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PROLOGUE


c/o The Post Office

Gledsmuir

Wednesday 20th October, 1886

Dear Dr Lachlan,

I cannot know how you will receive this letter – with little sympathy, I expect, or at least with a certainty of opinion in line with your profession, an opinion that would sooner close itself off to reason than admit uncertainty. Excuse my However, I read your article in ‘The Journal of Mental Science’ discussing the origins of hallucinations and challenging the established theory that they must be purely psychological in nature. It led me to look further into your work, and I was heartened to learn that you have also questioned some current ideas about the female constitution, particularly with regards to education. My hope is that you are perhaps more enquiring than some of your colleagues and will approach my complaint from a position of pure medical interest, untainted by worn-out prejudice.

The affliction I wish to be cured of first troubled me around the age of thirteen and continued until I was sixteen. My situation during those years was not a happy one, and once free of it, I found I was also free of my trouble. For twelve years I have lived at peace and in comfort, at first as a governess and for the last eight years as a sketch artist and assistant to archaeologists. I was very happy to consign my strange ailment to the past and my unfortunate circumstances, perhaps also to some symptom of adolescence. Two months ago, however, it began again (I am twenty-eight years old). I can see no reason for this, and it is increasing steadily in frequency and intensity. Unchecked, I fear it will end as it did before–

I think it best if I simply describe what happens. I set down here a typical instance, one such as I experienced last night, or rather early this morning.

I go to bed at a normal hour (alone) and sleep dreamlessly. The ‘attack’ usually comes in the later stages of the night, and the following occurs:

I wake up. The first thing I know, before I even open my eyes, is that there is something or someone in the room with me. The knowledge is immediate and dreadful. You must have experienced such moments of awful realisation, Dr Lachlan, the kind that strike in an instant – the sudden awareness that a young child is no longer in sight, for example, or that a caged animal has been forgotten, unfed – a flash of horror so intense it somehow includes the full weight of its consequences.

The next thing I am aware of is a hissing sound; the air itself seems to be crackling, and the strangest tingling sensation comes over my skin – as if the flesh is fizzing and the physical integrity of my body is no longer secure. I open my eyes. At the end of my bed is a man, watching me. He is all in darkness, a shape only, but so charged with malevolence, the room feels thick with it. Somehow, I know beyond doubt that he has come for me, that he has been near all my life – perhaps even before I was born. My impulse is to cry out, but I find I can neither open my mouth nor make a sound. Apart from my eyes, I cannot move. I don’t know if you have ever been paralysed and experienced the sensation of screaming in your own head. It is to perch on the very edge of sanity with an eternity pressing at your back, a hair’s breadth from falling to one’s death.

The night-mare (as I have come to call it) approaches and climbs onto the bed. I can feel the mattress dip under its weight and hear the springs creak. I hear them, Dr Lachlan. Despite the shrieking impulses of my body, I can do nothing; I cannot raise a finger. In my head I am waging the fiercest battle of my life, fighting with every ounce of my being to stop my mind from pitching over the edge. I know that to stop resisting even for a second would mean to be lost, my reason gone. It is my greatest fear that one night I shall lose this fight. Even writing this, my heart pounds, and my breathing grows short. The night-mare crawls up my body until it is kneeling on my chest and wraps its fingers around my throat. I cannot breathe. The unrelenting pressure threatens to break the bone; please try to imagine the pain of this. I believe I shall die. Every time, I believe I shall die. But in the end, it lifts. It might remain in the room or even resume the attack, but eventually I am released; I can move.

For God’s sake Writing this, I am frustrated by my poor powers of description, but I hope I have conveyed at least some sense of the terror. Since the phenomenon has returned, the nature of it is volatile, changing almost nightly. Sometimes there is a different man, clearer, older; he sits on my bed and weeps copiously, wild, wracking sobs that shake his frame with dreadful violence, and this somehow terrifies me more than the strangling. I have seen small boys too with frightful, hungry eyes. At other times nothing comes but an awful screaming – I think it is the sound of horses – but always, eventually, the dark figure returns. You have to

What I must impress upon you most keenly is the realness of what I see and feel and hear. I fear I cannot pretend to myself, much less to you, that I am not fully awake during these ‘attacks’, even as I write these words and hear how they must sound to an alienist. It is as real to me as I would be to you if I were speaking these words now, sitting across from you (I imagine you at a desk) and reaching out to touch you.

I expect you will say that I am mistaken, that I am not awake at all, but in the grip of a powerful dream. Nonsense Then how to explain the time when I was younger and it came to me in the middle of the day in front of witnesses? I lost

What I hope you will say is that it is a temporary hallucination, that the same mind that can imagine you, a man I have never met, at a desk that doesn’t exist, can equally well create a figure that seems to live outside of itself and terrifies with its vividness. I hope you will say such a mind can be brought to order as simply as an upset stomach may be calmed.

The word night-mare – with the hyphen – as I expect you know, is the old term for a demon supposed to terrorise people at night. I have often come across these stories in my work – they appear in folklore throughout the world, often as hags. The Mara is one, whose very name shares the same root as the ‘mare’ in nightmare. I use the hyphen because I know I am awake when I see these things; it is not a nightmare in the modern sense of a dream only. But please understand, this does not mean I believe my experience is in any way supernatural. I do not believe in demons or spirits or anything of the sort.

They say only the mad insist on their sanity. All I say is that, as real as these torments are to me, I look upon them with a sceptic’s eye and, here, hold them up to a medical one. I wish to be cured of an illness, a physical disorder – oh, for it to be indigestion! – before it does indeed do damage to my mental state. But I know too well what many would think who read these words. For some doctors, to be female is a grave diagnosis in itself; feeble-mindedness and hysteria are merely symptoms that must inevitably follow. Perhaps you are one. I think not, but I am cautious. My fear of being trapped by the blunter instruments of the medical profession, of losing my freedom, compels me to withhold my real name and begs you to direct your reply to the above post office, should you indeed wish to respond to this first, desperately inadequate letter.

Yours sincerely,

Miss Gerrard

PS I must add that although my name is a fiction, my financial resources are sound and may be relied upon.






1

Lil woke up. Something had happened. She could feel its wrongness, an echo of violence as if she had been kicked awake. Her eyes opened on total darkness. Raindrops hit the window like a handful of grit; wind gusted, roiling, at odds with itself. The cold was more ice than air against her face. She tried to move, to turn over – and could not. She was pinned. Panic bolted through her that she had woken to it, that it was there in the darkness beside her. Eyes peering blindly, she wrenched her body over, fear lending her strength, and the sheet that she had become wrapped in came loose. She would have been flung clean out of bed but for the weight of heaped blankets halting her progress like a snowdrift.

Relief made her breathing loud. Slowly, she disentangled limbs from bedclothes, the cold latching on fast to every emerging inch of skin. She swung stockinged feet to the floor. Hands that could see in the dark reached for matches and candle, and the small, low room flared and spluttered into being. Floorboards and hard chair; boxes of finds stacked halfway to the low ceiling and dissolving into shadow; the table with its papers and pencils, microscope, and jars of acids, balsam and turpentine barely kissed into existence by the light. Lil quietened her breathing, listened for more than the wind, watched the black beyond. The trouble with light was that it made the darkness darker. She reminded herself that these ordinary shadows held no terrors for her, that for so many years it was she who had inhabited them and she alone; it was her hands that had reached out of the black to touch the nape of the neck, the powdered cheek. A child’s hands, made cold and spectral. She looked at them now, holding the candle: small and pale still, but showing the calluses of long hours with a trowel, even more with a pencil.

The sound came again.

She started, turned to the window. It had been a crack like a gun going off in a brief lull in the wind. She moved quickly, pulling on her boots and clawing for her jacket and shawl. It took no time; neither of them had fully undressed for weeks. She lit the lamp, chasing the shadows into oblivion, and clattered with it into the kitchen. Nils was already there, filling the cramped space, alarm and sleepiness making a haggard moon of his face. Without speaking, they snatched at greatcoats and hats and plunged into the wild night. Nils tripped on something just outside the door and kicked it to the side.

It wasn’t far, but the ground was uneven, and the wind pounced and roared at the lantern, forcing her to twist this way and that as she pushed on up the hill. They rounded a patch of gorse, its thorns scraping at her coat, and her feet struck a heap of something she thought at first was earth but, lowering the light, found to be tarpaulin. She pointed, raising the lantern to Nils’s rain-drenched face. He nodded, expressionless, and gestured to go on. A few yards further and they reached the low stones that edged the burial mound on the south-western side. Lil followed them to a gap and strained to make sense of the shapes thrown up by the lantern. The trench they had been working on, seven feet wide and cutting eleven feet in towards the centre of the mound, was gone. She swung the light, trying to clear the shadows, but it was earth and stones rather than darkness that had smothered their efforts, caving in from the sides. The rain had been heavy for days. Several of the wooden stakes they had used to try to strengthen the walls now poked out at odd angles. One showed only its splintered end where it had somehow snapped, perhaps the sound like a shot she had heard. Lil raised her eyes, but the top of the tumulus with its central shaft, thirty feet from where she stood, was invisible in the dark.

‘Come away. We can do nothing until it is light.’ Nils was behind her, shouting over the wind. Lil closed her eyes, heard Madelyn’s voice howl through her head: You are nothing without me, felt the wind take it, let it be whipped away.

She bellowed back at him. ‘I have to check the cist.’

She turned, but felt his large hand grasp the back of her coat, holding her back. ‘Stop!’

Spinning around, she squinted at him through the rain. He wasn’t looking at her. His head was turned to a row of lights on the east side of the site, beyond where the standing stone hulked in darkness. Three lamps, and two more joining from the direction of the hamlet.

‘Come away,’ Nils yelled again and set off back towards the cottage without waiting. Lil lingered a moment, an awful coiling in the pit of her stomach. She knew who they were, who was leading them. The lights didn’t move any nearer, but she could see others materialising out of the darkness. They were watching.

She turned and stumbled down the hill after Nils.

[image: ]
A grey dawn seeped into the kitchen, rinsing it in pewter. The wind had died down except for brief sallies at latches and into the chimney. They sat opposite each other, mud caking their clothes, the teapot between them. Nils’s chair creaked as he shifted to lift a bottle from the side. He poured a slug into Lil’s tea and then his own. The amber whisky and orange embers in the grate seemed the only spots of colour in the whole world. He knocked his back, as impervious to heat as he was to cold. ‘Did you see them?’

She nodded. ‘More came.’

‘And the animal head?’

‘Pig.’

It had been the object Nils had nearly tripped over, dumped by their door. He frowned. ‘But that is an ill omen for fishermen here, I think.’

Lil choked on a laugh, comforted somehow by his ability to miss the point. ‘They want to frighten us. It will be John Mudie and his like.’ She said the name defiantly, hoping to rob it of its power.

Nils’s frown deepened. ‘I am not frightened by them. But this weather …’ They watched the fire in silence until he shrugged. ‘Perhaps they are right. Perhaps the place is cursed.’

Lil let her cup thump down. ‘A storm in the middle of October this far north? Yes, surely the work of the devil.’

His expression didn’t change, and she noticed how papery the skin wrinkling his neck was, the way it clung thinly to his cheekbones. He looked older, even in the few weeks they had been here, and he hadn’t been young to begin with. But it wasn’t just age, she knew, stealing his hair and rounding his big shoulders. With another shrug, he spoke in his precise, measured, Swedish voice. ‘I do not think it is the devil they fear.’

She stood quickly and moved around the table to the window. The greyness outside was weighted: a damp, discarded blanket suffocating everything. She thought how different it was, how impossibly far removed from the crystalline light of Norway in the summer. It had been July when Effie had told her about this place, that they would be ending the season here and working into the winter if possible. Her eyes, almost the same blue as the sky, had belied her illness, an infinity of plans shining within them. It was another’s death that had rekindled her own fading spark. Lil remembered how excitement had lent her voice a strangely sharp edge.

‘Pitcarden’s owner has finally had the goodness to stop breathing.’ She was supposed to be resting, but appeared beside Lil and Nils, who were lunching on hard-boiled eggs next to a small stone circle, abruptly casting them in shadow. Lil had squinted up through the July sunshine and seen a newspaper cutting clasped in Effie’s thin fingers. The name Pitcarden was familiar.

‘Scotland?’ She peered at Effie’s face, confused.

‘Three hours north of Edinburgh. We’ll need permission from his son, who’s in Australia, but we can aim to start in September.’

Lil rose quickly to her feet, moving so Effie had to turn into the light. The disease was taking its toll on her appearance, even then. A few months earlier, no one would have guessed she was nearing fifty. There was no need to ask why she wanted to dig into the winter – she may not see another season – but to leave Norway? Years of work lay directly under their feet, and no one else had touched it yet.

Effie’s eyes glittered. ‘Wait until you see it, Lily Pad; it’s pristine. We need to move quickly or some gentleman enthusiast will get to it first.’ She turned back to Nils. ‘It’s come at last.’

Lil watched the look that passed between them with a disorientating sense that she had missed something crucial in all the years she had worked for them. She glanced, alarmed, over the surrounding land. The diggers they had hired were resting in the long grass a little distance away, and beyond them between the trees were dozens of squat standing stones, circle after circle, probably Iron Age. There was so much of it, Nils would have to let her lead on some areas alone. There was room to experiment. For months they had been working in Denmark on a rotted Viking ship, connecting dots with a skeleton of rivets, and her fingers had itched to dig further into time, into prehistory. The site before her was perfect. It was hers.

She swung an arm. ‘But we’re the first here. Look at it.’ Her voice had become pinched, and she recalled how she had been labelled ‘Shrill Lil’ simply for asking questions at public lectures. It made her snappish. ‘You’re not making any sense.’

Effie laughed. ‘I’ve earned the right to do things for reasons other than sense. I’m due a little frivolity, a little glamour. Look here.’

She held out the page of newspaper and tapped a paragraph with her finger. Lil wiped her hands on her skirt and took it. The article was an obituary of a Mr Raube, owner of the Pitcarden estate. The paragraph touched on his descent into misanthropy and possible madness after his wife had died in childbirth. The first suggestion of eccentricity came with the rumour that he had buried a priceless family heirloom on that tragic night, a gold lover’s brooch, laced with diamonds. He had supposedly dug the hole somewhere in a mound next to a standing stone and instructed his gamekeepers to fire over the heads of anyone who came near.

Lil raised darkening and disbelieving eyes to Effie. ‘Treasure hunting?’

Effie tossed her head. ‘I knew you would be scandalised. But just think, if we did find the brooch, the publicity it would bring. And money, I expect.’

‘You don’t need money.’

Effie smiled. Her love of acquiring gold had long since outstripped her need for it. She leaned in a little. ‘It’s probably Bronze Age.’

Lil swallowed the words she had been about to say and watched Effie’s delicate fingers tracing the air. ‘A large circular burial mound in a prominent position next to a standing stone – on land that has been grazed but never ploughed. We have good reason to believe it has never been looted either.’ She let the picture paint itself for a moment. ‘Imagine what might be inside.’

Lil’s interest sharpened like a blade. If it was Bronze Age, there was likely to be a stone cist at its centre with bones, grave goods. Intact. A sweet thrill ran through her. Effie and Nils exchanged another look, and Effie’s smile became feline. ‘You could take the lead on it, Lily Pad. The whole thing.’

Lil remained very still, her face a mask, as her mind galloped full tilt into the future. Scotland’s prehistory was mostly discovered by accident when land was ploughed or levelled and destroyed in the same instant. A clear run at an important, undisturbed site could revolutionise current knowledge. Maybe even make her name. Effie was watching her closely. Lil knew she could read her thoughts to the letter, but refused to drop the mask. ‘Why are you so sure no one’s opened it up before?’

‘It is cursed.’ Nils spoke cheerfully. He hauled his long bones upright and, flicking eggshell from his fingers, grinned suddenly. It was like a fissure jagging open in one of the stones behind him. ‘We do not know how far back, but many generations have been fearful of it, too afraid to go near.’

Lil swallowed. Even this long after Madelyn, something twisted inside, as if a part of her were trapped for ever in the house of her childhood. ‘Cursed?’

Effie waved a dismissive hand. ‘The usual tale – a buried hoard of treasure no one must touch. The old man went digging for it when he was young and greedy and later convinced himself he had unleashed the Pitcarden hag and that was the reason all his children died in infancy. So, he buried the brooch as an offering, obeying the legend, and what do you think happened? Never mind his poor wife dying in childbirth, his final son and heir survived.’

‘And moved to Australia.’ Nils nodded his big head in approval. Absentee landowners caused the least trouble.

Lil tried to ignore how her heart had crouched down in her chest. ‘A hag?’

Effie shrugged. ‘The standing stone, of course.’

‘A Carlin stone.’ Nils’s eyes shone. ‘It will be older than the curse. The two stories must have merged over time. The Carlin is a hag or witch.’ He smiled happily; folk tales were his hobby horse. Effie always laughed at the legends; they were asides, not even footnotes to the real work. Lil wanted it to stay that way.

‘What if the son doesn’t give his permission?’ There was hope, almost, in her voice. ‘He might feel the same as his father.’

‘He’s a gold miner.’ Effie spoke flatly. She understood what gold did to people and what people did to get it; her own experience had taught her. Lil knew there were more powerful things in the world, but said nothing.

‘Anyway,’ Effie brightened, ‘whether there’s a hoard or not is beside the point. We know the brooch exists.’ She took the newspaper back and flourished it. ‘And that it happens to be buried in a significant prehistoric site that for the first time has become accessible to archaeologists. Plenty there to amuse a sick old woman and her friends.’

In the grey of the Pitcarden dawn, far from the warmth of that sunny afternoon, Lil shivered, thinking how Effie hadn’t had the chance to be amused. The sickness had crumpled her before they’d left Norway, collapsing her world to her bed in Edinburgh and the reports Lil took back. She wouldn’t join them in the field again. Nils made excuses and hadn’t visited once, but he was growing thin and drawn, as if his wife’s disease were destroying him too.

And the site was Bronze Age. Lavishly so. They had already uncovered a pit with two intact cinerary urns. Nearby were beads of jet and amber, and more bones with a bronze blade among them. The knife was so well preserved, Lil had been able to identify tiny fragments of wood and leather from its sheath. Her plan had been to record the site in detail before removing even one spadeful of earth, and then to slice it thinly, layer by layer, from the top. She didn’t just want to know what was buried there, but how. Effie’s money afforded them the time and labour for such a radical method. Her health, however, did not. She was bedridden before Lil had finished her measurements and sketches. When Nils suggested hiring more men and digging a conventional trench through the centre of the mound, Lil didn’t object. Tacitly, they shared a need to bring Effie one more extraordinary thing – the lover’s knot brooch if they could find it, although Lil herself gave little weight to their reason for coming to Pitcarden. The treasure had never been mentioned again. She wanted a real find, something all the way back from the Bronze Age.

When Effie’s health dipped again, it was Lil herself who ordered the men to sink a square shaft into the middle of the mound in the hope of discovering a cist. It was an outdated, crude method of excavation, painfully far from her dreams for the site. She made them take up the earth in shallow layers, racing to sieve it all through before the next barrow-load arrived, trying to work both quickly and slowly at once. Their efforts were rewarded. The stony earth finally gave way to an inner mound of fine, dark soil. Scraping this away revealed one corner of a large stone cist. Effie had been right: there was no evidence treasure hunters had ever dug through the finer earth and opened the tomb. The whinstone walls and top still fitted snugly together. Lil had put her ear to the cold stone as if she might hear something within, a whisper or heartbeat. Her own heart had tapped a staccato beat with impatience. There was so much work to be done before they could open it.

In the dark evenings, she strained her eyes making detailed sketches of every potsherd and flake of flint that her sieve had caught. She sent them to Effie with fulsome notes. None of them told of a brooch. There was not a hint of a hoard anywhere, only the trouble it was causing. The stories of the curse, the lunatic reasons the old man had buried his gold, had failed to die with him. They hung in the air like an imminent thunderstorm, invisible and oppressive. People feared the hag: dig up her treasure and she would haunt every dwelling, grand hall and lowly cottage alike, until she had found the youngest and most vulnerable to prey on. If Lil had known the full extent of the story, its parallels with the Lilith myth, she would have fought harder to stay in Norway. She couldn’t shake the feeling people watched her knowingly, suspecting her of something more sinister than simple archaeology.

Nils knew nothing of her deeper fears. For him, local opposition to the dig was borne of a natural distrust of strangers, especially godless foreigners. They should have shown their faces at the Free Church at least one Sunday, but a clear sky and no wind were the gods of fieldwork, and they were jealous gods. Besides, the strange symbols and animal parts left at their door and near the excavation weren’t anything Christian. Nils was right: it wasn’t the devil they feared.

Lil ground her knuckles against the splintered wood of the sideboard. ‘Who cares what superstitions they waste their few wits upon?’ Then with greater venom, ‘Village idiots.’

‘That is not just.’ Nils spoke without emotion. ‘Or true.’

Lil didn’t answer. Her words had rung hollow even to herself. For hadn’t she seen captains of industry weep like children at a word from her pen? Ladies of education and literary fame write breathlessly of miracles? Barristers, MPs, authors, philosophers, even men of science tremble at her touch? Credulity afflicted low and mighty, urbane and rustic, equally, without discernment. Like a disease, she thought savagely. Like cancer.

Enough. She glared out at the cheerless morning as if it were a desert she must cross. It would be another half hour before the diggers arrived, men hired from too far away to have grown up with the curse of the place in their bones. They were agricultural labourers forced south as farms contracted under the depression. Two were ploughmen and understood how different soils behaved at least. Nils had trained them well; the best could wield a pick like a feather. They would be camped out in one of the earth-floored bothies still, trying to warm themselves with brose and milk. She didn’t want them watching anyway while she surveyed the damage. The ploughmen had grown interested in the site and trusted her, but she knew the more recent arrivals thought her an aberration, slight and female, a spinster on her knees in the dirt, telling them what to do. When she gave orders and they cast down their eyes, it wasn’t out of respect. She reached again for the greatcoat. ‘I’m going to see.’

As she pulled the door shut, she noticed something new: twigs crossed together and tied with red thread had been nailed to the wood. Perhaps it was the sound of it being hammered in that had woken her. Another gift from John Mudie, probably, like the pig’s head. The men had seen him prowling around their quarters too. She pulled it off quickly and tossed it away, as if to touch it were to be touched by him.

At the top of the slope, the tarpaulin was still scrunched at the foot of the gorse, a corner twitching in the wind like a mighty fallen bat. Lil made herself look across the site. The burial mound was always impressive, nearly sixty feet in diameter, rising over the highest point of the ridge. Locally, it was known simply as the brae. The surviving stones along its edge were visible now, three-foot-long slabs laid on their sides, a prehistoric picket fence. The trench they had dug had been just as neat, cutting into the barrow with straight sides. Now it was as if a giant hand had pushed the edges, as easy as knocking over a sandcastle, and earth had folded into earth, becoming mud with the rain. It would take days to shift it all, and anything found would be out of place, its precise context lost. Lil stepped up to her ankles in dirt to peer at a supporting stake half sticking out of the mess. It too was splintered. Her finger traced gashes in the wood. It was as if someone had tried to hack through with an axe.

Snatching her hand back, she ran to where she could scramble up the mound, muttering something like a prayer. She reached the central shaft. It was the same; the tarp had blown clear away, the stakes were smashed, and the sides had slumped in on top of the cist. Yesterday, she’d been able to see all the way down to the subsoil; now there was nothing but a muddy, stony crater. She pressed the heels of her hands to her forehead and tried to calculate the time lost, how hard they would have to work before the weather stopped them completely.

She was facing the Carlin stone. It reared up a few yards from the mound, seventeen feet of mystery. The tarp had blown as far as its base and become stuck there. Lil made her way over to it and examined the ties. They were loose, all of them, either undone or cut through, the work of hands and a blade rather than wind. She bit her lip and looked into the belt of woodland beyond. It sloped down steeply to the hamlet of Balcraig and the poor soils of Pitcarden Mains. Nothing stirred. On the other side of the barrow the spoil heaps were becoming small mounds themselves. Pitcarden House, with its dark windows and burned-out stables, stood out of sight in a dip to the north. The hulk of the Highlands rose in the far distance, but here the landscape was less wild. She turned to stare across the patchy arable fields and gorse-studded hills of Pitcarden’s farms. There wasn’t a soul to be seen or heard anywhere, only the plaintive call of a buzzard wheeling overhead. In the quietness, she felt a deeper silence lapping at her consciousness. Effie’s coming death was a cold tide rising with every moment, always present. Lil wasn’t sure, when it closed over her head, how she would breathe, if she and Nils would be lifeline enough for each other.

She pressed her hand to the standing stone. There was comfort in its solidity, its permanence. She knew she could dig up every last scrap of bone, scrutinise every remnant of pot, and still know close to nothing about the people who had built the barrow. There was only the stone itself, out-existing all meaning imposed on it by its prehistoric guardians. It would no doubt still be standing there long after the frail fingers of present folklore had slipped from its sides. It maintained its own stone-lore, the truths of its formation and weathering carried silently within itself. Lil wondered if she should have thrown her lot in with geologists instead.

A gust of wind made her shiver, but there was little point in going back to the cottage before the diggers arrived. She returned to the base of the mound, stamping up and down the length of the collapsed trench and blasted stakes like a general before his defeated men. The tiredness of weeks dragged at her bones. Since the return of the night-mare, she had been putting off sleep, roaming the cold, dark hillside until the small hours in the vain hope she could exhaust herself free of it.

High above, clouds raced before a fiercer wind, and for a moment, the grey blanket of sky was rent open, allowing a length of sunlight to unfurl rapidly over the site. It was soon scooped up again, but not before it had glinted briefly off something in the dirt. Lil peered. The flash had been near the far end of the trench where the walls were higher. She walked up the side, and another slip of sunshine clipped whatever it was a few feet away. She lay on her front where the ground was still solid, but she couldn’t reach far enough. Kneeling, she put one boot into the soft earth and stretched her arm out again. Her boot sank a little, and she leaned further. She was almost there, almost touching it, when she lost her balance. Her hand and knee plunged into earth as grasping as quicksand. Soil was slipping under her, but she lunged again for where the flash had been, committing her whole body.

Her fingers found it: a small, flat triangle, no bigger than a thumbnail. They pinched – hard, thin, metallic maybe – and teased out a larger triangle, the size of a small hand. Lil’s heart leaped. But she was stuck. The earth cleaved to her as if it would hold her fast. She tried to raise herself onto hands and knees but slipped, squirming like something slick and newborn. A nameless fear swept over her, and instinctively, she strained her neck to look behind her. Sweat pushed through her skin. She could feel panic rising, blind and bull-headed, and looked around wildly for something to hold on to. The mound reared over her, a hulk of earth. And at the top, rising out of it and black against the light, was a shape. A dark figure.

Her hands slipped in the mud and she was face down in the dirt again. Her limbs flailed, uselessly fighting for something solid that wasn’t there. She couldn’t see where the shape was. A scream tried to push itself through her constricted throat, and then she was being dragged backwards, turned over on solid ground. She had kicked Nils in the chest before she could stop herself.

‘Who was it? Did you see? Was it Mudie?’ She scrambled to her feet, breathing heavily, and turned towards where the figure had been. There was nothing but wind in the grass and the moving sky beyond. She turned back, accusingly. Behind Nils were the diggers, stopped short by the sight of her. She counted quickly; all were present.

‘Who was up there just now?’ She pointed and was met with blank stares. Nils shook his head. His gaze moved to what she held in her hand. Turning on her heel, she started to run, hurrying to the top of the mound. Her eyes searched all over the slope and the surrounding land and woods. There was no sign of anyone. She made a full circuit of the site and found the diggers with spades in hand by the time she returned.

Nils strode to meet her. ‘What is it? What is wrong?’

‘I …’ She looked around again. The buzzard called over the woods. ‘I saw someone.’ She could still feel the fear, a lingering whine in her nerves. There had been something familiar about the shape.

One of the newer diggers said something in his northern dialect and the others laughed. She turned on him. ‘What did you say?’ He didn’t look at her, and she took a step. ‘I asked what you—’

‘He says you must have seen the Carlin, the hag,’ Nils interrupted. He smiled gently, pursed his lips. ‘It is not serious.’

Lil wanted to laugh or say pacifying words, but her throat was too tight. Nils gestured. ‘You found something.’

She lifted the hand she had forgotten was holding the muddied fragment. Her voice rasped. ‘I’ll clean it.’

She half fell back down the hill to the cottage, discarding clothes as soon as she was through the door – coats, skirts, stockings – and letting them fall where they would. The metal object was placed on the table. Stoking the fire, she lifted the kettle onto its hook, leaving smears of mud on everything she touched, and stood shivering in her chemise and drawers, waiting for hot water. She told herself it was only the cold making her shake. Her heart still pounded, wanting to know what she had seen. She tried to push away any thought of the night-mare’s dark figure, but Madelyn’s voice rang in her head: You are gifted, Lil, you have the sight, but it is warning you of great danger. She glanced sideways at the lump of matter on the table, and realised she was reluctant to find out what it was.

Her bare toes clawed at the brick hearth. She had the sense that this was how one entered an asylum, stripped and freezing and scared. Her fists clenched and unclenched. If Dr Lachlan were here, what would he see? A woman behaving erratically, driven to impropriety by the phantoms in her mind. He must have read her letter by now, decided whether to reply or not, perhaps even written. The ghosts of her words floated back to her: caged animal … I must impress … desperately inadequate … I expect you … I hope you … She had written it in a rush, a tumbling forth of garbled fears and crossings-out, and then sent it without writing a fair copy. It was as if she had wanted him to doubt her sanity. But she knew if she had hesitated, the letter would never have left her room.

Once the water was hot enough, she scrubbed the dirt from her nails with punishing thoroughness. She was soaping her arms and throat when there came the sound of the front door opening and Nils appeared. He picked up her skirt and stockings with a pained expression.

‘I’m sorry, Nils.’

He hung the clothes over a chair with care, giving a little shake of his big head. ‘They already think we are godless, without morals.’

‘And now without petticoats.’ A small sound escaped her, nearly a laugh, and she drowned it in a splash of dirty water.

It was true. They had hired a maid to live in when they’d first arrived, for propriety’s sake. She’d slept in the box-bed in the kitchen as the cottage was so small; even Nils’s bedroom was only an old sty attached to the building with a doorway knocked through. But the maid had been snatched away by her family once their intent was known. No other local girl could be persuaded, so they lived scandalously alone together, shifting for themselves. It suited them, keeping what hours and meals they pleased and matching domestic requirements to ability rather than convention. Lil’s education, she had discovered over the years with an ever-volatile mix of gratitude and resentment, had equipped her neither for the drawing room nor the kitchen. Fortunately, Nils had all the fastidious habits of a bachelor, despite his comfortable marriage to Effie, and enjoyed roasting meat. Stealth, sleight of hand, and the ability to speak with authority at a moment’s notice on all manner of subjects were Lil’s domain. She was better marked out to be a thief or an actress. And, of course, in a manner of speaking, had been both. Shame, never far from the surface, crept up her throat and killed her smile.

Nils remained stern. ‘We must not provoke them further, give them any reason to …’

‘They don’t need any reason.’ Lil shook the water aggressively from her hands. ‘The tarpaulins didn’t untie themselves. And it wasn’t the wind that took an axe to the stakes. You must have seen them.’ She looked at him, and he looked at the piece of metal on the table. After a moment, he picked it up.

‘You haven’t washed it?’ He rubbed the worst of the dirt from it, holding it over a crate, then wetted a cloth and began carefully removing the rest.

Lil dried off and wrapped a woollen blanket around herself, watching with apprehension at first and then growing disbelief. ‘Gold?’

The gleam intensified as Nils worked, until it shone out like a risen sun. It was hammered flat, except – surprisingly – for a plain figure in relief. A woman, or at least female – not necessarily human. He placed it on the table, and they stared at it in silence.

Lil spoke first, her voice thin. ‘A votive offering?’ She released an arm from the blanket and nudged the plaque. The figure pivoted slightly towards her.

‘Perhaps, but what is it doing here? It is not Bronze Age.’

‘It might be Roman.’

Nils frowned. ‘Romano-British, if it were further south. But they didn’t settle here. This is not something that soldiers carried.’

‘We don’t know that for sure.’ She spoke with a sort of desperation, knowing he was right. Her mind had already leaped to the most likely explanation, but she blundered on. ‘Medieval?’

Nils turned his head on one side. ‘That is not a saint. It is pagan, a goddess perhaps, or other entity.’ He looked at her, his eyes beginning to brighten like a lamp being turned up. ‘You know what it must be?’

She nodded. It was supposed to be good news, exciting. ‘The rumours.’ She picked the word carefully, choosing it over myth or legend or curse. ‘The rumours about the hoard. This could be part of it. If it’s true.’

He beamed like a big baby, expecting her to return his smile. ‘The storm worked for us.’

Lil wished fiercely that she had hidden the plaque and told Nils it was only a broken trowel fallen into the trench. The brooch they could have spirited away to Effie in secret, but pieces of a larger hoard turning up were more disruptive, more exposing. She didn’t like the eagerness in Nils’s expression. The plaque gleamed on the table. She couldn’t unknow it. Goddesses, hags; they were always bad news, or at least unpredictable. Nils’s stories had shown her that. She only had to think of the Mara, the terrifying night-creature that turned up in folk tales all across Europe – Nordic, Germanic, Slavic – crushing people in their beds. The same malice could be discovered much further afield too, ribboning across cultures and centuries in different mythologies, like Lilitu in Mesopotamia, a precursor to Lilith, Lil’s own namesake.

As a child, Lil had been taught the Lilith of Jewish folklore. She was Adam’s first wife, his equal, who was made from the same dust and refused to be subservient. Madelyn had impressed on her how Lilith had left the Garden of Eden of her own free will, not in shame like Eve. Lil eventually stumbled across the rest of the myth in an encyclopaedia: Lilith had continued to roam the world in vengeance, killing newborns wherever she found them – a figure to inspire fear and hatred. Of course, Madelyn denied all responsibility. The spirits knew what they were doing when they named you. Lil felt she had been branded, destined to carry something of the ancient venom within her. She shed the name like dead skin the moment she left Madelyn’s house and reappointed herself plain Lil Vincent. No one called Lil Vincent was going to wind up a blood-curdling myth.

But now there was the Pitcarden hag, the Carlin stone, and a mysterious female figure stamped in ancient gold. She turned sharply to the window to hide her dismay. ‘The men. They must be supervised. If there are more artefacts like this to come …’

‘Yes, yes.’ Nils placed his hand on the table and leaned towards her. He waited until she met his gaze. ‘You must take this to her.’ His eyes were bright; they didn’t leave hers.

She shook her head. ‘Not yet. We have lost so much time. I shall sketch it for her.’

Disappointment dulled him, but he nodded and withdrew to his full height. Lil forced a smile. ‘Then we can go together and show her.’ She watched for signs of resistance and found them. A muscle twitched in his face; he averted his gaze.

‘Yes.’ He cleared his throat. Energy and purpose returned. ‘So, I shall help the men.’ He paused, struck by a thought. ‘Mr Haxton must not know of this.’

Lil hugged the blanket around her as if the name were a cold draught. The estate factor wanted them gone for at least two reasons, and Lil knew herself to be one of them. The other was his belief that if the hoard came to light, it would provoke Mudie and his followers to violence. ‘Has he been yet?’

‘No.’

She pulled the blanket tighter. ‘Well, the central cist has been covered. We should begin there.’

Nils nodded noncommittally, and Lil felt her heart sink. ‘While they do that, I shall go to town as I’m washed. To the post office.’ He nodded again more cheerfully and strode to the door.

Dressing in the clothes she kept tidy for the outside world, Lil noticed her fingers had lost their deftness; they fumbled over buttons and dropped items, as if they knew something she didn’t and were fearful.
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Lil’s path to town took her through the belt of trees, down the slope, and past the turning to Balcraig. The hamlet was a dismal place, run down and overgrown like the rest of the estate. Many of the younger men had left, replaced by itinerant farm labourers, who then also left for better pay and perhaps company. The low cottages looked as if they had been hammered into the ground. Even the dwellings still inhabited had an air of decay, of losing a slow battle against nature. Smoke rose and twisted from a few chimneys, the only thing that looked alive, although she could hear the biting whack of an axe somewhere, and a voice, indistinct, out of sight.

Two farms made up what remained of the estate, Eastcraig and Pitcarden Mains. The road took Lil between them, unbound by any fence except weeds and the stones that had been cast from the fields. A lone ploughman away to her left cursed at his horses and bent to grapple with something under the beam. As he straightened, Lil recognised the long, slim shape of Mudie and felt her back go cold.

He had watched her when she was first measuring the length of the barrow, weeks before. Intent on rerolling a length of twine, she hadn’t realised anyone was near until a pair of hobnailed boots blocked her path. Straightening, she had stepped back quickly and watched a slow, mirthless smile deepen the lines on his face. Decades of hard work and poor diet showed in the waxy skin and the thin hair straggling from under his cap. He wasn’t known to her then, but she recognised the expression – the sneer in the lip, the slightly lowered head as if he might charge, the sheer intentness of the gaze. She had seen it on streets, in train carriages, in lectures, from every kind of man, even in her own room at Madelyn’s. But something about Mudie made the recognition sound deeper and darker within her. Since the return of the night-mare, she had been afraid again, scanning the world around her for a hostile figure, a manifestation of the darkness that came at night. Mudie’s sudden presence robbed her of speech. She began to roll the twine as if he weren’t there. Slowly, he lifted his boot and pressed it down on the cord, making it jerk to a halt in her fingers. Nothing was said. He made no other move. Lil’s very bones seemed to hollow out. She was in the corner of the schoolroom again, twelve years ago, her tutor walking towards her. The reel fell from her hands and, instinctively, she ran through a gap in the stones and up the flank of the burial mound as if she would be protected by sacred ground. His laughter alone had followed.

This time, in the field at Pitcarden Mains, he was too far away for her to see his expression, but his movements slowed deliberately until he was standing square and still, arms at his sides, watching again. She turned her face to the road, gritting herself against the urge to walk faster. He wouldn’t be able to tell from that distance how much her breathing had quickened. The grey sky pressed down more darkly, rain in the air. She waited until she had passed two more fields before reassuring herself there was no dark shape gaining ground behind.

One of the fields was a potato crop, already harvested. The clamp stood in a corner like a fresh burial mound heaped with earth. It seemed charged with an ancient and sinister atmosphere, rearing out of the bare fields, made more so by the clouds of smoke wreathing the hillside beyond where gorse was being burned. As she drew nearer, she heard fires crackling. Closer to the road, blackened skeletons were being smashed to dust and mattocks used to dig up the roots. Haxton was reviving the estate as best he could for Raube’s heir, turning poor pasture to more profitable arable. She had heard him discussing his plans with one of her best diggers, a man who had once been a grieve – a farm bailiff – further north. Covertly, she had learned Haxton’s views on the short-sightedness of wintering Irish cattle, the inadequacies of the six-shift system, his personal contempt for certain rotation crops. His vehemence against potatoes had forced her to turn away in case he saw her laughter. In the gorse field, she thought she recognised him among the labourers, sleeves rolled up, pounding iron into earth, his factorship no impediment to sweating alongside the others.

She remembered how she had reached for him, soon after they’d arrived. Out of habit, as she had reached for other men. In Norway, it had been easy as an outsider. Almost any man would do: farm workers, whalers, minor officials. She sated herself on them, aroused by their fumbling disbelief as she pushed and gripped and scratched their flesh as if intending to break before she could be broken. But Haxton was no inconsequential encounter. She had seen him notice her and simply thought – if she had thought at all – to use it to their advantage. His expression as he pushed her away was more of horror than contempt. She noticed too late how, despite his height, he gave the impression of being weighed down, hammered like the houses. His eyes saw more than was there, the trouble in them more personal than a factor’s worries over a beleaguered estate. His burden seemed heaviest when he was near the brae. Nils was right: he must never know they had found the gold plaque.

The accidental find haunted Lil. Its ambivalence unsettled her – was it meant as a talisman or curse, goddess or demon? She wanted very much to speak to Effie, who wouldn’t care what it meant, only that they had found it. Anything else was an amusing aside. Lil recalled her making Nils recite what he could remember of an Icelandic story about the Mara, and clapping her hands in glee when the hag is unleashed upon an errant husband. Whatever the figure in the gold plaque was, it was just a story like all the others, like Lilith. There was no reason, no reason at all, to be unsettled by it – no more than by a ploughman in a field, a figure in a landscape.

A man rounded the corner of a stone outhouse, whistling to a collie, and nodded a greeting. Lil didn’t respond. Her heart had lurched halfway up her throat even though she knew it couldn’t be Mudie. The spirit that attacks you at night will follow you. Madelyn’s words. As clear as the day Lil had left. It is warning you of great danger. She bit down on her lip. The danger, she had once believed, had all been left behind in the schoolroom.

It was almost two hours’ walk into town. As she passed the bounds of the estate, her spirits began to lift. The farms further on were well kept, the fields orderly. Ploughmen sang as they worked, the flanks of their mighty Clydesdales gleaming even in the dull light. It was as if she were walking forward in time. Even to her untrained eye, the larger ploughs, barbed-wire fences, and noisy threshing machines doing the work of God knew how many men belonged to a different age. A modern one. Haxton’s frustrations with the Pitcarden estate seemed justified. Any curse on this land would surely be mown down by steam-powered efficiency and smothered under artificial fertiliser. Even the preparations for Samhain – neatly stacked bonfires and cheerful, unlit turnip faces – seemed to have had all the paganism tidied out of them.

At Gledsmuir, she let herself be soothed by the chatter of a market town. The rolling carts, darting children, and ringing shop bells lifted some of the dread weighing on her. She could smell gingerbread baking, fresh horse dung, apples dropped and bruised, spat tobacco. Her stomach growled. She had taken nothing but whisky and tea since before dawn, but food was unthinkable before she called at the post office.

She gave her borrowed name at the counter, Miss Gerrard. It had belonged to a bright young woman with sharp brown eyes and plump cheeks, who had come with her mother to Madelyn’s once and never again, although the older woman returned many times. Lil, who at fourteen had never had a friend, had been unable to stop thinking of her or imagining what her life might be. She was to be a governess, according to her mother, but aside from that, the only certain thing Lil could divine about Miss Gerrard was that she was able to come and go as she pleased, and that made her fascinating enough.

The clerk smiled cheerfully and stalked into the back to look for a letter. A surge of nerves made Lil place a gloved hand on the counter as if she doubted the strength of her legs. She didn’t know what she was more afraid of – seeing a real, irrevocable letter in the clerk’s hands, or nothing at all, and she would have to let the paper and ink, the very hand that held the pen, dissipate again into the hazy world of possibilities for another day.

The inner door was pulled open, and the clerk appeared, a cream envelope tucked between two fingers. Lil’s heart bucked. He held it up briefly, higher than his head, as if making a bid, and then placed it in front of her, so she could see the confident sweep of black ink that spelled out the name Miss Gerrard, The Post Office, Gledsmuir. She stared at it in disbelief. It had materialised. The thought made her want to laugh madly.

‘Was there anything else?’ The clerk raised his eyebrows with a hint of impatience. There were others waiting.

‘No.’ She smiled in a way she knew could draw blood and, taking her time, picked up the letter with both hands – gingerly, as if it were a hedgehog he had placed in front of her. Without another glance, she bore it away into the street.

The bakery had a tearoom above it. She retraced her steps to the smell of gingerbread and found a table in a corner by the window. After ordering tea
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