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January - Snowmoon

February – Frostmoon

March - Windmoon

April - Rainmoon

May - Flowermoon

June - Meadowmoon

July – Ardourmoon

August - Fruitingmoon

September - Harvestmoon

October - Vintagemoon

November - Mistmoon

December – Adkayamoon

Monday – Lunilsday (Lunday – Loon-day)

Tuesday – Miyacalasday (Calasday – Cah-laz-day)

Wednesday – Aloytsday (Loitsday – Low-its-day)

Thursday – Agavesday (Gavesday – Gar-vez-day)

Friday – Aruhanisday (Hanisday – Har-neez-day)

Saturday – Pelfazzarsday (Pelfday – Pelf-day)

Sunday – Aghamasday (Gamasday – Gah-mahz-day)
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The ancient spirit of Alba Sulh still lives. Perhaps now, released from human negligence, it stretches its soil-damp limbs, rises from protective sleep and sees the land is free again. I believe it to be a contrary spirit, rife with petty evils, random spurts of compassion, and incomprehensible notions.  For a while, perhaps coiled around the clutching roots of those trees that remained and were regrowing, it watched, waiting to assess the new sentient beings who had come to live upon its skin; they might be the same as those who’d come before. But now, somehow, did it not have the power to affect those lives in a way it never had? 

The spirit has many faces, many moods. It rides the gales above storm-bent forests as a throng of shrieking ghosts. It shivers as pale light in the deepest glades, offering promises with a silver smile. Animals can sense it – even see it. And hara? Hara are closer to it than their human forebears. This is the way we have been made to be, or the way our harlings are evolving. Alba Sulh desires to be wild and magical. It desires to be mysterious and misty, to seethe with phantoms and strange whims. This land was always that, a romantic, idealised archetype in the minds of human dreamers. Now, with only their thoughts and dreams remaining, they too ghosts amid the fields, Alba Sulh becomes.

Ysobi har Sulh
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I rode to Gwyllion in the early summer time, through the ancient ochre and lilac mountains and then into their deep, lush river valleys, along the old road, where laden canopies of oak and beech and sycamore held hands above my head. The light was green, an intense deep glow of many subtle shades, sometimes almost black, sometimes pure emerald-shot gold. Mossy banks rose on either side of the road, warted with immense green and gold-furred rocks, over which an occasional root might trail, it too dressed in moss. 

I was still not entirely well. The hurricanes of recent years still weighed heavily upon me. I was a stranger to myself, somehow reborn, renewed, but also older in my mind, burdened by knowledge, yet reassured in some small measure by wisdom.  

Those of you who know my history – don’t think I’d been sent from home as punishment or reward for my mistakes. The truth was that a phylarch of the Wyvachi, a sub-tribe of the Sulh, had a yearning to create his own spiritual customs for his hara. He wished for them to be taught in the way that hara in Immanion or Yorvik were taught. Not long after Bloomtide, early spring, a message came from the scholarly city of Kyme for me, whence such commissions often came: You might be interested in this assignment, Ysobi.

I debated for a month or so, afraid of change yet craving it. A couple of weeks before Feybraihatide I told Jassenah, my chesnari, about the commission, having already decided I would take it. We were in the kitchen of our small, comfortable house, with the windows open and scented air pouring in. Jassenah, with his thick dark gold hair tied back, ready for work, his expressive face unusually motionless as he listened to me, my inevitable lies. When my words fizzled out, there was a silence between us, as there often was. ‘You wish to go?’ he asked at last.

‘I think I wish to work,’ I told him. There was little for me in Jesith now. My former commissions were no more; I was not considered “suitable” to continue in that line of work. Somehar else was now the main hienama of the town. I was regarded as a scholar and, at the behest of our phylarch, Sinnar, had helped form the Lyceum of Jesith. I had become immersed in the land – its legends interested me – so I had been encouraged. Anything to put the past behind us.

‘I see,’ said Jassenah. ‘What does this work entail exactly?’

‘Apparently, a study of the landscape, its folklore, and the shaping of a suitable yearly round for the hara of Gwyllion.’

Jassenah eyed me steadily. ‘And there is no local har to undertake this native task?’

I held his gaze, wondering why I felt as if I was deceiving him: this part was correct. ‘The phylarch asked for a hienama of Kyme. We can only suppose he can afford it.’

‘Are you asking me or telling me?’ Jassenah enquired.

‘I’d like to do it,’ I replied. ‘It sounds interesting. There could be a book in it.’

Again, a silence.

‘The work is academic,’ I said. ‘And I’d hardly be missed here. I’d like to be doing something worthwhile.’

I was of course trying to escape some kind of parole on my life. In Jesith I was watched and constrained. I had no doubt the hara cared for me – they had welcomed me back after all – but they couldn’t trust me in the way they had. I accepted this. I hadn’t proved trustworthy.

Jassenah had turned away from me, tidying pots that were already tidy. ‘How long for?’ he asked. ‘How long do you intend to be away?’

‘A few months or so. You and Zeph could visit me. The countryside is said to be beautiful up there.’

Jassenah faced me again. ‘Can you be honest with me, Ys? Are we really talking about how you need to escape this place – perhaps us?’

I paused before answering. ‘While we’ve been talking I realise I want to escape,’ I said, ‘but not us. Jesith makes me claustrophobic. It’s like an open prison.’ I took a breath, wondering if the next thing I said would be appropriate. ‘We could even go together.’

Jassenah snorted. ‘Of course I have the time for that!’ He shook his head, laughed shakily. ‘Ys, if you want to go, go. I’m not your gaoler. I appreciate it’s sometimes difficult for you here.’ He put his hands on my shoulders. ‘But Jesith is my home, it’s my life. I love what I do here. I don’t want to leave.’

‘I wasn’t thinking of anything that permanent,’ I said.

‘I know... It would be good for you to go. I’m being selfish. I can’t keep you on a leash.’

‘You don’t have to. I thought you knew that now.’

He nodded, smiled at me, turned away. He’d never trust me again.

In the late afternoon of a glorious Flowermoon day, I rode my piebald cob, Hercules, into Gwyllion. I’d travelled light, bringing with me only several changes of clothes, three books, and a few basic toiletries. This lightness had made the journey easier for both Hercules and myself. We’d grown even lighter as we travelled. Gwyllion was a small town with a modest population, and even from the start I found the hara innately tribal. Their phylarch was like a king to them. He lived with his family on an estate to the north of the village. Before going to introduce myself to the lord of Wyvachi, I sought out a local inn – there were only two in Gwyllion – and booked a room there. The keephar of The Rooting Boar asked me, naturally, what brought me to their town, and I explained I’d been hired by the phylarch.

The inn was empty at that time of day, so the keephar came to sit with me to satisfy his curiosity about a stranger to his town. He told me his name was Yoslyn.

‘Oh, the hienama!’ said the keephar. ‘We were told of this. It will be good to celebrate the festivals again.’

‘You have no hienama?’ I asked. A certain discomfort settled over me.

‘Not now,’ said Yoslyn. 

‘And there’s nohar among you wanted to take that role?’

‘Not really.  Hara have too much to do around here for that. We want somehar to do it for us, make the blessings, talk to the corn for us... naming days, chesna bonds, all that.’

‘Well, I didn’t think my work here would...’

Yoslyn interrupted airily, as if I hadn’t spoken. ‘Tiahaar Wyva told us he’d sent to Kyme for a Nahir Nuri for us. It will be wonderful for the community. Pity you’re here too late for the Feybraihatide arojhahn. Many of us want to revive the old customs. Mixing them with the new, of course!’

My imagination obligingly presented me with a grisly visualisation of hara being slaughtered in the fields at Cuttingtide. The phylarch, Wyva, clearly had not presented his requirements to Kyme accurately. Or perhaps that had been deliberate. ‘I can train somehar up,’ I said, ‘to do these things for you when I leave.’

Yoslyn gave me rather a hard look. ‘I doubt you’ll find anyhar round here keen on that,’ he said. ‘We’re simple hara. We like a simple life, and we’ve no time for so much learning. It takes a special har to be a hienama. You have to want to be one, for a start.’

I could hardly blame him for these sentiments. ‘Well, we’ll see,’ I said, smiling with what I hoped was suitable brightness. ‘I’ll talk to tiahaar Wyva and find out what’s needed.’

First impressions of a har, unbiased, are always useful, but so is the information you can get from the hara who regard him as lord of their lives. You can tell a lot, for example, from whether he is loved, reviled or scorned, or the words that are not spoken – in fear. 

‘So tell me of the family,’ I said. ‘The family of Wyva har Wyvachi.’

The keephar smiled, a good sign. It was a smile of affection, reflecting a certain amount of humour. Perhaps Wyva was not wholly wise. ‘There is Wyva, who is phylarch, as you know, his chesnari Rinawne and their harling, Myv. He’s a strangeling child, or changeling maybe. Sweet, but distant as a star. He walks his own path, they say.’

I nodded. ‘Born this way?’

‘They say so.’

Hesitation? Perhaps I wanted it to be there, a mystery to solve. 

‘The household is not overly large. Wyva is second generation and has two brothers, Cawr and Gen. Wyva and Cawr have taken the bond, but only Wyva has made new hara from the blood. Meadow Mynd is an old house, and was in Wyva’s family long before his hostling became har.’

‘That’s unusual to find,’ I said, with a gossipy inflection in my voice. I indicated with the wine bottle in my hand that the keephar should join me in refreshment. He appeared eager to do so.

‘The Mynd is a beautiful house,’ he said as he filled a cup. ‘None would leave it willingly, and none did.’ He laughed as he took a drink. ‘Wyva is a good har, and fair. He’d see none go hungry.’

‘What of his chesnari?’

‘Good, too. We have no complaints with any of them.’ Again he laughed. ‘As long as you don’t toss the count stones with Wyva’s brother, Gen. He’s a renowned cheat!’

‘I shall take care not to.’ 

‘We need a hienama,’ Yoslyn said firmly. ‘The spirits are strong in these fields and forests.’

This remark took me by surprise. ‘Can you explain to me what you mean?’

Yoslyn shook his head. ‘You’ll see. It’s not a bad place; it is rich. But the spirits are strong.’

The road to Meadow Mynd was a summer tunnel, a faery path rising to sun-stippled heights, then down to green shadowy hollows. To either side, legions of pines in straight lines marched away from me. These, I supposed, were a legacy of earlier human forestry; the pines had not been harvested for over a century. To the west of me, paths of sunlight carved down the occasional wide avenues between the trees. They looked like processional ways. And then eventually, I saw upon one of these paths a figure on a horse, rendered in silhouette by the afternoon sun. Horse and rider were both so still, some three hundred yards from me. I had no inclination to pause, to call, or to investigate. Neither did I think I’d seen something supernatural, even though I’d perceived a deep purple glow around the horse. I had to keep moving.

Meadow Mynd eventually came into view when the pines thinned out and gave way to older, deciduous trees. Massive oaks spread their history against the skies. I caught the silver glimmer of water through the aching green, and a herd of deer for some time walked beside me, some distance off amid the mossy trunks. They were unafraid and watched me curiously, the does sometimes pausing to stare unashamedly, heads up, ears forward. Perhaps hara from the house fed them, and they associated me with that. As I rode Hercules at a walk up the driveway, I heard the tolling of a bell in the distance. An odd time of day for that, I thought, unless it was to gather hara in from the fields. It was a beautiful, yet melancholy sound that reminded me of days long gone, my lost human childhood.

The house was grey and sprawling, its walls peppered with yellow lichen, its windows small and frowning, but for some on the ground floor, which were like doors. Hara were at work in the gardens – which appeared to be a meld of both ornamental and vegetable, all strangely mixed up together – and paused in their labours to watch me draw near. Above the front door was a wide lintel of stone, supported by two columns adorned with twisted ivy, of both carved stone and living leaf. A harling squatted atop the lintel like some kind of gargoyle. I assumed this to be the son of Wyva and Rinawne and waved to him. The harling regarded me expressionlessly, and then bounded away up the wall behind him like a wild beast, leaping through the old ivy stems. I could see now what Yoslyn meant about him.

A har came out of the house, perhaps having been alerted by a member of staff. I didn’t know who of the family I was looking at, or even if it was just a high-ranking employee. He was nearly as tall as me, with a thick mane of loose, curling black hair. His brows were thick, his mouth wide, his eyes a striking blue. He was not conventionally beautiful, but possessed an arresting presence. I could tell at once he was a har used to getting his own way.

‘You must be Ysobi har Jesith,’ he said to me, inclining his head. He had a strong Erini accent. ‘You’re welcome here to the Mynd.’

‘Thank you, tiahaar...’

‘I am Rinawne har Wyvachi. Please, come on in. Our hara will see to your horse.’ He jerked his head and a har previously unseen came running from... somewhere. He led Hercules and my baggage away, seemingly before my feet were properly in contact with the ground.

‘Good journey?’ enquired Rinawne. 

‘A good time of year to travel, yes,’ I replied.  

‘You must want a meal...’

‘No need, tiahaar. I stopped at an inn in town before coming here, booked myself a room.’

Rinawne’s eyebrows lifted. ‘We have accommodation for you. Private. Not in the house.’

‘Oh, that’s kind of you.’ I had, of course, expected this, but it was best not to make assumptions.

‘I’ll send somehar to cancel your reservation. Do you have luggage?’

‘Only what I have in my horse’s saddlebags.’

Rinawne grinned. ‘You travel light, then.’ He gestured. ‘Come in. We’ll take refreshment anyway. I always look upon any excuse for it as a gift.’

I laughed. ‘Thank you.’

‘Wyva will be here soon,’ Rinawne said. ‘He’s out doing something somewhere, perhaps looking at a field or a ditch. Such things concern him.’

Again I laughed, hoping that was meant to be a joke.

Rinawne smiled widely.  He conducted me into a living room that smelled strongly of roses. A huge bowl of them adorned a table beneath a window. ‘The scent of flowers is like bringing the outside in with you, isn’t it?’ Rinawne said, brushing a hand over the white petals. As he moved I caught a scent from him, which I can only describe as green; something of cut grass, of reedy hollows, of the darkest corners of summer.

‘Where I come from – Jesith – is famous for its vineyards,’ I said. ‘The aroma of the vine, of the grape, is very strong. They even make a perfume of it.’

‘I hope you’ve bought samples of both products with you,’ Rinawne said.

I hadn’t. ‘I regret it didn’t occur to me to bring any produce with me.’ That is the sort of thing Jass would have thought of, naturally, as would Zeph, our son. I should have thought of it, too. Perhaps Jass had even mentioned it to me, but I’d not heard him. That was not an uncommon happening, as he was fond of telling hara. ‘As the industry has grown in our town, so has the variety of produce. My chesnari works for the yard. He’s the manager for our phylarch. I’ll write to him, have him make up a hamper. I really should have thought of it, as he’ll no doubt remind me!’

Rinawne grinned. ‘Oh, don’t trouble yourself about it. I was being presumptuous, as Wyva often likes to remind me!’ He grinned. ‘Although I do love presents! It seems we both have our weaknesses, tiahaar.’ He gestured at one of the sofas, which was upholstered in faded green and cream tapestry. ‘Please, sit down.’

I did so and he sat opposite me, leaning back with one arm along the top of the sofa, his legs loosely crossed. ‘So you are here to invent a religion for us,’ he said, still smiling.

‘I wouldn’t put it quite that way,’ I replied. ‘A community benefits from shared spirituality, and it’s best if that spirituality can be drawn from the local environment itself. I’m interested in folklore, in history. The land has many tales to tell.’

‘To be sure,’ Rinawne agreed. 

I paused. ‘The keephar of The Rooting Boar advised me the spirits around here are very strong. Did he mean anything in particular by that?’

Rinawne inhaled deeply through his nose, perhaps slightly impatient. ‘Hara want ghosts, they want mysteries. In your position, I’d do my best to give them.’ He grinned. ‘As you might be able to tell, I don’t follow faithfully the heritage of my home country. I’m not the most spiritual of hara.’

‘Not spiritual, and perhaps a sceptic,’ I said, smiling also, ‘but are there no special... energies to this area? A sceptic might give me a more accurate opinion than a dazzle-eyed believer.’

‘Now, here’s the thing,’ said Rinawne, leaning forward a little. ‘I wouldn’t call myself a sceptic particularly. I’ve my own tales to tell.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘There are... spots that raise my hair here and there. This is an old land, soaked in blood. We hara are sensitive to echoes, aren’t we?’

‘Yes,’ I said simply.

Rinawne suddenly became alert, twisted his body to look out of the window behind us. ‘Ah, here is Wyva,’ he said. ‘I’ll go and organise us some tea.’

And so he left me, before his consort and lord of this domain came into the room: Wyva har Wyvachi.  The phylarch looked at the air in the doorway as if he perceived a shadow passing by, then he turned to me, smiled. ‘You must be Ysobi.  Thank you for coming here.’

‘My pleasure,’ I replied, getting to my feet.

Wyva waved a hand at me. ‘No need for that. Please, sit.’

I did so. Wyva was a slim har of medium height, with rich brown hair that hung down his back, a swathe of it drawn away from his face into a band decorated with feathers and what appeared to be a rabbit’s foot. His face was finely sculpted, and suggested a sensitive character. I perceived the smallest of weaknesses in the chin, but it could be overlooked. ‘Tiahaar Rinawne told me you have accommodation for me,’ I said. ‘I’d like to thank you for that, too.’

Wyva’s smile widened. ‘Well, you’ll need somewhere to work, won’t you?  And I’m sure the place I’ve chosen will fascinate you. It’s called Dŵr Alarch, an old tower, built as a folly some hundreds of years ago. It was renovated late in the human era and used as a holiday home. In winter and early spring you can see it from here, but the trees hide it during other seasons. At night, if you light all the lamps, it can be seen from three counties, or so the story goes.’

‘Then I hope it has ghosts,’ I said.

Wyva laughed. ‘Oh, plenty of them! This land does seem to retain them as much as the lichen on the rocks. There is a wealth of material out there for you to discover.’

‘I can already feel it,’ I said, and indeed my senses were twitching eagerly, wanting to be immersed in this magical landscape. I felt it wasn’t going to be difficult constructing a rich and mystical system for these hara, tuning in to whatever was around me.

Rinawne reappeared, accompanied by a har bearing a tray laden with things to eat and drink. The vanilla aroma of freshly-baked cake filled the room and made me hungry. After we’d set about helping ourselves to these refreshments, Wyva told me of his library. ‘The volumes here have been collected by my family for many hundreds of years.’ 

This was an unusual statement, of course. He was clearly referring to human ancestors as well as harish ones. I simply nodded, my mouth full of cake. 

‘Among them are quite a few titles concerning local folklore. In fact, an ancestor of mine wrote three of them. You’re welcome to frequent the library as often as you wish, as if it were your own. The doors here are never locked. Come and go as you please.’

‘That’s generous of you.’

Wyva made an airy gesture with one arm. ‘It’s not a problem. But for the most part, I wouldn’t be surprised if you merely wish to walk in the fields and forests. That is perhaps the true library of this landscape.’

I nodded. ‘Most certainly, but other... people’s experiences and thoughts are very interesting. I love folklore and personal accounts. Even if it’s just down to wishful thinking or hallucination, it produces rich imagery.’

Wyva laughed. ‘You could say that! There are some very colourful stories.’

‘I’ll show you over to the tower shortly,’ said Rinawne. ‘We’ll need to take supplies. I thought everything should be fresh for you.’

‘That’s wonderful, thank you.’

‘Yes, settle in,’ said Wyva, ‘then please join us here for dinner later. We can discuss how you wish to proceed. If you need volunteers, we can supply them.’

‘Volunteers?’ I was puzzled.

‘Well, for the majhahns you’ll write,’ Wyva said. ‘Get hara to perform them, get feedback.’

‘Oh, yes... I see.’ I paused, wondering if now was the right moment to broach what had sprung back to mind, then pressed on. ‘The keephar at The Boar seemed to think I was being appointed as your new hienama. Is that in fact what you’re looking for, ultimately?’

Wyva laughed. ‘I think perhaps that is what hara hope for, not necessarily what I had in mind, at least not with you.’

‘I agree a community benefits from a spiritual leader,’ I said, ‘and perhaps I can help train one up for you, but I’m not really in the position to commit myself to staying here in that role.’

‘I understand,’ Wyva said amiably. ‘It wasn’t what I asked for. The hara in the town jump to conclusions.’

Rinawne snorted. ‘Is that what it is?’

Wyva gave him a sharp glance, said nothing.

‘I take it you had one before... a hienama that is?’ 

I could see Wyva attempted swiftly to cover a silence. ‘We did, yes – Rey – but he left the post. Hara are simply feeling the loss of that, mainly because they enjoy the seasonal celebrations. As you said, I’m sure it wouldn’t be difficult to train somehar else to take charge of that.’

I realised then that something had happened here. A shiver went through me, for I was no stranger to communities being affected by “happenings” concerning hienamas.

We could see Dŵr Alarch long before we reached it, so the trees didn’t do that good a job at hiding it. The tower was hexagonal, a dark column atop its hill, surrounded by soaring beeches where crows roosted. There were many long, arched windows and it was crowned by a crenellated battlement, over which was a high, domed glass roof. ‘The top floor is a nayati of sorts,’ Rinawne told me. ‘Wyva had that roof put in around fifteen years ago, so that whoever lived here could see the stars.’

‘Without going outside,’ I added. I was leading Hercules, who kept bumping his nose into my back.

Rinawne chuckled. ‘Indeed. It’s a good room, however.’ Before we entered the tower, Rinawne indicated a stable where Hercules could be housed. ‘There is a field below you may use if you want him to roam free.’

Rinawne now led me to the foot of the tower and removed an enormous black iron key from his coat pocket. Before applying it to the lock, he held it out for me to see. ‘Isn’t this marvellous? It should open a door to secrets.’

‘Perhaps it does,’ I said lightly.

Again, Rinawne laughed and opened the door. ‘As long as the secrets aren’t mice and damp, I’ll be happy.’ He led the way inside.

The entrance hall, if it could be called that, was tiny. A door led off to a hidden series of rooms, which Rinawne told me comprised a laundry, a second toilet, a generator and the heating arrangements. ‘Most ghosts can be traced to the wheezing of the boiler,’ he said. ‘Any trouble with it, and we’ll send somehar from the house. We have a har who is a boiler whisperer; he gets it to obey.’ Rinawne indicated the stone stairway that curled around the inner wall. ‘First floor is the kitchen. Shall we inspect?’

We’d brought with us panniers of supplies and together hauled them upstairs. The steps were steep. There was a rope affixed to the wall to aid the climb and the air was chill, even though the day outside was not. The cold seeped from the very walls. Yet the long windows around every corner dispelled any tendency to gloom the stairwell might otherwise have held.

I’d been expecting rather austere accommodation, but was pleasantly surprised when Rinawne opened the heavy wooden door upon the first room. A breath of warm air came out, scented with honeysuckle, which must emanate from a shallow brass bowl of dried flowers on the dresser. The rather dank, chill atmosphere of the stairway disappeared entirely. The floor was of tawny polished wood, as were the table and chairs, and the shelves of the large dresser were stacked with crockery. An immense cooking range dominated one part of the room, and three of the long, arched windows looked out upon the landscape. I could see a farm we had not passed, since we’d followed a path through the forest. ‘There you will get your milk, cheese and eggs,’ Rinawne said, following my gaze. ‘And meat if you want it. Choose yourself a chicken and it will be delivered, plucked and gutted, to your door in time for dinner. Have it charged to Wyva’s account.’ He grinned. ‘Let’s not unpack your stuff yet. Have a look at the rest of the place, then I’ll leave you to settle in.’

He left the room and bounded up the stairs two at time. I followed. The next room was the living room, although Rinawne told me that in his experience people who’d stayed here usually chose the kitchen as the room in which they spent most time. However, this room was beautiful to me. The walls were a dark, muted mulberry colour, and the furniture and ornaments were Oriental in style, also of dark reds and golds. The floor was a mass of thick patterned rugs, and heavy indigo-coloured drapes hung at the long windows. ‘This is amazing,’ I said, ‘more than I expected.’

‘Some hara find it a bit much,’ Rinawne said, ‘a bit heavy. It’s not to my taste really.’

‘Well, it’s entirely to mine,’ I said. ‘I think I’ll be very comfortable here.’

‘Let’s show you the rest, then.’

The next storey housed the bathroom. This had a floor of black and white tiles and an immense snowy bath that stood upon gilded, elegantly-clawed feet. The washbasin was similarly huge and along the walls brass lion heads held in their jaws an array of thick golden yellow towels. The toilet was more like a throne, as it was surrounded by a wooden alcove. There were carved arms where I might rest my own. ‘Whoever built and furnished this place liked luxury,’ I said, running my hand over the carvings above the toilet; two gargoyles and a griffon posed to gaze down upon whoever sat there. 

‘Luxury or excess,’ Rinawne said. ‘Most of the place is the same as it’s been for a very long time. Wyva keeps it cared for.’

‘It must have meant something to his... family, then.’

Rinawne nodded. ‘Heritage hasn’t gone away in this part of the world. You don’t find it often, but Wyva’s family don’t see themselves as that far apart from their earlier human ancestors. They merely underwent a change, then everything carried on as before. Well, nearly everything. Come, let’s look at the main bedroom.’

As I turned to leave, a shiver went through me and I looked back quickly. An image went through my head of clocks, immense clocks. I saw a brief flash before my mind’s eye of this room and it was not a bathroom. The floor was still of black and white tiles, but it was mostly empty. I was aware of presences I could not see, or rather could not focus upon. ‘This wasn’t always just a bathroom,’ I blurted out.

Rinawne came back to me as he’d already gone partway up the stairs to the next floor. ‘What do you mean?’

I laughed, somewhat shakily. ‘Forgive me, I just had an impression, that’s all. I have a feeling this room was used... in some way... for ritual.’

‘Really?’ Rinawne didn’t sound convinced. ‘Well, I suppose you must pick things like that up, although I’d always believed this place to be only a folly, in every sense. But then it is very old.’

‘It was probably nothing,’ I said, mustering what I hoped was a plausible smile. ‘The bedroom, then?’

‘You’ll love it,’ Rinawne said.

And I did. Unlike the living room, it was a light and airy space, with a wide divan covered in a gold quilt, beneath which were sheets of a delicate silvery grey. The walls were also of this dove-like colour and rolled with faint traceries of gold, so that it was like some kind of rich marble. A frieze of stylised swans ran around the top of the room. The rugs beneath my feet, laid over a golden wooden floor, were thick white fleeces. ‘Sumptuous,’ I said, inadequately.

‘This is my favourite room,’ Rinawne said, running the fingers of one hand lightly over the wall by the door. ‘I like light and air, and believe me a great deal of the Mynd was dark and gloom when I first came here. The house sort of squats, I think. Its ceilings are low, so you have to curb its liking for dreariness. I was allowed to make a few changes only to certain rooms.’ 

I nodded, at first unsure of what to say to that. ‘Old places can be gloomy.’ I wondered then how Rinawne and Wyva had met, what circumstances had thrown them together. I had not so far detected any great passion between them, and yet they did have a son, so at one time things must have been different.

‘I won’t show you to the top room,’ Rinawne said, somewhat mischievously. ‘I’ll let you find that for yourself. There’s a spare bedroom beneath it, in case you should ever have guests, but it’s fairly plain to look at in comparison to the rest of the chambers.’

‘What does the name mean, Dŵr Alarch?’

‘The Swan Tower,’ Rinawne replied. ‘I believe it’s always been called that.’ He smiled. ‘Come to the house around 6.30, and meet everyhar. That will be an experience for you!’

‘That daunting?’

Rinawne shook his head, grinning. ‘No, they are an interesting bunch, a host of stories all bundled together. You’ll enjoy it. I expect Wyva will ask some of the town assembly hara along as well. They’ll be curious about you.’

I ducked my head. ‘I’ll look forward to it.’

‘Until later, then.’ Rinawne swept a bow to me. ‘Enjoy exploring.’

And with that, he was gone, as suddenly as a phantom, but for the light patter of his feet upon the cold stairway, and I was alone in the silence of my new home.

Before investigating the top room – and I was aware of relishing the delay – I decided to make myself some tea and unpack my belongings and supplies. As I descended the spiral stairs I was aware of the hum of the place, its non-silence that had no sound. I had no doubt that it was sentient, watching me. A spirit of place was gauging whether I’d fit in.

Rinawne had been lavish with the supplies and I quickly filled the cupboards and cold store with produce. I put my belongings in the bedroom, the clothes, the three books, and my meagre toiletries in the bathroom. I felt these few items were all I possessed, that I’d left nothing behind. I’d lost my interest in things some years before. A lot of the time my life felt like I was acting, waiting for the play to finish, somewhat tired with it. Perhaps this landscape would revive me, intrigue me with its mysteries. Perhaps I would learn to trust again, not least in myself.

I made my tea and poured a second cup for the spirit of the tower. I was not yet sure completely where its heart lay, but decided to put my offering in the living room. However, as I stepped beyond the kitchen door into the cold breath of the stairwell, the basement called to me strongly, so I went down there instead. The door was stiff in its frame and required my shoulder to open it. Inside, the air smelled strangely hot, and of metal. There was a monstrous boiler in there, a fairly compact muttering generator, and a series of ancient wide and shallow sinks; presumably, the laundry area Rinawne had referred to. There was a small toilet room with more antique fittings, and a narrow window misted over with spider webs and caked dust, above a window sill drifted with dead flies. Clearly, care of the tower did not extend greatly into this lower area. Still, it was here the tower wanted me to leave the tea, so I did, on a wide wooden table near the sinks. I bowed to the room. ‘Let us be of service to one another,’ I said, and went back upstairs.

I sat for thirty minutes or so, half drowsing, gazing out over the landscape through the long windows of the kitchen. Whatever phantoms might lurk within the stones of this place, the atmosphere was benign, comfortable. A dog was barking down at the farm, in a curious gulping, endless way. I did not like the sound of that; it was mean and hostile. Mostly likely a guardian creature to be avoided. 

Then it was time to visit the topmost room, find out if it would welcome me. Out into the gelid stairway again, fancying my breath actually misted the air, although I’m sure it could not really have done, and on up the twisting stone gullet to the top of the tower. When I opened the door to the highest room, a waft of old incense drifted out, reminding me strongly of my original home in Jesith, the resins I used to burn there. The floor was again pale wood, polished to a satin sheen, and covered mostly by a thick crimson carpet that was patterned with black geometric designs. There were several altars or shrines around the walls, all of them empty, as were the two bookcases that lay between them. The windows here had no drapes, but there were blinds that could be lowered over them. I gazed up at the glass dome above and saw this too could be robed. The blinds that cleverly moulded themselves to its shape were cobalt blue and decorated with white stars, some of which were quartz sewn into the stiffened fabric. Stars, real or not, were available at all times here. 

Of all the rooms in the tower, here was where the resident could make his mark. The other spaces were filled with furniture and decorations of Wyva’s choice, but here, apart from the carpet, the blinds and the very basics of furnishings, it was waiting for a personality to imprint itself. My few books would do little to fill the empty shelves, and I’d brought no ritual paraphernalia with me, but I would enjoy foraging in the forests and fields around me for items to adorn the vacant shrines. Perhaps Wyva wouldn’t mind me borrowing books for these forlorn shelves.

For a moment, I was taken back to my old home; how I’d loved it. I remembered the pleasure of teaching, and not simply the obvious parts of it that later I was condemned for. Perhaps some vile spirit had lived in me once, but it was hard to remember. That was like looking back at a different life, a dream. I hadn’t meant to be vile, certainly, but I knew I’d been cruel. What had driven me to that? It had driven me almost to my own death, a taint maybe of human life, a shred of sickness inside, shrieking and throwing itself against the walls like a maddened creature locked in a dark space. It was dead. It had to be dead. Now.

Standing there, in the opulent glow of that room in waiting, with the mellow sunlight of late afternoon making narrow paths of light through the trees, I felt I had somehow come home again. I was scornful of the past and everyhar in it. Here, I might live once more. Here, I might be respected and loved as a trusted friend. In Jesith, even my son had been taken from me by my history. When he looked at me, it was through the eyes of the stories he’d heard, half wary, half pitying, but with very little love.

Again, as in the nether regions of the tower, I bowed to the room and said aloud, ‘Let us be of service to one another.’
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Chapter Two
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Before I went back to Meadow Mynd, I investigated the small collection of buildings that clustered some distance from the foot of the tower. There were two stables, one of course containing Hercules, and several sheds where coal or wood might be stored. There was a run for chickens; eggs on my doorstep would be agreeable. I’d ask about procuring a few birds of my own.

The forest spread below me; an archetypal magical landscape. So many rich hues. Perhaps I would paint it. And then, from the murmuring depths, came a thin skein of song, utterly beautiful. I would have liked it to be the voice of some magical being, but it was most likely that of a har walking home through the trees. Who wouldn’t be inspired to sing in such a place as this? I couldn’t make out the words, and the song wasn’t melancholy, but there was a sweet wistfulness to it, like the memory of pain, when it no longer hurts but is faintly remembered. Tears came to my eyes but did not fall. I listened to the wondrous song, gazing through a fabulous watery glimmer that rendered the scene around me into a hazy mist of colours. Perfect. 

I decided to walk to the Mynd rather than ride, so as to immerse myself more in the landscape. Approaching the house along the path through the trees was like walking towards the start of a fairy tale. The sun had made bronze of the light and already a lamp of welcome gleamed above the porch. Lights were many in the lower windows, while the occasional dim glow from higher casements suggested further tales to me: the strange harling Myv in his room, reluctant to come downstairs, perhaps with a harried carehar pleading with him to behave, suppressing the urge to slap and drag. Perhaps another room concealed a brooding relative, or a pair of lovers, one of whom is chesna with another har waiting in the room below. Perhaps there was a dim-lit room that had no har in it at all but for memories, a sigh, a shadow across the window.

Smiling at these fancies, I went to the front door and found, as Wyva had earlier indicated, that it stood wide open. Surely they would close it at night? I ventured inside, glancing into the drawing room on my right where Rinawne had taken me earlier. Dimly lit, it was empty of living presences. I noticed now what Rinawne had mentioned; how low the ceilings were. In large old houses of earlier human eras, the tendency had been for space and height, perhaps as a mark of affluence. Here, the house seemed to hug itself, with its narrow passages and dark corners, although I could appreciate how it could create a more homely and informal atmosphere than somewhere grand and spacious. 

A grey, rough-coated hound came into the stone-floored hall ahead of me, from somewhere deeper in the shadows of the house. He or she regarded me curiously for some moments before padding off. I thought I might as well follow the animal, and indeed it led me into a room where four hara were gathered. One of them was Wyva. The dog went up to him and pressed its head against his thigh. He caressed the creature, at the same time noticing me at the threshold. ‘Tiahaar Ysobi, welcome,’ he said. ‘Please, come in.’

All the hara turned to look at me. Two were clearly close relatives of Wyva’s, perhaps brothers, or even his hostling or father. It is difficult to tell a har’s age from his face. Only when they speak can the years be sensed. The other was young, awkward and blond-haired, and had blunter features than his companions. While the three older hara stood together, drinking wine, this younger one was hunched on a chair before the fireplace, hands thrust between his knees, his lower legs splayed. He must be at least five years past feybraiha, I decided, yet still itchy in his skin.

I inclined my head to the company and came forward. They all greeted me affably enough. 

‘This isn’t everyhar,’ Wyva said, ‘and you might meet more of us later, but for now I’d like to present to you my brothers, Gen and Cawr.’ Wyva handed to me a glass of red wine, which I took.

‘Welcome,’ said the har named as Cawr. He was more robust-looking than Wyva, fuller of face, whereas Gen, his sibling, looked to be all the cheat that Yoslyn had hinted at. His face was narrow, his eyes a little slanted, his smile that of a satyr. Yet for all that, the good-natured spark in his eyes did not suggest a har of evil character, simply a tricky one. 

‘I’ve been settling into my tower,’ I said. ‘An amazing place.’

Wyva smiled warmly. ‘Glad you like it, but I guessed you would from the moment I met you. I love the old place, and make sure it’s coddled and loved.’

‘I can see that,’ I said.

‘You’ve been long awaited,’ said Gen, grinning. ‘I don’t know how much time you’ve set aside for research and writing, but brace yourself for an inundation of requests for chesna-bonds, harling naming and festivals for every possible excuse. I hope you’re good at stretching time.’

‘I took a course in it at Kyme,’ I said.

Gen laughed. ‘Being able to duplicate yourself might also be of use.’

‘My skills in that are rusty.’

Wyva appeared a trifle uncomfortable with this mildly flirty exchange. ‘Everyhar knows why Tiahaar Ysobi is here with us,’ he said stiffly. ‘Anything else we receive from him is a bonus.’

‘I’m sure,’ Gen said, taking a drink of his wine. His eyes never left my own.  I would have to take care with this one.

Before anything else could be said, Rinawne appeared at the doorway, in what can only be described as a ‘grand entrance’. His thick curling hair was starred with small white flowers, his costume of tunic and trousers fashioned from flowing cream fabric. His eyes seemed to blaze from his wide pale face. And at his side was the changeling creature, Myv. He did not appear shy or even sullen, only rather not there. 

‘Greetings, harakin,’ drawled Rinawne. He raised a hand to them.

I watched for signs of dislike in the Wyva-clan, or discomfort, but there appeared to be none. They greeted Rinawne pleasantly and easily enough. I did notice, though, their eyes skim over the harling, as if they didn’t want to dwell on him too long. Nohar greeted him and he said nothing.

‘You must be Myv,’ I said to him.

He looked at me with disinterest, but was trained enough to say, ‘Hello.’

The harling had a look of Rinawne about him, the wider, high-cheekboned face, the thick dark tumbling hair. ‘Easy to see your hostling in you,’ I said.

The harling grimaced. ‘No, he’s not in me. No.’

Rinawne laughed lightly. ‘Wyva is his hostling, tiahaar.’

I reddened at the mistake. Because Rinawne was dressed in flowing garments and had a flamboyant air, I’d judged him to be soume-prevalent and therefore typical hostling material. I should have known better, and was glad my chesnari and son had not been here to witness it, since it was the kind of thing they loved to scold me about. ‘Forgive me,’ I said, bowing my head. Fortunately, it appeared the Wyvachi siblings had recommenced their conversation and had not noticed my gaffe. The young har set apart, however, was grinning at me. Myv went over to him and squeezed beside him on the chair. 

‘Don’t worry,’ Rinawne said. ‘You’re not the first to come to that conclusion, nor will be the last. Myv spends most of his time with me, so the bond does appear at first glance to be like that of hostling and harling.’

I was grateful for his graciousness. ‘I’ve fallen in love with the tower,’ I said. ‘The ritual room is marvellous. It makes me eager to start work here.’

‘I can take you to a few interesting local sites tomorrow, if you like,’ Rinawne said. ‘Tell you a few stories along the way, get you started.’ He smiled.

‘Thank you.’ I had planned to roam around alone, but the prospect of hearing tales appealed to me.

Several more hara joined our company. Introductions were made, but the names didn’t remain in my memory that night. Modryn, the chesnari of Cawr arrived, but no more harlings. Two hara from the town made an appearance, to whom I was introduced. They were members of the Gwyllion Assembly, a town council. One of these hara was Selyf, a tall scholarly-looking individual, who was the keephar of an inn named The Crowned Stag. ‘I hope we will see you there,’ he said. The other was a farmer named Tryskyr who, second to Wyva, owned the most land in the area.  

After around half an hour spent in formal conversation, none of which I found particularly interesting, a househar announced that dinner was ready and the company surged towards the dining room further into the house. Here, a coven of candles burned in ornate candelabra placed upon the table, augmented by the glow of a round moon that flew in through the uncurtained windows and alighted upon every surface like a silver bird. I was aware of a strange sense of imminence as I took my seat next to Wyva, who sat at the head of the table. Rinawne commanded the other end of the board, with Myv beside him, fidgeting. 

‘No suggestion the Whitemanes were going to send somehar here to meet tiahaar Ysobi?’ Cawr said to Wyva, in a sarcastic tone. A househar glided ghostlike around the table dispensing soup from a silver cauldron held by a silent harling at his side.

Wyva grunted, pulled a sour face briefly. ‘I’d expect to see the sky turn upside down before that.’

‘You never know,’ Gen said. ‘They have their whims. At the very least, you’d expect them to be curious. They weren’t that averse to Rey, despite his close connection to us.’

Wyva made a noise of irritation. ‘Nohar knows what motivates or interests them, really.’

‘The Whitemanes are local oddities,’ Rinawne explained to me. ‘Many of the hara around here believe them to be half-breeds, half fey. I suspect simply a strange inception, way back in their past that has spread an unearthly taint throughout their kind.’

‘They like to think they own the most land in the area,’ Tryskyr added. ‘While Wyva is the har in charge of Gwyllion and its environs, the Whitemanes are... something else. They don’t seek power exactly, but they do have influence.’

‘They’re an old family,’ Wyva said. ‘Their roots go back as far as ours, but... they have a strange way with them. I doubt you’ll come into contact with them much, Ysobi.’

‘They are being made to sound more interesting than they are,’ Gen put in. He poured wine into his glass, reached over to fill mine. I wondered whether a househar was supposed to do that, and whether Gen was impatient, couldn’t wait, wanted a drink. ‘The Whitemanes are eccentrics, as are many of the families in these parts, in one way or another. History has bequeathed us a strange legacy. We are far different from the humans who came before us, yet in some ways not that changed. We have our alliances and our feuds.’

‘There are some who question the original imperative hara had to cast off human heritage entirely,’ I said carefully. ‘While others still insist it was essential. You’ll find many discussions about it around academic tables from Kyme to Immanion.’

‘You must’ve been to both those cities,’ Rinawne said, and as I glanced at him, I saw in his eyes a veiled warning not to pursue the line of conversation that had been started. 

‘Yes, I have,’ I said. ‘Kyme is far smaller than Immanion, of course, but to me more intriguing. Immanion is glorious, as you might expect, like a fabulous and sensuous dehar bathing in the crystal ocean.’

‘That sounds more like my kind of place,’ Rinawne said, smiling. ‘Warmth, sea, opulence, rather than sneaky little corners and dark little streets full of beady-eyed hara clutching dusty books.’

‘Ah, you’ve been to Kyme, then,’ I said, and everyhar around the table laughed, Rinawne louder than all of them.

There were other morsels served to me that night, along with the exquisite dishes; the small titbits that comprise the truth of a har’s nature. These things are naturally revealed slowly. Even when you meet a har who seems to want to pour his life story over you like glue at the first meeting, that is not the truth. The truth is precious, guarded, and is hoarded long before being presented to you to taste. Some truths fall from a har’s back like feathers from wings he doesn’t know he has. You pick them up in his wake, gaze at them, see the stories there.

I came from that meal feeling I knew at least something about the collective nature of Wyva’s tribe. They were affable, fairly simple in outlook, undeniably old-fashioned in some of their adherence to archaic human customs. They seemed on the whole fair-minded, and most of Gen’s trickiness was an act. I sensed that a nervousness lurked beneath his surface bravado. Wyva projected mildness, but I sensed steel within him. He would not tolerate what he perceived to be wrongdoing. The mildness would fall from him then. Perhaps he could be terrifying. Cawr struck me as somewhat pettifogging, too attached to meaningless detail. I hadn’t been surprised to learn he was responsible for the estate’s accounts; he was perfect for that task. But Cawr had also a great generosity of spirit that was almost palpable. He was far kinder than his brothers. Cawr’s chesnari, Modryn, was a contained creature who didn’t add much to the conversation that night. He did tell me, however, that he ran the local school. ‘Kyme has been good to us,’ he said. ‘They sent me a cartload of books when I asked for assistance.’ He smiled at Cawr. ‘And he is another benefit of my coming here.’ Cawr smiled widely in return. Clearly, they were very happy with one another. Rinawne was, perhaps deliberately on his part, still something of a mystery. Was he bored, restless, resigned, content, mischievous, cruel, sweet, mystical, pragmatic? Perhaps all of these things. I could tell the harling irritated him sometimes, but he never showed it overtly. 

Nohar else around the table took notice of Myv but for the younger, rather awkward har who seemed like an outsider. His name, I learned, was Porter har Goudy, which I found delightful. It was like the name of a character from an ancient story, somehar who should live in a leaning, turreted house in a place like Kyme. He was simply introduced to me by his name, not by his connection to the family. This was not offered and I sensed I should not ask. Yet. Porter whispered with Myv. They seemed to be playing incomprehensible, secret games with each other. When Porter spoke to him, Myv turned his head at once, looked the other har right in the eye. Rinawne, I sensed, was grateful for this rapport. 

I didn’t pay that much attention to the two hara from the Assembly, not because they were unremarkable particularly, but because there was much else to occupy my thoughts. They were more interested in seeking Wyva’s favour than talking to me, in any case.

After dinner, the company moved to the drawing room, where Rinawne had entertained me earlier in the day. Here, a huge fire frolicked in the wide hearth, and a selection of drinks was laid out waiting for us. Around midnight, Rinawne made a discreet signal, and everyhar in the room knew at once it was time for our party to break up. I felt slightly fuzzy-headed, because all the local wines and liqueurs Wyva had insisted I try had been strong.

‘You must not stagger through the forest alone,’ Rinawne announced to me. ‘And since our other guests take a different road, Porter can guide you.’

I expected some small protest from Porter, if only a grunt or a sullen expression, but he merely nodded and said, ‘I’ll fetch a lamp.’

While the har was doing this, Wyva said to me, ‘I hope you enjoyed this evening, tiahaar.’

‘Very much,’ I answered, truthfully. ‘Both the food and the company were excellent.’

This flattery pleased Wyva, which was useful to know. 

Porter returned with his lamp, and also my coat, which I’d left in the hallway. After saying my goodbyes, I followed the young har out into the night. The moon had fallen somewhat by now, but the night was full of song. Birds, beasts, insects; all added their voices to the hymn to nature. Even the trees creaked and rustled their own accompaniments. Porter, while not sullen, did not seem a har given to light conversation, but even so, I felt I should start some. Where else but with some information about him? ‘You’re a relative of Wyva’s?’ I asked. 

‘Not so much,’ he replied. ‘They took me in.’

‘Ah, you lost your family?’

He expelled a short laugh. ‘In a fashion.’ I did not perceive bitterness in his words, merely a lack of interest. ‘I know what it’s like in other places,’ he said. ‘Not all hara have families like they do round here, like tribes of their own.’

‘Mmm, it does seem to prevail in rural environments,’ I said, feeling the dust of Kyme needed brushing from my tongue.

‘But I like the countryside,’ Porter continued. ‘Don’t think I could be doing with city life.’ He had clearly, at one point, considered running away, I thought. Perhaps had even tried it, and disliked what he had found, and had returned.

‘There is a very old story about a town mouse and a country mouse,’ I said. ‘Did you ever hear it?’

Porter laughed. ‘Rinawne knows that story,’ he said. ‘Yes, I heard it.’

‘Stop,’ I said, putting a hand on one of Porter’s arms. ‘What’s that?’

We both stood still, me hardly breathing. 

‘What is it, tiahaar?’ Porter asked softly. ‘What am I looking for?’ He was gazing around himself, his frown made deep by the light of the lamp.

‘Looking? Nothing. I heard... I’m not sure what it was. A voice, maybe calling, maybe singing... not sure.’

‘Learn this soon, tiahaar,’ Porter said. ‘Every creature of the forest has a weird sound to make, and hara who don’t live here think mad things about it. A fox screams blue murder. An owl has a ghost’s lament. The creaky trees are like coffins opening. Learn the sounds well.’

‘Why, might there come a time when I might need to know the difference between that and a real murder, a real ghost, a real coffin opening?’

There was a short silence, during which Porter regarded me contemplatively. ‘You’re supposed to be a holy har,’ he said, with the slightest inflection on ‘supposed’. ‘You must know there is more than one real.’

‘Yes, I know that,’ I said. ‘Thank you, Porter. I shall learn the sounds.’

He brought me to the foot of my tower, which stood dark and ominous against the night. He waited as I fumbled with the immense key, and held the light above the lock so I might see better. I realised I would have to learn about the lock too, so that I might open it, if I should ever need to, in a hurry. But perhaps I should be like Wyva and leave my abode unlocked. Would it be safe? From the farm came the cry of hounds, not one now but what sounded like dozens. Their voices rose and fell in long ululating moans. Tomorrow, I must go down there and see about ordering produce.

Porter stood at the threshold until I had turned on the lights in the stairwell. ‘Thank you for your company,’ I said, and with these words he seemed satisfied, nodded his head to me and went back into the dark of the trees.

Once alone, tiredness fell over me like a mist. I discarded my clothes quickly and sought the comfort of my wide bed, leaving a night-light burning in a shallow dish beside me. Shadows swayed upon the gold-flecked walls, and the swans high on the walls flew about me in their endless flight, but I felt no malice near, no strangeness, perhaps only a benign watchfulness, like a har in a chair nearby, ready to watch over me as I slept.
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Chapter Three


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


The morning dripped like pale honey through the veils of my bedroom curtains. For some minutes I lay half awake in this golden hue, drowsy, feeling as if a cherished hand had touched my cheek to wake me. I raised my arms above my head on the pillows, gazed at the ceiling. Patterns moved there, like water; there must be water below, outside. How odd their shine should find their way into my high bedroom.

Eventually, I raised myself and threw on a robe, belting it as I descended the cold stone steps beyond my room. But not even the unforgiving stairwell felt sinister today. I could sense the land stretching and awakening around me, beyond the stone. Tantalising perfumes skimmed like dragonflies beneath my nose; the scents of the season.

In my kitchen, I prepared myself a plate of scrambled eggs, cooked in rich, yellow butter. Rinawne had also supplied bread, wrapped in linen, which had been baked in the kitchen of the Mynd. From this loaf I cut two thick slices and also slathered them with the butter. Then I made tea, dark and strong. Perfect.

While I ate, I gazed out of the window opposite me. I could see beyond the green-hazy trees the low-slung buildings of the farm. The only tall one was the barn. A couple of figures were moving around, engrossed in their morning duties. Later I would call on them.

I had left my notebook on the table, along with a pencil, and now wrote upon the first page:

Cuttingtide rite. Begin with awakening. The sounds and scent. Dehar of the green. A song.

Then I ate some more of my breakfast.

I didn’t know precisely when Rinawne intended to call for me, but by the time I’d finished eating and had dressed, I wanted to visit the farm. I resolved to leave a note for Rinawne. This I pinned to the door, with one of the sharp little black tacks I found in a jar in a kitchen cupboard: ‘Seeing about the regular slaughter of chickens below. Will be back shortly or meet you there. Ysobi.’

Already I felt absorbed by this landscape. Pinning up my note was like leaving a message for a friend I’d known for a long time.

While a wider path wound around the hill up to the tower, there was also a straight track down to the farm. This was steep, little more than a gully, mulchy with last autumn’s leaves. Green shoots were pushing through the earth all around me. Another image flashed across my mind, and I got out my notebook. Dehar rising from the earth, growing like a plant.

Once the path evened out, it widened, leading to the main yard of the farm. I was surprised by the shabbiness of the place, somehow expecting every archetypal feature of this land to be shining and perfect, a dream of what it should be. 

As I drew nearer, a noisy ruckus broke out, of what sounded now like four dozen hounds or more. Some were yapping, some uttering unearthly howls. I also heard the occasional threatening growl, but the dogs were out of sight. In response to this alarm, a har emerged from the farmhouse, the back door of which was open. He was a strange-looking specimen, thin and tall, with lank, light brown hair hanging past his shoulders. He was dressed in a woollen tunic and baggy trousers tucked into boots, and over this he wore a grubby knee-length apron, once white, now grey and also stained suspiciously across the chest and skirt with rusty patches. He was drying his hands on a surprisingly clean white towel.

‘Yes?’ he demanded. At the sound of his voice, the dogs fell quiet.

I inclined my head. ‘Good morning, tiahaar. I am Ysobi har Jesith, and I’m staying at the tower...’ I turned and gestured back up the hill.

The har followed the line of my arm as if he’d never noticed the tower before. ‘What of it?’

‘Tiahaar Rinawne suggested I speak to you about ordering a regular supply of dairy produce and meat. I understand it’s acceptable for this to be charged to tiahaar Wyva’s account.’ I groaned inwardly. Why when I tried to put hara at ease did such stuffy, formal phrases drop from my lips. 

The har narrowed his eyes at me, the ghost of a smile haunting his lips. ‘You’re that hienama,’ he said.

‘Yes.’ I shut my mouth before another pompous set of words escaped.

‘Blue or white cheese?

‘Both would be... I like both.’

‘Milk with the cream on? Pint a day?’

‘Yes, and a chicken a week would be fine. And a dozen eggs. Cheese once a week should do also.’

The har nodded. ‘Well, it’s not far to walk and ask if you need more, is it?’

‘No, very close.’

‘You want veg – potatoes, carrots?’

‘I have some supplies. I’ll come and ask.’

‘Fine. You’d better sign a slip, then. Don’t want Wyva thinking I’m robbing him.’

‘Absolutely not.’

‘I’ll start deliveries tomorrow.’

‘Perfect.’

The har disappeared into the house and came out again shortly afterwards carrying a receipt book. Here the details of my order were inscribed, in a hand far neater than mine. I appended my signature.

Once this ritual was done, the har stood with hands on hips staring at me, as if astounded I was still standing there.

‘Good day to you, then,’ I said, and retreated.

As I climbed back up the hill, I saw that Rinawne had arrived and was reading my note.

Rinawne proposed he took me for a walk along the River Moonshawl, through the Shawl Field and to Moonshawl Pool.  

‘So there is a story there,’ I said, ‘a shawl, a pool and the moon.’

‘It’s quite a recent one as folklore stories go,’ Rinawne replied. ‘Come, I’ll talk as we walk.’
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