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The inhabitants of rude and mountainous countries are more generally affected with superstition than those who dwell in plains and cultivated regions. That the scenery of a country has a considerable influence on the habits of the natives is indisputable. Hence the manners of mountaineers are more robust and impetuous than those of lowlanders, and their imaginations – darkened by their native scenes – create wild images and phantoms dire, strange as their hills and gloomy as their storms.

The Cambro-Briton, Vol. 1, May 1820




Prologue
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March

THE LAMBS IN THE SNOWDRIFT

Uphill he went, in meagre moonlight through the blizzard, a dark speck dwarfed against the monumental land. Each stride he clawed and wrested from the grasping snow, which swallowed him to waist height as he trailed the dog, coursing somewhere far across the buried mountainside. He had bet his life on her ability. On the trust that he had bred her well and trained her better and that she knew, instinctively, why they had come. She would not hear his whistles or commands, nor he her barks, for the wind roared down upon them from the peaks and buffeted his stinging ears, drowned his voice, cracked his lips to uselessness. Nor could they see each other or the flock, for the night was deep and the flurries thick and the moon a patch of pallid filterings through the clouds.

This lofty world was made of shapes and shadows. Here, a drift that blanketed a drystone wall, over which the sheep had fled; there, the branches of a hawthorn, sprouting lonely and begrudging from a blasted crag; high above, the faintest intimations of Crib Goch and Glyder Fawr and Moel Hebog against the falling sky, only there because he knew they were, his memory willing them weakly into being. Yr Wyddfa, too, had vanished in the whiteout. Mightiest of all those mountains and now no more than a vague and looming vastness at the limit of his snowblind eyes.

And he himself a shapeless thing among them – a wanderer adrift of time, as gnarled as the hawthorn and ancient as the mountains and as rugged as the wall. When he paused and stood to catch his breath, one might have guessed him for a scarecrow dressed in many strangers’ clothes: an old tweed cap, a hiking coat of oddly modern make, a bright-red scarf the only colour in that deathly scene; chosen, perhaps, so that if he failed he might be found. But when he moved again it was with undiminished purpose, heaving himself upwards on arthritic knees and frost-numbed feet to which he brooked no slowing in his march. Uphill, uphill. The flock was close. He knew it in his bones.

He came to a place where the gusts raced howling between boulders bigger than his house, and here he had to plant his shovel in the frozen pack to keep his footing on the scarp. Around him, tufts of brown grass, holes the dog had marked – too deep or hard for her to dig. And the dog herself, he saw with pride, barely visible in the swirling blizzard, pawing through a snowbank where the sheep lay huddled and entombed. A handful of ewes had struggled free already from the drifts and now stood snow-dagged and forlorn and bleating for their lambs. He knelt beside the little sheepdog on the drifted snow. Packed hard, up here, and polished by the gale; pristine and crunchy and a terrible, lifeless white. She nosed ahead of him into her excavation, and he had to seize her scruff with blockish hands and drag her back so he could dig. Carefully, now, he told himself. The smallest avalanche would swallow one and all, or sweep them off the cliffs into the valley far below. Somewhere down there his wife was waiting, the pinprick of the farmhouse kitchen window all the human light for miles.

The first ewe was buried three feet down. The warmth of her nostrils had melted a cavity around her head, and he laid aside the shovel to clamber down into the hole and wrench her loose, drag her bodily up to the surface. For a moment she stood stunned on her unsteady legs, the way new lambs did, as if this world was one she’d never seen until tonight, before the dog nipped at her hocks and drove her off towards the others. The second was beneath her, deeper still, and the man huffed and grunted as he heaved her out and hefted her into the wailing night. In the hollow where she’d lain, the limp and yellow body of a lamb. Newborn and slick with amniotic fluid – birthed, perhaps, under the drift. In the next hole was another, and another after that, and when the squall abated and the man emerged and sat down shell-shocked, panting with the dog, there stood a flock of near three dozen trembling ewes, and the mountain was a charnel of their dead and frozen lambs.




I
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April

OPENING

The funeral procession made its way by lamplight up out of the valley. Four figures in a makeshift hearse drawn by a mule, the horses having all been long since requisitioned for the war. A one-armed man frightful with scars hunched at the reins, his uniform still caked with clinging Flanders mud, and at his side a slack-jawed youth, likewise attired, whose haunted eyes seemed to behold a private carnival of horrors. They would not be going back. In the wagon bed, two women come directly from the lambing: the elder in a gingham pinny; the younger dressed in hasty mourning, sitting upright with bedraggled dignity as the cart jolted up the rutted lane.

She held the dead boy on her lap in an old dynamite box from the quarry. What scraps of him his pals had been able to pick out of the muck. And mingled with the burnt-caramel odour from the residue of nitroglycerine, and their own accustomed smells of lanolin and sweat, and the night air still carrying the scent of melting snow from off the mountains, there were the vulgar top notes of decay. A trickle of dark liquid spilled onto her dress. The journey from the trenches had been long.

The mound, the men had told her. This was his dying wish, and as little as they understood (or told themselves that they did not), they’d promised they would honour it. In his last days of ranting and shell-shocked delirium before the final mercy of the German mortar, he had raved obsessively about the mound in the dark grove.

A steep and rock-strewn field opened before them, and here they left the wagon at a tumbledown stone wall, taking only the lantern and their rolls of picks and shovels and their grisly cargo. The way led out across the slope towards the silhouettes of trees against the crisp night sky. Somewhere to the west, the young woman fancied she could hear the hum of the Marconi station at Waunfawr. An owl called shrilly from the wood. They made their way through an old iron gate into the trees, where the scarred man kept the lamp trained rigidly ahead, and the dark pressed in around them, a colossal, watchful presence. The youth twitched as he walked. The older woman was intoning the Gweddi’r Arglwydd under her breath, although the prayer felt strangely unconvincing so far from a chapel pew.

The mound was in a clearing where the woods gave way to scree. Not one of them had ever set foot in this place before, yet in the lamplight it aroused a deep familiarity. They laid the boy’s remains to rest with Easter daffodils. No words were spoken, save the old woman’s muttered prayer. They’d come prepared for gruelling work, for on the mountainside the soil was hard and unforgiving, but the digging passed with unexpected ease, like turning fresh-tilled earth. And none of them would ever speak the thought aloud, but all would feel a shudder every time the memory returned to them. It seemed almost as though the stony ground had opened to receive him.



 

 

 

The stream turned up peculiar things with each spring thaw. It was a ribbon of the purest meltwater babbling down a rocky channel from the snow-bound peaks where, just a month before, so many of the year’s lambs had been lost to the last winter storm. Unimaginable that this placid brook had fallen to earth as that howling blizzard. Still brilliantly cold, though. Narrow enough a hare could leap across it even at its widest point, and so shallow hawks and buzzards stood in it to bathe. It wandered down across the mountainside: through crags and tussocks on the highest slopes, down upland meadows where it fell in little cataracts between black stones, to run at last along the lower boundary of the Gwynnant farm.

Carwyn had been coming here since he was just a boy, when his old taid had shown him how to pick the perfect stones to mend a wall after the ravages of winter. He had an unerring eye for it. For judging where each piece might slot, so that gravity alone might hold them there a hundred years or more, and there seemed a lesson greater than the practical imparted by his sparing words. A purpose and a place for everything, if one could only see it. How wise and venerable a man his grandfather appeared to him back then – a country patriarch from an unbroken line of wry and humble folk, who left no trace to mark their stewardship of the land. A Taliesin or a Merlin of the modern day, hunkering among the reeds and rushes at the stream-bank, and he would sift through the water’s curious offerings like a panner out for gold.

Sometimes there would be chipped and battered hammerstones – fist-sized cobbles smoothed to roundness by the sea that did not belong in an inland mountain stream and might have once lain on the beach at Criccieth or Penmaenmawr. Seashells, too, perhaps from those same coastlines, with holes pierced through to string them on a thread. There were vicious, shiny fragments of knapped flint, still sharp enough to cut with, and less often the whole implements they’d made. Arrowheads both crude and beautiful; chert axes that could still hew wood; the tip of what he thought had been a spear. And bones. There were small bones in great profusion, mostly from fresh victims of the prey-birds, but among them ones immeasurably older, brown with age and bearing marks of butchery or ritual. Two needles made from ribs of hares, and once a fishing hook of similar design. They grew less frequent with the years, but the mountain sent its cryptic treasures every spring as if it wished for him to find them, though if there was a message it was one that he had not yet learned to read.

But most remarkable of all the findings was a figurine of clay. It had been picked out of the stream by Carwyn’s great-grand-uncle, and by all accounts it caused a row at farm shows and at chapel and the local pubs whenever he could be cajoled to show it. The thing was smaller than his thumb, an ugly little object, moss-stained and cracked and missing pieces that might give a clue to what it might depict. It had a head, faceless and bluntly pointed like a crow’s beak, and a slouching, armless body with just the nubbins left of legs, and that was all that he could say with any certainty. It might, for all he knew, have been a toy made for a child to occupy them on a rainy afternoon, but it had an eerie artistry about it. No matter how many people looked at it over the years, it seemed none could agree exactly what it was.

To his wife Rhian, it looked like a buxom pregnant woman – a mother goddess or fertility idol in the vein of the Venus of Willendorf. She didn’t like to have it in the house because she found its presence sinister. Its sheer antiquity unsettled her; brought thoughts of how one’s own small trinkets might be viewed by strangers aeons hence. Old Brynmor Jenkins from up Pen-y-Pass would tap it with his pipe and swear it was a tupping ram, while Dai Bad-English at the Llanrwst farmers’ auction saw in it a raven with the body of a toad. He’d shown it once to Mrs Prodgers down the village shop, who said it looked quite like a bull, but she had thought the figurine a foul, ungodly thing and told him not to bring it back. The headteacher, Ianto Pepper, from Beddgelert school – the nearest thing to an expert in those parts – was of the firm view it should go to a museum. And could they not see it clearly was a water deity with a fish’s head? Carwyn had attempted, twice, to take it for donation. Had even gone as far as the Amgueddfa Cymru down in Cardiff, but both times he had found himself unwilling to part with it just yet. Try as he might, he could not see the things the others did. To him it remained resolutely unidentifiable.

He kept it with the stream’s small treasures in a biscuit tin out in his workshop: a grand name for a tin-roofed former pigsty in the courtyard of the farm, crammed floor to ceiling with all manner of broken things he’d one day mend, and junk with purpose yet to be determined. The sheep came first and left scant time for other tasks. But sometimes, at the end of a long day, when the red sun rested on the treetops down the valley, he would sit out in his fraying armchair with the tin set in his lap, and unwrap the objects from their cotton nests to ponder them. He was not a student of history. The odd-shaped stones were alien to him as letters in an unknown alphabet, but he felt, in some way, their significance. They seemed to him a proof of his belonging to the land – of the Welsh as the last true indigenous inhabitants of Britain. If Wales had been around a day, then the invaders were an eye-blink. Before Edward and his English came, before the Normans and the Vikings came, before the Roman legions came, before even the Beaker folk came with their pottery and their bronze, there had been people like him living in these mountains for a hundred thousand years.

This evening, though, would leave no time for idle wonderings. It was a season of fast-fading dusk, the sky still bright above the bands of cloud but the sun already dipped below the high horizon and the valley dark with pooling shadows from the peaks, as if the night was spilling from its depths. Spring warmth turned back to winter chill. Drops from rain that afternoon hung glistening on the bars of gates and the budding boughs of trees. The grass was still patchy with snow, and the air so damp he could almost have wrung the water from it like a washcloth. The little collie, Eira, cut low-backed among the daffodils in the bottom field, casting in a pear shape out around the grieving flock and carving off a ewe her master singled out. He had recognized its stiff-legged gait and knew that time was short if it was to be helped.

The best of dogs she was, his Eira. The finest sheepdog in the dozen generations he had raised, bred from a pair his great-grandfather won at cards the day Prince Edward was invested at Caernarfon Castle. There was something of a dice-roll when it came to working dogs. He had been mostly blessed with good ones (and he knew that there was good in every dog in a way he didn’t think was true of people), but he’d had his share of bad ones too: plain-eyed ones who’d lost their hunting traits and walked upright approaching sheep; high-strung ones that flanked too close or stressed the ewes or bit the lambs. One dog that disregarded his commands entirely and left one day to seek its fortune by itself. He was kind to all of them, and those that could not work became house dogs for other families. But if the bad were few, the truly great ones were as rare as rooster teeth.

He put two calloused fingers to his mouth and whistled sharply, twice, and Eira came about and faced the now-lone ewe. She had a powerful gaze that seemed to freeze the sheep there to the spot, long enough for him to quietly approach and flop the unprotesting animal onto its side, where he knelt himself in the wet grass. He knew from the smell as soon as he got close, mingled with the usual sheepy reek of lanolin and dung. A sour, sickly odour. The poor thing’s udders were swollen taut, shiny as balloons, the teats hard cones of dark and angry red from which seeped foetid strings of bloody pus. Mastitis. Not the worst case he had seen, but another day and it would be a different matter. He probed for abscesses and found with some relief that there were none. The rest of the flock watched nervously – forlorn and purposeless with just their handful of surviving lambs – as he dug in his pockets and came up first with a spray can of bright-blue salve to soothe the inflamed udders, and then with a needle which he pricked under a fold of skin. When that was done, he patted the ewe’s woolly flank and scratched the dog behind her ear and told her, ‘Da iawn, bach. That’ll do.’ At least, he hoped it would.

For a long time afterwards he knelt there with the stricken sheep and the contented, panting collie and the cold damp soaking through his overalls and found himself incapable of summoning the will to move. The lambs, it was. Their loss had been a bitter blow, the crossing of a line that would not be felt fully until market day. Another in what seemed like an unending uphill battle just to make ends meet, and in whose fallout even these small setbacks like one ailing ewe began to stack up into insurmountable catastrophes. He looked west across the valley bottom where the stream danced down into the woods and hollows, following the set sun out towards the sea; east, uphill past drystone walls first laid by hands that had built castles, to where the farmhouse nestled in its peaceful nook; north and south nothing but mountains, sharp and unforgiving, steeped in myth – the abode of witches and giants and gods. All of it his and Rhian’s, horizon to horizon. Bought and bartered by his ancestors for centuries, a parcel at a time, and clung to doggedly through all the cruel universe could throw, only to be lost, at last, on his poor lookout. The debt collectors would be on their way. Even were the prospects good, the wolves kept from the door, they had no children to inherit it, and so the long, unbroken chain would finally break with him. Today was his sixty-fifth birthday.

He pictured some rich landowner from England, or perhaps a ruthless businessman grown tired of the city – who would snap the place up as a bargain at an auction sale. Gut the house to make a second home (or third, or fourth) and use the uplands for a shooting estate they’d visit maybe once or twice a year. Super Ruperts, he and his friends used to call them. That was the way of things. The Gwynnant farm would be far from the first round here to meet that fate, and neither would it be the last. Maybe Rhian’s father had been right.

It was a shout that snapped him from his wallowing. At first what sounded like a woman’s anguished cry, and then some moments later a voice calling out for help. He could not pin down a distance, for its source seemed neither very close nor far away and changed direction with the breeze. The valley contours here could play all kinds of odd acoustic tricks. But Eira must have heard it too. She sat stock-still with ears erect and clever little head cocked so to better catch the sound. Even the sheep were skittish and alert. It came, he thought, from the old lower pasture, down beyond the wood and stream – an unkempt, disused place grown thick with ferns, where no paths led and nobody had any business being after dark. He called, ‘Hello?’ and waited for an answer.

In the intervening quiet, his mind fetched up old fireside stories from his nain. He thought about the gwyllion – the fairy hags that used to haunt these lonely mountain fastnesses and lure unwary shepherds to their doom. In the morning, his grandmother said, someone would find the poor wretch dead from cold or broken at the bottom of a cliff from which he must have tumbled in the dark, and wonder how he had so badly lost his way. One bedtime she had told him of a man who spied a frail old woman climbing Tryfan on a stormy night, and how he’d called to offer shelter at his cottage, for if she stayed out in the awful weather she would surely die. When the old crone did not respond, at first he thought her deaf, and so he followed her in hopes of catching up, running ever faster in pursuit while she remained a distant figure half glimpsed through the teeming rain. The man had known these mountains all his life, but the old woman led him on and on until he reached a place he’d never seen before. A place of looming stones. Of leaning, fallen megaliths. There at last she stood unmoving in the storm and waited, lank and dripping, for him to approach. Hesitantly now, mistrustful on that lonely, barren summit. And finally – and this was what had given Carwyn nightmares as a boy – she turned to him with hanging skin and drooling maw and eyes as white and dead as pickled eggs, and he had realized too late she was a gwyll. His grandmother’s imitation of her cold, inhuman cackle still lay curdled somewhere in his decades-later dreams.

‘Hello?’ He wiped his sheep-soiled hands across his trouser fronts and set off down towards the trees, in the direction where he thought he’d heard the voices, the little collie trotting at his heels. The gate to that part of the farm was shut with chains that dated from before his father’s time, and grass and thorns and nettles had grown twisting through its rusted bars like climbing plants. He had to hoist himself up over it with Eira tucked beneath his arm and shivering. In both directions, rafts of briar and deadfall girded the wood tight. What kind of silly buggers could have lost themselves down here, in this tangled and unusable corner of the farm where even he himself had never been?

All was quiet in the wood. Faded wheel ruts left by horse carts traced the way towards the lower field. He reached to feel the folding knife in his coat pocket – carried for unknotting dags and prising stones from hooves – in a superstitious reflex, remembering his old nain’s tales of banishing the night folk by the drawing of a blade. It brought him little comfort in the mossy-smelling, watchful dark.

The sense of not-aloneness swelled until it made his hackles rise. He was about to turn and head up to the house, cursing himself for a credulous fool frightened by old wives’ tales in his own back yard, when the voice cried out again. ‘Help us! Please!’ It was followed by another, closer to. ‘Is anybody there?’

It was, then, with mixed feelings that he realized the beings on his land were of the flesh-and-blood kind, and he shouted answers as he picked his careful way in their direction. At first, he felt a spluttering, almost comical annoyance and frustration at these trespassers intruding on his peaceful life. Next there came relief that he had not gone mad or senile yet, imagining the dark alive with disembodied cries and every tree and shadow occupied by unseen presences that wished him harm. Just people, obviously. Ordinary folk.

He caught sight of the man first, just beyond the tree-line with a torch strapped to his head. A reedy, youngish fellow, by the look, whose silhouette was rendered quadrupedal by a pair of trekking poles, and hunchbacked by the shape of an enormous rucksack which he carried with the grace of someone being ridden by a horse. The woman was much further down the field behind him. Similarly accoutred and submerged beyond the waist among the rampant ferns. It seemed to Carwyn she was sitting at the base of a small hillock rising squatly from the undergrowth. There was a look of tired panic and dishevelment about them both that eased his apprehension.

‘Lost then, are you?’ he called out.

At this, the man jolted and spun and nearly overbalanced with the weight of his pack. ‘Oh, thank God,’ he panted, and when he turned to look at Carwyn he was hidden by the glare of the head torch, but his incredulous relief was nonetheless apparent. Eira was already bounding at the interloper’s feet.

‘For a start,’ the man replied, grasping Carwyn’s proffered hand with all the desperation of a drowning sailor clinging to debris. He wore expensive hiking gear that looked brand new save for fresh rents where he’d been snagged by gorse and bracken. ‘Lost, frozen, hungry, exhausted. And to top it off, my wife’s just turned her ankle coming down your mountain. She thinks it might be broken.’ He spoke an unaccented English-English that revealed no clue as to how far they had come.

The wife waved, wincing, and Carwyn hobbled over to squat where she nursed her injured leg. She shook his hand, too, gratefully. ‘Katie,’ she offered. ‘And that’s Ben. We’ve just come up over Snowdon from Lanber-Riss – is that how you say it? The snow on the summit’s beautiful, but we must have dithered and we can’t believe how quickly it’s got dark. Is this the Miners’ Path?’ She held her ankle and drew a sharp intake of breath.

He gave a sympathetic smile, revealing his ramshackle teeth. ‘Not quite – you’ve come down the wrong side of the mountain, see. The snow, it is, it throws you.’

‘Then I don’t suppose you could point us back towards the road?’ the man asked with a note of worry in his voice. ‘Or at least a proper path. These ferns are vicious. Are they always so bloody sharp?’

‘To Llanberis? That’s a good five-hour walk in daylight, even if you aim to leave the missus here. At night you’re liable to end up even more off-track.’ The man and woman’s faces both broke out in matching looks of dismay. ‘How’ve you managed that?’ he asked her, gesturing to her foot.

She laughed and winced again. ‘I stepped in a big hole, just there. What is it, a badger sett?’

The husband turned his head to shine the torch where she had pointed, but in the growing dark it was not clear what it might be. A foot-sized hole of bottomless black with tufted grass and bracken growing from its lips, right at the base of the knoll, but whether animal or geological or something else entirely, he could not discern. While they were speaking, Eira had begun to dig at its periphery. She smelled, perhaps, a rabbit or a fox.

‘Can you stand?’ he asked. ‘Or hop? I think you’d both best come with me up to the house. It isn’t far, and we can get you warm and fed and on your way. How’s that?’

Carwyn and Eira led the way back through the woods and up the pitch-black fields, the man and woman following with cautious gratitude: she, with an arm slung around his shoulders, limping. Stopping frequently to rest. They struggled over wooden stiles and steps cut in stone walls, with the ghostly shapes of sheep awake and watching out of the enormous, ice-edged dark. He carried both their bags in penance, for he felt a fool now for his trepidation. For giving in so easily to fears of nursery bwgans when it was just these poor hikers, wet behind the ears and needing help. He wondered if they might have similar misgivings about him, this rough old backwoods hermit come, for all they knew, to lure them off with murderous intent. They might think him the gwyll-like figure, leading them astray. How could he blame them if they did? What a curse hindsight was, he thought – revealing all with perfect clarity only once the need to know had passed, so one was left to dread things which would ultimately turn out well, or stroll complacently into disaster.

They had stopped, and when he turned to see why, they were gazing up beyond the dark bulk of the mountain. ‘Is that –’ the Englishwoman gasped in disbelief – ‘are those the Northern Lights?’ A faint ribbon of green shimmered, undulating in the sky, growing brighter, then dimming and brightening again with a mysterious pulsation. It shifted through a cold and vivid spectrum streaked with arctic blues. The colours were reflected in the couple’s eyes. They stood bathed for a moment in its glow until it sank below the ridgeline and left them again in darkness.

‘I doubt it, this far south,’ he said apologetically. ‘It’s been happening the past few weeks.’ Then, seeing their looks of disappointment, added hastily, ‘It might be, though, you never know.’ He didn’t have the heart to tell them it was probably the neon lights of a new nightclub up in Bangor or Llandudno.

The smell announced the house before it came in sight: a tang on the cold air of chimney smoke and red diesel. Closer still, there were aromas of cooking. The farmhouse squatted in a recess of the valley that was sheltered from the harshest weather. It was an unpretentious stone-and-slate construction no showier than the barn beside it – stout walls and squinting windows and a swaybacked roof that sagged so there was barely a straight edge in sight – and where it was not cradled by the craggy land it sat beneath a towering ancient oak. A relic of a house. It had stood when Cromwell and King Charles had marched their armies into war, and besides the few clues to modernity it might still have belonged to that belligerent time. An electric bulb buzzed in an aluminium dish above the door, bathing the courtyard in erratic light. A pickup truck and the wheelless husk of a tractor were parked beside the well. The old tŷ bach where, as a boy, he’d had to make a nightly barefoot dash was home now to a pair of geese that spent their days in fragile ceasefire with the rangy farmyard hens. And not a scrap of ornament nor ostentation, nor a single thing in all the place that did not have a use. It was the only house for miles.

When Carwyn came into the courtyard, Rhian was sitting on the doorstep, lacing up her boots. She looked greatly relieved to see him. ‘Where’ve you been, you daft sod? I was about to come and look for you.’

He cocked a thumb behind him and said, ‘Guests.’

The couple limped apologetically out of the dark and introduced themselves, and Rhian greeted them with brusque, unpractised hospitality. ‘Come in then, and we’ll get the kettle on and see about this ankle. There’s a pot of cawl there that’ll stretch, and a piece of birthday cake as well.’

She led them through a hallway packed with boots and wellingtons and coats, into the cottage kitchen where the hikers had to duck between the ceiling beams. Carwyn brought through extra chairs and squeezed them in with difficulty at the cluttered table by the great range stove. Eira was already curled up in her bed beside the ash-pan. The woman’s ankle was not broken, Rhian told her after probing it and moving it about (though she admitted that her expertise lay more with sheep), but it might be badly sprained. A space was cleared amid the mess of red-stamped paperwork, and with the barest minimum of conversation Carwyn served up steaming bowls of mutton cawl with crusty bread, and tea in varied mugs. The English couple seemed bemused, like witnesses to some arcane religious rite, but accepted all the offerings with tired appreciation.

‘It’s a lovely place you’ve got here. Have you lived here long?’

Carwyn and Rhian looked at one another’s hands, the calluses and wrinkles and the ingrained dirt a testimony to their many years. ‘Quite a while.’

‘It must get awfully lonely up here in the winters, though,’ the wife continued, and the husband added, ‘Have you ever been snowed in? I bet it’s like The Shining, is it?’ He laughed and patted Carwyn’s arm to show that was a joke.

A smile, a shrug. A swig of tea. ‘It’s all we’ve known.’

‘Still, it beats the rat race, that’s for sure,’ the man went on. ‘And you’ve got each other, I suppose. And all the animals to keep you company as well.’

‘Sometimes I can’t tell which is which,’ sighed Rhian with a put-upon affect, and for a moment it began to seem she might recall the pleasantries of conversation that had withered from disuse. But the impression was short-lived. ‘If there’s foxes digging holes down there, we’ll have to see them off,’ she said to Carwyn suddenly. ‘We’ve lost enough lambs as it is.’ To this he only nodded, looking off out of the darkened window as if tallies of their loss were written in the condensation on the glass.

The husband cleared his throat. ‘Alpacas,’ he said, and then, met with looks of blank incomprehension, ‘our neighbour down in Surrey has alpacas with her sheep. They’re big and brash enough to run the foxes off, apparently, and they don’t bother the sheep at all.’

A moment’s silence followed, in which Carwyn appeared to chew the thought as he might the suggestion that he try to shear the geese for wool, but eventually Rhian broke the awkwardness by saying simply, ‘Fancy that.’

The hikers were relieved when Carwyn got up and announced that he would drive them to their car. If he’d insisted that they stay the night, they would have been in no position to refuse, and though they thanked their hosts sincerely, they were glad at last to get out of the house. There was a sense there of unspoken wrongness that they could not put a finger on; the oppressive, heavy dread of some looming calamity that hung like hearth-smoke in the cosy nooks and crannies of the cottage. In the light and comfort of tomorrow, when they were safely back across the border and a friendly doctor was assessing Katie’s ankle at a pleasant, airy surgery, they would tell each other it was surely a mundane affair: an illness or financial worries or a bad divorce on the horizon. Not things to be discussed with strangers, but which could sour an atmosphere like curdled milk. But in that farmhouse kitchen, they had both been struck with fearful but inchoate premonitions, and a feeling of a host of unseen eyes that peered in at them from the outer dark.

‘How were the girls?’ asked Rhian when the guests had gone.

‘All right,’ he said. ‘They’ll be all right.’ Then thought to add, but did not say aloud, ‘And so will we.’

She curled up on his lap in the big armchair by the fire with Eira at their feet and he felt her weight settle against him, the lights off and the television muted so it bathed the room in flickering bluish light.

As if reading the run of his thoughts, she tucked her head into the cradle of his collarbone and asked, ‘Do you think our two adventurers will get home safely?’

‘Oh, I expect they will. They’ll have a story to tell now about the pair of country bumpkins they ran into. “Outside toilet and a tin bath in the kitchen. Never heard of electricity or running water. Him, a gurning simpleton, and her, a toothless crone.”’

‘A crone!’ she laughed and swatted him.

He nodded. ‘“And neither of them spoke a word of English.”’

Her smile was the smile he’d loved since he had been a little boy, and it filled him with a fragile hope. This was not the first time they had been through hardships. As long as they had each other, they would manage somehow – something always turned up in the end, in often unexpected ways. He was not a believer in God, nor in a fair or just world, nor in fate. But he did believe in Rhian. In the two of them. In their proven aptitude to try and fail and try again until they muddled through. They would manage because they had to, that was the truth of it. There could be no other way.

The next day he rose, as always, long before the dawn. It had been another night of roiling, shifting dreams from which he could unpick no thread of meaning in the aftermath, no logic that might tie them to the day. What he remembered came in flashes. A tree ablaze, a crown upon a desolate peak, the entrails of a ewe. He woke up tired and shivering. There was a skin of frost inside the windowpanes, and the yard was covered by a pall of icy fog through which the cockerels had not ventured out to crow. He dressed in silence by the bed and gave the hikers of the night before no thought except to hope they made it safely home, and he did not wake his wife nor stop to eat a bite of last night’s dinner at the stove, for there were pressing matters to attend.

Two springs ago, a fox had dug into the chicken coop and killed all but a couple of the hens. He’d found the place a grisly slaughterhouse of feathers, blood, and mutilated birds. It had carried only one away to eat, though, and at the time it seemed a senseless and malicious waste, but later he supposed the vixen meant to take them all to feed her cubs, and was disturbed before she could return for more, or else had been bewildered by the panic of the hens. Wild instincts were not made for crowded coops. He bore the foxes no ill will, and had especially little patience for the ludicrous displays of pompous cruelty hiding in the guise of tradition – the huntsmen gathered with their bugles and their breeches and their blood-red coats to tear a frightened little animal to death and call it sport. And though the practice had been banned for many years, it went on still in rural parts without concealment. It pained him even to think of it, sentimental codger that he was. He saw in them, he thought, too much of Eira, or perhaps of Rhian and himself: another humble creature of the mountains doing what was needed to survive.

So after that he’d built a trap – a cage he modified with wires and springs to catch them as humanely as he could. He’d even added pads of foam around the door so that it would not hurt them if it snapped shut on a leg or tail, and Rhian made a woollen cover so he would not scare them when he lifted it. For bait, he used a tin of Eira’s food (or half a tin, he wasn’t made of money). Then he’d leave it overnight close to the den, and in the morning he would drive the captured fox a few miles down towards the coast and shoo it off into the woods to be somebody else’s problem.

He found the trap in a corner of his workshop and set it in a wheelbarrow while Eira watched him patiently. He spoke to her with absentminded fondness. Nonsense phrases. Questions all rhetorical about who was a good dog, and whether it was indeed she who was the best of all. When he backed out into the yard, the hens and geese were standing in the little doorways of their runs, an eerie, quiet congregation in the mist. They waited like this every day for Rhian with their feed, but in the damp, undawning twilight their sheer stillness was unsettling. If he died one day within their reach he had no doubt they’d pick him to the bones. The sky hung low and leaden as he bumped his way down through the fields, the rainclouds draped around the peaks like veils over the mountains’ faces. It was the kind of weather that felt to him most truly isolating. More than snow, more than floods, when each small valley was contained beneath its roof of hanging overcast so that the world beyond was purely speculation. Nothing left but this poor, rocky Eden with its man and woman and its beasts and surely its forbidden fruit.

The bottom woods took on a different aspect in the breaking dawn. Less menacing, and full of birdsong that announced his coming as he oldmanhandled first the cage and then the dog over the disused gate. It was a tranquil place, he now thought – a strip of true Celtic rainforest unaltered and unbended to the whims of men. A place unchanged from what it would have been a hundred or ten thousand years before. How silly that his parents and grandparents had forbidden him to come down here, and sillier still that he had heeded them for the frightening vagueness of the prohibition. No reason why – just don’t. Careful going, though, down among the rough and lichened stones with beards of brilliant green, down through the dripping, twisted trees that spread their roots to drink out of the stream, among the moss and fungi where it would not be unthinkable to catch just fleeting glimpses of the Tylwyth Teg, or little wizened goblins hid in every hollow log. Along the path a squirrel broke and fled, and Eira seemed to weigh up giving chase and then thought better of it. There was a long day’s work ahead.

The old field, too, seemed altered from the night before. It was a sea of frost-tipped ferns in shades of emerald and bronze, from which the fog had not yet lifted, and rising out of it the tufted grassy hummock with the foxhole at its base. Different, somehow, in its layout from what Carwyn had expected – the ferns a little taller; the woods a little thicker; the slopes of scree on all three sides a little steeper than he’d seen them in the dark, so that he could not fathom where the hikers had come down. And the mound curiously central to it all, as though not natural but made in strict adherence to a deep logic or structure he was not quite able to discern. No time, though, to waste on wondering. He set the trap and baited it and stepped back to inspect the spot when something in the burrow caught his eye.

Staring out at him from deep within the hole, there was a face. Not a fox face, but a human one, as clear as day, the visage of a bearded man. He stumbled back and almost sat down in the ferns, his gaze fixed on this mirror image of himself that glowered out at him from underground. It was a few feet down, lit just so by the rising sun. As he edged closer, he could see that the hole was not in fact a burrow at all, but a small cavity where soil had given way. A narrow horizontal perforation in the bottom of the mound, a foot across and maybe four deep, and at its furthest point, the face: a crudely carved stone face about the size of an orange, worn roughly smooth but still clearly recognizable for what it was.

He remembered one of Rhian’s stories of the sons of Helig – local chieftains who had fled their flooded kingdom in the days of the first saints – and how three times they tried to build a chapel somewhere hereabouts, and all three times it had collapsed. A family curse, some legends said. In other tales, the ground they built it on was bad, corrupted by some older thing beneath the earth. Eventually they chose a new site at Llanaber by the sea, and that church was still standing to this day. Was this, perhaps, a vestige of those failed attempts? A Celtic Christ abandoned in this godforsaken mountain cove by monks afraid of native superstitions?

He eased down to all fours to squint into the hole, his eyes adjusting slowly to the dark, and for a long, uncanny span of seconds it felt as though the face was scrutinizing him as well. Taking measure of him disapprovingly, as if he were himself the unexpected visitor, found where he did not belong. The hole looked deeper closer up, exhaling damp and earth and age. Something not unlike a churchyard smell – a grave-scent that betokened sanctity and death entwined. There was a kind of hypnotism to the hole as well, a beckoning, a pull akin to looking down a cliff-edge or a waterfall, and staring in between the tufted grass around the opening and then the fern-roots hanging from the tunnel roof, he had the sense of gazing out across a dizzying abyss of time. Both nauseous and exhilarating. It was Eira who began at first to dig. She pawed the loose earth from the edges of the cavity, and though the morning was now well advanced and there were other duties to attend to, Carwyn went and fetched a trowel from the barrow and knelt to join the excavation.
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The doctor’s day had been demanding, but routine. One suspected case of scarlet fever, to be treated with a course of Epsom salts and nitre. A month of total bed rest recommended for a lady stricken with hysteria. Laudanum for a dental abscess; opium and turpentine for a particularly nasty bout of constipation; a lancing of two boils, removal of an ingrown toenail, and the calming of a superstitious panic at a baby born with teeth. It was a time and place where one could be a doctor largely without need for formal training or qualification, by virtue of possessing an authoritative manner, an anatomy textbook, and a good supply of pills and tinctures that produced, if not necessarily a cure, then at least the appearance of results. An uncharitable observer might have deemed him a con man, a confidence trickster preying on the ignorant. He saw his role as more that of a travelling minister. The bearer of a soothing fiction whose propensity to heal or harm depended greatly on the attitude of the recipient.

His final house call of the evening was the Gwynnant farm – a place he very seldom ventured, for the shepherd families of those valleys were a stubborn, independent breed who scorned his modern science in favour of old wives’ remedies and other dubious practices. It was in recent memory that Mary Jones had walked barefoot for six-and-twenty miles across the mountains for her Bible, but traces of other faiths still lingered here
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