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Also by Kit Whitfield in the Gyrford Series

In the Heart of Hidden Things




To Andreea Grigorescu

who I can never thank enough





Our eager fancies noted all they brought,

The glorious, unattainable delights!

But always there was one unbidden guest

Who cursed the child and left it bitterness.

The fire falls asunder, all is changed,

I am no more a child, and what I see

Is not a fairy tale, but life, my life.

Amy Lowell, ‘A Fairy Tale’




And the cuckoo’s sovereign cry

Fills all the hollow of the sky.

William Wordsworth, ‘The Sun Has Long Been Set’
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Family Tree

The Smiths and Mackems, and indeed, the other fairy-smithing clans of this time and place, were a network of families linked by intermarriage. While they tried to avoid uniting close relations – spend enough time around horses and you develop views about inbreeding – it was sometimes necessary to arrange a match between distant cousins. Farriers needed to be trained from early childhood, so when an elder farrier had only female heirs he would be obliged to choose a suitable son-in-law from another farrier clan, usually a younger brother from a family with a surplus of boys. A full family tree of the Smith clan, or indeed any fairy-smithing clan, would be immensely complicated. We have, therefore, reproduced only such branches of the tree as are relevant to the tale told here.




Prologue

Jedediah

It took him an hour to write, and when it was finished, the letter said this:


To be kept at Tinsdowne forge for Corbie Mackem and read aloud to him by any who can read.

Dear Father,

Louise is dead of sickness and Matthew is with me in the smithy. He learns quick and I think will make a skilled man. He is a big boy for his years and should he be spared I think he will be tall. For now he is well. He is fine looking and not naughty. This is all the news from,

Your respectful son,

Jedediah Smith

There is no need for you to come, I do all and the work is done.



There were things it did not say. Corbie did not believe that fairy-smiths should be lettered, and Jedediah only learned from his grandfather when he got old enough to be stubborn; as a result, he could read better than he could write. But that was not why he left them out.

It did not say: I watched my wife die. I saw fever seize her lungs and drown her on a dry bed. I have heard my son cry and cry and I cannot give him what he cries for. He shivered as the earth touched his hand and the village waited to see him throw dirt on the coffin of his mother, and I whispered to him that it was like tucking her into bed while she slept, and I thought I should burn in Hell the moment he believed me.

It did not say: My heart is broken. What would be the point? Broken hearts still beat, and the work has still to be done, and Corbie Mackem’s strengths, however numerous, had never included consolation. Jedediah just wanted to be left alone, to hold his grief steady so no one would jostle it into overflowing, and to stand between the world and his little boy. What was left of his family was his alone, and his to protect. If Corbie came, there would be nothing to do but take Matthew and leave Gyrford and never look back.

That was the last letter he sent. He did not hear from his father again until one day, when Corbie Mackem should have been nearing fourscore, he came back younger than his son.




Book One




Matthew

Corbie Mackem came twice to Gyrford.

*

To understand what it meant the day he came aged eight-and-thirty, you have to understand what it meant the day he came as a bridegroom, seventeen years old and already too bold for his father’s liking.

And to understand why he came as a bridegroom, you have to know that once upon a time, his father-in-law Clem Smith tried to do the right thing, and if he was rewarded for it in heaven, his life on earth was a plague of friendship ever after.

*

This is the tale as it was told to John Smith three generations later, when his great-great-grandfather Clem’s bones still lay in peace beneath the soil. It was told by John’s father Matthew, who was the closest his clan had come in nearly in a century to producing a normal-minded man; he felt rather worried by that responsibility, for John was not entirely steady in his nature and had a way of looking at things that made everyone nervous. Matthew had to tell the story to explain certain facts about the family, but he made sure not to tell John where the Ab-tree grew. John, with the best intentions in the world, could make things worse – and what making this tale worse would look like, Matthew and Jedediah quailed to think.

*

Well now, Johnny love, once upon a time there was my great-grandfather Clem, Grandpa’s grandpa, and he was a good man and didn’t mean any harm. But this isn’t a pretty tale, and you must promise you won’t trouble Grandpa with it.

Why? Because it’s about his own grandpa, and he says he was always very kind. You know how much care he takes of the grave, and it’s not just because there’s no grave for his father Corbie to care for. Grandpa says Great-Grandpa Clem did his best and isn’t to be judged, and after all, you wouldn’t like it if the tale told of your own grandpa after his time was all of his mistakes, would you?

No, Grandpa isn’t dying, he’s very well for his age.

No, that doesn’t mean you need tell him every mistake you think he makes. There’s never any need for bad manners.

Johnny, dear, do you wish to hear the tale or not? Just leave the hart’s-tongue alone, there’s a good lad; whatever’s under it is doing no harm to us. Here, hold my strike-light; if you must play with something, play with something iron. It’s a tale that calls for it.

*

So: Clem Smith was the fairy-smith of his day, and once upon a time he was called to a case up by the Lenden lands. Yes, hard by where Aunt Pell lives. Back before the business with the Sarsen Shepherd, cunning men liked to live there, and one of them was a man folks called Elder Samuel. Though if he was elder of any craft, it wasn’t licit.

Cunning folk can be among the best of men and women – just think of Godfa Tom. But Elder Samuel’s neighbours took against him because they thought he’d witched them. His crops grew mad; he had corn-stalks tall as May-bushes, and anyone who quarrelled with him found their cattle wouldn’t milk for anyone but him, or all their bees flew off to drink from his flowers alone and wouldn’t nest back in their own hives, but built in his trees till their branches were all clotted with comb and dripped honey beyond all sense. And one man’s sheepdog grew so fond of this Elder Samuel—

No, I don’t reckon he was the head of any coven or the like. I reckon such stories are mostly grown in the telling. I’ve known cunning men and women who worked harm, to be sure, but they were mostly poisoners, which is murder more than it’s uncanny business. Or they tried to cast love spells, which would be no good if they worked, for you shouldn’t force a heart any more than a body, and in any case, I reckon love spells would be wickeder than they sound if they worked, but I’ve never known one that did. Not now, Johnny, but we will talk about it later – yes, tonight, then – for that’s important too, but not to the point just now. As to covens, I reckon if folks get hungry enough they might gather together and try to work marvels, but unless one of the People decides to help them, that’s just wishing, and I’d say the greater wickedness is in their lords and neighbours who let them starve in the first place.

Where was I? Oh yes, the neighbour’s sheepdog, poor thing, for I’m sorry to say that this dog scratched its belly until the skin on its flanks came loose and stretched out into wings, and it flew right over to Elder Samuel and circled him round. Folks took it for a witch’s familiar, although Elder Samuel was heard pleading with it to leave him alone.

So in the end, Johnny, I’m sorry to say, this is a tale of wicked murder. Elder Samuel’s neighbours got together one night, and they dragged him from his sleep, and they took him to a crossroads, and they hanged him.

*

No, love, the dog didn’t follow him. I heard that Elder Samuel sent it back to its master, and the man put it out of its pain.

Me? I reckon I’d have knocked it on the head with an iron-braced club, poor thing. Let’s just hope we never come to that with anything, for even if it’s the kindest thing to do, it’s not pleasant. But do you wish to hear what befell Elder Samuel?

All right then. So these men, his neighbours, they didn’t ask the farriers for help; instead, they hanged him from a tree at the crossroads, and when he was quite dead they cut him down and buried him there, pinned down in his grave with an iron railing through his heart to keep him in place.

Yes, they should have called the farriers in, for it does sound more like the People at play than witchery, and Clem would have known fey trouble when he saw it. But Clem was known to be a gentle man, and the neighbours were angry and afraid, and the ones who hanged poor Elder Samuel were fellows without much regard for the rights of things.

Now, after Elder Samuel’s murder there were shrieks and yells of a night at those crossroads. Men were afraid to ever set foot upon that road in case Elder Samuel’s body heard them from under the earth and recognised their step, for he might rise up and shake off the earth and catch them.

So in the end, they did what they should have done before: they called in Clem to look at the grave.

*

Clem was no coward, and he said there had been wicked murder done, and that if there was trouble on the road, it was no wonder. And now, Clem said, Elder Samuel’s body was to be taken to the churchyard and laid in holy ground.

It wasn’t a comfortable job to dig up a man not long buried and look upon his mouldering corpse, and it’s my belief that the smell must have put Clem off his stride a little, for he didn’t pay full attention. But they had to haul up the corpse and move it – yes, I reckon it must have been maggoty, though that’s not the thought I’d like to dwell on, Johnny love. Can I tell the tale without we dwell on all the nastiest parts? I know a farrier can’t shirk ugly work, but he needn’t harp on it either, and you know you’ll have bad dreams later.

All right, love. Clem saw it through, but he didn’t trouble to take the iron stake out of Elder Samuel’s heart, for he was afraid the corpse might fall to pieces, and that would have been a terrible mess.

So that was that. And with the smell and the wondering whether any of the men around him had done such dreadful murder to Elder Samuel, Clem didn’t think to fey-test the grave for aught but Elder Samuel’s body. And he was a kind man, but as farriers go, he didn’t have as strong a sense of things as some. So if anything did whisper up from the grave, he didn’t notice.

*

Clem headed home. He’d sent his horse off to bear the body, but he didn’t mind, for it was only three miles in the clean fresh air.

So he walked the first mile, and as he walked, he heard a flutter overhead and he looked up to see something like a quarrel of rags and ribbons thrashing down towards him. He rubbed his eyes, and now he was gazing at what had always been a great black crow.

‘Well, now, good Crow,’ he said, feeling that it was one of those days and it would be best to mind his manners, ‘I hope I find you well this noontide.’

‘Well, now, good Man,’ said the crow, ‘you hope you find me well, but hungry is what I am. Empty as a straw is what I am. Be good to me, sir.’

Now, Clem might not have heard a crow speak before, but he knew better than to offend the People. So he said he only had a bit of bread, and it mightn’t be the freshest since he’d had some dirty work this morning, but the crow might have it if the crow liked. And when the crow agreed it would like, he tossed it on the path. He didn’t see it land, nor hear a beak snatch it away, but the crow was gone without a sound, and the bread with it.

Clem walked the second mile, and out of the woods came a big spider, its back glowing bright as bronze, rolling along like a crumpled rag, although there was no wind to propel it.

‘Good morrow, sir,’ said Clem, who by good luck was not afraid of spiders.

No, I’m not either, I love them; all their hinges and fine legs – we could never work so fine. Marvellous little engines of God. Grandpa doesn’t like them so much, but of course you won’t say that to him.

Good lad. So, where were we? Clem said to the spider, ‘Well now, is aught amiss, good Spider?’

‘Well, now,’ said the animal, ‘tangled in my feet is what I am. Knotted together with webs I am, and cannot walk. Be good to me, sir.’

For all Clem reckoned that a true spider would no more come to grief in its own web than a man would come to grief in his own skin, he bethought himself and said, ‘A sorry thing, Spider. Perhaps I can untangle you.’ And the webs came loose at a touch, melting away like mist, and so too did the spider.

Clem walked the third mile, until he came to the River Byde, and when he reached its banks, he found it had turned wild, all veined with white and flying along fast as a hawk.

And in the shallows, there was a woman, with her hair black and glossy as wings, wound around with great garlands of russet and gold, and she smiled at him a little too wide.

No, Johnny, she wasn’t naked. She was clad in something like a dress, and that hair, Clem said, went all the way down to her toes. I didn’t give you any look, Johnny, love. Women are lovely and it’s natural enough for a young man to see that, but it’s not to the point just now. And however lovely a woman, there’s no excuse to forget your manners with her, always remember that, for she has a soul just as much as you, and feelings to hurt if you aren’t kind. It’s a great sin to hurt a woman; only silly men think otherwise.

Can we get back to the tale? Clem was kind, and that matters here – though don’t take from this tale the lesson that kindness does you harm, for likely he would have suffered worse if he hadn’t been. Maybe.

‘Well, now, Mistress,’ Clem said, and I can’t blame him if he was daunted at the turn the world was taking, ‘I hope you don’t catch cold in this wet place.’

‘Well, now, sir,’ she said, and they say her voice rang like a struck bowl, ‘I hope I shall not be cold. I must cross, good sir, is what I must do. Be good to me, sir.’

Clem sighed, and hoped she wouldn’t mind if he said his prayers before they crossed, and she flapped a dainty hand and said he might. He said later there was something just a little talonish about the bend of those fingers.

He knelt and prayed, then hoisted the woman on his back. She landed on him quick as a swallow, but as he stepped into the water the weight of her pressed down, bending him low so the waves slapped at his face like hands and his muscles burned, and he staggered till he thought he’d fall and drown.

When he reached the other side, he was nothing like as wet as he should have been, at least around the legs, although his shirt was drenched with sweat. ‘Will you light down, Mistress?’ he asked.

At that, something lifted off his back, and he turned to find himself by the Byde, as steady as usual, and there was nothing beside him but a crow, a little copper-streaked around the edges.

‘Well, now, well, now, well, now!’ it sang in delight. ‘Good to me, sir! Good to me, sir! As your kindness has no end, this one likes to be your friend!’

Clem swallowed. He’d reasoned with the People before, of course, but it wasn’t usual for them to take such a fancy to him. ‘That’s quite all right – have you a name, kind friend?’ he asked.

‘Well, now, have I a name?’ it carolled. ‘Have I a name? A name have I need of. Be good to me, sir.’

Clem didn’t know what to say. The thing might be man or woman or both, for it had worn its woman’s skin with an air that made him think it reckoned the stuff much as it regarded crow feathers or spider silk. So he suggested ‘Ab’, thinking that it might be either Abigail or Absalom, and besides, he was feeling much too tired to search through the alphabet for a better idea.

‘Well, now, Ab!’ The creature clapped its wings. ‘Ab, Ab, Ab shall I be. You are good to me, sir. Your kindness has no end.’

‘I don’t reckon I did much out of the common,’ said Clem. ‘No need to thank me.’

Listen to the words they spoke, Johnny: the exact words matter here, that’s why we took the trouble to remember them generations down.

So Ab tolled out, ‘Quite all right you must be, kind sir. What will you have? I would be good to you!’

‘Thank you,’ said Clem, ‘but if I’m honest, I’d like just to go home. I’m new-married and I wouldn’t like to worry my wife. It’s better when the girls are happy.’

He meant it as a rule for husbands in general. He did not mean it to go the way it did.

*

And that was the way of it. Ab decided it loved Clem, who was the best friend in the world, and that Clem must delight in Ab’s friendship as Ab delighted in Clem’s, and Clem didn’t dare disagree. But it soon became clear that Ab’s gifts were – well, that Ab thought as the People do, you see.

There was one day his wife Joan was out of temper with Clem, for he had awakened her when he came to bed late. Ab grew very angry with Joan and said to Clem that if he liked, it would turn her to smoke and ash and fetch him a better bride from the other side of the wind.

Clem said no thank you, that he liked his wife very well and he didn’t blame her temper for she did need her sleep – and the next thing he knew, she was asleep in their bed, which was all laid over with a fine pallet woven in swirls that made your eyes cross to look at them, and the warp was chamomile and the weft valerian root, which are good herbs for sleep, but Godfa Tom will tell you, they’re not a smell you want over your whole bed, at least not the valerian. Joan slept for seven days and seven nights before Clem could wake her at all, and though he was but three-and-twenty, his hair started to go grey, for he thought she might die.

And it was like that with many things. Ab wasn’t there all the time, but you never knew when it would show up. If Clem should mention that he liked cheese, he’d find his kitchen so full of it you couldn’t open the door, or if a customer wouldn’t pay Clem’s prices, they’d find everything they owned heaped on Clem’s doorstep the next day, and it would be a day’s work to persuade Ab to let him give them back.

Nobody thought the farrier was a witch, no, of course not, but Clem started to see why folks had thought that of Elder Samuel, who Ab must have liked very much. I reckon it had hid in the grave and meant to spring out at his murderers, that it had been in just the wrong place when they ran the iron stake through his heart. But now, of course, Clem had had them pull the stake up.

*

Well, nine months later, Joan bore Clem their first child, a daughter, healthy as could be. That was my Granny, Granny Constance, God love her, and Ab was there, all eager to give a blessing and good luck to the girl. Now, Clem was doubtful, for it doesn’t do to chance your luck on what the People think will help you, but before he could say much, Ab cried out, ‘She will have beauty beyond all other women!’ And she’d been a pretty enough babe in her mother’s arms, they say, but when it said those words, something came over her. Her eyes, that had been grey before, were deep silver, and she looked up at her Mama and cried as if something cramped her, and the cry puckered her little face up, the way baby faces do when they squall. And her mother held and soothed her, and when her face settled smooth as snow over stone, and you could see something in her, something that was just a pretty moppet now, but that had bones beneath the skin as perfect as ice-flowers.

Joan and Clem looked at each other, and they weren’t quite sure if this was truly a blessing, but Clem said to Ab, ‘Well, now, this is kind of you, but maybe there’s no need. It doesn’t help a girl to be vain, after all.’

And Ab cried out, ‘As you ask, my friend! She shall have beauty beyond all, and know not of it!’ and so pleased was it with itself for this clever thought that it jumped right up into the air and wasn’t seen again for weeks.

So that’s how it was, that was Granny Constance. She was lovely, though a kind of lovely that looked queer on a face still in a cradle bonnet, but Clem and Joan grew ill at ease as the years passed, for she was slow at everything but gazing. She smiled bright as a star if she was happy, which was always, unless someone was hurt – anyone, sometimes even a fly, or a stick someone stepped on and broke. But she was bewildered.

Well, Johnny, you’ve met Granny Constance, though she looks different now. She was a lovely girl, lovely in her heart, too; she was the dearest woman to me. But she was – ‘simple’ isn’t the right word; no one’s simple, not really. But she thought everyone in the world was beautiful, because she was. And if someone was hurt, she thought she was too, because she had trouble telling the difference between herself and anyone else. And she had trouble understanding things. Think how easily puzzled you’d have to be, not to know you were as beautiful as she was.

Well, Clem and Joan, they fretted and they worked and they coaxed to her face and wept behind her back and blamed themselves and Ab, but they couldn’t send Ab away, for it wouldn’t go. It wouldn’t pass the smithy door, but it popped up when he spoke to neighbours and curled up between him and Joan in their bed like a cat – well, mostly like a cat, although Clem said it could never get the jaws right – and Clem, well, he was a good man, but he wasn’t the best at solving tasks outside what he already knew.

*

Then along came another baby, my Great-Aunt Mabel – Mabbie, they called her. All the time she was carrying Joan wore an iron ring, and Ab didn’t trouble her. They warned the midwife, and gave her an iron ring as well, but when Mabel was born, the midwife, who was a foolish woman, took off the ring to wash her hands. And she took off Joan’s ring, for Joan’s fingers had swollen, as women’s fingers will when they’re carrying, and the midwife thought it bad for her.

So before they knew what they were about, Mabbie was in the midwife’s ironless arms and Ab cried out from somewhere, ‘She will have the sweet voice of a bird!’

Well, Joan shrieked for the midwife to fetch Clem at once, for Ab never listened to any soul but him, and Clem covered his face and said to Ab that it was a kind thought, but that he did not understand the tongue of birds and he would like to be able to understand what his daughter had to say, for if she just piped all day life would be full of confusion. And indeed, Mabbie was trying to squall, for she seemed to have something about her face and throat that pained her, but she couldn’t cry; she just trilled, a high, clear note to make your ears ring.

So Ab cried out, ‘As you ask, my friend! She shall know the tongues of air and earth! What clever fellows are we!’ And it jumped up into the air again, and Clem said he thought he saw it shred like spiderwebs in the wind before it vanished, but he couldn’t swear to it, as his mind was on other things.

And there they were. Mabbie didn’t cry; she peeped. And she grew up with her wits untouched, and she spoke English well enough, but she had an ill temper, for she felt a terrible dislike of dawn. She woke every morn to hear the chorus, and while it sounds sweet enough to the likes of you and me, Johnny, to Mabbie it was all talk and fight, for the song of the birds in her ears was an endless cry of, ‘Mine! Mine! Stay far from me or I shall hurt you!’ And to wake every day in a world where matters go on so does not give you the best view of life. Mabbie had a beautiful voice to sing with, it’s true, but she used it most when she was angry, and she never would join the church choir, not for shyness, but because she said she heard in the notes of the music the most addled thoughts and dirty suggestions and brutal insults you could imagine. I can’t blame her for her nature, but she took to a hermit’s life in the end, when she grew up, I mean, and it was most likely for the best. She never was the friendly sort.

*

Clem and Joan were grieved to the heart, and Clem gave Joan talismans a-plenty and the midwife a long piece of his mind. And a year later, there was another baby. That was my Great-Aunt Agnes.

Well, you know Auntie Agnes too, and you know how gentle she is? Well, she was always a dear woman. Clem put horseshoes on the door of the bedroom and pinned a charm to the apron of the midwife and swore he would kick her himself if she took it off, which did not make him much liked in the village, and she wore it all right. But she was so busy watching out for Joan and looking around the room to see if anything fey might have slipped in that she forgot to warm the water, and when she put Agnes in, the girl wailed and thrashed, and one of her little limbs caught the pin and knocked it flying, and so busy was the midwife that she didn’t notice. It was only when she wrapped Agnes up and went to carry her out to show her to Clem that Ab appeared and clapped its claws, and cried out, ‘She is a mighty one and shall have the strength of a hundred men!’

Well, the midwife was afeared indeed, for now she had to tell Clem what had befallen. But there was no hiding it, for already Agnes was squirming in her arms and wanting to go back to her Mama, and so hard did she push that the midwife dropped her right then and there, and she had bruises on her chest that lasted a fortnight after. She tried to pick her up again, but Agnes was weeping from the fall and knocked her away, and she fell, and in the end there was nothing to do but beg Clem to have a word with Ab, who was a-float over the baby and chuckling with delight at how well it had wrought what it meant for a blessing.

Clem rushed in and saw Agnes, who had not yet found out how to walk and wished very much to get back to her Mama, and was knocking holes in the floorboards trying to make some headway there. He fell to his knees and pleaded with Ab, ‘You see what has become of my floor! I beg you, protect us and her from this harm!’

Ab was not one of those who understood that folks don’t like to have their things broke, for it was an outdoor spirit by nature and did not see that snapping one twig mattered more than another, but it was pleased by its generosity and said to Clem, ‘Harm she shall not nor cannot do!’ Then it scuttled out the window and ran up the wall to the roof.

So that was my Great-Aunt Agnes. She was strong, indeed; she’s five-and-seventy now and could still wrestle me to the ground.

No, I don’t reckon you did know that of her, but it’s true, she could, if she was sure she wouldn’t hurt me by it. But she needed much care, for Ab had been thorough. She could never hurt anyone, so she could never protect herself; if children in the square teased her she had to stand mute, and if Mabbie smacked her in temper, which I’m sorry to say did happen, Agnes could never hit back, nor even stop her hand. Not so much as a fly could she swat, and she needed someone to cook for her, for she couldn’t so much as gut a fish.

*

Well, Mabbie was ill-tempered, but Constance and Agnes loved each other from the first. Granny – Constance, that is – was a sweet girl, if confused, but she took a lot of caring. She loved Agnes, who couldn’t hurt her, and Agnes was a queer-looking girl with great arms and shoulders before she was steady on her feet, and folks looked at her in doubt, if they didn’t know her. Those around the village grew used to her, of course, but with strangers coming to the smithy all the time, she had many look at her with a wary eye, and it doesn’t make a lass feel welcome in the world if so many folks act shy of her, so she clung to Constance, who saw nothing queer in anyone. Constance saw great beauty in Agnes, and Agnes sorted sense from nonsense for Constance, and they kept each other company and didn’t let the other cry. Mabbie was more out of temper than ever, for she said that each of them might as well perch on the other and shout, ‘Mine! Mine!’ and let the world go hang, and there was no sense in either of them and one day the world would send a cat to eat them both.

*

And all this time, there was only Clem to work the smithy, and he grew greyer and more tired all the time.

It was two more years before they knew another babe was on the way, and this time, Clem called Ab to him beforehand. He said that what he’d like most was a child left to take its own way, for he was a common man himself and it’d be company for him to have a child born with no more blessings than a baptised soul, and that, the parson could do for them. Ab said it was a fine thought in Clem and if he wished, he should have the commonest child ever seen, and was gathering itself to bless the babe unborn, but Clem at that moment grabbed an iron poker and Ab backed away, all flustered at its edges, and Clem said he begged Ab’s pardon but he feared the fire would go out and needed much attention, and Ab’s thoughts turned in another direction and the fire in their hearth did not go out for a year and a day and blazed so high that the chimney gave out sparks of white and gold, which was not quite comfortable in summer, as I’m sure you can picture.

Just to make sure, when Joan was near her time, Clem said to Ab that he had a great curiosity to try a fruit grown in the Ethiop fields, and perhaps Ab would fetch him one, and enjoy the sunshine and take his time. Ab took this as a great courtesy, and off it hied, and by the time it was back, Beatrice was born, with an iron chain put round her neck the moment she drew breath, and Ab did not trifle with her.

No, she died some time ago. She married young and moved far from Gyrford as soon as she could, for she wasn’t . . . well, once Corbie Mackem was in the family, she wished to leave Gyrford. She didn’t live long, I’m afraid; she married a man who wouldn’t go for the midwife when she was bearing her first child, and that was the end of her. The baby lived, though not with her father; she went to live with the Fabers. Your Cousin Letty is Beatrice’s granddaughter – you remember Letty?

Yes, Ab did bring a fruit. A loamy, it called it, something like that. It was yellow as a daffodil and smelled as fresh, and it looked very fine, but inside it tasted sharp like vinegar. I suppose Ab had not thought to pick a ripe one, or else it had odd ideas of how to make it to a mortal man’s taste – it was in slices inside like a cut cake, so my guess is it tampered with the fruit on the journey.

Yes, it could be they like different things among the Ethiops, but I can’t think they’d like to eat a whole sour fruit as big as a pear. I’ve heard it’s a grand country, and I don’t see how it could be if all its folks carried on like that.

*

For a while, things went on. There were four daughters to fret over and Joan and Clem were like folks running ahead of the rain, and before you knew it there was another babe on the way. Clem and Joan agreed that the family had enough of fairy blessings, but they still needed a son to ’prentice. Clem said to Ab he was so well pleased with Beatrice that he’d like another child untouched, and what would be a very great favour would be to fetch some fruit from the moon.

I don’t know what Ab was about that time, for it brought nothing but ash, which poor Clem had to eat and make Ab think he was glad to do it. Perhaps it was easier for Ab to run up a moonbeam than it was for it to run across the earth, and that caused trouble, for it was back with the ash when Joan still had the babe within her, so Clem called the midwife – yes, the stupid one, may she rest in peace. He had to, Johnny, none of the other midwives would come.

So there they were. Joan needed a midwife with her lest she should die, for some of the other births had gone hard with her. So Clem went to the midwife again, and he told her plain that this time she must wear iron bracelets on her wrists and iron bands around her ankles, and she should wash the sheets in quench-water, and iron the babe the very second she saw it, and for good measure he nailed horse-shoes around the bedroom doorway and window – yes, those same ones that your mama painted pretty colours. So when the babe was to come, there was no way for Ab to take to get in to bless it. It might try later, Clem thought, but by then he could speak to Ab and tell it how perfect the babe was, how it couldn’t be changed but for the worse.

Oh yes, it worked. Aunt Pell was born and ironed and mortal as anything. Petronilla, they called her, but having given her such a long name, they found that with running after all their children, they never had time to say it full. She was always fond of Grandpa, and kind to me too, in her way. She liked to say she’d seen enough of the trouble marriage caused and wanted none of it herself, and we were what she had for children.

So there was Pell, with her little iron chain around her neck, and Clem, having seen her safe and kissed Joan and made sure all was well, headed back to the smithy. But as he stepped into the square, he found someone there, or rather, a great whirl of pieces of someones: a monstrous ball of wind dashing itself against the cobbles and smashing off walls, and within it were the sharp stings of crow-feathers and the sharp fangs of spiders and the sharp spines of salamanders and the sharp blades of thistles, and it howled with a great shrieking fury that was heard seven miles away, and it lashed all around Clem, crying out, ‘Trickster friends have ye, have ye, and Ab has failed to keep ye free!’ It was weeping in rage, weeping great shining drops that spattered across the square and shone a day and a night after, a cold light like the winter moon, and folks who saw those drops felt their hearts sink and went home to rail at those they loved best; over what, they never could say.

‘Now, now, Ab,’ said Clem, but before he could say anything else, Ab screamed, ‘Free from enemies I’ll make ye—!’

And it was gone. Not with a bang, or a blaze of light, but just gone, the sudden silence sharp enough to set you reeling.

And for a week and a day there was nothing; things went on as they went on . . . until they saw a mist come rolling down from the north, tumbling over itself as if it kept tripping on its own skirts, faster and faster. It was upon Gyrford within a few hours, and they say it tasted of cold honey, sweet on the tongue and choking to the throat.

It was beautiful, but something walked in it.

You could glimpse it from a distance, walking slow. Folks thought it might be a carthorse, at first, but it had no ears atop its round green head, and its legs weren’t made for trotting or cantering; they curled, as if kneading the air, and at the end of each limb was a great hand. And its coat, great locks as thick as your fist, swayed to and fro, but too slow for its gait, a swish and swing that almost made your eyes cross.

You’ve never seen a drowie, Johnny, and that’s no bad thing. Yes, I can tell you what I know of them, but whether there’s People who are always drowies, or it’s just a form they sometimes take, no one’s got close enough to find out – or at least, if he has, he hasn’t lived to explain himself. But a drowie’s a terrible thing, Johnny. It’s pretty girls they like, and children, and midwives especially: they like the spring of life, and those who bring it. And that’s what Ab chose to be that day. Clem reckoned it had gone north to find a true drowie, to learn from it how to be one itself, and it did a thorough job. When folks went inside to escape that uncanny mist, they found their skins wet, but it wasn’t sweet any more. Ab’s mist smelled of blood and womb-water and the other stuffs that go into making life, and life’s a blessing, Johnny, but it’s not a smell you want raw on your skin.

Ab walked slow, grasping the mist with its paws, feeling it out like a tailor feels cloth. It had forgotten to give itself eyes and its long head never turned from one side to the other.

The midwife’s house was not far from the middle of the village. Ab walked its mist right up to the place and stood outside, while that poor silly woman closed up her windows and prayed, and Clem ran out with iron-tipped arrows and fired at Ab, but the mist set his aim askew. It stood still out there, its great locks swinging to and fro, and though you’d think it’d be hard to miss so great a creature, none of Clem’s arrows went home.

Ab leaned down and put its mouth to a crack in her window, and it sucked out the air. It had a mouth like a girl’s, Clem said, sweet pink lips stark against the pond-green of its skin, and it sucked and sucked until the midwife had nothing to breathe.

All the time, Clem was firing and missing, and before he could think of aught else to do, she had run to another window, and for all Clem shrieked out that she should keep it closed tight, she was choking for lack of air, and you will remember, she wasn’t a clever woman.

Yes, that’s just what she did, Johnny: she opened the window, just a crack, but it was enough for Ab to peel it open with the lightest of touches, and it reached in and picked her up and clutched her to its heart, before at last it turned and padded away.

Clem ran after it with an arrow in his hand for a dagger, and he stabbed at its foreleg, the one that wasn’t holding the midwife, and Ab shuddered all over, and it gave a howl that was like the howl of a woman in childbirth, so they tell me, a sweet voice wrenched and racked, and it turned and stamped . . . It was still holding that poor woman close, dandling her and stroking her, and as it did so, her body cracked in its grip, and at last, it went on its way.

And then it was gone.

Outside, there was still the mist, but some of the braver folks ran from their houses to see what had become of Clem, who was lying there, his arrow in his hand, with his leg crushed like a cherry all across the cobbles.

*

Well, there was nothing to do but cut it off, what was left of it. Agnes carried him in – she was five then, and well up to his weight, and Constance, who was nine, cried and cried and clawed her own legs, and Mabbie carried little Beatrice out of the way and slapped Constance for crying. Joan was upstairs with the newest babe, Pell, still not quite on her feet.

No, you’re right. Clem was never quite on his feet again.

It’s a hard enough life for a farrier, Johnny, and Clem worked as well as he could, but you know, there’s always fetching and carrying to do, and an anvil to stand over, and some People it’s best to run away from, and Clem was growing a haggard man. Of course, there’s one-legged farriers who do all right, for the skill in the hands and wits in the head need no leg to make them work, but they will need some help about the place, and after the business of the Ab-drowie, Clem found his neighbours not inclined. He had five daughters and a wife to feed and no ’prentice nor journeyman – and there was Ab, who was sure as sure that it was Clem’s best beloved friend who had done him such a good favour by ridding him of the midwife it had overheard him lament for a stupid woman.

What could Clem do? To iron Ab, he’d have had to be quick on his feet or quicker with his wits than he was, poor man. The most he could think to do was to tell Ab that he’d enough daughters and would like no more, and Ab said that as its dear friend liked, so should it be. It was a desperate thing to do, but he needed a son, and as Aunt Pell says, if you expect folks not to try wild things when it comes to childbearing you’ll only be disappointed in mankind.

When, two years later, Clem asked Ab why there were no sons, it explained, so pleased with itself, ‘Why, dear friend, you told me, on that first delicious day, so tasty a day, my dear friend, how it is better when the girls are happy. So the girls are happy and all is better. What best of friends are we!’

And that was the end of all their child-bearing, for Ab had, that first day, given Clem its first favour: he would have only girls to father. He had five daughters and one leg, and that was his lot in life.

*

No, Ab didn’t fret about the loss of Clem’s leg. Ab added and took limbs from itself all the time, so it reckoned that if Clem hopped on a crutch now, it must be because he liked to wear his legs that way. Clem had a hard enough time keeping it persuaded that there was no need to tack on some fins or feathers to his skin just to give him variety.

*

Folks said the Smiths were an unlucky line – no need to huff, remember, this was before Grandpa’s time – and it was soon clear there’d be no heir to the smithy. Clem wouldn’t complain, and Joan hated to see him suffer and quarrelled with him for bearing it so patiently. But his back pained him now, and when he woke in the mornings he was frozen to the bed, quite unable to bend, and the hammer strokes on the anvil must have rung his backbone like a bell.

After ten years Clem finally relented and agreed with Joan that he needed help. And since there’d be no son of his own getting, there was only one other choice.

Mind, there weren’t so many lads to choose from, back then. There’d been some marrying between the Smiths and the Fabers three generations or so back, and he thought that too soon to try it again, for it’s good to keep a mix of things going when it comes to blood – well, you’ve seen overbred horses, haven’t you? And the Gowans had no one of an age for the Smith girls, no men under forty or boys over twelve.

But the Mackems had three boys. The eldest was married already, with a babe on the way, and he and the next eldest were the best of friends and liked to work together, but the youngest, Corbie, was seventeen and said to like the girls, and his father reckoned that to get him settled in his own place with his own woman would be good for him.

So he married Constance, the eldest and the fairest of the daughters. He was told she wasn’t clever – although I’m not sure that was the right way to describe her – but he just laughed, for at least that way, he said, it’d be easy for him to win when they quarrelled.

Well, when Ab knew Clem had a son-in-law coming it offered all sorts, about how it could keep him true to Constance and be sure he didn’t wander, and when Clem thought of how it might bring that about, he could only cross his legs and pray and tell Ab that instead he had a yearning to taste fruit from the depths of the sea, and then he had to eat what Ab brought and so he was quite sick when Corbie arrived, for whatever grows in the depths of the sea, it isn’t what we’d call fruit trees.

But the wedding went ahead. Agnes begged that she be allowed to stay after they were married, for she said she could help around the house. Yes, Clem and Joan and their daughters moved out, just as when you marry one day, if you would rather have this house to yourself, Mama and I would leave for you. Yes, Grandpa could have done so when I married Mama, only we thought we’d like to have him live with us instead, and none of us regrets the choice, for you see how happy we are together. You can decide for yourself nearer the time; you mightn’t like us under your feet so much when you’re a man.

Well, Corbie, he laughed and said he would gladly take two women for the price of one if she liked, and Agnes thought she didn’t quite like him, but for that reason she felt the more that she’d better stay by Constance. Well, Dada doesn’t talk of it much, and it’s best not to ask Granny Constance herself, for it upsets her. I think she was willing to be married, for Corbie paid her compliments and gave her kisses, and she was a woman grown and she liked that.

But Dada doesn’t talk of it much, so all I know is fourth-hand. But the women told your mama that for a year or so, all was well enough and Constance was quite cheerful. But then she had Grandpa.

I may be no midwife, but there’s only one way to bring a baby into the world and it’s never an easy one on women. But after that, if Corbie ever tried to touch her, she screamed and screamed until he went away.

Well, you know how babies are made, and she couldn’t bear the thought of having another. Corbie wasn’t pleased with her after that. I don’t know that he cared so much about having more children – he had the son and heir, and while children can die, your grandpa was always healthy, thanks be to God – but . . . well, he didn’t marry Constance because he loved her, and I don’t think he was a man who liked women around just for their company. Yes, I do, don’t you? It’s a pleasant thing to come into the house and hear your mother and sisters chattering away; there’s nothing more cheering than a happy woman. But I don’t think Corbie was good to his wife. That’s an ill thing, Johnny: a man who won’t be kind to his wife is no man at all, though it’s true not all folks think that way.

What folks did care for was that he was a fine farrier, finer than Clem by far, peace to Clem’s memory, and folks around here were just glad to have a man hold the forge who knew what he was about.

And young Corbie, he had an idea of how to rid Gyrford of Ab.

*

Clem had been harried by Ab all these years and he didn’t dare try to iron it, for when the People turn against those who betray them, it’s not a thing you want to see. But Corbie went up to the grave of Elder Samuel – both graves, in fact, the place in the churchyard where he lay now, and the place at the crossroads where he’d lain with Ab. He dug up bones from the first and earth from the other, and he ground them into the charcoal. He hunted down a crow and plucked the feathers from it living – yes, it really was alive, poor thing – and . . . do you want to hear this? All right, I’ll be quick: there was a set of spider legs, and yes, the poor spider was alive too.

Ah, well remembered, my man: it was indeed a crow, a spider and a woman Ab had tested Clem with.

No, he didn’t flay a woman alive; Corbie was not quite that formidable – but he did find a girl in a village beyond Gyrford who had hair as black as crow wings, and he spoke her so fair that she let him pluck some of the hair off her living head, tug it out by the roots, a whole long hank of it, and he trimmed her nails as well and kept the trimmings, and some say he visited her so often that in the end she let him razor away a little slice of her skin. Then he mixed up these things, Ab’s shapes and the pieces from where Ab had lain, and with them all in the fire, he forged a new stake.

This one wasn’t for spearing; it was a great needle, with a chain at the end, though not a common chain; it had flat links, and he called it a jess, like you’d put on a hawk.

Then he made Mabbie come out with him.

*

No, Mabbie didn’t wish to go. She was out of temper with the whole business; she said Constance might as well have been married to a crowing cockerel, for he had nothing to say that wasn’t a cry atop a dung heap.

She went with him, even though she didn’t like him. He was married to her sister, after all. If a man’s not kind to his wife, and you love that wife, you don’t want to put him out of temper.

So he took Mabbie with him, and he watched the crows around the place, and he made her tell him what they said.

*

So when one day Ab came to Clem, when Clem sat outside his smithy, with a pipe to smoke and a weary look upon his face, Ab asked if he would like a bed of phoenix feathers to sleep upon, thinking, I suppose, that as Clem spent his days around hot coals he might like to sleep upon flames as well. Clem said no, he was tired of the world, for midges bit the horses and the snakes abandoned their young and the cats beat the mice from paw to paw for sport and yet the mice never rose against them, and it seemed to him that there was nothing, bird nor beast, that had any feeling of justice. If he could just see one proof of it, he said, he could endure the world, but there was no proof and he was beset with sorrow.

Of course Ab believed him at once, for this is the kind of tale the People understand. Ab said it would fly around the world to find him justice, be it the elegant slime-fish that winked their coloured stars in the deep, or the sailing spiders that scudded through the sky on white silk, and Clem said thank you very much, and while Ab was at it, perhaps it could fetch him some bread from the baker in Middle Latchton, for he liked that bread better than the Gyrford stuff.

Off Ab went.

And after him, down the road, went Clem – slower, but he went.

Ab came to a field and there, in its midst, was a great gathering, the green speckled with black and the trees full, for all the crows of the country had, it seemed, come to pay tribute. There in the middle was a dead crow, and it was dead badly, Johnny: its head was off and stuffed into its belly, which was slit open, I’m sorry to say. Corbie Mackem had a strong stomach.

Mabbie sat beside the crow, singing a hard bird-sob, lamenting the fallen one.

The crows sat around, watching as she mourned.

You’ve heard tell that crows hold funerals, of course. They gather around a dead kinsman – yes, kinscrow, I suppose. At any rate, Mabbie had never had patience with such tales. She said that the crows thought of their future, not their past, and what they did when they gathered was not to bewail, but consider. They wish to know what killed the dead one, so they can avoid such a fate themselves. It’s not a funeral they hold, she said, but an inquest.

But Mabbie sat and wept in song, and above her there flew, of a sudden, a great black creature with the wings of a raven and the face of a man, all crumpled up and glowing red as a firethorn berry, with a nose of flesh that snapped open and shut like a beak.

Ab asked in the voice of a crow, which Mabbie understood quite well, what had done this wicked deed? And when they heard the question, the crows all took it up, crying, What? What? What?

And down the road, a little out of breath for he’d had to hurry, came Clem.

Mabbie raised her hand and pointed, and, doing as Corbie had bid her, said that it was that man there, and she feared his cruelty and what was she to do?

Ab saw her pointing, and she pointed at Clem – and so did the crows, and at that moment, they all hurled themselves down from the branches like living spears, swooping and scolding at Clem, snatching at his hair and diving at his eyes, and if Corbie hadn’t given him an iron mask to put on to shield his face, it might have been an ill day for him. The crows rose and mobbed him, and Ab rose up crying, ‘There is justice in the crows of the air! There is justice in the crows of the air!’

And then it dived dagger-beaked at Clem, for it was very angry with him, though not, I think, because it felt tricked him seeming to be kind all these years; Ab’s memory was much possessed by whatever thought it had last. It was so pleased with the justice of crows that that pleasedness took hold of its mind and it decided that they were in the right of it, that it would have nothing more to do with the wicked man who had wronged them.

So that was a beginning, but Corbie did more than that.

*

All right, Johnny, for this next part, I must ask your trust. Well, thank you, but you won’t like this, for I shan’t tell you where Corbie did his next work.

Because, darling lad, I’m afraid you would wish to go and look at it, and even if you did mean no harm, well, everyone makes mistakes.

No, I don’t mean to bring up that time with the brambles, but you’re a young lad still, and an apprentice, and this is master-work. When you’re a master farrier – no, not a journeyman, but when you’re a master, then we can talk of this again.

No, Johnny, truly, don’t beg me. I can tell this tale or I can not tell this tale, but if you will not accept this one thing, we’ll have to stop. I will make you this promise: I’ll tell you where the place is when you’re one-and-twenty, and I’ll take you to see it – but I’ll only do that if you never ask where it is, and never, ever try to find it on your own. If you do – and in particular, if you try to find it on your own – then the knowledge will die with me.

Yes, it does sound like something Grandpa would say, and that’s because he made me promise to say these words if I ever told you this tale. Of course he trusts you, but – look you, Johnny, this is master-work and there’s things you have yet to learn before you can do everything. You’re a clever boy, but you’re a boy still, and that’s that.

Thank you. Let me have a smile?

All right, it’s your own face and I won’t order you to smile if you can’t. I don’t think it’s a lie to smile just for manners’ sake, at least with customers, and I’m not so sure as you that the parson would second your view of things, but I won’t force you.

*

Here’s what Corbie did next. He had spent weeks training the crows – of course, you can’t man a crow the way you can a hawk, but you can teach them where they can find good things, and Corbie had taken the time to teach them that there were good things to eat in the hollow of a certain tree.

Well, I say Corbie taught them – it was his idea, but he made Mabbie do the training. He said he was a busy fellow, and no doubt he was.

After Ab joined the crows that day, they went as usual to gather treats from within the tree, and Ab went with them. And there Corbie waited atop the tree, his face masked so the crows would not know him. They carry grudges, do crows, and they remember faces. He waited until they’d all hopped inside the tree, the crows ahead of Ab, and then Ab itself.

Then he threw an iron plate over the hollow. It was a deep hole in the trunk, big enough to hold the crows, and the plate covered it completely. Then Corbie took a chain and he sewed it shut, dragged it through holes he’d drilled the day before, and stuffed them with moss and sawdust so the crows wouldn’t see them.

Since that day he sewed Ab into the tree with an iron chain, Ab has never troubled us, Smith or Mackem. Only the harms done stayed with us, and those we just had to live with.

Yes, the crows went in too. I suppose they famished in the end, poor things.

*

So this is how Corbie Mackem became elder farrier of Gyrford, for he rid it of a problem that had plagued it for two decades, and he reckoned if after that the Smith family didn’t think him the best fellow that ever lived, it wasn’t his fault.

No, I’m sorry to say that they didn’t. Dada doesn’t talk much of his father; I don’t think they got along too well. No, I don’t suppose Dada was a dislikeable little boy; Godfa Tom said he was excellent company when he was young, for he was gamesome and clever, and bold enough to play at anything, and fond of any who were good to him, and that sounds like a boy any father would be pleased with, don’t you think? He doesn’t sound so different from you, in those ways at least.

No, I wasn’t like that, for I was given to fretting, but I was lucky, for Dada was a kind father even when I went shy. But Dada, as a boy – well, he was fond of his mama, that’s only natural, and Corbie Mackem wasn’t too pleased with her as a wife, and that’s not an easy way to live together.

Look you, there’s a little more to the tale. There’s a reason we lay Clementing wreaths on Clem’s grave, and his dada’s, and his dada’s before him, but not on Corbie’s. It isn’t that he was buried with his own clan in Tinsdowne.

The truth is, we don’t know where he
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