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Chapter 1: A Request from the Heights
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The letter arrived with the morning post and lay on Eleri Vaughan’s desk beneath a catalogue of Romano-British brooches, as if it had been placed there to prevent the catalogue from escaping.

Eleri found it when she returned from the storeroom with a tray of chipped pottery and the conviction that she had left the day’s work in better order than she now saw it. The envelope was damp at one corner, its paper softened by sea mist. The address had been written in a careful, upright hand:

Miss Eleri Vaughan Abermor Museum of Local Antiquities and Folklore Abermor

There was no grand title for the museum and no grand building to match one. It occupied two rooms above a former sailmaker’s shop near the harbour, reached by a narrow stair that turned sharply enough to punish anyone carrying a large object without first considering the consequences. The museum’s sign outside promised local antiquities, folklore, and a modest welcome. Eleri had painted the sign herself. The word modest had been an afterthought, applied after a visitor asked whether admission included luncheon.

She set the pottery down and wiped her hands. The envelope bore a Cwm Derwen postmark, blurred by damp but legible. The village lay inland, in the hills above the coast, where the road climbed away from Abermor and dwindled among fields, wooded folds and slate-grey ridges. She had never been there, though its name appeared in the museum’s collection notes. A few local objects had come from that district over the years, often accompanied by descriptions such as “old,” “possibly Roman,” or “found near a tree,” which were not so much records as invitations to make further work for oneself.

Eleri slid a bone folder beneath the flap. She had learned to open letters carefully after once tearing a pencilled annotation on a paper sleeve, and had never forgiven herself for it. The envelope contained two sheets, folded together. A small line of pressure near the top suggested that the writer had hesitated before beginning, or had pressed hard enough to leave the impression of her first words on the page beneath.

The letter began, “Dear Miss Vaughan,” and went on to identify its author as Elin Jones, schoolteacher at Cwm Derwen. Eleri read it standing at the desk, then sat and read it again, this time with a pencil in hand.


I have heard that you are willing to advise people about the care and history of local objects, and that you do not laugh when they ask about old stories. I hope this is true. I write because of Maen Hedd, the standing stone above our village, and because of a small collection kept in the schoolroom.

The stone was moved recently during work on the road below it. The workmen had permission, so I am told, to shift earth and clear a passage, but I do not know whether anyone meant to move the stone itself. It now stands several yards from where I remember it. The change is plain to see even from the path, though the old place is difficult to make out among the disturbed ground.

I saw the stone before the work began and again after it. I did not see it moved. I cannot say who gave the order, or whether there was a proper reason. I do not wish to blame anyone without knowing.

Since then people have spoken of voices from the slope and figures in the mist. I have heard these reports from my neighbours, not from the people concerned. I have not myself heard voices. Twice at dusk I thought the hill looked crowded, but the weather was uncertain, and sheep are very capable of resembling people when one wishes to get home before dark.

What I can say for myself is that the schoolroom collection has been disturbed. A few of the smaller pieces were moved from their usual places, and two labels were found on the floor. I cannot yet say that anything is missing. I have not a complete inventory, and some of the children are in the habit of examining things when they believe no one is looking. I would be grateful if you would come and advise us what ought to be done.

Please understand that I do not wish to make a public fuss. The villagers are already talking, and talk has a way of becoming a fact before breakfast. I would like the stone’s history, if it can be found, and I would like someone knowledgeable to consider whether the objects are secure.

Yours sincerely, Elin Jones


Eleri set the pencil down.

Outside, a cart went over the cobbles with a rumble that made the museum’s windowpanes tremble. A gull gave an indignant cry above the harbour. The little room smelled of salt, paper, coal smoke from the chimneys beyond the street, and the dry, faintly earthy scent of the pottery on the table.

She laid the letter flat and drew two lines down a fresh sheet in her notebook. At the top of one column she wrote: Elin’s observations. At the top of the other: Reports and questions.

She entered the change in the stone’s position under the first heading, with a qualification. Elin had seen it before the road work and after; she had not witnessed its movement. The small collection had been rearranged. Labels were on the floor. No loss had been confirmed, and there was no complete inventory. Those were observations, though even the first depended on memory, which could be mistaken without being useless.

Under the other heading she wrote: Cause of movement unknown. Permission? Road-work records? Who present? Then: Voices and figures—secondhand reports. Elin heard none. Dusk impressions uncertain. Finally: Collection security uncertain. Establish object list and custody before drawing conclusions.

She looked at the words she had written. The three questions had very different shapes, though the letter had drawn them close together. The moved stone might have an ordinary explanation. The stories of voices might be reports of a genuine echo, gossip, or mistaking sheep for more sociable neighbours. The displaced objects might be the result of curious children, carelessness, a change of display, or something less innocent.

One possibility did not answer the others.

Eleri had met too many people who took an unexplained sound as proof of a guilty neighbour, and too many others who declared that nothing unusual could have happened because they had not seen it themselves. She believed in the reality of some things she could not explain. She also knew what belief could do when allowed to outrun evidence. The experiences she had herself could offer a direction, never a verdict. They did not speak to her in sentences arranged for convenience.

She glanced towards the high shelf where the museum kept its local histories. Cwm Derwen was mentioned in a slim volume on hill settlements and in several fragments of county survey notes. There might be a record of Maen Hedd, or there might be three pages of conjecture and a drawing made by someone who had not seen the stone. Either could be useful, if handled with the proper caution.

The schoolroom collection mattered more immediately. An object on a shelf was not safe merely because it had been given a label. Eleri had seen valuable things entrusted to cupboards with defective locks, exposed to soot, damp and well-meaning handling. If the schoolteacher could not tell what the collection contained, then even an honest person might be unable to notice its gradual disappearance.

She returned to the letter’s first paragraph. Elin had not asked for the dead to be questioned or for a local suspect to be named. She had asked for advice. She had also taken pains to distinguish what she had seen from what she had been told. That care recommended her.

Eleri opened the museum’s account book. The day before, she had written down the cost of a new lamp chimney, two tins of polish, and a parcel of envelopes. The remaining balance was not a reason to refuse every journey, but it was a reason to know what one was undertaking. She pencilled “Cwm Derwen?” in the margin, then put the book aside.

She could go alone. She had done so before, to inspect a collection or compare a local tradition against its material remains. But this was not merely a request to identify a fragment of pottery. The moved stone and the possibility of missing objects called for someone who could ask about access, opportunity and the passage of goods without mistaking suspicion for proof. Owen Calder had that practice. More than that, he had shown that he could hear an account of an unexplained manifestation without either accepting the first explanation offered or treating the person who reported it as a fool.

They had only recently agreed to work together. It would have been easy to call it an arrangement and let habit decide what it meant. Eleri preferred to know where she stood, and to stand there by choice.

She finished her notes, folded the letter along its original creases and set it beside the ledger. The museum’s clock ticked with solemn confidence, though it ran a few minutes fast. Eleri took her coat from the peg.

On the way out, she stopped to look at the display case beside the stair. A chipped bronze fitting lay under glass with a card that read: Found near Cwm Derwen. Exact location unknown. She had meant to improve the card for months. Now she saw that its uncertainty had been recorded more honestly than many a confident description.

At the bottom of the stair, the shopkeeper’s bell rang as she stepped out into the street. Abermor was waking fully around her: shutters opening, a fish cart creaking towards the quay, and the morning’s damp air carrying the smell of coal and tidewater through the narrow lanes. Eleri turned towards the seafront.

Owen had said he would be in town that morning. He had not said where; but he favoured the open air when he wished to think, and the sea offered the advantage of making most other people keep their thoughts to themselves.

She found him beyond the harbour wall, walking slowly along the promenade with his hands behind his back. His dark coat was buttoned against the wind. He had a way of looking as if he were examining the whole scene, when in fact he was probably counting doors, noting who had entered them, and deciding which of the gulls looked most likely to steal his lunch.

He saw her coming and turned before she reached him.

“Good morning,” he said. “You have the look of a person carrying an unsolved problem.”

“I have a letter.”

“A less expensive problem, perhaps.”

“I haven’t established that yet.”

He glanced at the folded paper in her hand. “From?”

“Cwm Derwen. A schoolteacher named Elin Jones.”

His attention sharpened. Not alarm, not eagerness: the quiet readiness Eleri had come to recognise when a matter acquired a practical edge. “What has happened?”

“I don’t know yet. That is rather the difficulty.”

“Then let us begin with what she does know.”

They fell into step along the seafront. The tide had withdrawn, leaving dark bands on the sand and narrow pools in the hollows between rocks. Across the bay, the headland was half veiled in a low drift of cloud. A pair of boys were trying to roll a hoop into the wind and having to chase it in the opposite direction whenever it escaped. Their failure appeared to give them more pleasure than success would have done.

Eleri handed Owen the letter.

“Would you rather I read it aloud?” she asked.

“I can read, Miss Vaughan.”

“I have never doubted it.”

“Not even when I was reading that map upside down?”

“You were holding it the correct way up. It was the map that was confused.”

A brief smile touched his mouth. He unfolded the pages and read them carefully, pausing once to turn the paper against the light where a fold ran through a line. Eleri watched him take in the distinctions Elin had made: what she had observed, what she had heard from neighbours, and what she was asking them to do.

He refolded the letter.

“She has not reported a theft,” he said.

“No. She says she cannot tell whether anything is missing.”

“And the stone?”

“Moved during work on the road. She saw it before and afterwards, not while it was being moved. She doesn’t know who gave an order or what permission covered.”

“Voices and figures?”

“Other people’s reports. She says she heard none herself. At dusk, she thought the hill looked crowded, but gives the mist and sheep equal standing.”

“Fair to the sheep.”

“They have a long record of being mistaken for people.”

“Not generally with the intention of comforting anyone.”

They walked on. The wind pushed at Eleri’s coat and sent a strand of hair across her cheek. Owen waited while she tucked it back, without interrupting the thought she was putting together.

“The stone and the collection are separate questions,” she said. “The stone may have been shifted for a practical reason. It may have been moved carelessly or without the right authority. I can look for its history and consider what its position means, but the letter gives no basis for claiming why it was moved. The collection is more immediate. Labels on the floor, objects moved, no complete inventory. We need to know what is actually there and who has access.”

Owen nodded once. “That is the practical problem.”

“It is at least one.”

“And the stories?”

“They are a lead. If people have heard something, it may tell us where to look or whom to ask. It does not identify the cause. If I experience anything, I will record it as an impression. It will not tell us whether an object is missing, who handled it, or whether a living person is responsible.”

“I wasn’t going to ask it to.”

“No. But people will, once they hear that I sometimes see things.”

“And you are not obliged to make a mystery useful just because someone wants one.”

She studied his face. The response came without flattery or argument. Eleri felt some of the tension at the back of her neck ease.

“Thank you,” she said.

Owen looked out towards the bay. “I want to know what Elin means by ‘disturbed.’ One shelf? Every shelf? Were the things moved within the room, or moved out of it? Who noticed? When? If there is no inventory, we cannot call absence a fact merely because it feels like one.”

“That is why I would begin with the objects themselves. Their material, size, condition, and any marks that distinguish one from another. If she has old descriptions or labels, I would compare them. We can establish a working list even if no complete catalogue exists.”

“And I can ask who has access to the schoolroom, when it is unlocked, and who might have had cause to carry things in or out. Quietly, if possible. No village benefits from having every rumour repeated as an accusation.”

“Nor from having a collector arrive and announce that the collection would be safer in his own keeping.”

“Has one arrived?”

“Not according to the letter.”

“Then I shall avoid accusing him.”

“Excellent restraint.”

“I have found it useful on occasion.”

They reached the end of the promenade, where the path bent round towards the lower road. The town’s rooftops clustered behind them, their slate shining with mist. Beyond the built-up streets, the land rose in a succession of soft, dark ridges. Cwm Derwen was up there, inland and out of sight.

Owen returned the letter to her. “What do you want to do?”

The question was simple, and she heard its importance. He was not assuming that she would ask him to take over, or that the existence of an uncertain echo had made the matter his. Nor was he leaving the choice entirely to her as if her judgment would be an inconvenience. He wanted her decision.

“I want to go,” Eleri said. “I want to see the stone and the schoolroom collection before anyone decides what the story is. I would like you to come with me.”

“Because of my winning manner?”

“Because you notice who can get into a room, what has been carried through it, and which parts of a story have acquired new details since the previous telling.”

“That is much less flattering.”

“It is also much more useful.”

“Then I accept.”

She looked at him. “Without asking whether the village is paying?”

“I would prefer that the matter of payment be settled before we spend days on it. But she has asked for advice, not for an expensive investigation. We can hear her account and determine the scope before we agree to anything beyond that.”

“That seems fair.”

“And if the collection is at risk, the village should not have to prove a theft before making it safer.”

“No. Though I would not want us to give them cause for panic.”

“Nor would I. We can recommend a proper list and an accountable keeper without declaring that somebody has stolen something.”

The word keeper set Eleri thinking of the existing labels. She pictured small pieces on a shelf, each known by its own shape and wear, but not necessarily by anyone’s hand. A village schoolroom could hold generations of gifts and finds: a stone spindle whorl turned smooth by use, a broken fragment of decorated tile, perhaps a bronze fitting with no record beyond the name of the farm where it was found. Such objects might be modest, but a modest collection could still carry the memory of a place. Its value did not depend upon a buyer’s opinion.

“Would you take the case with me?” she asked. “Not merely escort me to the village. I want us both to investigate it.”

Owen’s expression changed just slightly. The question had asked him for a commitment more exact than travelling together, and he treated it as such.

“Yes,” he said. “Provided we both keep the right to say what we think, and to say when the other has missed something.”

“I should be disappointed if you stopped doing that.”

“Then we understand one another.”

They stood in silence for a moment. The wind rushed past them, bringing the salt smell of the tide and a faint clatter from the harbour. Eleri became aware that she had been holding her gloved hand close to the paper in her pocket, protecting it from the damp. Owen’s sleeve brushed hers when a couple passed in the opposite direction. Neither of them moved away at once.

The quiet warmth that came with that small contact surprised her less than it would have a week earlier. She did not take it for a promise of anything beyond itself. It was a pleasant thing, freely given and freely received. She was content to let it remain so.

“What division of work do you suggest?” he asked.

“I examine the history of the stone, the local accounts, and the objects. Their identity, condition, provenance, and how the collection has been cared for. I can also speak with Elin about what she remembers seeing and what records she has.”

“And I look at access, testimony, and movements of goods. Who uses the schoolroom, what the road workers were authorised to do, who was present, what might have been carried away and by what route. I will distinguish a person who had an opportunity from a person against whom there is evidence.”

“Good.”

“Your impressions remain yours to describe or not. I can help check anything they suggest against ordinary facts, but I won’t ask you to produce one.”

“And I will not use one as proof against someone.”

“I know.”

She believed that he did. More than that, she understood that their agreement had not been a courtesy made on the seafront after the excitement of one case. They were making a second choice, with a specific problem in front of them. Eleri felt no need to turn it into something larger in order to trust it.

“We should prepare from the letter alone,” she said. “It gives us no complete inventory, and no reliable explanation for the move. We should not arrive with either already settled in our minds.”

“Agreed. What do you need to bring?”

“A notebook, paper, a measuring rule, magnifying glass, cotton gloves, and a camera if the museum’s plate holder behaves.”

“Does it often refuse?”

“It has a dignified belief that it was built for the comfort of the photographer, not the convenience of the subject.”

“I admire its principles.”

“You would, if you had ever tried to make it cooperate.”

“We could take my smaller notebook as well. I can record who tells us what, and when. Separate accounts, rather than one blended recollection after a long conversation.”

“Then we compare them afterwards.”

“And mark what we have not checked.”

Eleri nodded. “We should write down the questions, not the answers we hope to find.”

Owen glanced at the folded letter. “Shall we send Elin a telegram before we set out? Ask her to preserve the objects and gather whatever records she has?”

The prospect seemed practical enough, but Eleri considered it for a moment. A reply might be sensible once they knew what they needed to ask. The letter did not say when it had been posted or whether Elin would still be at the schoolroom that day. A telegram could be forwarded, misunderstood, or arrive after them. More importantly, the request was already sufficient to make their decision. There was no need to send back a list of instructions before they had agreed what the list should contain.

“Not yet,” she said. “We can pack on what we know. No inventory has been sent, and no explanation for the stone. Let’s not pretend we know what to ask for until we have considered the letter properly.”

“Fair. And we have not promised when we will arrive.”

“Only that we intend to go.”

“Then we should return to the museum. If the camera refuses to come, I would like to know before it becomes a matter of principle between us.”

“It will come.”

“Your confidence is reassuring.”

“It is based on practice, not hope.”

They walked back towards the harbour. The clouds had thinned slightly, letting a pale shine through over the water. At a stall near the quay, a man was attempting to persuade a basket of fish to fit under a canvas cover too small for the purpose. His assistant watched with the patience of one who had already predicted the failure. Owen slowed to let the basket and its argument pass.

At the museum, Eleri went up first, carrying the letter beneath her coat. Owen followed with the careful step of a man familiar with staircases that held surprises. The top stair still creaked. It did so as loudly as ever, which meant that, unlike some witnesses, it was consistent.

Eleri unlocked the door. Inside, the museum was quiet except for the clock and the faint crackle of the coal fire. She set the letter on the desk, then cleared a space among the catalogue books.

“We should make a clean copy of the questions before we pack,” she said. “And note what the letter actually says.”

“I can begin the practical list.”

“Then I’ll write down the museum questions. We’ll keep the two pages separate.”

Owen drew a chair towards the desk. They worked without hurry, each making notes in a different hand. Eleri wrote: Position and description of Maen Hedd before road work; present position; any older plans or accounts; nature and location of displaced ground; local history and recorded uses. Beneath that: Schoolroom collection: objects known, present location, marks or labels, earlier descriptions, care and access.

Owen wrote: Who had access to the schoolroom and when; who noticed the objects moved; who saw them last in their usual places; whether anything has been carried away; road-work instructions and witnesses; routes in and out; any account of a crate or vehicle. He looked up after adding the last item.

“I don’t know that anything was crated,” he said. “It is a question, not an assumption.”

“I understand.”

“Good. I’ve seen a question turn into an allegation simply because someone wrote it down in the wrong column.”

“Then we will use clear headings.”

They made a third, shorter page for the supernatural reports: who had said they heard voices or saw figures; what precisely they had heard or seen; where they were standing; what the weather and light had been; whether the accounts had been repeated by those who witnessed them or by those who had only heard about them.

Eleri added at the bottom: Any personal impression—separate record, not evidence against a living person.

Owen read it and gave a small nod. “That is clear.”

“It has to be.”

She opened the bottom drawer of her desk and took out the museum’s measuring rule. The brass edge had acquired a thumb-worn brightness along one side. Beside it sat a magnifying glass, a notebook with plain paper, a box of cotton gloves and a small camera in a fitted case. Eleri checked the lens, shutter and plate holder, then set the camera aside with a strip of paper between its parts to keep them from knocking together.

Owen added his own notebook and a pencil, a second pencil, and a small pocket compass. His equipment had the unshowy air of things selected for repeated use rather than display. Eleri watched him test the clasp of the case, then glanced at the two notebooks lying side by side on the desk.

“Will you keep your notes separate while we travel as well?” she asked.

“Unless you object.”

“I don’t. I’d rather we write down what each of us sees before our recollections begin borrowing from one another.”

“Especially if the hill is misty.”

“Especially then.”

He placed the notebooks in the satchel. “We can compare at the end of each day.”

“And mark what we’ve checked independently.”

“Agreed.”

For a moment they stood across from one another, surrounded by the quiet possessions of the museum. Eleri noticed the softened corner of the letter, the one made damp by the journey from Cwm Derwen. She put it inside a protective folder, careful not to seal it away from easy reference. The original belonged with their working papers, not tucked into a drawer and forgotten.

Owen tightened the strap of the case. “Do you think Elin expects us to decide whether the hill is haunted?”

“She may hope we can tell her what the reports mean. That is not the same thing.”

“And if you hear something?”

“I will write down what I heard, as accurately as I can. I will not decide what it means until I have separated it from what I know about the place.”

“If there is anything to know about the place.”

“Precisely.”

He looked towards the shelves of county histories. “A stone moved by road work, a collection without a complete inventory, and a hill full of sheep who impersonate people at dusk.”

“It is an adequate beginning.”

“Not the most threatening case I have taken.”

“I am relieved. I should dislike being outmatched by a sheep.”

“You may find they have allies.”

She smiled. “Then we shall take the measuring rule.”

They checked the packet of paper, spare pencil, notebook and ordinary museum tools once more. Eleri made a list of what she had put in the satchel and Owen checked it against the objects themselves, not because he distrusted her memory but because lists were useful precisely when one was tired, in a hurry, or certain one had already checked. No answer had been sent to Elin. No demand for records had gone out, and no inquiry had been made of anyone in Cwm Derwen. Their information remained what the letter contained, no more and no less.

Eleri placed the folded letter beside her notes. The moved stone and the collection’s uncertain security remained two questions, not one story. Somewhere in the hills above Abermor, people were talking about voices and figures. Whether their accounts were accurate, mistaken, or mixed with something neither of them could yet explain was still unknown. The schoolroom’s objects might all be present. Some might not be. Neither possibility had been tested.

She fastened the satchel and left the letter visible on the desk, ready to be consulted.

“We have what we need to begin,” she said.

Owen lifted the case. “And no conclusion to carry.”

“Those are generally heavier.”

“Then it is fortunate we have not packed one.”

The museum clock ticked on, cheerfully and several minutes ahead of the truth. Eleri put on her coat, and Owen waited while she took the key from its hook. They had decided to go together, each with a part of the work and neither surrendering judgment to the other. The request from Cwm Derwen had been received. For the moment, that was all they had—and enough.
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Chapter 2: The Village Below the Ridge
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The train carried them inland as far as the railway was willing to go.

It was not a very great distance, measured on a map, but the line took its time about it, following the coast before turning through a succession of valleys where the hills appeared to lean over and inspect the passengers. Eleri watched Abermor’s roofs and harbour slip out of sight, then set her notebook on her knees and checked the list she had made the evening before.

The camera was in its case. The measuring rule was in the satchel. The folded letter from Elin Jones rested in a protective cover between two sheets of stiff paper. Her gloves, magnifying glass and spare notebook had been packed. Owen had brought his own notes, pencils and a pocket compass, and had checked their cases as carefully as if they were travelling somewhere much less familiar than a village they had never seen.

“Have we forgotten anything?” he asked.

“Nothing we know we need.”

“That is a narrow standard.”

“It is the only honest one.”

He considered this, then looked out of the window. “I had thought the railway might be more obliging.”

“It has a reputation for taking people where they wish to go, not where they ought to go.”

“A difficult distinction.”

The train slowed for a small station with a platform barely long enough for its own name. A porter appeared through the mist, took a crate from the guard’s van and carried it into a shed. No one got on. The train gave a whistle of uncertain purpose and went on.

Eleri returned to her notes. She had copied the questions in separate sections: one for the stone and its history, another for the schoolroom collection, a third for the accounts of voices and figures. The divisions mattered. If several things had happened around the same time, people would naturally try to fit them together. That did not make the connection true.

Owen leaned across the aisle to read the page.

“You have room for answers,” he said.

“I thought I might leave a little space.”

“An admirable optimism.”

“It is better than having to write in the margins.”

He sat back. A gentleman opposite them had fallen asleep with his chin tucked into the collar of his coat. Each time the carriage jolted, he woke just enough to look offended and then resumed his slumber. Owen observed him through two stops.

“You are making a study of the man opposite,” Eleri said.

“I am observing a repeated event.”

“Does it have a practical bearing on our inquiries?”

“It may. If he wakes before we reach our station, I shall learn whether the look is directed at the train or at me.”

She put her pencil down. “I expect the train has given him more cause.”

The gentleman woke at the next jolt, looked directly at Owen, and scowled. Owen inclined his head politely. The man went back to sleep.

“Your conclusion?” Eleri asked.

“Still unverified.”

The train’s next halt was their last. From there, a hired motor conveyed them as far as the larger road leading into the hills. It was a noisy, open-sided affair that rattled over the ruts with the grim determination of a machine that had been told not to stop until someone made it. The driver, a broad man in a cap, knew the route and the weather and had views about both.

“Cwm Derwen?” he said, when Owen gave him the name. “You’ll have the last climb on foot if the road keeps at this.”

“Is it passable?” Owen asked.

“Passable for someone who doesn’t mind being shaken into a new arrangement.”

“We have been warned.”

“Not by anyone who’s taken this car, I’ll wager.”

The driver was right. The road climbed in fits and starts between stone walls, and at one point their progress slowed to a crawl while a small flock of sheep considered their right to occupy the centre of it. The driver sounded the horn. The sheep looked at the motor with calm suspicion and stayed where they were.

“They have heard it before,” Eleri said.

“Then they know it cannot be trusted,” Owen replied.

The driver called something in Welsh that Eleri did not catch, and the sheep moved at last, one by one, with the reluctance of a committee persuaded to adjourn.

The mist thickened as they left the lower road. Rain, which had been no more than a soft threat at the station, began to come sideways across the open slopes. It beaded on the leather of Owen’s case and tapped against the motor’s small windscreen. When the road narrowed, the driver eased the car to a stop beside a cluster of cottages.

“This is as far as I’ll risk it,” he said. “You can walk the rest, or wait until the weather improves.”

“And how long might that be?” Owen asked.

The driver glanced at the sky. “That depends on whether it likes you.”

“I have had mixed results.”

“There’s a track past the chapel ruin,” the man said, pointing beyond the cottages. “It meets the village road. You’ll reach Cwm Derwen from there. Ask for the schoolteacher. Everyone knows where the school is.”

They thanked him, paid the fare and unloaded their things. The motor turned and retreated downhill, its noise fading until only the rain and the wind remained.

Eleri tightened the strap of the satchel across her shoulder. “A fine arrival.”

“Dry, if not quick.”

“You have a different definition of dry from mine.”

“I am a man of modest demands.”

The last part of the road proved steeper than it had looked from the motor. It climbed past wet grass and a low ruin, then dipped between old walls where the rain ran in little streams along the stones. They took it slowly, not because either wished to complain but because the satchel and camera were better preserved if they kept their footing.

The first sight of Cwm Derwen came between two folds of hill. The village stood on a shoulder above a stream, its houses gathered close around a square of uneven ground. Smoke rose from chimneys in narrow grey lines. Beyond the last roofs, the ridge climbed to a higher back of land, its crown veiled by cloud.

Eleri stopped to look.

“Maen Hedd is up there?” Owen asked.

“Somewhere on the ridge. Elin says it can be seen from the path.”

“Today we may have to take her word for that.”

As they entered the village, people were going about their work despite the weather. A woman in a shawl carried a basket through the square. Two men were repairing a gate near the stream. A boy ran beneath a roofed passage with a slate held over his head. They looked at the visitors with curiosity, but no one abandoned what they were doing to stare.

The school stood at the upper end of the village, a low stone building with a broad window and a small yard enclosed by a wall. A slate sign beside the door read CWM DERWEN SCHOOL in neatly painted letters. Before Eleri could knock, the door opened.

“Elin Jones?” she asked.

The woman on the threshold was in her thirties, with dark hair pinned firmly back and a small smear of chalk at the edge of one sleeve. She looked from Eleri to Owen and then to their bags.

“I am Elin Jones,” she said. “You must be Miss Vaughan.”

“And Mr Calder. Thank you for writing to me.”

“I am glad you came.” Elin stepped aside to let them in. “The weather has decided to introduce itself.”

“It has done so rather forcefully,” Owen said.

“Come into the schoolroom. I have a fire, though it is making a determined effort to remain decorative.”

The schoolroom smelled of coal, damp wool and chalk dust. A row of desks stood beneath the windows, their lids closed. A blackboard bore the remains of a lesson in arithmetic, and a neat stack of exercise books lay on the teacher’s table. Along the far wall, in a shallow glazed case, stood a collection of objects: pottery fragments, a spindle whorl, a few small pieces of worked metal, two stones with grooves worn into them, and a length of pale bone set on a folded square of cloth.

Eleri’s attention went at once to the case, though she did not approach it without invitation.

“I thought this would be a suitable place to talk,” Elin said. “The children are at home today. The lane below the school is running with water, and the older ones are sensible enough to know when a path is treacherous.”

“You have given us somewhere to work,” Eleri said. “That is kind.”

“I have the table free, and a key to the school. It seemed more useful than meeting at the inn, where every person who passed the door would hear half the conversation and supply the other half.”

“An excellent safeguard,” Owen said.

“It is not a perfect one. News travels through Cwm Derwen without needing a road.”

Elin removed her shawl and set it over the back of a chair. She did not appear frightened, Eleri thought, but tired. There was a difference, and it mattered. Her letter had been measured; in person, she seemed to have spent several days answering questions that nobody had thought to ask in the same order twice.

“Do you know how many people have spoken about the voices?” Eleri asked.

“Not precisely. I have heard accounts from four people directly, and secondhand versions of several others. Some say a voice. Some say voices. One person heard what she believed was a crowd.”

“Did you hear any of them yourself?”

“No.” Elin glanced towards the window. “I thought I saw movement on the slope at dusk, twice, but I have said so in my letter. It may have been mist, or sheep, or people on the path. I would not put more upon it than I know.”

Owen opened his notebook. “We will ask the people concerned, if they are willing. It would help to hear each account as the person remembers it, before we compare them.”

“That is what I hoped. People are already combining them. One neighbour heard a cry, another saw a shape, and by the time the story reached the bakery the shape had been shouting.”

Elin’s mouth tightened in a fleeting smile. “It is an efficient village.”

“Efficient gossip can be more exhausting than inefficient,” Eleri said.

“I had hoped an expert in old stones might tell us what the site was for,” Elin continued. “Some people say the move has disturbed it. Others say the stone was never important, only large.”

“What would you consider important?” Eleri asked.

Elin thought about it. “Knowing what is true. If the stone has a history, I would like it recorded. If the stories are mistaken, I would like that established. If something happened, I do not want it dismissed merely because it is inconvenient.”

“That is a reasonable aim,” Eleri said. “But we should keep separate the history of the stone, the reports about it, and what has happened to the collection here. They may be connected, or they may only have become entangled in people’s minds.”

“I have been trying to say that,” Elin said. “Not always successfully.”

“Who looks after the collection?” Owen asked.

“I do, as far as the schoolroom is concerned. The objects were gathered over many years. Some were given by families, others found on their land and brought in. There are notes in a school ledger, but no complete catalogue. A few pieces have labels. Some do not.”

“Has the collection always been kept here?”

“As long as I have taught here. Before that, I believe it was kept in a cupboard in the old meeting room. But I cannot tell you when it was brought into the school.”

“Who can enter the schoolroom besides you?” Owen asked.

“Several people have keys: the chair of the village council, the caretaker of the chapel, and one of the older teachers who lives nearby. The school is used for lessons and, sometimes, meetings. I lock the collection case after school, though the key is kept in my desk.”

She delivered the account without defensiveness. Eleri took out her notebook and wrote down the arrangements, adding “Elin’s account” at the head of the page. It was an account to be checked, not a finding of fault. A village collection used by a village had more than one custodian, whether or not its labels admitted it.

“Have you found anything missing?” Eleri asked.

“I cannot say. I know that two labels were on the floor and that several objects had been moved. I noticed it after the road work, but I cannot be certain the disturbance happened then. The labels may have fallen earlier. I did not inspect the case each day.”

“Have the contents been moved outside the case?”

“Not that I know. I moved two pieces back to their places after finding them shifted, but I cannot swear they were in the wrong places to begin with.”

“Did anyone else handle them?”

“Children sometimes ask to see things. I let them look when I am present. They are more careful than some adults, provided the adults do not tell them they are forbidden to touch anything and then leave them alone with it.”

Owen wrote that down.

Elin gave him an approving look. “You have met children before.”

“Only briefly. They were quicker than I was.”

A knock sounded at the outer door. Elin went to answer it and returned with a woman carrying a wicker basket under her arm. She was in her fifties, sturdy in build and brisk in manner, with rain shining on her coat.

“Mrs Pritchard,” Elin said. “This is Mari Pritchard, chair of the village council. Miss Vaughan and Mr Calder have come from Abermor.”

Mari set down the basket. “I brought the school’s spare key. Elin asked me to bring it when I came past.”

She shook hands with them both, then looked at their notebooks. “I suppose you will want the story from the beginning.”

“If you are willing to give it,” Eleri said.

“I am. Better that than hear it improved in the telling.” Mari pulled a chair towards the table. “The road drainage began because water was gathering above the lower cottages. It came down the slope after rain and flooded the path. The village council agreed to the work, and the workmen were asked to clear the ditch and make a proper channel. The stone stood in the line of the drainage.”

“Was moving it part of the agreed work?” Owen asked.

“It was discussed. The crew could not dig the channel as planned with the stone where it was. We agreed it could be shifted a short distance, to a place where it would not block the water or the path. It was not a secret, and it was not done by strangers at night.”

“Who made the decision?” Owen asked.

“The council agreed to it. The workmen moved it under their foreman. We had no reason to suppose anyone was trying to take the stone away. It is still on the ridge.”

She said it with the firm patience of someone who had been asked whether she had lost a chair while still sitting on it.

“Was a record kept?” Eleri asked.

Mari opened her basket and brought out a folded paper. “The council minute. I thought you would ask.”

Owen’s eyebrows rose. “You came prepared.”

“I chair a village council. If I did not bring papers, I would have to come back for them.”

The note was in a clear hand, dated by month and entered with a short account of the drainage work. It recorded a decision to alter the channel and shift Maen Hedd enough to allow the work to proceed. The wording was plain, with no description of the stone’s previous position beyond a reference to the upper track.

Eleri read it through and made a note of the date and wording. She did not copy the paper itself, which belonged to the council, but asked Mari whether she might return to examine it again if needed.

“Certainly,” Mari said. “You may take a copy if you wish. I have another at home.”

“Thank you. Do you know who was on the work crew?”

“Most of the men are local. Huw Rees can give you their names; he spoke with them after the first reports came in. The foreman was Evan Parry. He can tell you exactly where the stone stood, though I warn you that his distances are measured in spade-lengths.”

“An established unit in some parts,” Owen said.

“Not in any map I have seen.”

Mari described the drainage work: where the channel had been cleared, where the earth had been banked, and how the stone had been moved. The village had not hired a cart. The crew used tools and shared effort, shifting it only far enough to clear the intended route. The details were specific, but she had not seen the operation herself. She had visited the site after the work was complete and signed the council minute later.

“You did not see it moved?” Owen asked.

“No. I was at a meeting in the next village. I saw it in its present position two days later. Evan and the men told me what they had done. They had authority to do it.”

“Did anyone object?”

“One man said the new position was too close to the path. He was right. The crew adjusted the path, not the stone. Another thought the old place should have been marked. We should have done that.” Mari looked at Eleri. “Can you tell where it stood?”

“Perhaps, if the ground and the older descriptions allow it. I would not want to promise before seeing it.”

“Nor should you.” Mari folded the minute and returned it to the basket. “I would rather have a careful answer than a quick one.”

The outer door opened again, admitting a gust of damp air and a man in a dark coat. He was lean, with a weather-browned face and rain on his cap. He carried a leather-bound notebook in one hand and a small parcel wrapped in brown paper in the other.

“Huw Rees,” Elin said. “Constable Rees, these are Miss Vaughan and Mr Calder.”

“I know why you are here,” Huw said. “I have been expecting you since Elin wrote to say she had sent for advice.”

He greeted them with a reserved courtesy, set the parcel on the table and took off his cap. “These are the names of the men who worked on the drain. I asked Evan to write them down, because I did not want to rely on my memory and then find I had left out his brother.”

“Are they the people you spoke with after the reports began?” Owen asked.

“Some of them. I spoke with the crew as a group, then with Evan separately. I wanted to know whether any part of the work had been done without the council’s agreement, and whether anyone had gone back to the site after the crew finished. I have not found reason to think the movement was unauthorized.”

“Thank you,” Eleri said.

Huw gave her a brief nod. “It is no trouble. The stone was moved during authorized drainage work. That is what the council minute says, and the workmen confirm it. If new information changes that, I will look at it. At present, I see no reason to treat the crew as suspects.”

“Have you established whether anything has been stolen from the collection?” Owen asked.

“No. I have not established that anything is missing. Elin has no complete inventory, and she has not given me an account of a definite loss.” Huw sat down, opening his notebook. “A report that objects have been moved is worth recording. It is not the same as evidence that they have been taken away.”

His manner was steady rather than dismissive. He had already separated the reports into accounts, and the notes on the page had names, approximate times and places. He had not written down a theory.

“What reports have you received about the ridge?” Eleri asked.

“Three directly, and two passed to me by other people. I have spoken to everyone who was willing. Some described a sound like a group speaking at a distance. One woman said she heard the words ‘leave it where it was.’ Another heard a few indistinct syllables. A young man saw a shape near the stone, but he was looking uphill through mist and did not see a face.”

“Did anyone hear the same words independently?” Owen asked.

“Not as far as I know. The woman who reported ‘leave it where it was’ heard that phrase once. Another person told me someone else had heard the same thing, but when I asked the person named, she had heard a noise, not words. That is how an account grows legs.”

“And the woman herself?” Eleri asked. “Where was she standing?”

“On the lower path, coming home after dark. She said the sound came from the ridge. She did not see anyone. I have her statement written down as she gave it, without adding the secondhand version.”

“Would she be willing to speak with us?”

“If she agrees. I will ask her. I do not intend to send you to a person’s house without letting her choose whether to talk.”

Eleri appreciated that. “We would be grateful.”

Huw turned a page. “I have not found anyone who says they saw an object removed from the schoolroom. I have not yet examined the collection. Elin asked me to wait until you arrived, so you could record its condition before it was handled again. I thought that sensible. If there is a definite loss, I can take a proper statement and see what other inquiries are warranted.”

“That is exactly the distinction we need,” Eleri said.

“I do not want a rumour to become an accusation because people are frightened. Nor do I want a real loss overlooked because everyone is busy arguing about the hill.” He closed the notebook. “We have more than one matter here. I will handle anything that falls to me as constable. You may help by making a record of the objects and giving me any information you find, but the inquiry remains mine.”

Owen nodded. “Of course.”

There was no need to argue for an authority Huw already possessed. The constable was not asking them to solve the village for him. He was being careful about the reach of his own evidence, and about his responsibility to the people who had spoken to him.

“Would it be useful to hear the accounts together?” Mari asked.

“Not before we have heard them separately,” Owen said. “A shared discussion might cause one person to remember another’s words instead of their own.”

Huw looked at him with interest. “That was my concern. I have kept the first accounts as given. If there are further reports, I will take them in the same way.”

Eleri added a note to her page: Huw Rees—three direct accounts, two relayed. No independent evidence of a theft. Statements retained by constable. Ask permission before further interviews. She underlined “relayed” once, not because it was more important, but because it was easy to lose in conversation.

Mari glanced from the page to the window. “It may rain harder before it stops.”

“Will the path to the ridge be safe?” Owen asked.

“Safe enough if you keep to it,” Huw said. “The ground beside the drainage channel is soft. Do not go walking along its edge.”

“I had no intention of making the ground’s acquaintance more closely than necessary.”

“Good. It has already made enough acquaintance with the village.”

Elin put on her shawl. “I can take you up there. I know the path and can show you the place where the work was done.”

“We would be grateful,” Eleri said. “Perhaps we can return afterwards and look at the collection, if that suits you.”

“It does. The school will be here when we come back, unless someone has moved it.”

Mari stood and lifted her basket. “I will show you where the council keeps the old papers before I go home. There are two references to Maen Hedd in the minute book, though neither is a proper description.”

“That would be useful.”

“You can see them tomorrow, if the road down has not turned to a river by then.”

Huw tucked the workmen’s list into his notebook. “I will speak to the woman who heard the phrase and ask whether she is willing to be interviewed. I will also make another check that no one has reported a specific missing item. Until then, there is no theft established.”

“Understood,” Owen said.

The conversation had made no mystery smaller, exactly, but it had given each part its own place. The village crew had moved the stone with the council’s authority. The collection’s custody was shared and imperfectly recorded, not
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