clad in the brown habit and sandals of a monastic
  brother. They halted four paces away from me, looking mildly surprised. The deepening dusk and the rising mist rendered both their faces ghostly pale, and the monk was so thin his features seemed
  almost skeletal, but his smile was warm.


  Well, well, he observed. The mist has conjured a lovely lady from an ancient tale, my friend. We must be on our best manners or shell set a nasty spell on us, I
  fear.


  The red-cloaked man made an elegant bow. My friend has a penchant for weak jests, he said. He did not smile  his face was a sombre one, thin-lipped, sunken-eyed  but
  his manner was courteous. We see few travellers on this path. Are you headed for the settlement?


  Whistling Tor? Yes. I was hoping to find shelter for the night.


  They exchanged a glance.


  Easy to lose yourself when the mist comes down, the monk said. The settlements on our way, more or less. If you permit, well walk with you and make sure you
  get there safely.


  Thank you. My name is Caitrin, daughter of Berach.


  Rioghan, said the tall man in the crimson cloak. My companion is Eichri. Let me carry that box for you.


  No! Nobody was getting his hands on my writing materials. No, thank you, I added, realising how sharp I had sounded. I can manage.


  We walked on. Do you live somewhere locally? I asked the two men.


  Close at hand, Rioghan said. But not in the settlement. When you get there, ask for Tomas. Hes the innkeeper.


  I nodded, wondering if four coppers would be enough to buy me a bed for the night. I waited for them to ask me why a young woman was out wandering alone so late in the day, but neither of them
  said a thing more, though each glanced at me from time to time as we walked on. I sensed my arrival was a curiosity to them, something that went beyond the obvious puzzle of my appearance. When
  Id fled from Market Cross Id looked like what I was, the daughter of a skilled craftsman, a girl of good family, neat and respectable. Now I was exhausted and dishevelled, my clothing
  creased and muddy. My boots had not handled the long walk well. The manner of my departure had left me ill equipped for travel. Of my small store of coins, all but those four coppers had been spent
  on getting me to this point. A new idea came to me.


  Brother Eichri?


  Yes, Caitrin, daughter of Berach?


  I imagine you are attached to a monastery or similar, somewhere near here. Is there also a Christian place of scholarship and retreat for women?


  The monk smiled. He had teeth like miniature tombstones; they made his features look even more gaunt. Not within several days ride, Caitrin. You seek to enter a life of
  prayer?


  I blushed. I would hardly be qualified for that. What faith I once had, I have no longer. I thought it possible such a place might offer refuge . . . Never mind. It had been a
  mistake to ask such a question. The less people knew about my woeful position the better. Id been stupid to give these two my real name, friendly as they were.


  Are you in need of funds, Caitrin? Rioghans question was blunt.


  No. The carter had made me wary. Rioghans good manners did not necessarily mean he was trustworthy. Im a craftswoman, I added. I earn my own
  living.


  Ah. That was all he said, and it pleased me. No intrusive questions; no laughter at the idea that a woman could survive on her own without resorting to selling her body. For the
  first time in many days I felt almost at ease.


  We walked on in silence. I could not help staring at Rioghans crimson cloak. The fabric was silky and sumptuous, most likely a cloth imported from a far land at fabulous cost. But the
  garment was sadly worn, almost to holes here and there. Did Rioghan have nobody to do his mending? A person who wore such an extravagant item, not to speak of the gold around his neck, must surely
  have servants at his beck and call.


  He saw me looking. A badge of authority, he said, and there was a note of terrible sadness in his tone. I was once a kings chief councillor.


  It was hard to find the right response without asking awkward questions. Why once and not now? Rioghan did not look terribly old, only sad and unwell, his pallid complexion adding to that
  impression. Connacht was ruled by kings of the U Conchubhair; Ruaridh had been high king for many years. There would be chieftains ruling each region in these parts. As I had travelled
  westwards I had seen palisades of sharpened sticks encircling villages. I had seen folk digging trenches and raising defensive mounds around the mud and wattle strongholds of local leaders. If ever
  a king needed his chief councillor it was now, with the Norman invaders eyeing this last untouched part of the land. Had Rioghan fallen out of favour with his leader? Been supplanted by an abler
  man?


  Im sorry if I was staring, I said as we took a branch of the track that headed downhill. Below us, looming shapes in the mist suggested we were at last close to the
  settlement of Whistling Tor. That is such a fine red. I was just wondering what the dye-stuff was.


  Ah, said Rioghan. Youre a weaver? A spinner?


  Neither. But Im interested in colours. Is that the village?


  The two of them halted on either side of me and I paused, looking ahead. A formidable barrier surrounded the modest settlement, a conglomeration of sharp-pointed stakes, iron bars, splintery old
  gates and other lethal bits and pieces. The mist shifted around it, revealing here a broken plough, there a great jagged stone that must have taken the efforts of eight or ten men to haul into
  place. As a fortification against the Normans the barrier probably wouldnt last long, but it made a powerful deterrent to travellers. The place was set about with flaming torches on tall
  poles.


  It seems the folk of Whistling Tor dont like visitors, I said flatly. Since Im with you, I suppose it will be all right. Within that wall I could see
  men moving about, but the mist made details obscure. I headed on down the hill towards the barrier, my two companions behind me.


  I was about twelve paces from the wall when something hurtled over it towards me. I ducked, shielding my head. A sizeable stone hit the ground not far away, followed by several smaller ones.
  Someone shouted from within the barrier, Not a step further! Spawn of the devil, away with you!


  Blessed Brighid, what was this? Trembling, I peered out between my sheltering hands. Four or five men stood on the other side of the fortification, their faces uniformly ash white, their weapons
  at the ready: a pitchfork, a scythe, an iron bar, a club with spikes. Away with you, scum! yelled one, and another added, Go back where you belong, into the pit of
  hell!


  Had the mist transformed me into a monster? Run, Caitrin, run! No; I must be brave. I cleared my throat. Im just a . . . I faltered. A wandering scribe might
  be the truth, but nobody was going to believe it. A traveller. On my way to visit kinsfolk. My name is Caitrin, daughter of Berach. Curses, Id done it again, used my real name.
  Pull yourself together, Caitrin. I need shelter for the night. I mean no harm here. I glanced over my shoulder, wondering why Rioghan and Brother Eichri had not spoken up on my
  behalf, but nobody was there. While the inhabitants of Whistling Tor village were hurling stones and insults, my two companions had made a silent departure.


  All alone. No one to turn to but myself. That was nothing new; I had been all alone at Market Cross, in a house full of folk. Should I run? Where? Speak up, Caitrin. This couldnt
  be what it seemed, surely. It was some kind of mistake, that was all. Its the truth! I added. Please let me in. I remembered something. Might I speak to
  Tomas?


  The men of the settlement stood close together, eyeing me. They looked both combative and terrified. This didnt make sense. What did they think I was, a one-woman raiding party? I
  shivered, hugging my shawl around me, as they held a muttered consultation.


  Where did you say you were headed? The man with the club asked the question without quite looking me in the eye.


  I didnt, I said. But my mothers kin live in these parts. That was not quite a lie: my mothers family had indeed lived in the far west of
  Connacht, but there were none of them left now, at least none I knew of.


  Fetch Tomas, someone said. A lull, then; no more missiles thrown, but plenty of talk in low, agitated voices on that side of the barrier, while on this side I stood waiting as the
  last light faded. I wondered how much longer my legs would hold me up.


  What are you? A new voice. Another man had joined the first group, an older man with a more capable manner. Ordinary folk dont come to Whistling Tor. Especially not
  after dark.


  Are you Tomas? I asked. My name is Caitrin. Ive been on the road all day. I just need somewhere to sleep. I can pay.


  If you mean no harm, prove it, someone called out.


  How? I wondered if I would be subjected to a search or other indignities when I got through the defensive barrier. Well-born young women did not usually travel alone. It would be
  plain to everyone that I was in some kind of trouble. After today it was all too easy to believe men would interpret that as an invitation.


  Say a Christian prayer. That was the man with the club, his voice still thick with unease.


  I stared at him. Whatever these villagers were afraid of, it seemed it was not the Normans, for the most part a Christian people. God in heaven, I said, guide and support me
  on my journey and bring me safely to shelter. Blessed Saint Patrick shield me. Mother Mary intercede for me. Amen.


  There was a pause, then the man with the club lowered his weapon, and the older one said, Let her through, boys. Duald, make sure the barriers properly sealed afterwards. You
  cant be too careful in this mist. Go on, let her in.


  If youre sure, Tomas.


  Various bars and logs and pieces of metal were moved apart, and I was admitted to the safe ground within. This way, Tomas said as I murmured thanks.


  He walked by my side through the village. The houses were bristling with protective measures, the kind used by superstitious folk: triangles of iron nails, bowls of white stones set under steps,
  other charms to ward off evil. Doors and shutters were tightly closed. Many were barred with iron. What with the shifting light from the torches and the gathering mist, there was a nightmarish
  quality about the place. In the centre of the settlement stood a bigger building, solidly built of mud and wattle and roofed with rain-darkened thatch.


  Whistling Tor Inn, my companion said. Im the innkeeper; my names Tomas. We can give you a bed for the night.


  Tears pricked my eyes. Id been beginning to think I had strayed into a different world, one where everything was awry. Thank you, I said.


  The inn was locked up. A wary-looking woman opened the door at Tomass call, and I was ushered into a kitchen where a warm fire burned on the hearth. Once we were in, the woman set a heavy
  bar across the front door.


  My wife, Orna, Tomas said. Here. He was pouring me a cup of ale. Orna, is that soup still warm? This lass looks as if she could do with a meal.


  My heart sank. I made myself speak up. I have only four coppers. I dont suppose thats enough to pay for soup as well as a bed. I can manage without food. I just need to get
  warm.


  The two of them turned searching looks on me. I could see questions coming, questions I wouldnt want to answer.


  Thats all right, lass, Orna said, shifting a pot onto the fire. Where are you headed? We dont get many visitors here.


  Im . . . I hesitated, caught without a satisfactory answer. I could hardly tell them the truth: that I had left home with no plan other than to set as much distance between
  myself and Cillian as I could. But I did not feel comfortable lying. I have kin in these parts, I said. A little further on.


  Youll likely not get another ride for a long while, said the innkeeper.


  Is Whistling Tor so far off the main roads? I asked.


  Not so far that a carter couldnt bring a person down here quickly enough, said Orna, stirring the pot. A savoury smell arose, making my mouth water. But they
  wont do it. Folk skirt around us. Nobody comes here. This place is under a curse.


  A curse? This grew stranger and stranger.


  Thats right, said Tomas. Step outside that barrier at night and you put yourself in deadly danger from whats up the hill there. Even by day, folk dont
  pass the way you came if they can avoid it.


  The name is unusual. Whistling Tor. The hill you mention is the tor, I suppose. But why whistling?


  Tomas poured ale for himself and his wife and settled on a bench. I suppose it once was a bare hill, the kind youd call a tor, but that would have been a long time ago. The forest
  has grown up all over it, and its full of presences. Things that lead you out of your way, then swallow you up and spit out the pieces.


  What do you mean? I asked, not sure I wanted to know the answer.


  Manifestations, said Tomas weightily. Theyre everywhere; theres no getting rid of them. They were called forth long ago; nigh on a hundred years theyve
  plagued this place.


  Nobody can say exactly what they are, put in Orna. All we know is, the hills swarming with them. All kinds, from little tiny ones that whisper in your ear to great
  slavering monsters of things. Here, get this into you. She put a steaming bowl of soup in front of me, with a wedge of coarse bread beside it. Monsters or no monsters, I set to with
  enthusiasm as my hostess went on. Whistling Tor, thats fair enough. The wind does make an eerie sound in the trees on the hill. But Whispering Tor would be closer to the mark. Go too
  far up there and youll start to hear their little voices, and what they tell you wont be pleasant.


  It was hard to know what question to ask. How did they get there, these . . . presences?


  They were called forth in the time of my great-grandmother, and theyve been here ever since, them and the curse that came with them. Its hung over us like a shadow for close
  on four generations.


  So the barrier around this settlement, and the guards, are not to protect you against Norman attacks?


  Folk say those poxy iron-shirts wont come so far west. Tomas took a mouthful of his ale, watching me as I ate. Myself, Im not so sure. Ive heard that
  some of the chieftains are calling their men to arms, and one or two have brought in fighters from the isles, big brutes of gallglaigh with heavy axes. If the Normans come to
  Whistling Tor, were done for. Theres nobody to protect us; no leader, no fighters, no funds to pay for help.


  What about the high king? And dont you have a chieftain of your own? Cant he protect you?


  Huh! There was profound scorn in Tomass voice. Ruaridh U Conchubhair isnt interested in the likes of us. As for a chieftain, the one weve got
  makes a mockery of the title. Hes worse than useless. Stays holed up in his big fortress, on top of the Tor there, he waved in the general direction of the woodland path I had taken
  to reach the settlement, surrounded by his malevolent creatures. Sends his man down for supplies, pays a few measly coppers now and then to get a bit of work done, but take action? Make an
  effort to defend his people? Not likely. Takes his tributes in good grain and livestock, gives back nothing at all. Hasnt set foot beyond the hill since I can remember, and thats a
  good while.


  That mans warped and twisted like thread gone awry on the loom, put in Orna. The curse got him with a vengeance. But maybe we shouldnt be speaking of
  this. I wouldnt want to give you nightmares.


  I refrained from telling them that my own story provided more than enough material for night after night of bad dreams. Their fanciful tales were a welcome diversion from the problems that would
  face me tomorrow. For, after all, I could pay for only one night in the safety of this inn. I did meet two men on my way here, I said. One was a monk. They guided me down to
  the settlement, but they left rather quickly when your friends out there started throwing stones.


  The effect of this was startling. Both Tomas and Orna formed the sign to ward off evil, each looking at the other. A monk, was it? Tomas sounded disturbed. Thin sort of
  fellow, big teeth?


  Thats right. His name was Brother Eichri. He seemed friendly. They both did.


  Anluans cronies, the two of them, said Tomas. If thats what Duald and the others spotted, its no wonder they were throwing things.


  Anluan? The conversation was proving hard work.


  Our chieftain. So-called chieftain. I cant think of one good thing to say about the man, crooked, miserable parasite that he is.


  More soup? At Ornas question her husband fell silent, but the anger in his words vibrated through the warm air of the kitchen.


  If you came here through the woods, he said after a little, its just as well you didnt meet the dog.


  I dont mind dogs, I offered cautiously.


  There was a meaningful pause. This is not so much a dog as a . . . Dog, said Orna.


  A really big one?


  Big. You could say that. The creature can take a fully grown ram in a single bite. In the morning, all thats left is a few wisps of wool.


  Now they really were trying to scare me. If every hapless traveller who wandered into the settlement was regaled with such stories, it was little wonder the place had so few visitors.


  Theres a bed made up in the back room, Orna said, seeing that I had finished my supper. Its nothing fancy, but youll be warm.


  Thank you, I said, feeling very awkward. I was new to being utterly without resources; new to having no shelter beyond dawn tomorrow. New to being all alone. I appreciate
  your kindness.


  Fallen on hard times, have you? asked Tomas.


  Maybe he meant well. After the carter, I was not prepared to put it to the test. A temporary setback, I said, hearing how unconvincing it sounded. I would like to sleep now.
  I need to be able to lock the door. Especially with those things about, the ones you mentioned. I did not for a moment believe in tiny beings that whispered in ones ear, or in
  monstrous dogs. But I had learned about the human monster, and I needed a bolted door before I could sleep.


  Its the cold, creeping ones that are the worst, said Orna. They sing to you, lull you with their voices, and the next thing you find yourself wandering on a little
  path to nowhere. My own uncle fell prey to them. You cant arm yourself against them. If they want you, they get you.


  I began to wonder if this whole episode was a crazy dream brought about by exhaustion and sorrow. If Whistling Tor is so beset by these creatures, I asked, it seems strange
  to me that the village still exists. Thats if I understood you right, that these . . . manifestations . . . have been plaguing the region for almost four generations. Id have thought
  people would have packed up and left long ago.


  Leave Whistling Tor? The innkeepers tone was full of amazement. It was plain that he had never considered such a prospect and found the idea unimaginable. We
  couldnt do that. Whistling Tors our place. Its our home.


  The sleeping quarters are through this way, Orna said briskly, as if that topic was too painful to dwell on. Brace the bar across the door and dont open up until
  daylight.


  I did not dream of creeping presences and dogs that devoured sheep whole, but of Market Cross and of Ita. My kinswoman sought to rule me even in my sleep, her tongue a whip
  scourging me for my imperfections. Youre nothing, her dream voice reminded me. Youre nobody. Your father shouldnt have filled your head with wild ideas and impossible
  aspirations. Women dont earn a living at mens crafts. Berach should have had you learn a housewifes skills, not train you into a little copy of himself, just as if you were a
  boy. Be glad you have responsible kinsfolk to take care of you, Caitrin. Its not as if youve demonstrated an ability to look after yourself since your father died. Be grateful Cillian
  is prepared to give you his name . . .


  In the dream, I had no voice. I could not scream a protest, I could not say that the idea of marrying Cillian filled my heart with terror. I could not tell her that turning my back on my beloved
  craft meant betraying my father. But then, in the long, waking nightmare that had unfolded after Fathers death, I had not once spoken out. My voice had been muted by grief and by a numb
  refusal to accept that all I held dear had been suddenly snatched from me. Even now, I did not quite believe that in a single season the bright promise of my life had turned to ashes.


  Now Ita and I were in a tiny cell with iron bolts on the door. It was bitterly cold; I was clad only in a shift of scratchy homespun. Ita was shaving my head with a big knife. Youve
  run out of choices, Caitrin, you disobedient girl. You must go into the priory. Youll have plenty of time there to consider the result of your folly. A nuns grey habit was laid
  out across the pallet. On second thoughts, Itas dream voice said, well do it this way. The floor of the cell opened under my feet. I fell, half-naked as I was, and a
  forest of bony hands stretched out to rake my flesh with long nails as I passed. A howling filled the air, a wretched, despairing noise. Slavering mouths surrounded me, sinking their pointed teeth
  deep into my arms, my legs, the tender parts of my body, until I felt the flow of hot blood all over me. Youre nothing! Nothing! A derisive, shrieking laugh. Down I fell, down, down,
  knowing that when I landed I would break in pieces . . . Sleep, whispered someone. Long sleep . . .


  I woke, heart hammering, skin damp with the sweat of terror. Where was I? It was pitch-dark and I was trembling with cold. An icy draft swept into the cell-like chamber where I lay. A cell . . .
  the priory, oh God, it hadnt been a dream, it was true . . . No, I was in the inn at Whistling Tor, and I had kicked my blankets onto the floor while I slept. My bundle and writing box were
  beside me, the proof that at last I had taken control of my life and fled Market Cross. Tears filled my eyes as I reached for the blankets. It was all right. I was safe. The nightmare was over.


  It had been worse than usual, perhaps thanks to Tomas and Ornas tales, and I had no wish to lie down and close my eyes again. Besides, it was too cold to sleep. A clammy chill was seeping
  right into my bones. I huddled into the blankets and applied my mind to the dire situation I had brought on myself. I had no resources beyond my craft and my common sense, and even that had
  deserted me lately. I must think of tomorrow. How to get a ride when folk seldom visited Whistling Tor. How to pay for it with no funds. And the big one, the one that kept my belly churning with
  fear and my head racing to find solutions: how to stay one step ahead of pursuit.


  My head began to turn in circles. My father lying pale and still on the workroom floor. Itas voice, always her voice, issuing decrees, giving orders, making things happen, too soon, much
  too soon, while shock and sorrow rendered me incapable of standing up for myself. And as soon as my sister was gone, the blows. Ita was a master of slaps and pinches. And Cillian . . . Cillian had
  marked me. The bruises on my skin  blue, black, yellow, an angry patchwork  would fade. There were other hurts, deeper ones, that would be harder to lose. You did it, Caitrin,
  I reminded myself. You got up and walked out.


  Dawn came at last, but I did not unbar my door until I heard folk moving about outside. While I discounted the horror tales of suppertime, my dream made me reluctant to venture out until the
  local people deemed it safe to go abroad. Just as I was removing the iron bar, Tomas came to knock on the door.


  Theres a fire on, the innkeeper said. Come through when youre ready. Ive got a bit of breakfast for you.


  I cant pay any more.


  No extra charge, lass. You need something in your stomach.


  I could have wept. It seemed so long since I had been amongst kind people. Soon after, I was sitting at a table by the window of the inn, looking out as I worked my way through a platter of
  coarse bread and sausage.


  The mist was clearing. I could see the houses of the settlement, and behind them a stretch of the makeshift fortification. Beyond that, the ground rose towards a wooded hill. At the very top,
  sections of a high stone wall could be glimpsed above the canopy of oaks and elms. Towers loomed. The place looked big, grand. Without a doubt, this was the fortress Tomas had mentioned, the one
  that housed the crooked, inept chieftain of Whistling Tor. Stone: that was unusual. The Normans built in stone. Our own chieftains constructed their fortresses of mud and wattle. This place was
  substantial. Situated as it was, strategically high above the surrounding terrain, it would make an excellent base for a regional commander, and I wondered if the Norman leaders knew about it. For
  such a prize they might well venture into the west.


  The slopes below the wall were thick with vegetation. Birds were flying in and out. The tale of dangerous creatures in the woods had painted the ancient fort as grim and forbidding in my mind,
  but the green growth softened it. All the same, it looked set apart, lonely somehow; even without last nights tales, I thought I would have sensed a sadness about the place.


  Outside the window Tomas, an apron around his waist, was speaking to a man I had not seen last night, a large, square-jawed individual with knives at his belt and a heavy axe slung on his back.
  He had on a worn but well-cared-for leather breastplate over practical garments of wool; it was the garb of a warrior. His hair was more grey than fair, and hung to his shoulders in thick twisted
  locks. As he and Tomas entered a dispute of some kind, Orna came out carrying a bundle, which she more or less dropped at the strangers feet. She did not look at him or speak a word, just
  scurried back inside. The mens conversation reached me through the open window.


  What about someone to help with the livestock, at least? the visitor asked. That boy you sent me didnt even last two days.


  Theyre afraid, Magnus. You cant expect folk to stay in that household of freaks, not to speak of whats in the woods on every side. And its not as if your
  master pays them a fortune for their labours.


  You know quite well that the most a lad or lass should expect for that kind of work is a bed and two square meals a day, with perhaps a little something to take home on feast days. We
  need help. Its perfectly safe. Anluans folk dont attack their own.


  I cant help you, Tomas said flatly. You might tell Lord Anluan that ordinary people are sick and tired of being harassed by those creatures in his woods, and
  theyre still wearier of his failure to do anything about that or about any of the misfortunes that have beset the region since his sorry ancestor unleashed hell in Whistling Tor.


  Come on, Tomas. You know how things stand. Ask around the neighbourhood for me, will you? I cant manage without a lad to give me a hand, and we could do with a girl to help around
  the house as well. And theres another thing. Anluan needs someone for a special job, over the summer. Someone who can read Latin and write. Write properly, I mean. Fast and accurate,
  thats what he said.


  My heart began to race.


  Tomas snorted in disbelief. Wouldnt you need a cleric for that? he asked. You wont get any of them near Whistling Tor, the way things stand.
  Youre wasting your time. All right, Ill ask. But you know what the answer will be.


  As I gathered my belongings, the visitor hefted the bundle onto his shoulder and headed off in the general direction of the fortified barrier. By the time Tomas came back in with a load of
  firewood, Magnus had disappeared from view.


  That man who was outside, I said. Magnus, was it? Did he say they needed a scribe up at the fortress? I prayed that this was the gift it appeared to be: a remarkable
  opportunity of both hiding place and paid work.


  He did say that. Tomas set down the wood and regarded me, hands on hips. Someone who can read Latin. Why he asked me, I cant imagine. Its hard enough to find
  him a simple cowherd, let alone a scholar. Sounds like its a big job, whatever it is; could take the whole summer. Ill tell you the truth, Caitrin. Theres not a soul in the
  region would agree to spend a season in that place, not for all the silver in Connacht. Not that it matters, since none of us can read anyway, Latin, Irish or anything else.


  Who is Magnus, exactly? A servant? He works for the chieftain, Anluan, is that his name?


  Steward, I suppose you could call Magnus. Been there since Irials time. Hired as a fighter; stayed on when Irial died. Magnus is a foreigner, one of the gallglaigh.
  Doesnt do much fighting now. More of a farmer and jack of all trades. I cant imagine why he stays.


  So there are ordinary folk living on the hill, not just these . . . presences? Id have to run to catch up with Magnus before he disappeared up the path into the woods.


  Tomass gaze sharpened. Magnus is the most ordinary it gets up there, he said.


  I must go after him, I said. I can do the job. I can read and write. Im a trained scribe, and I need work. Will the barrier still be open?


  You can read? Tomass incredulity was not so surprising; people tended to respond like this when they heard about my skills. A young woman like you? Thats the
  strangest thing I ever heard.


  What you told me last night was a lot stranger, I said. Tomas, I have to run or I wont catch up with him.


  Whoa, whoa, now wait a bit. Tomas looked genuinely alarmed. That story you heard last night might have been hard to swallow, but it was simple truth. Youd only need
  to spend a few days here to discover that for yourself. Ill accept that maybe youre a scholar  why would you lie about such a thing?  but as I said to Magnus, no scribe
  in his right mind would touch this job. I didnt take you for a fool, lass.


  I have to tell you something, I said, deciding to risk part of the truth. Im being followed and I dont want to be found. I didnt do anything wrong, but
  theres someone after me and I need to get away. And I do need paid work, quite badly. Will you ask the men to let me through the barrier, please?


  He didnt like it, and nor did the men who were on duty by the fence this morning, a different group from last night. But the barrier was still open. They were just beginning to replace
  the iron bars when I got there.


  Youd be safe enough with us in the village, Tomas protested. I told you, nobody comes here.


  I pictured Cillian and his friends, big, strong individuals with limited imagination. Cillian would come after me, I knew it in my bones. If only out of pride, he would come. Ill
  take my chances with the fortress, I said, not letting myself think too hard. But thank you. Youve been kind.


  Good luck to you then, Tomas said. Stay on the path. Head straight uphill. My advice is, put your fingers in your ears and run. If you catch up with Magnus you might have a
  chance of reaching the top in one piece. He sounded doubtful.


  As I walked away I heard a man offer a wager: ten coppers that I wouldnt make it to the fortress. Nobody seemed inclined to take him on.


  There was no sign of Magnus. I headed up the pathway under the trees. The mist had cleared. The sun was out, but the air was chill. I passed the point where I and my two companions had taken the
  downward branch last night and went on up. My legs began to ache, for the path was steep as it wound around the hill.


  The way narrowed. Other paths went off to left and to right. At the side of one I saw a pile of white stones. Next to another the foliage of a strap-leafed plant was knotted together, as if in
  some secret sign. I did not take either of those ways, but held to what I thought was the main track, though there was a similarity about them that seemed designed to confuse. Peering uphill
  between the trees, I tried to convince myself I could glimpse the fortress wall. It could not be much further.


  Something brushed against my right cheek. I slapped at it, not keen to reach my destination covered in insect bites. Another, on the left side; I swatted, hurting myself, but caught nothing. A
  moment later there was a hissing in my ear and I started in fright, whirling around. There was nothing there, only the stillness of the woodland, such a profound hush that not even birds raised
  their voices. Whatever that had been, it was more than a troublesome midge. The sound came again, a wordless whisper. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled in unease. I picked up my pace,
  striding forward. Whatever it was stayed with me, a rustling, a shivering, the sensation of something cold and fluid clinging around my shoulders. Youre imagining things, I
  muttered to myself.


  And then there was no mistaking it, for there were words, soft against my ear, intimate, wheedling: This way . . . Take this little twisty path . . .


  Nothing to be seen, only the voice. Something compelled me to look to the right, where a smaller path soft with ferns made a tempting way into a deeper part of the woods. On either side the
  trunks of beeches glowed green with moss under the filtered sunlight. Shuddering, I turned away, heading in the opposite direction.


  No, this way! It came in a different voice, lower, more hushed, a gentle, persuasive tone. Over here . . . Follow me . . .


  This way, thisss way . . . Now it was a chorus, a clamour all around me; the forest was full of voices.


  Stop it! I cried, feeling both alarmed and a little foolish. Leave me alone!


  Something tugged at my right arm, almost dislodging my writing box. Bony fingers dug into my flesh, putting me sharply in mind of last nights hideous dream. I wrenched myself free.


  Something clutched my left arm, then put its hand on my waist, fingers creeping. I ran, my bag bouncing on my back, my feet slipping on a carpet of forest litter, my skin crawling with disgust.
  I skidded through puddles and blundered against rocks, I whipped past briars and bruised myself on branches. My head had room for nothing but the need for flight. My body seemed full of my pounding
  heart.


  I came up hard against the trunk of a birch and stood there, my chest heaving. The voices had fallen silent. On every side was a dense blanket of bushes, ferns and creepers, and the trees like a
  waiting army. The path was nowhere to be seen.


  It should be a simple choice, even so. Go steadily downhill and reach the village, where a humble admission that I had made an error would gain me admittance. Or keep on uphill and try to reach
  the fortress. I looked around me again. Curiously, there no longer seemed to be an obvious up or down about the hillside. Each time I blinked or turned my head, objects seemed to shift. A gap
  between the trees disappeared as quickly as it had come into view. A rocky outcrop by which I could fix a path turned before my eyes into an impenetrable mass of thornbushes. I might walk and walk
  in this place and never reach any destination at all.


  You didnt listen, whispered a little voice. You didnt take heed. You do not belong here.


  Lost, are you?


  I started violently, whirling around at the rough, booming voice. Between two massive oaks stood an extraordinary man. I hardly had time to take in his squat build, his ruddy cheeks like ripe
  apples and his mossy, green-grey beard. I glanced only briefly at his odd garb: a rough tunic and breeches of skins, a garland of leaves and twigs on his wild thatch of hair, festoons of greenery
  wreathed around his neck. As he took a step towards me, I saw what was coming up behind him. If the man was unusual, the dog was monstrous. The moment I set eyes on it I believed the whole story,
  rams, wisps of wool and all. It was a powerfully built animal of brindled hue, short-haired, its muzzle of the shape that men favour in a fighting dog, with the kind of jaws that grip fast and
  cannot be prised apart against the creatures will. Its ears were small, its eyes mean, its posture one of imminent attack. It was four times as big as any dog Id ever clapped eyes
  on.


  He wont bite, the man said, offhand. Which way are you headed?


  I swallowed. It was not much of a choice: put my fate into the hands of this pair, or stay here and let the eldritch voices lead me on a long walk to nowhere. Im trying to get up
  to the fortress, I said, struggling to keep my voice steady. If the dog knew I was afraid, it would be more likely to attack.


  Youre far off the path. Here. The strange man extended a knobbly hand, grasped mine and helped me over a fallen tree trunk. Its not a long walk if you know how
  to do it. Tracks neglected. Folk dont come this way. Follow me.


  I walked behind him, and the dog walked behind me, growling deep in its throat. Without quite looking, I knew its little eyes were fixed intently on me.


  Hush, Fianchu! the man commanded, and the growling died down, but it was still there, a subterranean threat. Hes not good with strangers, my companion said.
  If youre a kindly soul, hell warm to you in time. Talk to him, why dont you? He paused, and I halted, not prepared to turn around in case the hound launched its
  considerable bulk straight at me. Go on, try it, the man added, not unkindly.


  Under the circumstances I could hardly refuse. Fianchu, is that his name? I asked.


  Hes Fianchu, and Im Olcan.


  My name is Caitrin, I said. Ive come to see your chieftain about a scribing job. I turned very slowly towards the dog. It was two strides away and had gone
  into a sitting posture. Nice dog, Fianchu, I muttered insincerely.


  Thats it. There was a smile in Olcans voice. Keep it up, see, he likes it.


  Fianchus stumpy tail was beating a little rhythm against the forest floor. His mouth was stretched in a grin, revealing a set of efficient-looking teeth. Encouraged, I continued.
  Such a good boy, sitting so politely. Good Fianchu. I reached out cautiously.


  Careful! said Olcan. He has been known to snap.


  Hoping very much that I was not about to lose a hand, I held my fingers where Fianchu could smell them. I watched him without looking him directly in the eye. Good boy. Nice gentle
  boy. The hound sniffed at my hand, then put out his massive tongue to lick it.


  Looks like hes taken to you, said Olcan, grinning widely. Fianchu had gone down into a lying position, his massive head right beside my foot. I scratched him behind one ear
  and he drooled.


  To tell the truth, my companion went on, I wasnt sure if hed make friends or take a bite out of you. Looks as if youve got the touch.


  Good, I said a little shakily. Do you live at the fortress, Olcan? Do you work for the chieftain?


  Olcan gave me a complicated look. Im no mans servant, he said. But Im one of Anluans folk.


  Soon we were back on the path, which wound steeply upwards through small groves of elder and willow. Whistling Tor was far bigger than it looked from down in the settlement. At last, above us
  between the trees loomed the massive bulk of the fortress wall.


  Gates around that way a bit, Olcan said, halting. Dont go back downhill.


  Thank you, I said. Im most grateful. Where exactly 


  But before I could ask for further directions, he turned on his heel and strode back down the hill, Fianchu padding silently after him. I was on my own again.


  
    
  


  chapter two


  [image: ] skirted the wall, telling myself to breathe slowly. Those voices, those creeping hands . . . I had been too quick to dismiss Tomas
  and Ornas stories as fantasy. And afterwards, Id been so alarmed by the appearance of Fianchu that I hadnt even thought to ask Olcan what the mysterious presences were. I
  understood, now, why people never came up here. If Olcan hadnt appeared at the right moment to rescue me, Id probably have become so hopelessly lost Id never have emerged from
  the woods again. I just hoped I would get the scribing job so I didnt have to walk back down the hill today.


  I paused to tidy my hair and straighten my clothing. I practised what I would say to Lord Anluan or to whomever I met when I finally reached the front door. My name is Caitrin, daughter of
  Berach. My father trained me as a scribe. He was famous throughout our area for his fine calligraphy and undertook commissions for all the local chieftains. I can read and write both Latin and
  Irish, and Im prepared to stay here all summer. I am certain I can do the job. Perhaps not that last bit  it implied a confidence I did not feel. Ita had told me often enough that
  women could never ply such crafts as penmanship as well as men could, and that I was deluding myself if I imagined I was any different. I knew she was expressing societys view when she said
  that. Any commissions I had fulfilled had always been presented to customers as my fathers work. It had irked Father that such subterfuge was necessary if we wanted fair payment. Folk
  believed, generally, that all I did was mix inks, prepare quills and keep the workroom tidy.


  Lord Anluan would likely be no different from others we had worked for. He might well find it hard to believe that anyone other than a monk could read and write, for secular scribes such as my
  father were a rare breed. As for convincing this chieftain to employ a young woman for such work, that might not be so hard, I thought, in the light of the difficulty Magnus seemed to be having in
  finding helpers who would stay.


  Further around the wall there was an arched opening with the remnant of iron fastenings to either side. If there had been a gate to block this entry, it had long since crumbled away to nothing.
  The fortress would once have provided an impregnable refuge, a safe retreat for the inhabitants of local farms and settlements in time of war. The stone blocks that formed it were massive. I could
  not for the life of me imagine how they had been moved into place.


  Everything was damp. The stones were covered with creeping mosses; small ferns had colonised every chink and crevice, and long-thorned briars clustered thickly around the base of the wall, a
  forbidding outer barrier. I looked up at the towers and was seized by dizziness. Fine day or not, their tips were lost in a misty shroud.


  Narrow slit windows pierced these towers, designed for the shooting of arrows in defence. There were some larger openings lower down, and from the gateway where I stood I glimpsed someone moving
  about inside, perhaps a woman. Magnus is the most ordinary it gets up there, Tomas had said.


  I advanced cautiously through the gap. The space enclosed by the wall was immense, far bigger than it had seemed from outside, and there were buildings of various kinds set up against the
  bastion, here on one level, there on two, with external steps of stone. In one place these went up to a high walkway, a place where fighting men might be stationed in time of siege. Not that such a
  presence could be effective now, when anyone could wander in without a by-your-leave. The high, round towers were situated at the corners of the wall and had their own entries.


  I would have expected a chieftains stronghold to have a courtyard inside, a place where warriors on horseback and oxen drawing carts could be accommodated, and where all the bustle and
  activity of a noble household could unfold. There was nothing like that here. Instead, the whole place was grown over with trees of various kinds  I saw a plum, a hazel, a weeping willow
   and under them were bushes and grasses alive with insects and birds. I advanced along a flagstone path, my skirt brushing the thick foliage of bordering plants, and saw that beneath this
  lush, undisciplined growth there were traces of old gardens, lavender and rosemary bushes, stakes for beans now leaning on drunken angles, patches where straw had been laid to shelter vegetables of
  some kind. On a weedy pond, two ducks swam in desultory circles.


  The main door might have been anywhere. All was swathed in creepers and mosses, and every time I glanced across at the biggest of the buildings, the one I thought most likely to be the entry
  point, it seemed to be in a slightly different place. Use your common sense, I ordered myself grimly as I noted the position of the sun relative to the towers I had just passed. Towers and
  walls didnt move. This place might be odd, but nowhere was as odd as that. I passed a hawthorn bush over which a lonely shirt had been laid to dry. The garment was sodden from last
  nights rain. I still couldnt see the front door.


  A scarecrow stood amidst the ill-tended plants near the path, a crow perched on each shoulder. It was an odd thing in a voluminous black cloak and a silk-lined cap. I went closer and the sun
  broke through the mist above me, striking a glint from a decoration that circled the neck of the effigy. Saints preserve us, if those were real jewels the manikin was wearing a kings
  ransom.


  The scarecrow raised a long-fingered hand to cover its mouth politely, then gave a cough. I felt the blood drain from my face. I stepped back, and whatever it was stepped forward out of the
  garden, flinging its cloak around itself in an imperious gesture. The crows flew up in fright. I stood rooted to the spot, unable to speak. The thing fixed its dark, assessing eyes on me and smiled
  without showing its teeth. There was a greenish pallor about its skin, as if it had been left out too long in the rain.


  Excuse me, I babbled stupidly, I didnt mean to disturb you. Im looking for the chieftain, Lord Anluan. Or Magnus.


  The being lifted its hand, pointing towards a wall that seemed to enclose another garden. Through an archway mantled by a white-flowered creeper wafted a scent of familiar herbs: basil, thyme
  and wormwood. The inner wall was covered in honeysuckle.


  In there? Thank you. I scuttled away, eyes averted. You need this job, Caitrin. You need this hiding place. You vowed you would be brave.


  The walled garden was almost as unkempt and overgrown as the area outside, but I could see it had once been lovely. A birch tree stood in the centre, and around it were the remnants of a
  circular path lined with stones, and beds of medicinal herbs hedged with bay. The bay was running riot and the herbs were sorely in need of a trimming, but it was clear that this little garden had
  been more recently tended than the wilderness beyond its walls. An ancient stone birdbath held its share of avian visitors; someone had cleaned and replenished it not long ago. A wooden bench stood
  under the tree, and on it lay an open book, face down. I froze. But there was nobody in sight; it seemed the reader had tired of study and left this sanctuary.


  I put my bundle and writing box on the bench and walked slowly around the path, liking the methodical way the garden had been laid out. Its untidiness did not trouble me; it was only in the
  practice of my craft that my mind required complete order. This haven had been planted by a skilled herbalist. There was everything here for a wide range of uses, both culinary and medicinal.
  Belladonna for fever, sorrel for the liver. Figwort, meadowsweet, heart-of-the-earth. And over there . . .


  Hearts blood. In an unobtrusive corner, half hidden beneath the spreading silvery-grey leaves of a gigantic comfrey plant, grew a clump of this rarest of herbs. Id never seen the
  real thing before, but I knew it from an illustrated treatise on inks and dyes.


  I moved closer, crouching down to examine the leaves  they grew in characteristic groups of five, with neat serrations along each delicate edge  and the stem with its unusual
  mottled pattern. No buds yet; this rarity bloomed only in autumn, and then briefly. It was the flowers that made it a herb beyond price, for their crushed petals, when mixed in specific proportions
  with vinegar and oak ash, produced an ink of rich hue, a splendid deep purple favoured by kings and princes for their most regal decrees and beloved of bishops for the illustrated capitals in
  missals and breviaries. The capacity to produce a supply of hearts blood ink could make a mans fortune. I brushed my fingers gently against the foliage.


  Dont touch that! roared a deep voice from behind me. I leaped to my feet, my heart thudding in fright.


  A man stood on the pathway not three arms lengths from me, glaring. He had come from nowhere, and he looked not only angry, but somehow . . . wrong.


  I wasnt  I was just  Suddenly I was back in Market Cross, with Cillians cruel hands gripping my shoulders as he shook me, and Cillians abusive
  words ringing in my ears. I  I  Pull yourself together, Caitrin. Say something. I stood frozen, my stomach tying itself in knots.


  The stranger stood over me, fist clenched in fury, eyes glowering. What are you doing here? This place is forbidden!


  I struggled to find the words I had prepared. Im a . . . Ive come to . . . Get a grip on yourself, Caitrin. You are not going back to that dark place.
  Im a . . . a . . . I forced the memory down, making myself look up at the man. His appearance was unsettling, for although his features were above the commonplace in beauty,
  they were at the same time somehow skewed, as if the two sides of his face were not a perfect match for each other. I noted the red hair, as ill tended and overgrown as his garden, and the fair
  complexion, flushed by anger. His eyes were of an intense dark blue and as inimical as his voice.


  Youre a what? he snarled. A thief? Why else would you be here? Nobody comes here!


  I wasnt trying to steal the hearts blood plant, I managed. Im here about the work. The position. Reading. Scribing. Latin. I faltered to a halt,
  backing away. I could feel his rage quivering in the air of the peaceful garden.


  He stood there a moment, staring at me as if I were the oddity and everything else here completely normal. Then he lurched towards me, one arm outstretched as if to seize hold of me. The cold
  fear washed through me again. It doesnt matter, I squeaked. I must have made a mistake . . .


  I backed further, then fled for the archway. Curse it! Curse this place, and curse Ita and her son, and most of all, a pox on me for daring to hope that I might have found sanctuary and for
  being wrong. And now I had to go all the way through that wretched forest again.


  Wait. The mans tone had changed. You can read Latin?


  I halted with my back to him, my stomach churning. I couldnt seem to catch my breath. My lips refused to form the simple word, yes, but I managed a nod.


  Magnus! the man roared behind me, making my heart jolt with fright. I drew a shaky breath and turned to see him heading off towards a door at the other end of the garden, an entry
  direct into the most substantial of the buildings backing onto the fortress wall. Despite his height and strong build, the mans gait was markedly uneven, and the odd slope of his shoulders
  was quite pronounced. Warped and twisted like thread gone awry on the loom. If that had been Anluan, neither of us had made a good first impression.


  As Id been told to wait, I waited, but not inside the forbidden area. I collected my belongings and went to stand just beyond the archway, one eye out for any further oddities. That was
  where Magnus found me a little later. He had shed his weaponry but still made a formidable figure with his twists of hair, his broad shoulders and well-muscled arms. One of the
  gallglaigh, Tomas had called him. They were mercenary warriors, islanders descended from Norsemen and Dalriadans. I wondered how this one had ended up at Whistling Tor.


  A scribe, the big man said flatly, fixing shrewd grey eyes on my face, which no doubt was unusually pale. How did you know about the work we needed done?


  Im sorry if Ive upset anyone, I said. My name is Caitrin, daughter of Berach. I stayed last night at the village inn. I couldnt help overhearing your
  conversation with Tomas.


  His gaze had sharpened as I spoke. Im told you were attempting to steal a precious plant from our garden, he said. Thats not the act of someone whos
  seeking employment.


  I told that man I wasnt stealing! If youre talking about hearts blood, the time to steal it would be autumn, when its flowering. The values all in the
  blooms. For the ink, you know.


  There was a moments silence, then Magnuss strong features creased into a smile. He looked like a man who didnt smile much. All right, maybe you are a scribe,
  he said. That doesnt explain how you got here.


  I walked. I did lose my way, but a man helped me. A man with a dog. Olcan and Fianchu.


  Magnuss eyes widened.


  As you see, I got here safely, I added.


  Mm. No fear of dogs, then. Well, Ive been ordered to take you indoors, and I imagine hell want a sample of your writing. This way.


  Im not sure I want to stay. That was him in the garden, wasnt it? Lord Anluan? He scared me. He was so angry.


  You look cold, Magnus said. My names Magnus. I do everything here, more or less. Steward, guard, farmer, cook, cleaner . . . You may as well come in and have
  something to drink, since youve got this far. Dont let Anluan upset you. Hes not used to folk, thats all. Were a bit out of practice.


  I drew a deep, unsteady breath. His manner was reassuring: blunt but kind. He seemed the sort of man who would be truthful. All right, I said. If youre sure
  its safe. There are some very odd-looking folk here. Not that looks should matter, but . . .


  Ill take that for you, said Magnus, pointing to my bag. I passed it to him and we headed along the path. If youre planning on staying to do the job,
  youll need to learn not to let appearances upset you, my companion added. Were all oddities here.


  The folk in the settlement said you were the most ordinary person on the hill.


  Magnus gave a short, mirthless laugh. Ordinary, whats that? he said grimly. As it is, you may not be here long enough to meet us all. Once you see the job he wants
  doing, youll very likely change your mind. Anyway, you may not be up to the standard he requires.


  I was trained by the best.


  Then youve nothing to worry about, have you? Now he sounded amused. Theres one thing you need to remember.


  Oh? I fully expected the kind of instructions people got in dark tales; Whistling Tor seemed just the place for them. Dont touch the little key third from the right.
  Dont go into the chamber at the top of the tower. What is that?


  Stay out of Irials garden, Magnus said. Nobody goes in without Anluans invitation. You broke that rule. You upset him. Hes had enough people take one
  look at him and run off in disgust, without you adding yourself to the number.


  I wasnt disgusted, just scared. He came out of nowhere and he shouted at me. Id already seen Olcan and the dog, and a scarecrow that walked around and showed me the way. And
  there were voices. And hands. They were all around me in the forest, trying to entice me off the path.


  If youre so easily frightened, Magnus observed, you wont last here more than a day or two. Might be kinder to leave without getting his hopes up too much. I
  dont want you to get started on the work, then bolt because you cant cope. Im surprised you plucked up the courage to come at all.


  I can cope, I said, stung by the criticism. I didnt know I was trespassing. I walked up intending to find you and ask you about the job. The folk in the village had
  plenty to say about this place, but I dismissed most of it as wild exaggeration. After Fianchu, and those voices, I realise I may have been wrong.


  Ah. No doubt Tomas regaled you with stories about Anluans disfigurement and his general ineptitude as a leader?


  More or less. I was ashamed now. My parents had taught me not to judge on appearances. They implied his  condition  was part of a family curse.


  Make your own judgements, thats always been my philosophy. Magnuss mouth was set in a tight line now. Maybe thats why Im still here and nobody
  else is.


  When I had looked at Anluans curiously unbalanced features, had my own face shown a revulsion that was all too familiar to him? What must he have thought of me? I heard that the
  scribing work will take the whole summer, I said. I know you experience some difficulty in getting people to stay here. I am available to work right through until autumn if
  thats what is required. Provided you can assure me that I will be safe here, I wont bolt. Ill stay until the task is completed.


  Mm-hm. Magnus ushered me up some steps and into what was evidently the living area. I followed him along a dark hallway and then through a series of chambers of austere appearance.
  There were no rushes on the floor and the rooms were almost bare of furniture. The stone walls had a damp look about them. I spotted a tall bronze mirror propped in a corner, its surface partly
  covered by a cloth. Images moved in it, things that most certainly did not exist in this near-empty chamber. I hesitated, my gaze drawn towards it, my flesh crawling with unease. Well
  go to the kitchen, Magnus said. Youll be wanting to get warm.


  The kitchen was down another hallway and through a heavy oak door. A meagre fire struggled on the hearth. On a well-scrubbed table lay the bundle of supplies Magnus had carried up from the
  village, its contents as yet unpacked. My companion
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