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      THE TRUE STORY OF THE BRONTË SIS­TERS AS ONLY TIM POW­ERS COULD WRITE IT.


      This is a ghost story. It is a story about were­wolves, and things that go bump in the night. It is a story of an ill-fated land, the path­less moors of North­ern Eng­land so well chron­i­cled in Wuther­ing Heights. And it is the story of a real fam­ily whose des­tiny it is to deal with this darkly glam­orous and dan­ger­ous world.


      When young Emily Brontë helps a wounded man she finds at the foot of an an­cient pa­gan shrine in the re­mote York­shire moors, her life be­comes con­tentiously en­twined with his. He is Al­cuin Cur­zon, em­bit­tered mem­ber of a sect work­ing to erad­i­cate the resur­gent plague of ly­can­thropy in Eu­rope and north­ern Eng­land.


      But Emily’s fa­ther, cu­rate of the Ha­worth vil­lage church, is re­spon­si­ble for hav­ing un­wit­tingly brought a de­monic were­wolf god to York­shire forty years ago—and it is tak­ing pos­ses­sion of Emily’s beloved but fool­ish and dis­so­lute brother. Cur­zon must re­gard Emily’s fam­ily as a dire threat.


      In spite of be­ing at deadly odds, Emily and Cur­zon find them­selves thrown to­gether in fight­ing were­wolves, con­fronting pa­gan gods, even sav­ing each other from the lures of moor­land demons. And in a fi­nal bat­tle that sweeps from the haunted vil­lage of Ha­worth to a mon­strous shrine far out on the moors, the two of them must be re­luc­tant al­lies against an an­cient power that seems likely to take their souls as well as their lives.


      At the pub­lisher’s re­quest, this ti­tle is sold with­out DRM (Dig­i­tal Rights Man­age­ment).


      Praise for Stolen Skies:
“Pow­ers un­veils the mys­ti­cal un­der­neath the mun­dane world we live in … he has the abil­ity to de­scribe things you’ve seen or ex­pe­ri­enced a mil­lion times and show them in a com­pletely new light.” — Bo­ing-Bo­ing


      Praise for Forced Per­spec­tives:
“One book I’ve been hugely ex­cited about is Tim Pow­ers’s lat­est, Forced Per­spec­tives , set in the mag­i­cal un­der­belly of mod­ern-day Los An­ge­les. Pow­ers may be the mas­ter of the se­cret his­tory novel (and one of the orig­i­na­tors of steam­punk), but his re­cent work has re­ally ex­plored the his­tory and magic of Tin­sel­town in a way no one else can.” —Lavie Tind­har, The Wash­ing­ton Post


      Tim Pow­ers won the World Fan­tasy Award twice for his crit­i­cally ac­claimed nov­els Last Call and De­clare. De­clare also re­ceived the In­ter­na­tional Hor­ror Guild Award. His novel On Stranger Tides in­spired the Mon­key Is­land video game se­ries and was sold to Dis­ney for the movie fran­chise in­stall­ment Pi­rates of the Car­ib­bean: On Stranger Tides. His book The Anu­bis Gates won the Philip K. Dick Award and is con­sid­ered a mod­ern sci­ence fic­tion clas­sic and a pro­gen­i­tor of the steam­punk genre. Pow­ers won the Dick Award again for straight sci­ence fic­tion post-apoc­a­lypse novel Din­ner at De­viant’s Palace. Many of his nov­els, such as Last Call and Al­ter­nate Routes , are so-called “se­cret his­to­ries,” which use real his­tor­i­cal events in which su­per­nat­u­ral and meta­phys­i­cal el­e­ments in­flu­ence the the story in weird and com­pelling man­ners. Pow­ers grew up in South­ern Cal­i­for­nia and stud­ied Eng­lish at Cal State Fuller­ton, where he met fre­quent col­lab­o­ra­tors James Blay­lock and K.W. Jeter, as well as renowned sci­ence fic­tion au­thor Philip K. Dick, who be­came a close friend and men­tor. Pow­ers is a prac­tic­ing Catholic who claims “Sto­ries are more ef­fec­tive, and more truly rep­re­sent the writer’s ac­tual con­vic­tions, when they man­i­fest them­selves with­out the writer’s con­scious as­sis­tance. I con­cern my­self with my plots, but I let my sub­con­scious worry about my themes.” Pow­ers still re­sides in South­ern Cal­i­for­nia with his wife, Ser­ena.
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To my wife, Ser­ena




And with thanks to Fr. Aloy­sius Aeschli­man,

John Berlyne, Dave But­ler, Joy Free­man, Rus­sell Galen, Steve Malk, Fr. Jerome Molokie, Eleanor Bourg Nichol­son, Ser­ena Pow­ers, Steve Ro­man, Joe Ste­fko, and Toni Weis­skopf





 
What win­ter floods, what show­ers of spring

Have drenched the grass by night and day;

And yet, be­neath, that spec­tre ring,

Un­moved and undis­cov­ered lay




A mute re­mem­brancer of crime,

Long lost, con­cealed, for­got for years,

It comes at last to can­cel time,

And waken un­avail­ing tears.

—Emily Brontë

 



PRO­LOGUE—1830


Come walk with me, come walk with me;

We were not once so few

But Death has stolen our com­pany

As sun­shine steals the dew . . . 

—Emily Brontë




Half­way up the steep grassy slope, the three chil­dren sat down to rest. It was only midafter­noon and the sky was clear, but their breaths were steam on the cold spring wind, and the two girls pulled their woolen coats more closely around their shoul­ders.

They were in shade now, for thirty feet far­ther up the slope stood the im­pos­ing stone ed­i­fice known as Pon­den Kirk, its weath­ered, stri­ated blocks look­ing like noth­ing so much as two stacks of gar­gan­tuan pet­ri­fied books. Its top was level with the west­ern plateau, and a few bare tree branches could be seen up there against the empty blue sky.

The boy tipped back his cap. “This is ex­actly how it was in my dream,” he as­sured his sis­ters.

It had been a tir­ing three-mile hike from home across the low hills. They had fol­lowed sheep tracks and clam­bered over dry-stone walls and waded through broad fields of flow­er­ing heather and fox­glove, and hopped from one flat stone to an­other across the rush­ing wa­ter of Dean Beck; and this rec­tan­gu­lar crag had been a punc­tu­a­tion mark in the oth­er­wise fea­ture­less hori­zon for the last mile.

The taller of the two girls took off her straw hat and pushed back her dis­or­dered dark hair. She squinted up at the twenty-foot stone mon­u­ment.

“Do we climb it? We could have got round to the top from the north path, by the old foun­da­tions.” Though only twelve years old, she had many times walked much far­ther than this across the moors, of­ten alone.

Her brother Bran­well, a year older, blinked at her. “Foun­da­tions?” His hair was car­roty red, and ran­dom curls poked out from un­der his tweed cap. “You mean that old ru­ined farm­house?”

“Closer than that—flat stones. They’re bro­ken up, hard to see among the grass un­less you’re right on top of them.”

The younger sis­ter gig­gled. “Emily imag­ines a Pic­tish tem­ple out there.”

Emily gave Anne a wry smile and shook her head. “They might be Ro­man foun­da­tions. Did the boy in your dream look like a Ro­man?”

“Maybe,” said Bran­well. “Like a gypsy, re­ally. No, we won’t climb it.” He pointed at the base of the ed­i­fice on the north side. “Our des­ti­na­tion is the fairy cave, in the bot­tom cor­ner.”

“I don’t want to get mar­ried,” Emily told him. Ac­cord­ing to lo­cal folk­lore, any girl who crawled out of the lit­tle cave through a nar­row gap be­tween the stones would marry within the year.

Anne just tugged the hem of her skirt over her boots and looked on, her eyes wide un­der her knit­ted wool tam.

“That doesn’t work with chil­dren,” said Bran­well im­pa­tiently. “I doubt it works at all. No, that’s—” He hes­i­tated. “That’s not what the dark boy was talk­ing about.”

For sev­eral sec­onds the wind whistling be­tween the stones of Pon­den Kirk was the only sound.

“In a dream,” Emily said fi­nally.

“What he said only hap­pens in our sto­ries,” piped up Anne.

The three chil­dren, along with their older sis­ter Char­lotte, had for the last sev­eral years been mak­ing up sto­ries about an imag­i­nary coun­try they called Glass Town, and fre­quently the plots re­quired that one char­ac­ter or an­other be re­stored to life af­ter be­ing killed in an ear­lier ad­ven­ture.

This af­ter­noon’s hike had had the fla­vor of an en­acted scene from their sto­ries; it was only now that they were here, un­der the shadow of this pri­mor­dial mon­u­ment, that Emily se­ri­ously con­sid­ered the sup­posed pur­pose of their jour­ney.

Two of their older sis­ters, Maria and Eliz­a­beth, had died of tu­ber­cu­lo­sis five years ear­lier—Maria, who would have been the old­est of them all, at the age of eleven. Their mother had died three years be­fore that, and their aunt had moved in to help their fa­ther with the feed­ing and cloth­ing and in­struc­tion of the chil­dren . . . but it had been Maria who be­came al­most a sec­ond mother to the oth­ers, in­vent­ing games and cook­ing treats for them when they were sick and telling them sto­ries when it was time for them all to go to bed. The sur­viv­ing chil­dren had mourned Eliz­a­beth, but it was Maria whose ab­sence they still felt ev­ery day.

Emily care­fully shifted around on the slope to look away from Pon­den Kirk, down the wide val­ley that stretched away for miles be­tween moor­land hills streaked with green grass and pur­ple heather. Dis­tance and in­ter­ven­ing hills made it im­pos­si­ble to see Ha­worth church, of which their fa­ther was the per­pet­ual cu­rate, and the ad­join­ing par­son­age, where Char­lotte was no doubt read­ing to him from Pil­grim’s Progress or Par­adise Lost, since he was nearly blind with cataracts.

This morn­ing the three girls been peel­ing ap­ples at the par­son­age kitchen ta­ble when Bran­well had come clat­ter­ing down­stairs to tell his sis­ters that he had dreamt of meet­ing Maria at Pon­den Kirk, and that Emily and Anne must ac­com­pany him there di­rectly af­ter their mid­day din­ner.

Anne had glanced ap­pre­hen­sively at Char­lotte, now the el­dest, who had frowned at the hea­then fan­tasy. That’s an un­whole­some place, she had said, and Maria is a saint with God now.

But Emily and Anne had fin­ished their chores, and Bran­well didn’t have any to do, and Char­lotte had of course known that even young Anne missed Maria as much as she did her­self.

Very well, she had said fi­nally. You three go and have your game.

And af­ter their noon din­ner of boiled beef and turnips and ap­ple pud­ding, the three chil­dren had set off. It was only when they had walked over the first hill that Bran­well told his two younger sis­ters the de­tails of his dream. There was a dark lit­tle boy, he had said, younger than you, Anne—he was at Pon­den Kirk, and he said we might bring Maria back to life there.

Emily stood up now and brushed off her dress. “What do we do?”

The chil­dren of­ten en­acted fan­ci­ful plays, though gen­er­ally in the par­son­age par­lor, and of­ten got very car­ried away with the char­ac­ters and the plots; and Emily was nearly cer­tain that this was an­other of the same, per­formed out­doors for once. Cer­tainly she didn’t re­ally ex­pect some rit­ual here to let them see Maria again. She was pretty sure Anne looked at it in the same way.

She was un­de­cided about Bran­well.

He had al­ready re­sumed climb­ing to­ward the foot of the mon­u­ment, lean­ing for­ward to grip firmly seated stones while his scrab­bling boots found pur­chase against woody clumps of old gorse. He looked back over his shoul­der and gave a jerky nod. “In the dream,” he called, “the three of us—”

“You saw us here?”

Anne got to her feet. “Not Char­lotte?”

Bran­well took a deep breath, then said loudly, “She wasn’t in the dream. The dark boy showed me where . . .”

Emily quickly glanced along the plateau edge that loomed above them, from south to north, giv­ing par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion to the broad black top­most stones of Pon­den Kirk; then she looked at the slope on ei­ther side, and back at the sun­lit val­ley be­hind them, and she ex­haled. Of course no dark boy from Bran­well’s dream would ac­tu­ally be here.

Anne hadn’t moved. “Didn’t he want her to come along?”

“She couldn’t, she wasn’t there.” Bran­well was now stand­ing be­side the bot­tom blocks of stone, pant­ing. He waved im­pa­tiently to his sis­ters. “Shift your­selves!”

The two girls looked at each other, then si­mul­ta­ne­ously shrugged, spread their hands, and be­gan care­fully climb­ing up the slope to where their brother stood.

“Round the cor­ner here,” he said, and stepped out of sight be­hind a moss-streaked block, taller than he was, that made a crude pil­lar un­der a long hor­i­zon­tal lin­tel slab.

When the girls had got up to the base of the struc­ture, they saw that Bran­well had al­ready crawled into the roughly square waist-high open­ing on that side; it led into a nar­row cave per­haps six feet long, with gaps be­tween the sharply an­gu­lar stones of the floor and an open­ing onto day­light at the far end. He was sit­ting against a pro­ject­ing shelf, his cap brush­ing the low over­head stone, and he shifted to make room for his sis­ters.

“Come on, then,” he said, his voice sound­ing metal­lic in the con­stricted space. “Here’s where we do it.”

Emily tossed her hat aside and hiked her­self in, and edged for­ward on her hands and knees. The rough stone sur­faces un­der her palms were damp and cold, and the breeze from the val­ley be­low sluiced the tiny cave with the smells of earth and heather.

Bran­well con­torted to get his hand into his trouser pocket, and pulled out his penknife and opened the short blade.

“That won’t in­cise stone,” Emily said.

“It’s to in­cise us,” he said. He made a fist with his left hand and care­fully drew the edge of the blade across an old scar on his wrist. “There,” he said, point­ing with the knife at a smooth sur­face of stone in front of him; and he slid the back of his hand across it, leav­ing a streak of blood.

He swayed, then held the knife out to Emily. He cleared his throat. “Right next to mine,” he told her.

She was look­ing at his now blood-streaked hand and re­call­ing that the scar was from the bite of a strangely mal­formed dog that they had all sup­posed to be mad, though the bite had healed quickly and with no af­ter­ef­fects.

Emily slowly reached across and took the knife.

She looked at the damp rock with Bran­well’s blood on it—then shook her head. “And you should pray you don’t catch a pesti­len­tial dis­tem­per.” She had bor­rowed a copy of Richard Bradley’s The Plague at Mar­seilles Con­sider’d from their neigh­bors at Pon­den House, and had been im­pressed with the no­tion that mi­cro­scopic poi­sonous in­sects trans­mit dis­eases.

Bran­well shrugged. “Just as you please. My hand will heal. And Maria can re­cede again into obliv­ion.”

“She’s in Heaven,” said Anne, who had crawled into the cave be­side Emily.

“And might have vis­ited with us,” said Bran­well.

Emily ex­haled through pursed lips, then quickly cut the tip of her left fore­fin­ger. She rubbed it across the stone be­side the faint streak of Bran­well’s blood—and leaned against the rock at her back, mo­men­tar­ily dizzy.

Bran­well said, “That’s two,” and Anne took the knife from Emily’s hand.

“No, Anne, wait—” be­gan Emily, but Anne had al­ready cut her fin­ger. Emily caught her wrist and said, “Don’t touch the stone.”

“You did.” Anne brushed the tip of the cut fin­ger with the thumb of her other hand and pressed it against the stone.

A cloud might have passed over­head, for the light dimmed briefly.

“Ah!” said Anne softly. Emily squeezed her wrist and shook it be­fore she let go.

“And that’s three,” said Bran­well.

Anne sat back, suck­ing her fin­ger, and af­ter sev­eral sec­onds she said, “This wasn’t all a game, was it? And it never had any­thing to do with Maria.” She looked past Emily at Bran­well. “Did you know? Or did that dark boy in your dream lie to you about it? That,” she went on in a won­der­ing tone, “is why Char­lotte wasn’t in your dream—why she isn’t here. She wasn’t there.”

Emily felt as though all the warmth had drained from her body, leav­ing her as cold as this cave. Un­til Anne spoke, she had thought that the mem­ory, which had sur­faced when she touched the stone, had been a stray as­so­ci­a­tion of her own.

“Yes,” she said, “it was the three of us then.” Turn­ing to Anne, she added, “I’m sur­prised you re­mem­ber. You were only four.”




Six years ago, just a few months be­fore Maria’s death, Bran­well and Emily and Anne had gone for an af­ter­noon walk on the moors with the par­son­age house­keeper, Tabby. A mile north­west of where they now sat, a sud­den gusty rain­storm had sent the four of them run­ning for the near­est shel­ter from the wind, an aban­doned and roof­less stone farm­house. From the door­way they had watched the cur­tains of rain sweep heav­ily across the sud­denly shad­owed moors . . . and then the hill from which they had de­scended only min­utes be­fore had ex­ploded.

With a boom that shook the dirt floor un­der them, the side of Crow Hill had erupted in a spray of fly­ing chunks of earth and even spin­ning boul­ders, and half the hill­side had bro­ken up and slid away in a tor­ren­tial flood down into the val­ley; the earth had rum­bled for a full minute as wa­ter con­tin­ued to cas­cade through the new chan­nel.




Bran­well took the knife back from Anne and closed it. None of them stirred to see if Maria might have ap­peared out­side, on the slope or the plateau.

Bran­well was blink­ing in the streaks of day­light as if dis­ori­ented. “So it was just a dream,” he said gruffly. “A fan­tasy—we all miss her.”

“No,” said Emily. She stared at her brother. “You knew this would be some kind of . . . con­tin­u­a­tion of that af­ter­noon in the storm, the erup­tion on Crow Hill. On the climb up here, when Anne asked you why Char­lotte didn’t come with us to­day, you said she couldn’t, she wasn’t there.” She cocked her head, and her eyes were nar­rowed as she smiled at him. “Do we have some pesti­len­tial dis­tem­per now? Who was your dark boy?”

“Out,” said Bran­well. “It was a game, an ad­ven­ture in Glass Town.”

Anne slid her legs out of the open­ing and then care­fully low­ered her­self onto the steep slope. Emily fol­lowed and re­trieved her hat, and when Bran­well joined them they be­gan pick­ing their way down to­ward the path at the bot­tom of the val­ley.

“Best not to bother Papa with any of this,” said Anne breath­lessly.

Pre­vi­ous cu­rates at Ha­worth church had warned the con­gre­ga­tion of dev­ils that still roamed these re­mote north­ern hills, and the chil­dren’s fa­ther of­ten em­pha­sized the same spir­i­tual peril in his ser­mons. Too, he was more su­per­sti­tious than seemed quite right in a cler­gy­man, and took all sorts of ec­cen­tric pre­cau­tions at the par­son­age.

“No,” agreed Emily. “Why worry him—” She couldn’t, with any con­vic­tion, add the word need­lessly.




When the three chil­dren had hiked back across the moors and marshes in the wan­ing day­light to the par­son­age, they told their older sis­ter Char­lotte about crawl­ing into the fairy cave in Pon­den Kirk, and the knife, and the blood on the stone. Bran­well did his best to dis­miss it all as a game in­spired by a mean­ing­less dream, but Char­lotte seemed un­easy at hav­ing given them per­mis­sion to go, and em­pha­sized Anne’s ad­vice that they not trou­ble their ail­ing fa­ther with it.

Oddly, for the four chil­dren were closely united in their losses and their shared sto­ries and their pre­ferred iso­la­tion from most of the peo­ple in their small York­shire vil­lage, it was to be many years be­fore any of them would speak again of that day.




 
PART ONE:
MARCH 1846





“But where did he come from, the lit­tle dark thing,

har­bored by a good man to his bane?”

—Emily Brontë, Wuther­ing Heights,

chap­ter XXXIV

 


CHAP­TER ONE


On the spring morn­ing when she found the wounded man be­low Pon­den Kirk, Emily Brontë was think­ing of that af­ter­noon, long ago now, when she and Bran­well and Anne had climbed up there and left blood in the nar­row fairy cave.

In the en­su­ing years the four Brontë sib­lings had some­times been sep­a­rated, when one or an­other of them was at school or em­ployed, but those pe­ri­ods had been brief, and now they were all again liv­ing at the par­son­age with their el­derly near-blind fa­ther. Four years ago Emily had spent ten months with Char­lotte at a school for young ladies in Brus­sels, but she had come home when their aunt died, and now at the age of twenty-seven Emily had no in­ten­tion of ever again leav­ing the vil­lage of Ha­worth and the par­son­age and her lonely, beloved York­shire moors.

Anne and Char­lotte had both held po­si­tions as gov­ernesses of chil­dren in af­flu­ent fam­i­lies, but had even­tu­ally been dis­missed—lit­tle Anne be­cause she had tied her un­ruly charges to a ta­ble leg so that she could get her work done.

For a long time they had all hoped that Bran­well would achieve suc­cess as a por­trait painter, but those hopes had proved vain.

He had al­ways shown some in­nate skill at draw­ing and paint­ing—among other projects, he had done a por­trait in oils of him­self and his three sis­ters that had ef­fec­tively caught their like­nesses, though his own face in it wasn’t rec­og­niz­able—and it had been de­cided that he would ap­ply for pro­fes­sional in­struc­tion at the Royal Acad­emy of Arts in Lon­don.

And so in the early au­tumn of his eigh­teenth year he had set off on the first part of the two-day, two-hun­dred-mile jour­ney, car­ry­ing cash and let­ters of in­tro­duc­tion . . . but a week later he had come back home to Ha­worth, pen­ni­less and claim­ing to have been robbed by “sharpers” be­fore he had even got to the me­trop­o­lis. He had been eva­sive about de­tails, and Emily had come to sus­pect that he had got to Lon­don, and done some­thing there that he was ashamed of, though she knew bet­ter than to try ask­ing him about it.

He had tried var­i­ous em­ploy­ments to sup­port him­self af­ter that. He had been a tu­tor briefly six years ago, but had been let go be­cause of drunk­en­ness, and then he had worked at the new rail­way sta­tion in Hal­i­fax, but lost the job when the en­tries in his ac­count books proved to con­sist mostly of po­etry and draw­ings.

Bran­well and Char­lotte had al­ways been close, even through these tem­po­rary sep­a­ra­tions. They had for a while col­lab­o­rated on sto­ries set in their fic­tional land of An­gria, and they had signed their work UT or WT, for Us Two or We Two.

But last year he had been abruptly dis­missed from a po­si­tion in Thorpe Green, twenty miles north­east of Ha­worth, and had come home in dis­grace. He had been em­ployed by a Mr. and Mrs. Robin­son as tu­tor to their young son, but had, he claimed, fallen in love with his em­ployer’s wife, and been driven from the house by Mr. Robin­son. In the nine months since then, he had sim­ply de­voted him­self to strong drink, and these days Char­lotte could hardly bear the sight of him.

Pri­vately, Emily won­dered about the ex­act cir­cum­stances of his ter­mi­na­tion—Mr. Robin­son’s an­gry dis­missal let­ter had threat­ened to “ex­pose” some un­spec­i­fied ac­tion of Bran­well’s, im­ply­ing some­thing more heinous, much more un­godly, than sim­ply mak­ing ad­vances to a mar­ried woman.

Cast­ing about for some way to make money with­out the or­deal of leav­ing home, the three sis­ters had spent thirty-one pounds to have a thou­sand copies of a book of their po­etry printed, pseudony­mously, as Po­ems by Cur­rer, El­lis, and Ac­ton Bell. The book was sched­uled to be pub­lished two months from now. And though as a boy Bran­well had joined them in writ­ing their verses and sto­ries, they had kept him ig­no­rant of this new lit­er­ary ef­fort—which was not dif­fi­cult, since lately he slept till noon and spent his evenings at the Black Bull, an inn that sat a hun­dred yards down­hill from the par­son­age front door, just past the Ha­worth church­yard. It was a short walk, but he of­ten needed help get­ting back home.

On most days, in any weather, Emily left the par­son­age to go for some­times day­long walks, al­ways with her dog, a big bull­mas­tiff named Keeper; but she nearly never ven­tured down to the vil­lage. She walked west, away from the church and the par­son­age and the church­yard, out across the moors; and to­day she had fol­lowed fa­mil­iar ways along paths and across wind-scoured hills to Pon­den Kirk.

She had of­ten won­dered what she and Anne and Bran­well had ac­tu­ally done on that day six­teen years ago when they had left streaks of their blood there. Twice in the years since then, both times just at sun­set when she’d been hur­ry­ing home to the par­son­age, she had glimpsed what ap­peared to be a lit­tle boy stand­ing at the top of Pon­den Kirk; both times she had paused to peer more closely, and both times the shape had proved to be a mo­men­tary il­lu­sion, for it had frag­mented and dis­persed as a flock of crows.




Shortly af­ter dawn on this bright, sunny day, she had as usual been awak­ened by the pis­tol shot that her fa­ther fired over the church­yard ev­ery morn­ing. A glance at the win­dow had shown her that it was a day to be out­doors, and she had put on a long wool dress and hur­ried down­stairs.

She had put on her boots shortly af­ter mak­ing oat­meal por­ridge for her­self and her sis­ters, and promis­ing Tabby that she would wash the pot and dishes when she got back. Some­times the wind that shook the par­son­age win­dows seemed to carry the strains of a wild, re­mote mu­sic—repet­i­tive and atonal, as if older than hu­man­ity’s or­dered keys and scales—and as Emily hastily put on a coat and stepped out­side she had felt that to­day she could al­most dance to it. Keeper was trot­ting right be­side her as she crossed the yard to the wall-bor­dered road, rais­ing his great head and sniff­ing en­er­get­i­cally, as if he too found some­thing ex­cit­ing in the wind.

The two of them had hur­ried along the road and soon left it to fol­low a curv­ing sheep path. Only a few weeks ago these moors had been white with snow, and the black lines of stone walls had made broad geo­met­ric fig­ures across the far-off hills, but this morn­ing the path curled be­tween acres of wav­ing green grass. Emily’s dress bil­lowed be­hind her and her loose chest­nut hair was tossed back over her shoul­ders. She was the tallest of her fam­ily, with a rangy, ath­letic fig­ure, her plain, strong face tanned by end­less days spent out­doors.

They were soon out of sight of the par­son­age, and from habit Emily watched the hill­tops, and called cau­tions to hares bound­ing where hawks might see them be­side the rush­ing wa­ters of Sladen Beck, and walked wide around the an­cient stand­ing stone known, for no re­mem­bered rea­son, as Bog­garts Green. When they had hiked a cou­ple of miles across the hills, the wind had shifted to the north, and was colder. Keeper had paused on a wet stone half­way across the rush­ing wa­ter of a creek where the wind was tur­bu­lent be­tween the hills, and cocked his head and snarled.

It was a sound he some­times made when the two of them had stayed out past dark, and at those times Emily had thought of bog­garts and gy­trashes and bar­guests, the leg­endary dev­ils that, ac­cord­ing to lo­cal folk­lore, roamed the moor­land hills and dales at night; though right now the rip­pling heather at the crests of the hills shone pale pur­ple in morn­ing sun­light.

But she trusted the dog, and when the path on the far side of the creek mounted to an el­e­va­tion higher than most, she glanced around at the un­even hori­zon be­hind her and the long ris­ing ground ahead, and she could make out a fig­ure at the foot of the as­cent to Pon­den Kirk, ap­par­ently crawl­ing on all fours in the bracken. It was too clumsy to be an an­i­mal.

She clicked her tongue to tell Keeper to stay by her and not go run­ning ahead, and she care­fully picked her way around pro­ject­ing stones down to the val­ley floor. The fig­ure wasn’t vis­i­ble now among the low­land marsh ferns, and it wasn’t un­til she was only a dozen yards away that she got a good look at the wounded man.

He was slowly and la­bo­ri­ously crawl­ing south, mov­ing left across Emily’s view. The vis­i­ble sleeve of his broad­cloth coat was torn free at the shoul­der, and the left leg of his woolen trousers was dark with blot­ted blood. Any hat he might have had was gone, but his face was hid­den down to the jaw­line by a mane of dis­or­dered black hair.

Keeper snarled again, and the man rocked over onto his right side, fac­ing Emily and the dog. With his free left hand he pried a knife from his blood­stained right fist and raised it. Emily no­ticed that it had two nar­row blades, in par­al­lel.

Keeper tensed his mas­sive shoul­ders and hindquar­ters for a lunge, but Emily had al­ready clicked her tongue again to keep him still; he froze, quiv­er­ing.

Emily frowned and bit her lip, star­ing at the man. He was prob­a­bly taller than she was, solidly built, and his now-vis­i­ble face was swarthy—he might be Welsh, if not a Spaniard or a Por­tuguese. She guessed that a black cloth disk on a rib­bon across his lined cheek was a dis­placed eye­patch, though in fact both of his brown eyes were glar­ing at her. There were streaks of bright blood on the blades of the knife.

Keeper stood rigid, the fur on his neck bristling.

Emily looked around again, but saw no sign of who or what might have at­tacked the man; there might be mur­der­ers up on the plateau, but she had Keeper.

“How badly are you hurt?” she asked. “You need a doc­tor.”

“I need,” the man said through grit­ted teeth, “to get out of view.” His voice was a deep rum­ble, and his ac­cent wasn’t lo­cal; it sounded vaguely French to her. He dragged his left leg up and pressed his right palm against the dirt. “I can stand—I can walk.”

Emily had of­ten res­cued in­jured birds that she found on the moors, even hawks; she cer­tainly couldn’t leave a man in this state.

“You can’t walk,” she said. “Put away the knife.”

He ex­haled. “Is there any­one vis­i­ble on the Kirk?”

Emily quickly looked up at the mas­sive black stone ed­i­fice, and left and right along the edge of the plateau. The empty blue sky made ev­ery de­tail of rock and tree branch along the edge starkly vis­i­ble, and there was no spot of an­i­ma­tion.

“No,” she said; and she re­called, not for the first time, that the word kirk was com­monly used in Scot­land to mean church, and it had been used the same way here in north­ern Eng­land, long ago. The black mon­u­ment did ap­pear to be a con­struc­tion, not a nat­u­ral stone out­crop—a church to what sort of god?

“You were at­tacked?” she asked. She got no an­swer.

He raised him­self back up on his straight­ened right arm and one knee, and was strug­gling to get his other leg un­der him­self. Sweat gleamed on his knot­ted face.

His arm folded and he fell back onto his right shoul­der.

Pant­ing harshly, he ex­tended his left hand to the side, palm up; and af­ter a few sec­onds Emily stepped for­ward and took the knife. Its leather-wrapped grip was sticky with blood, and she just dropped it on the ground.

To Emily’s sur­prise, Keeper turned away from her and the wounded man to growl and bare his teeth at the knife.

The man had got up in a sway­ing crouch; Emily raised a re­strain­ing hand to Keeper, then crouched be­side the man’s left side and slid her right arm un­der his. “Get out of view how quickly?”

“Ah—quickly.”

She gripped his side and draped his left arm over her shoul­ders; then she took a deep breath and straight­ened her legs. He was heavy, but she was able to stand, hold­ing him up.

He pressed his boots against the ground, tak­ing some of his weight off her, and the two of them be­gan hitch­ing their way for­ward. Keeper padded close be­side the man, growl­ing deep in his throat and, ev­ery few steps, turn­ing his head to glance back.

“As­sist with your feet,” Emily said breath­lessly, “all you can. There’s a—” She tossed her head to get her wind­blown hair out of her eyes. “There’s a beck among rocks down to our right.”

He took a deep breath and pro­nounced, “A beck.”

“A stream. Wa­ter. Place your feet and flex your legs! I can bathe your wounds—per­haps ban­dage them—and get help.” The nar­row stream lay a cou­ple of hun­dred feet down­hill, and she wished she could just roll him to it.

“I’ll—have no help,” he said.

“Ob­vi­ously.”

He was walk­ing, slowly and halt­ingly, though it seemed that she still bore most of his con­sid­er­able weight.

“Aside from yours,” he con­ceded, “un­til we reach your beck.” He in­haled sharply be­tween his teeth and halted, his eyes clenched shut, then res­o­lutely lurched for­ward an­other step. “And then you—go back to your sheep. I won’t—” He blinked sweat out of his eyes and peered blearily ahead. “I won’t be here if you come back.”

Emily had the breath to say, “We shall see.” She was sweat­ing her­self now, in her long wool dress and coat, in spite of the chilly wind that tossed her damp hair.

In a few min­utes they reached the bank of the nar­row creek bed. Sev­eral great gran­ite stones stood up at an­gles among the lux­u­ri­ant reeds that grew along the edge, and Emily fol­lowed Keeper be­tween two of them and care­fully low­ered her­self and her bur­den un­til they were both sit­ting on the grassy bank. Only a few feet be­low them, clear wa­ter rushed over gravel and trail­ing weeds. The creek was nar­row enough that Emily could have jumped over it.

She freed her­self from un­der his arm, and stood up and stretched. Keeper nudged her thigh with his great jowly head, crowd­ing her back as if to say that their task here was fin­ished.

Emily pat­ted the dog’s head. To the wounded stranger, she said, “Can you slide down?”

He gripped the bank with both hands and pushed back­ward, and slid down un­til his boots were in the stream.

The abrupt move­ment made him arch his back and pound one fist into the mud; he re­laxed slowly.

“There,” he said, pant­ing. “Now go home, girl.”

She cer­tainly didn’t want to es­tab­lish an ac­quain­tance with him, but she wasn’t go­ing to leave him yet—and girl wouldn’t do. Re­call­ing that he had taken her for a ru­ral shep­herdess, she just gave him, “Emily.”

She stepped down be­side him on his left while Keeper scram­bled down and stood watch­fully at his right. For a mo­ment she stood on tip­toe to scan the nearby sun­lit hills and the rim of the plateau; no mo­tion was vis­i­ble, so she crouched be­side the wounded man.

He seemed alarmed that she had not left him. He pulled the eye­patch back into place over his left eye, though he could ob­vi­ously see well enough out of it, and said, “Right—Al­cuin, yes? Be on your way now, will you?” When she cocked her head he added, “It’s a name, my name.”

“How do you do.” She be­gan un­but­ton­ing his coat, and when he tried to pre­vent her she pushed his blood­stained hand away. “I know who Al­cuin was. Ad­vi­sor to Charle­magne.”

The man was breath­ing more nor­mally now, and he turned his head to see her with his right eye, look­ing closely at her for the first time.

“Yes.” Re­luc­tantly, for he clearly wished she would go away, he asked, “Are you Irish? Your vow­els aren’t all that far from County Down.”

Emily had now be­gun un­but­ton­ing his blood-sod­den waist­coat, and she could al­ready see a broad gash in his side through the torn fab­ric. At least it wasn’t bleed­ing en­er­get­i­cally. “Top With­ens is a mile south of here,” she said. See­ing his baf­fled look, she ex­plained, “That’s a farm­house. I’ll get Mr. Sun­der­land and his sons to carry you there. You’ll need a doc­tor to pre­vent this from mor­ti­fy­ing, and to do some stitch­ing up.”

“I heal fast.”

“Not from some­thing like this.” He re­ally didn’t seem to be in im­me­di­ate dan­ger of dy­ing, and she gave him a cu­ri­ous frown. “Though I’d judge your eye, at least, is well enough that you could get rid of the patch.”

“It’s a—for­mal­ity.”

She had spread his un­but­toned coat to see if he had other wounds, and he caught her hand. Keeper’s big front paws were in­stantly on his chest, and Emily could feel the vi­bra­tion of the dog’s growl through Al­cuin’s hand.

He re­leased her hand and slowly low­ered his own, blink­ing up at Keeper’s teeth. When the dog stepped back, he turned his head to­ward Emily and said, “That scar on your hand—a burn?”

She nod­ded. “On an iron.”

“As for iron­ing shirts?” He peered again at the ir­reg­u­lar white scar on her knuck­les. “You must have leaned on it.”

“I must have.”

His face and hands showed scratches, but the gash in his side seemed to be his only se­ri­ous in­jury. She un­fas­tened the last but­tons of his waist­coat to get a bet­ter look at the wound, but the blood-soaked tat­ters of his shirt pre­vented a clear view. This time he didn’t risk push­ing her hand away but groaned, “Oh, let it be, damn you!”

She ig­nored the pro­fan­ity; but clearly he would ac­cept no help from her, and in any case his wound would need more ex­pert at­ten­tion than she could pro­vide. She stood up and brushed dirt and fern frag­ments off her dress. “I’ll be back with the Sun­der­lands.”

He gri­maced and shook his head. “I sup­pose I must beg your par­don . . . Miss Emily! But—” He sat up ex­per­i­men­tally. “Ah! Save your trou­ble—I won’t be here.” He winced and grabbed his side, but didn’t lie back down. “Irish?”

“My fa­ther is.” She stepped up the bank, closely fol­lowed by Keeper. “He came over forty years ago.”

“Forty . . . wait.” Al­cuin turned to look up at her, ev­i­dently care­less of his wound. “The scar on your hand—would your fa­ther’s name be Brunty?” In fact her fam­ily name was Brontë, and she was star­tled at the near-ac­cu­racy of his guess, but kept her face ex­pres­sion­less. He went on, “Is he aware of Welsh?” Still get­ting no re­sponse, he slumped back down. “No, never mind, child. You wouldn’t be here. Run along to your sheep.”

For a mo­ment Emily was on the point of ask­ing this Al­cuin per­son whether he ac­tu­ally knew some­thing about her fam­ily, and what he meant by Is he aware of Welsh—but that would lead to ques­tions and an­swers: to some un­pre­dictable and cer­tainly un­wel­come de­gree of in­ti­macy with this stranger.

“We may be well over an hour,” she said. “Press your hands on the wound to slow the bleed­ing.”

His eyes were closed, but he waved at her. “It’s stopped bleed­ing. Go away, for God’s sake.”

Emily stepped up onto the level ground and scanned the hori­zons. The bleak land­scape still showed no mo­tion ex­cept for the heather shak­ing in waves along the hill­sides in the cold wind, and with Keeper at her heels she be­gan walk­ing south with a ground-cov­er­ing stride.

For twenty min­utes she and the dog hur­ried south, fol­low­ing a path along the east slope of the Mid­dle­moor Clough, and when the path as­cended to the high­land and even­tu­ally to the base of the hill at the crest of which sat Top With­ens farm­house, she paused and looked back across the miles of tan-and-green hills. Pon­den Kirk wasn’t vis­i­ble from here.

Keeper had loped on ahead, and now came trot­ting back and licked her hand en­cour­ag­ingly.

“A mo­ment, boy,” she told him. She raised her hand and looked at the scar on the back of it. Any­one could guess that it was from a burn—but were the old tooth punc­tures per­cep­ti­ble too?

One twi­light seven years ago a strange dog had got into a fight with Keeper in the church­yard out in front of the par­son­age; the an­i­mal had re­sem­bled Dogues de Bor­deau she had later seen in Brus­sels—a mus­cu­lar, short-snouted ma­hogany mas­tiff—but with a big­ger head, and longer legs and toes. In fact it had re­sem­bled the dog that had bit­ten Bran­well four­teen years be­fore that.

She bared her teeth now, re­mem­ber­ing how she had bro­ken up that fight be­tween Keeper and the other dog. Armed only with a hastily-snatched-up pep­per pot, Emily had aban­doned her iron­ing and run down the front steps of the par­son­age and vaulted the low church­yard wall, and she had dashed the black pow­der into the strange mas­tiff’s face. The crea­ture had re­treated, and gal­loped off across the moors, but not be­fore clamp­ing its jaws on the back of Emily’s hand. She had hur­ried back to the kitchen, where she washed the wound; and then she had picked up the iron, filled with live coals, and pressed it against the wound for five ag­o­niz­ing sec­onds.

Re­mem­ber­ing it now, she flexed her hand; then looked more closely. She spat on her thumb and bent to rub off a spot of Al­cuin’s dried blood on a clump of grass.

“Do you think he’s dy­ing?” she asked Keeper. “He didn’t think he was.”

She straight­ened and looked at both sides of her hand to be sure no spot of his blood re­mained; then started up the hill to­ward Top With­ens.




When she led Mr. Sun­der­land and two of his sons to the beck be­low the stand­ing stones, Al­cuin was gone, as he had told her he would be—though traces of blood on the grass and the prints of his boots bore out Emily’s story. Mr. Sun­der­land in­vited her to have mid­day din­ner with his fam­ily, but they were all vir­tu­ally strangers to her, and she dreaded the thought of sit­ting among them while they tried to en­gage her in so­cial con­ver­sa­tion. It had been a fair or­deal even to ap­proach their gate.

She de­clined the in­vi­ta­tion with re­served po­lite­ness, and de­clined too the sub­se­quent of­fer that one of Sun­der­land’s sons should es­cort her back home.

She and Keeper re­traced their long route back to Pon­den Kirk, and then across the well-known trails and fields and becks that would take them back at last to the par­son­age—though on the way she did stop at the spot where she had first seen Al­cuin, and, in spite of Keeper’s ev­i­dent dis­ap­proval, re­trieved his pe­cu­liar knife.





CHAP­TER TWO


Back at the par­son­age, Emily found that Anne had saved a plate of mut­ton, mashed pota­toes, and pre­served cu­cum­bers for her, and the mut­ton bone for Keeper.

Bran­well had looked up from an is­sue of Black­wood’s Mag­a­zine when Emily came into the kitchen af­ter hang­ing up her coat, and the chaotic state of his red hair and skimpy chin-beard showed that he had got out of bed only re­cently.

It was a new is­sue of the mag­a­zine. Black­wood’s ed­i­tors con­sis­tently ig­nored Bran­well’s let­ters of­fer­ing to write ar­ti­cles—which he as­sured them would far out­shine the ones they pub­lished—but he still read ev­ery is­sue that the fam­ily bor­rowed from their fa­ther’s sex­ton, and he prob­a­bly still hoped to be fea­tured in the mag­a­zine’s pages one day as a great writer . . . or painter . . . or per­haps politi­cian.

Char­lotte stepped in from the hall hold­ing a dress she’d been stitch­ing.

“Papa was ask­ing where you’d got to.”

Bran­well peered at Emily through his lit­tle round spec­ta­cles. “Are you in trou­ble? Have you been dry­ing clothes on the grave­stones again?”

Emily sat down across the ta­ble from him. He would doubt­less spend the af­ter­noon slouch­ing around the house in an ir­ri­ta­ble daze, and at dusk walk down to the Black Bull. She gave her sis­ters a wide-eyed look that promised more later, and for now just said to Char­lotte, “West and then east again.”

Char­lotte nod­ded, then snapped at Bran­well, “We’ve found your coat out there on more than a few morn­ings.”

Anne caught Emily’s eye and touched her own wrist. Emily looked down and saw a spot of blood on her sleeve. Quickly she folded the cuff un­der.

Bran­well blinked at Char­lotte. “On these cold nights,” he drawled, “I some­times leave my coat there in case some poor ghost might need it.”

Tabby the house­keeper had bus­tled in from the yard in time to hear him, and snorted de­ri­sively. “Care­ful they don’t want your trousers too.”

Emily made quick work of her late din­ner and stood up; and Al­cuin’s knife tum­bled out of the pocket of her dress and clinked on the stone floor.

Bran­well leaned over and picked it up. The twin blades, at least, were clean, for Emily had plunged it into the ground sev­eral times to get the traces of blood off be­fore pock­et­ing it. The leather grip had al­ready been dry when she had picked it up.

“I found that,” she said.

“This hasn’t been out in the weather,” Bran­well noted. His hand trem­bled as he brushed his thumb across the tips of the blades—but his shak­i­ness wasn’t un­usual. He cleared his throat. “I think I saw one like it in Lon­don.”

“In Lon­don?” said Emily, in­trigued by this care­less ad­mis­sion that he had, af­ter all, trav­eled to Lon­don eleven years ago, and not been halted on the way by a rob­bery. “Where in Lon­don?”

Bran­well glanced around quickly, then laid the knife down on the ta­ble. “I don’t re­call.”

None of the oth­ers had ap­par­ently no­ticed his slip. Char­lotte mut­tered some­thing to the ef­fect that most things eluded her brother’s mem­ory these days.

“It was just . . . ly­ing on a path,” Emily said. “Is Papa in his study?”

Anne nod­ded, her eye­brows raised in ob­vi­ous an­tic­i­pa­tion of hear­ing how Emily had got blood on her blouse, and how she had ac­tu­ally come across the knife. Emily picked it up as she pushed her chair back and got to her feet.

Her fa­ther’s study was down the en­try hall, and she rapped on the door and then opened it and stepped in.

Old Patrick Brontë was seated at his desk with a bright oil lamp at his el­bow, squint­ing and tilt­ing his head as he peered through a mag­ni­fy­ing glass at his ser­mons note­book. His chin was buried in the many lay­ers of the yards-long silk cra­vat that he wrapped around and around his neck ev­ery morn­ing—al­ways clock­wise from Christ­mas to mid­sum­mer, and then coun­ter­clock­wise till Christ­mas Eve.

When he looked up over his nearly use­less spec­ta­cles, she said, “I found a wounded man on the moors this morn­ing, by Pon­den Kirk.”

“Oh?” Her fa­ther frowned and laid his note­book aside. “Badly wounded?”

“I thought so, at the time. There was a se­ri­ous-look­ing gash in his side,” she said; and added with a shrug, “which didn’t stop him walk­ing off while I was fetch­ing the Sun­der­lands. I talked to him, a bit, and he seemed to know our name, though he pro­nounced it Brunty.”

Her fa­ther’s mouth opened, but he didn’t speak; so Emily con­tin­ued, “He asked—I don’t know what he meant—if you were aware of Welsh.” Still her fa­ther sim­ply stared at her, in ev­i­dent dawn­ing alarm. Quickly she added, “Per­haps he sim­ply wanted to know if you spoke the lan­guage. He looked Welsh, ac­tu­ally—dark.”

Her fa­ther gripped the cor­ners of his desk and scuffed his shoes on the car­pet, as if to stand up—or, it oc­curred to Emily, as if to re­as­sure him­self of the so­lid­ity of his room, his house.

“He was rude,” she said, to break the si­lence. “Abrupt, at least.” She rocked her head. “Un­der­stand­able, I sup­pose.”

“By Pon­den Kirk, you said.”

“At the bot­tom of the slope be­low it.”

“Close the door.” She passed in front of the win­dow, and he said, “You’re car­ry­ing some­thing.”

The door’s hinges were silent, but at the click of the latch he leaned back in his chair. Emily walked to the desk and laid the knife on the blot­ter. “He dropped this. It’s a knife. There was blood on it.”

He groped for it, and slowly slid his fin­gers along the length of it from the pom­mel to the paired blades, not touch­ing the tips, and lifted his hand away. He stood up and walked across to the win­dow, which over­looked the church­yard.

Fac­ing the glass, he asked, “Did he—have both of his eyes?”

Emily was star­tled by the ques­tion. “Yes. But he wore an eye­patch any­way. He called it a for­mal­ity. You know about this?”

“What else did he say?”

“He de­cided he was wrong in his guess at our name, be­cause, he said, I wouldn’t be here if he’d been right.”

Old Patrick turned to face her, his white hair back­lit in the af­ter­noon sun­light. “I ex­pect Bran­well will be go­ing to the Black Bull this evening. When he’s gone, I will—it seems!—have some things to tell you and Char­lotte and Anne. But for now,” he said softly as he re­turned to his chair, “bide you girls in the par­lor or the kitchen, and,” he added with a sigh and an un­happy smile, “leave the world to dark­ness and to me.”

Emily rec­og­nized the line from Thomas Gray’s “El­egy in a Coun­try Church­yard.” The re­mem­bered view from the win­dow was prob­a­bly what had prompted it, but as she opened the door and stepped out into the en­try hall, she was a good deal more ap­pre­hen­sive than she had been when she’d gone in.

As she walked back to­ward the kitchen, she took a deep breath and let it out, and she raised her eye­brows to smooth any fur­row be­tween them.




Bran­well’s eyes were still on the pages of Black­wood’s, but in his mind was the im­age of that dou­ble-bladed knife.

It was in a church sac­risty, he thought, ten years ago, that I saw a knife like that, Emily.

But why would one like it be found on these moors? And whose blood is that on your sleeve, Emily?

When she walked back into the kitchen, she wasn’t car­ry­ing the knife, and in spite of her ex­pres­sion­less face Bran­well rec­og­nized alarm in her tense, empty hands and the set of her shoul­ders. Of course Anne and Char­lotte could see it too—but none of his sis­ters talked about im­por­tant things with him any­more.

He stood up and stepped past Emily into the hall—em­bar­rassed that he had to brace him­self against the door­frame—and hur­ried past his fa­ther’s study to the front door. When he pulled it open he flinched at the cold out­side air that buf­feted his face and found its way down his col­lar, but he couldn’t go back now to get a coat. He tucked his hands in his trouser pock­ets and hur­ried down the steps to the paved walk. He crossed Emily and Anne’s sparse gar­den to the low church­yard wall and swung one leg and then the other over it.

The view of the church­yard made him aware of the al­most con­stant sound of ham­mer on chisel from John Brown’s stone­cut­ting yard, where the sex­ton seemed al­ways to be cut­ting let­ters and num­bers into fresh grave­stones.

Bran­well let his melan­choly gaze play over the old grave­stones in front of him. In­ter­spersed among the stand­ing mark­ers, many of the graves were cov­ered with raised, rec­tan­gu­lar slabs laid flat, and he kicked through drifts of last year’s fallen leaves and sat down on one of the far­thest of the cold, ta­ble-like mark­ers.

He looked at the palm of his trem­bling right hand and thought, Can my per­verse bap­tism have fol­lowed me here from Lon­don?

When he had set out on that two-day trip to Lon­don he had been eigh­teen, and his mind had been alight with fan­tasies: of as­ton­ish­ing the in­struc­tors at the Royal Acad­emy of Arts with his port­fo­lio of draw­ings, im­me­di­ately get­ting com­mis­sions to paint por­traits of lords and ad­mi­rals, and very soon liv­ing as splen­did a life as “Northang­er­land,” his fic­tional al­ter ego in the sto­ries he had then still been writ­ing with Char­lotte.

But by the time the coach had got as far as Brad­ford, the fan­tasies had be­gun to seem like mi­rages. Even the or­di­nary men wait­ing for the Lon­don coach at the White Swan Ho­tel had been too clearly en­gaged with the real world—pur­pose­ful and re­spon­si­ble and com­pe­tent—for Bran­well to imag­ine the con­trived fig­ure of Northang­er­land among them.

And, the next day, the gross re­al­ity of big Lon­don had dwarfed him: the im­men­sity of St. Paul’s Cathe­dral on Ludgate Hill; the im­pos­ing Neo­clas­si­cal Som­er­set House, where in fact the Acad­emy Schools were lo­cated; the end­less broad boule­vards crowded with noisy cabs and car­riages and busy pedes­tri­ans.

He’d had let­ters of in­tro­duc­tion to a num­ber of in­flu­en­tial painters and the sec­re­tary of the Royal Acad­emy—and he had ap­proached none of them. His fa­ther and aunt and sev­eral fam­ily friends had man­aged to come up with money for his first month of food and lodg­ing and books—and in three days he had spent vir­tu­ally all of it on rum and roast beef and cigars at the Cas­tle Tav­ern in High Hol­born.

The Cas­tle Tav­ern had proven to be a warm, so­cia­ble refuge. It was li­censed to a one­time cham­pion pugilist, and its pa­trons were a mix of jour­nal­ists, box­ing en­thu­si­asts, and vis­i­tors from the coun­try like him­self. And in this un­de­mand­ing com­pany he had been able to shine.

He was a charm­ing and witty ad­di­tion to any group of drinkers, al­ways ready with a joke or an ap­po­site lit­er­ary quote, and from his wide read­ing he could talk in­tel­li­gently about any sub­ject, from his­tory to sports to pol­i­tics. Among sev­eral anec­dotes on the wilds of York­shire, he told the story of how he had been bit­ten by a mal­formed and ap­par­ently ra­bid dog ten years ear­lier. He noted that he had suf­fered no ill ef­fects from it; though he didn’t men­tion the month of night­mares that had fol­lowed.

The story caught the at­ten­tion of one well-dressed man who had been watch­ing him from across the room, and who had hur­ried out when the story was fin­ished.

Be­fore clos­ing time the man re­turned, in the com­pany of a fair-haired, youth­ful-look­ing cler­gy­man in a black cas­sock and cler­i­cal col­lar; and af­ter point­ing out Bran­well, the man quickly left the premises.

The cler­gy­man joined the group of Bran­well’s new friends, and asked him for more de­tails about his life in York­shire; and he soon sep­a­rated Bran­well from the crowd be­side the bar and led him to a cor­ner ta­ble.

He in­tro­duced him­self as Rev­erend Farfleece, and Bran­well, drunk­enly cau­tious, had used the name Northang­er­land.

Farfleece had wanted to know all about the pe­cu­liar dog that had bit­ten Bran­well. He asked about af­ter­ef­fects, in­fec­tion . . . dis­turb­ing dreams? . . . and smiled at Bran­well’s awk­ward in­sis­tence that there hadn’t been any.

You were marked, that day, Farfleece had told him, by an in­hu­man power.

Bran­well had tried to shift the con­ver­sa­tion to an­other topic, but Farfleece’s next ques­tion was, Have you seen the dark boy by Pon­den Kirk?

It had taken Bran­well sev­eral sec­onds to an­swer: In dreams. Men­tally he had added, And once in the church­yard, bare­foot in the snow.

Farfleece had sat back. You’re a kins­man, Mr. Northang­er­land. Will you have power over men, be feared by them? Come with me and be bap­tized.

I’ve been bap­tized.

Not to this lord. Come.

If the con­ver­sa­tion had not so per­fectly fit­ted in with his for­lorn, melo­dra­matic fan­tasies about Northang­er­land in the imag­i­nary land of An­gria—anger upon anger!—Bran­well might have bid­den the man good night.

Farfleece had a hired car­riage wait­ing on the street, and Bran­well had obe­di­ently fol­lowed him out and got into it. The cold night air some­what dis­pelled the drink fumes in his head, and he as­sured him­self that he had not yet com­mit­ted him­self to any­thing.

Their des­ti­na­tion had been only ten min­utes away—a nar­row, ap­par­ently aban­doned faux gothic church in St. An­drew Street. Af­ter dis­miss­ing the car­riage, Farfleece had led Bran­well through a bro­ken wrought-iron gate and around the side of the build­ing, in deep shadow, to the sac­risty door. Bran­well had been in­creas­ingly un­easy dur­ing the car­riage ride, and had now been on the verge of run­ning back out to the street in search of a cab—but af­ter Farfleece knocked on the door, it had been opened by a dark-haired young woman wear­ing a white silk robe and car­ry­ing a lantern; she smiled at Bran­well and stepped aside, and he found him­self fol­low­ing the young cler­gy­man into a high-ceilinged room. The scent of mi­mosa min­gled with the smells of lamp oil and old wood.

The woman’s lantern was the only light, and she set it down on a long ta­ble that stretched away into shad­ows. At least a dozen chairs stood along­side the ta­ble, and it took Bran­well sev­eral sec­onds of peer­ing to see that they were all un­oc­cu­pied. Book­shelves lined one wall, and or­nately framed, age-dark­ened paint­ings were hung edge-to-edge on the op­po­site wall. Al­to­gether the room ap­peared to be in use, in spite of the church’s ne­glected ex­te­rior, but he could still see the steam of his breath.

The woman drew a cu­ri­ous knife from within the folds of her robe, and Bran­well took a step back to­ward the door, where Farfleece was stand­ing; but she just laid it on the ta­ble be­side a lit­tle un­lid­ded glass jar. Bran­well noted that the knife had two nar­row, par­al­lel blades, with an inch gap be­tween them, and that the grip was just scored steel.

She sat down in one of the chairs and waved at the one next to it; and af­ter a few sec­onds Bran­well shuf­fled over and low­ered him­self into the in­di­cated chair.

Farfleece moved to the other side of the ta­ble and spoke guard­edly of his re­li­gious or­der, which he called the Obliques. He spoke of a “bi­une” god, which Bran­well took to mean a god in two per­sons, as the Chris­tian Trin­ity was de­scribed as “tri­une.” Farfleece said that the two per­sons of this god were presently sep­a­rated, and it was the long-stand­ing goal of his or­der to re­unite them and bring all of Eng­land un­der the re­stored god’s power; though Bran­well got the idea that this was not some­thing Farfleece ex­pected—or even wanted, re­ally—to hap­pen soon.

In the mean­time the or­der’s mis­sion was to sup­port cer­tain “ex­tra-nat­u­ral saints” in north­ern Eng­land and parts of Eu­rope, who to­gether con­sti­tuted some­thing “com­pa­ra­ble to the elec­tri­cal bat­tery of the Amer­i­can Ben­jamin Franklin.” The “ag­gres­sive mis­sion­ary ac­tiv­i­ties” of these saints gen­er­ated an in­flu­ence, or field, or spir­i­tual shadow, within which mem­bers of the Oblique or­der could ex­tend their life­times and even per­form cer­tain sorts of mir­a­cles.

You have been cho­sen, Farfleece had told Bran­well, to be among those who con­jure those an­cient and pow­er­ful forces. Your years will be num­ber­less, and even kings will fear you.

Bran­well un­der­stood that in spite of this church and the young man’s cas­sock and cir­cu­lar col­lar, this en­ter­prise had noth­ing to do with any rec­og­niz­able re­li­gion. He knew the kind of things his sis­ters would say about it all—and his fa­ther!—but he had long since seen through the re­pres­sive Chris­tian mythol­ogy of his youth, and this dis­ap­point­ing trip to Lon­don had shown him that he was not a man to waste his best years in sub­jec­tion to weari­some prac­tice and in­struc­tion and in­ter­me­di­ate mea­sures.

And—your years will be num­ber­less, and even kings will fear you.

The words res­onated in the part of him that was Northang­er­land.

Farfleece pulled some musty old books down from a shelf, and showed him a 1592 print­ing of the sup­pressed orig­i­nal text of Christo­pher Mar­lowe’s Trag­i­cal His­tory of Doc­tor Faus­tus, and a man­u­script that he claimed was John Wes­ley’s ac­count of ap­par­ent de­monic pos­ses­sions in York­shire . . . then, catch­ing a look from the woman be­side Bran­well, he hastily put the books back and said that Bran­well must be bap­tized be­fore he could progress fur­ther.

The woman took Bran­well’s right hand and turned it palm-up on the ta­ble, and Rev­erend Farfleece picked up the dou­ble-bladed knife. Bran­well flinched, but the woman’s grip was un­ex­pect­edly strong, and Farfleece as­sured him that he would ad­min­is­ter only the slight­est of pin­pricks: A to­ken wound, a spir­i­tual scar, a sign to those who have eyes to see. Bran­well bit his lip to stop it from trem­bling, but re­laxed—and the young cler­gy­man tapped his palm with the twin blade points.

The light punc­tures had not stung, pre­cisely; they had sent a tin­gling sen­sa­tion all the way up his arm, and seemed to make him even more light-headed than he had been al­ready.

Rev­erend Farfleece bowed and left the room through an in­ner door then, tak­ing the knife with him.

Bran­well turned a ques­tion­ing look on the woman, and she dipped her fore­fin­ger into the lit­tle jar and be­gan speak­ing to him, slowly. It was a lan­guage he didn’t rec­og­nize, but ev­ery se­ries of words ended on a ris­ing note, as if it had been a ques­tion, and each time when Bran­well shrugged or mum­bled in baf­fled re­sponse, she poked his fore­head with her fin­ger. Her fin­ger­tip gleamed in the lamp­light, and Bran­well could feel a slick­ness of oil be­tween his eye­brows.

Sud­denly it oc­curred to him that this was very sim­i­lar to the Catholic sacra­ment of Ex­treme Unc­tion—the Anoint­ing of the Sick, cus­tom­ar­ily ad­min­is­tered to some­one on the brink of death; and he shoved his chair back and leaped to­ward the door he’d come in through. As he yanked it open and blun­dered through the door­way into the cold night, he heard the woman laugh­ing softly in the room be­hind him.

He ran through the mid­night Lon­don streets all the way back to his room at the Chap­ter Cof­fee House in Pa­ter­nos­ter Row, and the next morn­ing he boarded the first of the coaches that would carry him back home to the Ha­worth par­son­age.




Now he scraped his fin­ger­nails across the rough sur­face of the grave­stone un­der him, clos­ing his fists on noth­ing. Be­hind him was the par­son­age, in which his sis­ters were en­gaged in some lit­er­ary com­po­si­tions they imag­ined he didn’t know about. In front of him, past the far church­yard wall and a few steps down the hill, was the Black Bull, where he could prob­a­bly find some­one to stand him to a glass or two of all-for­giv­ing gin.

He knew that plain cow­ardice had pre­vented him from tak­ing the op­por­tu­nity to be­come a pro­fes­sional artist, and had also made him run away from a darkly glam­orous chance—and he now be­lieved it had been a chance, at least—at . . . power, dom­i­nance, re­spect!

He opened his right hand and looked closely at his palm. The twin pin­pricks of Rev­erend Farfleece’s knife had left no mark even at the time, but the cler­gy­man had called them A to­ken wound, a spir­i­tual scar, a sign to those who have eyes to see. Per­haps his hand was not empty af­ter all.

He held it up against the al­ready fad­ing sky.

A very short, dark fig­ure moved against the trees on the other side of the church­yard, but when Bran­well whipped his head around, he saw that it had only been sev­eral crows perched on one of the up­right mar­ble grave­stones, and they had be­gun flap­ping away even as he’d turned.

He frowned. In any case it had been crows af­ter he looked.

The crows—there must have been at least half a dozen, to so eerily re­sem­ble a short per­son or child stand­ing over there—came ar­row­ing this way, and flew closely around Bran­well’s head; he quickly threw his arms across his face to block them, but a mo­ment later they went caw­ing away be­tween the tree­tops.

Bran­well’s heart was still thump­ing in his nar­row chest. When the crows had for a half-glimpsed mo­ment ap­peared to be the dark lit­tle boy he had seen in his dreams—and once while awake, here in the church­yard!—had the ap­pari­tion been beck­on­ing?

The black birds had dis­ap­peared from sight now, for­tu­itously in the di­rec­tion of the Black Bull.

Call it a sum­mons, he thought with wry, self-con­scious ex­cite­ment.

Bran­well hiked him­self down from the flat grave­stone.




One vig­i­lant pair of eyes watched Bran­well’s hunched fig­ure hob­ble away to the street.

Emily’s big bull­mas­tiff, Keeper, had padded out­side through the kitchen door, and around by the peat room and the win­dow­less south side of the house, and he stood now sniff­ing the cold wind from out over the end­less moors. He had seen the crows fly­ing away, and Bran­well fol­low­ing them.

Keeper knew the sounds that iden­ti­fied the mem­bers of his house­hold, and that re­treat­ing fig­ure was Bran­well. In Keeper’s mind Emily was a tall di­vin­ity, loved and wor­shipped; and Emily ac­cepted and even loved Bran­well, though Keeper some­times caught a trou­bling non-fam­ily musk­i­ness in the chang­ing pre­sen­ta­tion of his smells. It was one of the many things for which no rea­son was ev­i­dent.

And that elu­sive scent of Bran­well’s was re­lated to the strong, threat­en­ing smell that had clung to the wounded stranger this morn­ing. Keeper had soon un­der­stood that it was the blood on the weapon, and not the stranger him­self, that had caused his nos­trils to flare and his lips to curl back from his teeth in un­rea­soned ur­gency to at­tack. The stranger had only been wounded by what­ever had left blood on the weapon, and Emily had in­di­cated at least con­di­tional ap­proval of the man by help­ing him stand up and walk.

Out there by the plateau and the black stone tower, Keeper had sniffed the wind, and flexed his ears and swung his great head to look in all di­rec­tions, then al­lowed him­self to re­lax into his cus­tom­ary cau­tion: what­ever had at­tacked the man had been be­yond the reach of his ca­nine senses.

Emily had cleaned most of the af­fronting blood from the weapon, and the in­ci­dent had hap­pened far from the house—but the smell of it, and the syl­la­ble Welsh, ut­tered while the smell was fresh in the air, had awak­ened far-off mem­o­ries in Keeper.

Try as he might, he wasn’t able to place them—they were mem­o­ries so re­mote that they seemed to be­long to an­other dog al­to­gether.

Emily’s fa­ther worked a tool that made a sharp noise ev­ery morn­ing at dawn, and Keeper un­der­stood that the ef­fect of it was to in­tim­i­date some­thing, to keep some bad thing away. And on most evenings at sun­set Keeper had a self-im­posed job too—he stood by the church­yard wall and barked fe­ro­ciously at the frail things that looked some­thing like hu­mans but weren’t. And his bark then had a par­tic­u­lar depth and res­o­nance, as if it roared out of more than one dog’s throat. At the noise, the frail fig­ures gen­er­ally fled.

The day­light was still bright now—it wasn’t time yet for those spi­der­webby false hu­mans to come drift­ing in from the moors or rise from the stones in the church­yard.

Keeper lay down in the short grass and rested his chin on his big front paws.



CHAP­TER THREE


“I ex­pect Emily has told you about her ad­ven­ture to­day by Pon­den Kirk.”

Patrick had joined his daugh­ters in the par­lor, where the win­dows also faced the church­yard. Emily was re­clin­ing on the green leather couch against the far wall, and Char­lotte and Anne sat in two of the chairs at the ta­ble. Old Patrick stood by the en­trance hall door­way.

“You know I was born in Ire­land,” he said, “but you know lit­tle more than that. There has seemed no need to trou­ble you with the rea­sons why I left there.”

He touched Anne’s head as he walked past her, and stopped in front of the win­dows and took a deep breath. “Brontë is not an Irish name.”

“It was Brunty,” said Emily with sud­den con­vic­tion, “be­fore.”

He smiled faintly in her di­rec­tion. “Yes. When I ar­rived in Liv­er­pool I was twenty-five, and I’d been ad­mit­ted to St. John’s Col­lege at Cam­bridge as a sizar: a stu­dent so poor that the col­lege would cover his fees. Home­spun clothes, thick Irish ac­cent, I—” His blind gaze was di­rected over the heads of his daugh­ters, as if see­ing the un­pre­pos­sess­ing young man he had been then. “And I . . . had rea­son to be fright­ened.”

Char­lotte and Anne shifted in their chairs.

“Brunty sounds like some Pa­pist sub­sist­ing on noth­ing but beer and pota­toes,” said Char­lotte. “I’m glad the Brontë name was in the pa­pers at the time, to sug­gest it.”

“And the um­laut is nice,” put in Anne. “Oth­er­wise ev­ery­body would pro­nounce it as Brawnt.”

Patrick shook his head. “It re­ally had noth­ing to do with Lord Nel­son. It was the old name.”

The old name? thought Emily. She re­called that Brontë was the town in Sicily of which Nel­son had been made hon­orary Duke, but that didn’t seem rel­e­vant.

Patrick went on, “When I landed in Liv­er­pool I went di­rectly to Chester, a few miles to the south. It’s at the end of one of the old Ro­man roads, and—God help me!—there’s an an­cient shrine to Min­erva there.”

Anne looked at him sharply, though of course he couldn’t see it; and it was Char­lotte who cleared her throat and asked, with forced light­ness, “What’s Min­erva to you, or you to Min­erva?”

Emily felt only a lib­er­at­ing sort of ex­cite­ment. Through­out her life, their fa­ther had dis­played ec­cen­tric­i­ties, su­per­sti­tions unique to him—like the long cra­vat that he had his daugh­ters cut up and re­assem­ble sev­eral times a year, and fir­ing his pis­tol over the church­yard ev­ery morn­ing at dawn!—and even as a child she had sus­pected them to be pre­cau­tions against un­earthly mis­for­tunes.

“I was . . . pur­sued, from Ire­land!” Patrick said. “I thought I had left it be­hind, but it . . . rode across the Irish Sea on me, in me, in my blood!”

Emily sat up. Her fa­ther might con­ceiv­ably have been talk­ing about a dis­ease, but that wouldn’t have sent him run­ning to a pa­gan shrine.

“It?” said Anne.

Patrick raised his head and went on more qui­etly. “Our faith ad­mits the ex­is­tence of demons.”

“And,” Anne went on hes­i­tantly, “Min­erva?”

Patrick took a deep breath and let it out. “It was, in plain fact, an old pa­gan de­mon that I had in­ad­ver­tently brought with me, and it—wanted re­venge. On ev­ery Brunty son. So when I should have put my trust in our Lord, in my fright I sought ar­mor from a pa­gan god­dess. I was young, alone in a for­eign land!” He waved a hand out in front of him. “Emily?”

Emily shifted on the couch. “Yes, Papa?”

“Do you re­mem­ber who made Min­erva’s im­preg­nable ar­mor?”

Char­lotte slapped the ta­ble. “What do you mean, an old pa­gan de­mon? Re­venge? For what? What—do you mean?”

“Of course, for­give me.” Patrick pulled out a chair and sat down. “In 1710,” he said, “my great-grand­fa­ther, Hugh Brunty, was on a cat­tle-boat from Liv­er­pool to War­ren­point in County Down.” It was clear that he was un­bur­den­ing him­self of a story he had long kept from them, and he raised a shaky, spot­ted hand to stave off in­evitable im­pa­tience.

“Half­way across the Irish Sea,” he went on, “a stow­away child was found aboard—a dark lit­tle boy in rags, and some of the pas­sen­gers guessed he must be Welsh. The crew said it was a devil, and wanted to throw the child over­board—but my great-grand­fa­ther, in his per­ilous com­pas­sion, in­ter­vened, and, for lack of any­thing else to do with the boy, adopted him. Through gen­eral care­less­ness and pro­cras­ti­na­tion, the boy’s name be­came sim­ply Welsh.”

Emily shiv­ered, re­mem­ber­ing what wounded Al­cuin had asked her this morn­ing: Is he aware of Welsh?

“As Welsh grew up, he came to con­trol old Hugh,” Patrick went on, “and af­ter Hugh’s death he be­came le­gal owner of the Brunty farm. His fos­ter broth­ers re­sented it and tried to kill him, and they were con­victed of at­tempted mur­der and trans­ported to the colonies. Then Welsh mar­ried Hugh’s daugh­ter, and, by na­ture un­able to fa­ther chil­dren him­self, adopted one of his now-fa­ther­less neph­ews-in-law. That nephew was my fa­ther, also named Hugh Brunty.”

Not far out­side the win­dow, Keeper voiced an un­char­ac­ter­is­tic howel, and they all jumped. Emily stood up and hur­ried to the win­dow; her great mas­tiff was stand­ing in the walk­way be­tween the house and her gar­den, fac­ing out over the church­yard. As she watched, Keeper turned around twice clock­wise and sat down, though even through the win­dow she could see that the fur was bristling on his back.

Emily stood for sev­eral more sec­onds by the win­dow, but there were no sounds of com­mo­tion from down the street, and Keeper didn’t stir.

She walked back to the couch, and when she sat down she shrugged. “Spir­its abroad.”

“My fa­ther had a dog named Keeper,” said Patrick. “You re­call I sug­gested the same name for yours. Welsh killed that one. Welsh had be­gun to . . . take over my fa­ther, as he had done—”

“Pos­sess,” cor­rected Char­lotte, grudg­ingly.

“Yes. By this time Welsh’s hu­man body was old and had be­gun to fail, and my fa­ther was just six­teen—but he re­sisted pos­ses­sion. He and his Keeper man­aged to kill Welsh’s body, though in the fight Keeper per­ished, valiantly. Young Hugh Brunty fled, and five years later mar­ried my mother.”

For sev­eral sec­onds none of them spoke. Then Anne asked, “Did he fire a gun over a church­yard ev­ery morn­ing?”

Patrick glanced to­ward her voice. “We lived in a one-room thatched cot­tage, and he could no more af­ford a gun than a . . . a gold watch. What he had was a kiln for dry­ing corn; peo­ple there in Bal­ly­naskeagh grew their own corn, and so many of them came to our cot­tage to have it dried that his kiln was roar­ing night and day. I’m cer­tain he had con­sulted a lo­cal witch-woman, or even a priest, for devil-re­pelling herbs and in­censes to add to the fire.”

He lapsed into si­lence, star­ing at noth­ing.

“But you left Ire­land,” prompted Emily.

Her fa­ther nod­ded. “I was a teacher at a vil­lage school near our cot­tage. My stu­dents were poor—the fee was a penny a week, and a turf of peat ev­ery Mon­day for heat­ing the school­room. I en­joyed it, I was do­ing the stu­dents good . . . but one morn­ing there was a new face at the back of the room. A lit­tle dark boy, in rags. When I met his eye, he smiled and hur­ried out­side . . . I fol­lowed him out, and he—”

“—Was an op­ti­cal il­lu­sion,” sup­plied Emily with a shiver. He frag­mented and dis­persed as a flock of crows, she thought.

Her fa­ther looked up at her. “Yes, I sup­pose that’s what he was.” He pushed his chair back and stood up, and went on more strongly, “I saw him sev­eral more times, stand­ing out­side our house at dusk, but the corn-kiln was re­li­ably throw­ing its charmed smoke. And some­times it was a big un­gainly dog out there . . .”

“So you crossed the sea,” said Char­lotte, clearly more than half be­liev­ing that her fa­ther was delu­sional, “here to Eng­land—but it came with you.”

“Yes. It re­turned here—I in­ad­ver­tently brought it back. The de­monic child was found on the boat from Liv­er­pool, re­mem­ber. And, God help me, back to Liv­er­pool I de­liv­ered it—I saw it, him, on the dock when I dis­em­barked, and he met my eye and smiled.” Patrick spread his hands. “And I knew there was an old Ro­man shrine to Min­erva nearby. I was ter­ri­fied. It seemed fool­ish to hope that some An­gli­can priest could pro­vide much pro­tec­tion, but a pa­gan god­dess . . . !” He dropped his hands. “So, Emily—do you re­mem­ber who made Min­erva’s im­preg­nable ar­mor?”

“In Vergil’s Aeneid it was the cy­clopes—let’s see, Steropes was one, and Pyrac­mon, and—” She stopped.

“And Brontes,” fin­ished Char­lotte. “The third cy­clops was named Brontes! You sought pro­tec­tion of, took the name of—gave us the name of!—a pa­gan mon­ster?”

“I’m afraid I prayed to all three, but yes, I adapted our name to the name of that one. I dropped the S when I signed the reg­istry at the col­lege, and the old Brunty name was dis­missed as a tran­scrip­tion er­ror.”

“And,” asked Char­lotte, her voice tight with the ef­fort of main­tain­ing a re­spect­ful tone to her fa­ther, “have the cy­clopes pro­vided you with their ar­mor?”

“No. All I took away was the name.”

“They also made thun­der­bolts,” ven­tured Anne. “And when we were chil­dren watch­ing thun­der­storms you used to point to where light­ning would strike next.”

Patrick smiled and shook his head. “Hah. When I was right, it was sheer chance; though I re­call it im­pressed you chil­dren.”

Emily cocked an eye­brow. She knew the par­tic­u­lar kink of that smile—her fa­ther’s state­ment had not been en­tirely hon­est.

“But you did ex­or­cise the Welsh thing,” said Anne, “some­how?”

“Emily’s wounded man to­day didn’t seem to think so,” said Char­lotte, “if Emily didn’t dream the whole en­counter—a man who could barely crawl one mo­ment hur­ry­ing be­yond sight in the next!”

Emily knew Char­lotte be­lieved her story and was try­ing to con­vince her­self oth­er­wise. Emily smiled at her.

“I did,” said their fa­ther. His fore­head was dewed with sweat, and Emily thought he would like to un­wind the long cra­vat that hid his throat and sup­ported his chin. “Ex­or­cise it. Fi­nally. Im­posed re­straints, at least—”

“That win­ter when Mama was dy­ing,” in­ter­rupted Char­lotte, “you dragged the chairs from her room and sawed them to pieces out in the yard. And you burned her hearth-rug.”

“You were three years old,” protested Patrick, as if it was un­fair that she should re­mem­ber it. He groped his way back to the ta­ble and leaned for­ward, press­ing his palms on it. “I had no rea­son to be­lieve that—” He straight­ened and moved away, and Emily saw the faint out­lines of his hands in steam on the pol­ished ta­ble sur­face. “Those were pre­cau­tions, against the re­mote pos­si­bil­ity . . .”

“That some­thing had been in her room and sat in the chairs,” fin­ished Anne mourn­fully, “and stood on the rug.”

Their fa­ther shook his head, then re­luc­tantly nod­ded. “I thought I had been do­ing enough to keep him re­strained, but af­ter your mother’s death I ac­tu­ally went to the ex­treme of get­ting a Catholic priest out here to do a for­mal Pa­pist ex­or­cism, in the church­yard! And for an in­stant the priest and I both saw the fig­ure of the boy ap­pear, stand­ing on the wall! It seemed to con­vulse as the priest in­toned his Latin prayers, and then it fell on the other side of the wall, and was gone when we went to look. And, in the years since, there has been no sign of him.”

“A Pa­pist!” said Char­lotte. “You’re an An­gli­can priest. Why didn’t you do it your­self?”

“I did, I did!—with no re­sult. The Pa­pists have had more prac­tice.” He turned in Emily’s di­rec­tion. “Your wounded man by Pon­den Kirk clearly knew some­thing of our fam­ily his­tory, but it’s all moot now, you see.”

Ex­cept per­haps that our sis­ters Eliz­a­beth and Maria both died of “con­sump­tion” four years later, thought Emily, at the ages of eleven and nine; and that sev­eral times in the years since, I’ve seen the fig­ure of the dark boy, which breaks up into a flock of crows; and you don’t know about Bran­well and Anne and me leav­ing our blood in the fairy cave at the foot of Pon­den Kirk.

And I be­lieve you know some­thing about that dou­ble-bladed knife.

She would ask him about that in pri­vate. Now she stood up from the couch and said, “And teatime is upon us. Anne, I could use your help in the kitchen.”

Anne and Char­lotte both stood up, and Patrick started to­ward the hall­way door. “I’ll have mine in my study,” he said.

As al­ways, thought Emily.

+ + +

Bran­well sat on the up­hol­stered bench that ran along the wall ad­ja­cent to the fire­place, star­ing into the low blue flames danc­ing over the coals. He was for the mo­ment alone in this al­cove off the main room of the Black Bull, and he sighed, catch­ing the warm smells of beer and to­bacco smoke and lamp oil. Mr. Sug­den, the land­lord, would not ask him to leave, but nei­ther would he ad­vance Bran­well any more credit, and among the few Ha­worth cit­i­zens in the tav­ern at this early hour there was no one likely to buy him a drink.

Ev­ery few min­utes there came the creak of the front door open­ing, fol­lowed by a sweep of chilly early-spring air. A few min­utes ago he had heard a car­riage or wagon stop out­side, and when the tav­ern door had been opened the breeze had car­ried the dis­tant howl of a dog along with the swampy smell of the mid-street gut­ter.

Bran­well heard one pair of boots en­ter, then muted con­ver­sa­tion from the front room. Now a woman in a tweed coat and a long dark skirt stepped around the cor­ner and crossed to the fire, draw­ing a woolen scarf from around her nar­row shoul­ders; and he dis­missed his vague im­pres­sion that he rec­og­nized her. She was car­ry­ing a big brown leather valise like a doc­tor’s bag, and set it on the ta­ble against the op­po­site wall. A scent of mi­mosa curled in the air around her.

She looked di­rectly at him, and he pushed his spec­ta­cles up on his nose to see her more clearly.

Her face was leaner than the half-re­mem­bered im­age in his mind, though her bound-up hair was cor­re­spond­ingly dark, but it wasn’t un­til she walked up to where he sat, and poked his fore­head with a fin­ger, that his chest chilled in ex­cited rec­ol­lec­tion. His right palm sent a tin­gle through his arm to the shoul­der.

She low­ered her hand, and Bran­well bobbed his head vig­or­ously to show that he re­mem­bered.

“You,” she said qui­etly. “I’ve won­dered when we’d see you again. I as­sume you too are here be­cause of the one-eyed Catholic.”

“Yes,” said Bran­well in­stantly, not hav­ing any idea of what she was talk­ing about; for here seemed to be a chance to re­trieve one of his great missed op­por­tu­ni­ties: his cow­ardly flight, ten years ago, from this woman and the Rev­erend Farfleece and . . . power, dom­i­nance . . . per­sonal im­por­tance!

He had been a mem­ber of the lo­cal Ma­sonic lodge for nine years now, and it oc­curred to him that her enig­matic state­ment might be the first part of a recog­ni­tion ex­change, in which case his re­ply couldn’t have been the right one—but her ex­pres­sion hadn’t changed. Ev­i­dently it had been a gen­uine ques­tion. He must bluff, fig­ure out what she meant.

She sat down be­side him, and in spite of ev­ery­thing he sat up straighter and stroked his scanty chin-beard and won­dered if she found him at­trac­tive.

She snapped her fin­gers. “Northang­er­land.”

“That’s right.” It warmed Bran­well to ac­knowl­edge the name. He looked at her and raised his eye­brows.

She cleared her throat. “I am Mrs. Flens­ing.” She went on, in an ac­cent Bran­well thought was vaguely Con­ti­nen­tal, “Of course re­ally he had two eyes, like all of them these days. I think he was at Pon­den Kirk to die by his own hand and de­file the place, but when the re­gent lord of the tribe at­tacked him, he changed his mind—de­fended him­self with a dioscuri.”

Bran­well’s mind leaped from dioscuri, which he knew was a Greek term for the mytho­log­i­cal twins Cas­tor and Pol­lux, to twins to the dou­ble-bladed knife Emily had dropped. De­fended him­self—“The knife,” he said, try­ing to sound con­fi­dent.

“Yes. You knew that the re­gent—chief among the saints!—was killed in that af­fray?”

“No,” ven­tured Bran­well. Re­mem­ber­ing Emily’s re­turn to the par­son­age a cou­ple of hours ago, he asked, “What be­came of the, er, dioscuri?”

“The mur­derer took it away with him, I sup­pose. Are you so afraid? He must have been sorely wounded him­self.”

“No no, of course not, it’s just—knives like that are un­com­mon. Worth not­ing, when you come across one of them.”

“True. Only one pur­pose, con­flicted wound re­sponse. This man has long been per­ceived as a pos­si­ble threat, and I had fol­lowed him from Lon­don to an es­tate out­side Aller­ton.” She ex­haled in ev­i­dent frus­tra­tion,“But he killed two peo­ple there last night, and eluded me in the en­su­ing con­fu­sion. What do you know about him?”

Bran­well felt a drop of sweat roll down his ribs un­der his shirt. Emily had been eva­sive—tellingly eva­sive!—in front of him. She’d said that she and Keeper walked west, and east again, and found the dioscuri knife on a path. This woman had said that the “one-eyed Catholic” meant to “de­file the place” with his sui­cide.

“Just that a man with a knife like that was seen on the moors west of the par­son­age here,” Bran­well said. “To­day. Uh, in the area of Pon­den Kirk, as you say.” His face was hot. “I as­sume it was the . . . the one-eyed Catholic.” He ground his teeth—this was pa­thetic.

Mrs. Flens­ing frowned at him and stood up. “I gather you know noth­ing.”

“My sis­ter,” Bran­well burst out, “went walk­ing on the moors this morn­ing, and came back with a dioscuri, and blood on her shirt. She didn’t say where she’d been or what she’d seen.”

Mrs. Flens­ing sat down again. “Was she in­jured? Bit­ten?”

“Bit­ten? No. It didn’t seem to be her own blood.”

Mrs. Flens­ing gripped his wrist tightly. “You must learn from her what she saw, what she did, how she got the knife. Do you un­der­stand me?”

“Yes, cer­tainly,” Bran­well as­sured her, though he won­dered how much of the old in­ti­macy with any of his sis­ters still en­dured.

“I as­sume she has not been bap­tized.”

“Of course she has. Our—Oh! No, not with a—” He poked his right palm with two fin­gers. Rack­ing his mind for any­thing else that might hold Mrs. Flens­ing’s pre­cious at­ten­tion, he added, “She was bit­ten once, by a—a sort of dog.” Though she cau­ter­ized the bite, he added men­tally.

Mrs. Flens­ing stiff­ened. “Ah? Out on these moors . . .” She gave him a fierce look. “Do you mean what you ap­pear to tell me? What sort of dog?”

Emily hadn’t de­scribed the dog that had bit­ten her, so Bran­well cast his mind back to the day he him­self had been bit­ten by a strangely act­ing and per­haps mad dog.

He had been about nine years old, and to im­press his sis­ters he had ap­proached the mis­shapen an­i­mal and ex­tended his hand to it; and its blunt head had darted out and cut his wrist with its teeth. The crea­ture had im­me­di­ately gone lop­ing away over a hill, and Bran­well had bound up his wrist him­self and told his sis­ters to say noth­ing about it. The wound had been slight and had healed within a day, but the in­va­sive fright of the en­counter had so in­ter­fered with his sleep for the next month that his fa­ther had al­lowed him to stop at­tend­ing the lo­cal vil­lage school.

“Big, big­ger than a bull­mas­tiff,” he told Mrs. Flens­ing, sup­press­ing a shiver even now, “with a short, flat black face, and long legs and toes. Coarse sparse hair, like a pig . . . and,” he re­called, “its growl, she said its growl was like a baby cry­ing. An enor­mous baby, you un­der­stand.”

Mrs. Flens­ing was breath­ing deeply. “I meant to act alone, tonight, but three aligned souls will as­sure suc­cess. We must have your sis­ter too. Where does she live?”

“At the—right here in the vil­lage.”

“Ex­cel­lent. I imag­ine there’s a room at this es­tab­lish­ment for pri­vate meet­ings?” When he nod­ded, she reached into her coat pocket and handed him half a dozen shillings. “Re­serve it for to­mor­row night. I’ll meet you then, an hour af­ter sun­set. You will bring your sis­ter with you. Be­fore any­thing else, she must be bap­tized. You must help me per­suade her.” And she said again, “Do you un­der­stand me?”

Sud­denly Bran­well was afraid that as­sent­ing to the woman’s ques­tions car­ried some ac­tual con­se­quence, like sign­ing a con­tract. But Mrs. Flens­ing was star­ing into his eyes, and he did his best to as­sume the char­ac­ter of Northang­er­land, the boldly amoral hero of his sto­ries. Northang­er­land can do this, he told him­self.

He man­aged to pro­nounce the word “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “And what place,” he went on more steadily, “is there for me in this com­pany of . . . ours?”

She gave him a spec­u­la­tive look. “A high one, per­haps. Do you know this vil­lage?”

“I live here too,” Bran­well ad­mit­ted.

“I see. Well, you can ad­vise me. At­tend now, as you value your fu­ture, and be­lieve.” She stood up and crossed to the ta­ble against the op­po­site wall, and her hand lightly touched the big leather bag. “There is a grave here,” she said softly, “and the body un­der the stone suf­fered an am­pu­ta­tion long ago. It must re­main . . . not fully whole, for now. But the tribe, the shadow they cast, was made weaker by the mur­der to­day, and so the body’s in­tegrity must be more nearly re­stored, in or­der that our . . . well­springs here in the north may not fal­ter ir­repara­bly.”

See­ing his blank in­com­pre­hen­sion, she went on, “The body un­der the stone is not pre­cisely dead. When its head is brought near to its body, its iden­tity will to some ex­tent re­spond, arc across the gap be­tween them, re­store the po­tency that the re­gent’s death com­pro­mised.”

Bran­well won­dered why Mrs. Flens­ing didn’t want the thing fully re­stored; and he re­mem­bered Rev­erend Farfleece’s talk of their “bi­une” god, the two per­sons of which were presently sep­a­rated. The young cler­gy­man had said that the goal of his or­der was the re­unit­ing of them, but he hadn’t seemed ea­ger to see it hap­pen any time soon. Could the thing un­der the stone be one half of their two-per­son god?

Mrs. Flens­ing glanced at the door­way to the bar, then un­buck­led the bag and spread it open. She beck­oned to Bran­well, and he stood up un­steadily and crossed to where she stood. He looked down into the bag.

Only af­ter she had closed the bag and he had tot­tered back to the bench was he able to make sense of what he had seen. The rip­pled ivory oval was the top of a big mis­shapen skull, and the wide open­ing be­low one end was where a nose or snout might once have been. He had only been able to see the out­ward curves of long teeth.

Bran­well was dizzy and afraid he might vomit, but in this mo­ment he didn’t doubt what Mrs. Flens­ing was say­ing. This was magic, sor­cery, necro­mancy—for­bid­den se­crets!—and he, neg­li­gi­ble one­time rail­way clerk and tu­tor, was an ini­ti­ate!

Mrs. Flens­ing re­joined him on the bench. “The body,” she said, “is un­der the floor of the church in this vil­lage, un­der a ledger stone marked with cer­tain grooves. You must show me a place, ide­ally in the church it­self, where that bag can bide undis­cov­ered. Do you know the in­te­rior of the build­ing?”

“Yes. Thor­oughly.”

“Good. And your sis­ter’s bap­tized pres­ence and co­op­er­a­tion will be enor­mously ben­e­fi­cial.”

Bran­well tried to imag­ine Emily co­op­er­at­ing in any­thing she didn’t want to do—but Mrs. Flens­ing bent to peer into his face, and he forced him­self not to flinch.

Af­ter sev­eral sec­onds she nod­ded and reached into an in­ner pocket of her coat, and pulled out a flat leather case. She pressed the catch to open it, and Bran­well saw six small glass vials held down by seg­ments of a black rib­bon. She pushed one free and held it out to him.

He took it. It was cold, un­sur­pris­ingly; and it seemed to con­tain some black fluid that had coated the in­side of the glass.

“Do you have a spare pair of spec­ta­cles?” she asked.

There was the pair he had worn as a boy, long out­grown, its hinges rusted from hav­ing once been left out overnight. He was fairly sure he knew where they were in his room.

“Yes.”

“To­mor­row,” she told him, “when the sun is up, rub a film of this on the lenses; walk around for half an hour wear­ing them—but stay in the vil­lage, don’t go out onto the moors. Wear them a bit more ev­ery day.”

“What, uh—” He hes­i­tated, un­sure if he should ad­mit to not know­ing what the stuff was.

She cocked an eye­brow. “Dragon’s blood, devil’s tears, Gehenna mud, what do you care?”

“Uh, not,” Bran­well ad­mit­ted.

“And you will be here to­mor­row, with your sis­ter, an hour af­ter sun­set.”

“Yes.”

Mrs. Flens­ing stood up in one smooth mo­tion. She draped the scarf around her shoul­ders, picked up the leather bag, and strode out of the room. He heard the tav­ern door open and close. A few mo­ments later there was the rat­tle of a coach get­ting un­der way.

Bran­well turned to look again into the fire.

And what place is there for me in this com­pany of ours?

A high one, per­haps.

A week ago he had heard that a vil­lage girl named Agatha, one of Char­lotte’s Sun­day School stu­dents, was be­ing treated for cholera, and on im­pulse he had de­cided to visit her. He had stayed with the girl for half an hour, and read to her from the Psalms . . . and when he re­turned to the par­son­age, Char­lotte had asked him why he seemed sad.

He had told her about his visit to lit­tle Agatha—and Char­lotte had given him a look that had hurt him pro­foundly: the sis­ter who had al­ways been his clos­est friend and con­fi­dant, his one­time col­lab­o­ra­tor in writ­ing sto­ries of the imag­i­nary land of An­gria, sto­ries which they had of­ten signed WT or UT for “we two” or “us two”—had looked at him with an ex­pres­sion of scorn­ful skep­ti­cism. It had been wound­ingly ap­par­ent that she didn’t be­lieve he was any longer a per­son who would be­stir him­self to com­fort a sick child.

He looked away from the fire now and stood up, clench­ing his fists. What do I owe any of them, any­more? he thought—Northang­er­land doesn’t need any of them.

The tav­ern’s door squeaked open again, and in the en­try­way he heard the hearty voice of John Brown, his fa­ther’s sex­ton. Northang­er­land or not, Bran­well was too fright­ened of Mrs. Flens­ing to spend one of her shillings on drink for him­self, but John Brown would cer­tainly be will­ing to buy him a glass of gin. Or two.







CHAP­TER FOUR


A vis­i­tor had called on their fa­ther shortly af­ter Emily and Anne had car­ried the dishes and cups and teapot back to the kitchen. Emily had heard Tabby open the front door and talk to a man, and then heard her fa­ther’s voice; the men’s voices had with­drawn into her fa­ther’s study and Tabby clumped back up the hall to the kitchen.

“A gen­tle­man to see your fa­ther,” she said, set­tling onto her stool by the black iron range, “talk­ing idol­a­try, if you ask me. But he must be an ac­quain­tance, as Keeper didn’t bark at him.”

Now old Patrick’s voice sounded from down the hall. “Girls,” he called, “I think you’d be in­ter­ested in this gen­tle­man’s er­rand.”

Emily and Anne looked at each other. “Idol­a­try!” said Anne, sup­press­ing a gig­gle as they walked out of the kitchen.

Their fa­ther was stand­ing in the hall by his study door, and Char­lotte stepped into the hall from the par­lor. Keeper stood by the front door now, alert but not growl­ing.

At a wave from their fa­ther, the three sis­ters ap­proached and walked past him into his study. A man stood by the win­dow, and Emily, al­ways shy of strangers, first looked only at the vis­i­tor’s ob­vi­ously ex­pen­sive but travel-worn boots.

And a chill swept over her, for she had seen those boots only a few hours ago, stum­bling and drag­ging across grass and mud be­side her own.

“Mr. Cur­zon,” came her fa­ther’s voice, “my daugh­ters: Char­lotte the el­dest, and Emily and Anne.”

The sis­ters curt­sied, and Emily looked up as the stranger bowed and straight­ened. And she kept her face im­mo­bile.

A lamp had been lit on the desk, and by its am­ber light she could clearly see the black mane and the dark, craggy fea­tures of Al­cuin, the man she had tried to help this morn­ing. The black eye­patch again cov­ered his left eye, and he was now wear­ing gray cor­duroy trousers and a white shirt un­der a black frock coat.

His sin­gle ex­posed eye had widened for one star­tled mo­ment, but now his face too was ex­pres­sion­less.

Emily won­dered that he was able to stand up, much less walk even the short dis­tance from the vil­lage. Did some medicine ex­ist that could have re­stored him to this ex­tent?

“Ladies,” he said. For a mo­ment it seemed that he was about to say more, but his lips closed firmly.

“Mr. Cur­zon,” said their fa­ther, “has heard that as cu­rate of Ha­worth I sup­ported the Catholic Eman­ci­pa­tion Act twenty years ago, and con­sults me now about the fea­si­bil­ity of es­tab­lish­ing Catholic parishes in York­shire.”

Emily had told Char­lotte and Anne about her morn­ing’s ad­ven­ture, in­clud­ing the de­tail of Cur­zon’s su­per­flu­ous eye­patch; and pe­riph­er­ally she caught Anne’s ques­tion­ing glance, and nod­ded.

“Are there Catholics in York­shire?” asked Char­lotte drily.

Cur­zon looked from Emily to Char­lotte, and his face creased in a bleak, re­signed smile. “Enough to fill a church or two, I sup­pose.” His voice had lost the hoarse, pained rasp Emily re­called, but it was still deep, and still seemed to carry a trace of French ac­cent.

“Pos­si­bly in Leeds or Brad­ford,” Patrick went on, blink­ing at noth­ing, “but cer­tainly not many out here by the Lan­cashire bor­der. I’m sorry you should have come all this way, sir, to no avail!”

“I’m trav­el­ing,” said Cur­zon, “and I was nearby.” He ex­haled and scowled at Emily.

And she knew it was high time that she spoke up. “I’m glad to see that you’ve re­cov­ered from your wound this morn­ing, Mr. Cur­zon,” she said. She turned to her fa­ther. “Papa, this is the gen­tle­man I told you about.”

For sev­eral sec­onds old Patrick Brontë stood mo­tion­less. Then he groped for his desk and pulled open a drawer; and when he raised his hand he was hold­ing the twin-bladed knife.

“Emily,” he said, “catch.” And he tossed it in the di­rec­tion of her voice.

She caught it by the grip, and with her free hand waved her sis­ters back to­ward the door.

“Is our vis­i­tor,” asked their fa­ther care­fully, “wear­ing an eye­patch?”

“Yes—though this morn­ing you said it was only a for­mal­ity, didn’t you, Mr. Cur­zon?”

Cur­zon just clenched his fists by his sides.

Their fa­ther peered blindly to­ward Cur­zon. “My daugh­ter,” he said slowly, “tells me there was blood on that knife, when she found you. I think you may be more ally than ad­ver­sary.”

Cur­zon rolled his head to look at all of them, and his voice was cold. “I’m no ally of fools. Yes, it was the blood of a ly­can­thrope.” Speak­ing di­rectly to­ward Patrick, he went on, “And you!—af­ter re­vi­tal­iz­ing their kind, you have brought your fam­ily to live out here where the things thrive!”

A nudge at her thigh let Emily know, with­out look­ing down, that Keeper had joined them. She felt the vi­bra­tion of a growl too low to hear.

“Catholic parishes, was it?” said Patrick scorn­fully. “Some­thing else, I think!” He raised his head. “My daugh­ter tells me you men­tioned Welsh this morn­ing; it’s true that I brought him—it—back to Eng­land. In­ad­ver­tently. But my chil­dren are safe from him when they’re here, with me.”

“Here?” de­manded Cur­zon. “What pro­tec­tions do you imag­ine you pro­vide, Mr. Brunty? Blind, shoot­ing a gun over graves ev­ery morn­ing? I heard about that in the vil­lage shops. Keep­ing buck­ets of holy wa­ter around the house? Their weak ra­di­ance avails lit­tle.”

Emily was watch­ing Cur­zon, but pe­riph­er­ally she saw her fa­ther’s face red­den above the end­lessly over­lapped silk cra­vat. Holy wa­ter? she thought. Not in an An­gli­can house! The buck­ets of wa­ter . . . in ev­ery room and hall­way of the house . . . are kept filled in case of fire, and have no other value, surely.

Keeper was look­ing di­rectly at Cur­zon, and his growl was au­di­ble now.

“It’s clear,” said her fa­ther stiffly, his Irish ac­cent more pro­nounced now, “that your os­ten­si­ble pur­pose in this visit was a sham. I cer­tainly don’t care to par­tic­i­pate, es­pe­cially through de­ceit, in any scheme of the Hu­berti, and—and so I note your opin­ions and bid you good day.”

Cur­zon bent to pick up a tweed cap from a chair by the win­dow. He hes­i­tated, and Emily won­dered how his con­ver­sa­tion with her fa­ther might have de­vel­oped if she had not been present.

As it was, Cur­zon just said, “I pray I may never one day need to kill your chil­dren,” and walked to the door, push­ing rudely be­tween Emily and Char­lotte. Keeper snapped at him, and Emily heard cloth tear. Cur­zon grunted but didn’t look back as he strode to the front door and left the house.

Her fa­ther sat down heav­ily in the chair be­hind the desk.

“A ly­can­thrope?” said Char­lotte breath­lessly.

“Holy wa­ter?” said Anne.

“A drop,” said her fa­ther, wav­ing that sub­ject away, “in each bucket. Yes, ly­can­thropes—call them were­wolves if you like, or gy­trashes, as the lo­cals do. Emily—would you see which way he goes? Down to the vil­lage or out to the moors?”

“Who are the Hu­berti?” asked Anne, but Emily was al­ready in the hall, with Keeper trot­ting close at her heels.

When she stepped out­side into the cold wind and closed the door be­hind her, she saw the tall fig­ure of Al­cuin Cur­zon strid­ing down the lane be­side the church­yard—not even limp­ing! Clearly he was go­ing to the vil­lage, and prob­a­bly to some trans­porta­tion away from Ha­worth.

On an im­pulse, she be­gan run­ning af­ter him. Keeper trot­ted eas­ily at her side, not pulling ahead.

She soon caught up with Cur­zon on the paving stones be­side the church. “Mr. Cur­zon,” she called when she was a few yards be­hind him.

He stopped and turned, frown­ing, and Emily no­ticed a rip in the knee of his new trousers. Keeper tensed, and she didn’t have to stoop to catch his steel-stud­ded leather col­lar with her left hand.

“Ev­i­dently,” she said, “your wound this morn­ing was not as dire as I imag­ined.”

“Re­strain your dog,” he said. “I’d not hurt him.”

Emily re­al­ized that she was still hold­ing the pe­cu­liar knife in her right hand. “He and I de­fend each other,” she said, not at all out of breath from run­ning. “And he won’t ever let you kill me, as you said you might try to do.”

“Yes, if you were to change. But”—he bared his teeth in what might have been a smile—“you helped me to­day, so I’d try to see that you were shriven first.”

“Catholic mag­na­nim­ity!” She shook her head. “You do know some­thing about this busi­ness—”

He didn’t move, but just stared down at her with his ex­posed right eye. Emily wished it were cov­ered too.

She went on in a rush, “Have you seen the dark boy who be­comes a flock of crows?”

Cur­zon’s eye widened at that, and he stepped back. “My God, girl—Miss Emily!—are you al­ready marked as his?”

He took an­other step back­ward when she ex­tended the hand that held the knife, but she tossed it clat­ter­ing onto the pave­ment at his feet.

“Take it—you left it be­hind this morn­ing. I meant to in­di­cate my hand.”

His eye held her gaze for a mo­ment, then looked down. And he nod­ded. “As I guessed this morn­ing, it’s a scar from teeth as well as a burn—you cau­ter­ized the bite. If you were quick about it—and I ex­pect you were—then you haven’t seen Welsh’s spirit; some­one has told you about that ap­pari­tion. Your id­iot fa­ther? One of your luck­less sis­ters?” He raised his eye from her hand to her face. “Some­one is lethally marked.”

Lethally marked? Emily wished now that she hadn’t dropped the knife; but Keeper was with her, quiv­er­ing un­der her fin­gers grip­ping his col­lar. She pressed on, “The boy is Welsh’s spirit? I have seen it a cou­ple of times, far off, out on the moors.” She took a deep breath. “Tell me about Pon­den Kirk.”

He cocked his head, and his eye nar­rowed now in what might have been pity.

His cold gaze was steady, but she just stared back at him.

It was Cur­zon who looked away—past her, back to­ward the par­son­age. He rubbed his hand across his mouth. “You’re not lost to him, nec­es­sar­ily. Damn! You present a heartily un­wel­come in­ter­rup­tion and in­con­ve­nience, and likely you have no more in­tel­li­gence than your de­mented fa­ther . . . but I think in all good con­science I must take you with me. Come now, this minute—don’t go back to that house of doomed souls.”

Emily quickly crouched and straight­ened, and she was again hold­ing the knife.

“God, not you, will judge their souls,” she said, “and what­ever their state, I’m one of them.”

The wind shook the bare branches of the trees in the church­yard. Emily shiv­ered and wished she’d grabbed her coat, but held the knife steady. For sev­eral sec­onds the only sound was the clink­ing of new grave­stones be­ing chis­eled in the stone­cut­ting yard be­hind her.

“I think you are, at that,” Cur­zon said, al­most in a whis­per. “Keep the knife, and I pray you find the grace to use it on your own throat one day.”

He turned on his heel and strode away.

Emily started to turn back to­ward he par­son­age, but Keeper stood im­mov­able un­til Cur­zon had dis­ap­peared around the cor­ner of her fa­ther’s church.




Night had fallen by the time Bran­well stum­bled out of the Black Bull, though it was much ear­lier than his usual hour of re­turn­ing home; but when he clam­bered over the church­yard wall to take the short­cut among the grave­stones, a long, men­ac­ing howl from Emily’s dog made him stop and look up from watch­ing the cau­tious place­ment of his boots in the moon­light that fil­tered through the tree branches.

And so he stum­bled against the base of one of the flat grave­stones and, try­ing to catch his bal­ance, sat down on it. The stone was cold, and he shiv­ered and slid his hands into his pock­ets. His fin­gers closed on the vial Mrs. Flens­ing had given him, and he pulled it out.

The dog was bark­ing fu­ri­ously now, up by the par­son­age door, and though each roar seemed to vi­brate in Bran­well’s bones, he tried to ig­nore the noise and fo­cus on the vial.

In the dark­ness, its con­tents seemed to be faintly lu­mi­nes­cent. Sev­eral glasses of gin had dis­pelled the in­tim­i­da­tion Mrs. Flens­ing had im­posed on him, and now he laughed softly in em­bar­rass­ment to re­call how he had stam­mered and stum­bled when an­swer­ing her ques­tions.

“Quiet!” he shouted at the dog, across the scarcely seen grave­stones. He looked down at the vial again. “Devil’s tears!” he mut­tered. “Let’s see how dev­ils weep.”

He thumbed the cork out of the vial, and then hes­i­tated with one fin­ger poised over the nar­row rim. But what has Northang­er­land to lose? he asked him­self with giddy bravado, and dipped his fin­ger into the cold liq­uid.

It stung, and he quickly recorked the vial and pulled off his spec­ta­cles to wipe his fin­ger on the lenses and then on his coat.

He peered ir­ri­ta­bly in the di­rec­tion of the jar­ringly bark­ing dog, but the trees and grave­stones around him were just dim, blurred shapes. He tucked the vial into his pocket and fit­ted his spec­ta­cles back over his ears.

He found that his vi­sion through the lenses was clearer than be­fore he had rubbed the oil on them; con­trasts be­tween moon­light and shadow were more dis­tinct, and the shapes of the trees and the stand­ing stones were more per­cep­ti­bly three-di­men­sional solids.

And now he could see that there were other things vis­i­ble in the in­ter­mit­tent moon­light.

Shapes like un­moored shad­ows shifted among the head­stones. Their out­lines were dif­fi­cult to dis­tin­guish from the tree branches be­yond them, but they seemed to move with vo­li­tion.

Bran­well froze, star­ing at the things.

He could see that they were all mov­ing be­tween the tomb­stones, out of the church­yard to­ward the open moors, and when they shiv­ered at each boom­ing call from the dog, Bran­well re­al­ized that they were flee­ing from the sound.

The dog’s bay­ing was shak­ing Bran­well too, like blows to his spine, and to es­cape it he fol­lowed the vaguely hu­man fig­ures—over the low west wall and along a path that curved across a moon­lit field, away from the par­son­age and the church­yard and the vil­lage.

Bran­well was shiv­er­ing with both fear and ex­cite­ment. The up­right shapes were more dis­tinct in the open moon­light, and in spite of their blurred out­lines he could make out flex­ing limbs swing­ing from shoul­ders and hips, and heads like big mush­rooms loosely rolling. When the breeze blew across them he caught a sul­fury scent, like marsh gas.

The man­like shapes were aware of him as they hob­bled and hopped along. Their bag heads fre­quently swiveled to­ward him, and the things moved aside to clear his way. Sev­eral of them ex­tended di­aphanous arms with smoke-ten­dril fin­gers wav­ing at the ends, and, sens­ing re­spect and def­er­ence, Bran­well gid­dily stretched out his own arms. His palms felt a faint tin­gling as the in­dis­tinct fin­gers swept across them.

As the dog’s bark­ing faded be­hind them, Bran­well was able to feel a pulse that was not his own, through the ear­pieces of his spec­ta­cles; and when the shapes around him be­gan bob­bing to the same rhythm, and open­ing and clos­ing holes in their heads in coun­ter­point to it, he re­al­ized that they were, af­ter a fash­ion, singing.

It be­came clear to Bran­well that the things were no longer flee­ing the bark­ing of Emily’s dog, but tak­ing a de­lib­er­ate course. The moon was high now in the starry sky, and it seemed to re­new the al­co­hol in his blood­stream and give him bound­less en­ergy. When the mis­shapen fig­ures be­gan spin­ning as they moved along the path, and awk­wardly wav­ing their rip­pling up­per limbs at the sky, Bran­well found it fit­ting to spin too, laugh­ing, and to leap around and among the things.

His in­creas­ingly fren­zied ac­tiv­ity didn’t tire him at all, and his breath­ing was no faster than it would be if he were sim­ply walk­ing rapidly. He was aware of the very cold wind toss­ing his hair, but he wasn’t shiv­er­ing; and the air was laced with the scents of heather and damp soil and the smell of the fig­ures around him.

Their way led up hill­sides where Bran­well was able to leap over pro­ject­ing rocks that slowed his more awk­ward com­pan­ions, and they all skirted the bank of Dean Beck for at least a mile to reach an an­cient stone bridge, though in many places step­ping stones were set only a few feet apart across the rush­ing wa­ter.

Af­ter some un­con­sid­ered length of time the un­gainly com­pany stopped, and when Bran­well glanced around at his frail com­pan­ions he saw that they were all folded and shorter—kneel­ing—and fac­ing the same di­rec­tion. They swayed in the wind like tall grass, and it oc­curred to him that he had not seen them raise dust in their steps and gy­ra­tions, nor cast any per­cep­ti­ble moon shad­ows on the paths.

Bran­well’s spu­ri­ous en­ergy had at some point left him. He was pant­ing now, shiv­er­ing in the cold wind and the sud­den aware­ness of be­ing many dark miles from home.

All he could see ahead was a tall, roughly rec­tan­gu­lar es­carp­ment, black against a gray slope in the moon­light, and he sagged in dis­may when he rec­og­nized it. He sel­dom ven­tured out on the moors any­more, even by day­light, and he hadn’t been this close to Pon­den Kirk since that day six­teen years ago when he had en­ticed two of his sis­ters to join him in leav­ing blood in the cave at its base.

Now he could see that the body of a big an­i­mal lay half­way up the stony slope.

He turned away from it and took a step back—but the wispy fig­ures, the wraiths that had ac­com­pa­nied and led him here, clus­tered to­gether now to block him. He be­gan to push his way through them, and it was like push­ing through twigs and cob­webs . . . but the open­ings in their bag heads gaped like muddy drains, and they were au­di­bly suck­ing air, though they had noth­ing like lungs. Bran­well felt a cor­re­spond­ing tug at his own breath; he was able to keep his throat closed against it, but he dreaded get­ting into the mid­dle of them, and he re­treated and re­luc­tantly faced Pon­den Kirk.

And there was mo­tion at the base of the mon­u­ment. Out from the shad­ows now stepped a tall fig­ure, im­pos­ingly solid in con­trast to the fig­ures be­hind Bran­well.

The fig­ure walked for­ward, down the slope, and heather crunched un­der its bare, blocky toes. It was a man—naked ex­cept for a belt with a car­tridge box at­tached to it, but so thickly cov­ered with coarse hair that Bran­well knew its sex be­cause of the bushy beard and broad shoul­ders. The man’s eyes glit­tered in the moon­light as they stared into Bran­well’s.

Bran­well was dis­may­ingly sober, and trem­bling. His legs tensed for a head­long, thrash­ing flight through the things that swayed be­hind him, but he made him­self call up all the fail­ures of his life, all the op­por­tu­ni­ties that had fright­ened him into re­treat, and he whis­pered, “Northang­er­land” and stood his ground. And when the big man had walked down to where Bran­well stood and ex­tended a hand, Bran­well didn’t let him­self flinch at the sight of the short fin­gers and long, thick nails. He reached out his own hand and clasped it.

For sev­eral long mo­ments Bran­well’s soft palm was pressed against rough pads; then the man re­leased him and waved up the slope, to­ward the dead an­i­mal.

The man rocked his furry head back and opened his mouth, and the high, dron­ing wail that is­sued from his throat rocked Bran­well back on his heels. Out here on the moors at night, at the foot of Pon­den Kirk, the pierc­ing sound was noth­ing at all like the cry­ing of an in­fant—it was high-pitched, but ex­pres­sive of sub­hu­man grief and rage.

Bran­well was sure that the very wind halted un­til the ter­ri­ble sound stopped. And then the wail was echoed dis­tantly by other such voices, from widely sep­a­rated points far away in the night.

The man stepped back and waved to­ward the Kirk. Bran­well took a deep, dizzy breath, and picked his way up the un­even slope un­til he stood a few yards short of where the an­i­mal’s body lay.

Even in the shad­ows, with his new vi­sion Bran­well was able to see the thing clearly. It was some­thing like a huge dog, with a short snout and long, mus­cu­lar legs. Its fur was wet, and stood up in long tufts like pine nee­dles, not ev­ery­where cov­er­ing dark patches on the skin be­neath, and he could see a gash in the corded neck. The cold air was sharp with the smell of lin­seed oil, fa­mil­iar to him from the days when he had hoped to be a por­trait painter.

The tall naked man stepped past Bran­well, dwarf­ing him, and from the car­tridge box his blunt fin­gers ex­tracted a stone and a short steel bar curled at one end; and when he crouched—his head level now with Bran­well’s—and struck the stone against the steel, a cas­cade of bright sparks fell onto the dead an­i­mal’s fur.

A mo­ment later the body was en­gulfed in glar­ing flames and the man stepped back. The sud­den heat stung Bran­well’s face and hands, and the air was sharp with the reek of burn­ing oil and fur.

Now some­one else was step­ping down the slope from the Kirk, a small bare­foot fig­ure in tat­tered cloth­ing—short in stature but throw­ing a gi­ant fire­light-shadow onto the black stone ed­i­fice be­hind it.

Bran­well rec­og­nized the dark boy who had haunted his dreams, and whom he had once met in the snow-blan­keted church­yard, many years ago. In the fire­light Bran­well saw him smile—

And then, with­out hav­ing moved, Bran­well was look­ing down the slope—past the burn­ing body of the an­i­mal, at the tall man and a slen­der young man in a woolen coat, with bushy red hair and crooked spec­ta­cles.

He met the gaze of the be­spec­ta­cled young man, and re­al­ized dizzily that it was him­self; and he knew that the per­son star­ing at him out of his own eyes was a stranger.

Bran­well cringed and raised a hand to block the sight, and it was not his own hand; it was grimy, and small—the hand of a child. He tensed, and bare toes curled against grav­elly dirt.

His mind con­vulsed away in shock, and he sat down and fell back­ward across weeds and stones; but he could feel his own coat tight around his shoul­ders, and his own boots on his feet.

He com­pleted his in­vol­un­tary back­ward som­er­sault and got up in a crouch, fac­ing the fire and the Kirk but not look­ing at the dark boy; for sev­eral sec­onds he just hud­dled there, gasp­ing, his hands pressed against the dirt. Then his nerve broke and he was up and heed­lessly claw­ing his way right through the clus­ter of bag-headed wraiths and past them, run­ning away into dark­ness. He heard no pur­suit, and af­ter a hun­dred yards he re­al­ized that the full moon was light­ing the fa­mil­iar paths and hills brightly enough for him to snatch the pol­luted spec­ta­cles from his face and tuck them into his pocket.







CHAP­TER FIVE


Usu­ally at eight o’clock Patrick joined his daugh­ters in the par­lor for evening prayers, af­ter which he would bar the front door, ad­vise the girls not to stay up late, and then as­cend the stairs to his room, paus­ing at the land­ing to wind the clock; and be­fore get­ting into bed, he would load and prime his pis­tol for the morn­ing’s shot over the church­yard.

And on most nights af­ter prayers, Char­lotte, Emily, and Anne re­tired to the kitchen, where they would pro­pose and elab­o­rate and write down sto­ries, one or an­other of them sit­ting down to write while the other two walked in cir­cles around the ta­ble. When they’d been younger, the sto­ries had been set in their imag­i­nary lands of Glass Town and Gondal and An­gria, and Bran­well had been a lively par­tic­i­pant. It was dif­fer­ent now.

Hav­ing paid for the pub­li­ca­tion of a book of their po­ems, they had am­bi­tions of an au­di­ence be­yond just them­selves, and Bran­well had found broader and coarser com­pan­ion­ship at the Black Bull. He sel­dom made his way home un­til af­ter his sis­ters had put out the can­dles and gone to bed, leav­ing the kitchen door un­locked for him.

Tonight, though, when the prayers were fin­ished and their fa­ther got up from kneel­ing, he didn’t walk into the hall to see to the front door. In­stead he sat down at the din­ing ta­ble and swung his head back and forth as if he could see his daugh­ters, who glanced at one an­other and pulled out chairs for them­selves. A wind from the west rat­tled the cur­tain­less win­dows, and the flames of the can­dles on the ta­ble wa­vered. Keeper had come in an hour ago, and now lay un­der the ta­ble, grunt­ing from time to time.

“Anne,” Patrick said, “you asked who the Hu­berti are. I’m afraid I wasn’t—”

“I missed your an­swer en­tirely,” in­ter­rupted Emily. “I was out chat­ting with Mr. Cur­zon.”

“Yes,” said Anne, “tell Papa what he said to you.”

Their fa­ther pursed his lips, then turned to­ward Emily’s voice.

“He was alarmed,” said Emily, “to hear that I had seen the dark boy who can be­come a flock of crows.”

Patrick in­haled sharply and opened his mouth, but Emily went on, “And he said that since I helped him this morn­ing, he would see that I’m given the ben­e­fit of Catholic ab­so­lu­tion, be­fore the day comes when he shall have to kill me.” Her tone was res­o­lutely light. “Then he changed his mind and de­cided I might be saved af­ter all, and in­sisted that I go away with him—that in­stant.”

Patrick stared in Emily’s di­rec­tion. “You can’t have seen the boy, not seen him, surely! The ex­or­cism the Catholic priest did—”

“I’ve seen him a cou­ple of times,” Emily said, “out on the moors, far off.”

“I have too,” said Anne, al­most too qui­etly to be heard.

“A boy can’t turn into crows,” mut­tered Char­lotte.

“A dead boy can,” said their fa­ther hol­lowly, “if he wasn’t pre­cisely a boy in the first place. He can gather mass to tem­po­rar­ily show a phys­i­cal form.” He sat back and closed his nearly use­less eyes. “O, what a rogue and peas­ant slave am I!” he said, and Emily men­tally sup­plied phrases from the same mono­logue of Ham­let’s that her fa­ther was quot­ing: Am I a cow­ard? Who calls me vil­lain?

Anne had also rec­og­nized the quote. “We don’t call you vil­lain,” she said. “You did what you thought was suf­fi­cient.”

“Mr. Cur­zon told me the boy is Welsh’s spirit,” said Emily. “Mean­ing ghost?”

Her fa­ther nod­ded un­hap­pily. “It takes the form in which it was ban­ished across the Irish Sea—open wild wa­ter—in 1710: the dark lit­tle boy in ragged clothes, whom the sailors wished to throw over­board.” In a whis­per he added, “And may my great-grand­fa­ther be cursed, for pre­vent­ing them.”

Anne looked shocked, and Char­lotte was frown­ing, ev­i­dently dis­mayed by the idea that this story might af­ter all be true. And Emily re­called Char­lotte’s re­sponse, six­teen years ago, when Bran­well had pro­posed that mem­o­rable hike out to Pon­den Kirk to see their dead sis­ter Maria “made alive again”: over­com­ing ev­i­dent re­luc­tance, Char­lotte had said, You three go and have your game.

Char­lotte glanced at the dark­ness out­side the win­dows and stood up to tilt the wick of a new can­dle into one of the can­dle flames. She fit­ted it into a brass can­dle­holder and re­sumed her seat. The but­tery smell of the freshly ig­nited wick wafted across the ta­ble.

Anne caught Emily’s eye and, with a ques­tion­ing look, held up her left fore­fin­ger, on which surely no scar re­mained. Char­lotte was look­ing again to­ward the win­dow, and Emily shook her head at Anne. Let’s not trou­ble him with that, she thought, yet.

“I should have let Cur­zon speak,” said Patrick. “Though he con­sid­ers me a fool and I con­sider him a dan­ger­ous char­la­tan, he might know of some pro­tec­tions. Emily, did he give you any way to reach him?”

“No. I sup­pose I can ask in the vil­lage, in case he left in­for­ma­tion.” She took a deep breath. “So who are the Hu­berti?”

“A French Catholic cult,” said Patrick, “which pre­tends to date back to a sev­enth-cen­tury Bel­gian saint, Hu­ber­tus. He was bishop of Liege, and this cult claims that he was a great scourge of . . . were­wolves.”

Anne spoke up, “Saint Hu­bert of Liege! He’s the one who was hunt­ing a stag, and when it turned to face him he had a vi­sion of the cross, be­tween its antlers.”

“That’s gen­uine Pa­pist folk­lore,” agreed her fa­ther. “This were­wolf busi­ness was cer­tainly cooked up some­what more re­cently. Half a dozen of the Hu­berti ap­proached me in a tav­ern in Lon­don, in 1807, very ex­cit­edly, when I was in town to be or­dained. They took me back to a pri­vate room. One of them knew me from Cam­bridge, and knew that I had come over from Ire­land five years ear­lier. They ad­dressed me as Brunty, and I let it stand.” He sat back and made a sour face. “Oh, they’re a weird crew—they all wear eye­patches! It’s only a for­mal­ity now, they see per­fectly well with both eyes, but I gath­ered that in pre­vi­ous cen­turies they would ac­tu­ally, each of them, put out one of his own eyes!”

Anne shud­dered, and Char­lotte gave Emily a re­volted look; but Emily was think­ing of the cy­clopes.

Caught up in his mem­o­ries, Patrick went on, “They wanted to re­cruit me—com­pel me!” He laughed with­out hu­mor. “I re­ally thought they meant—never mind for­mal­i­ties!—to cut out one of my eyes, right there in the tav­ern! Their goal, they said, was to stop the pre­da­tions of dev­ils in the north coun­try, which had been in­creas­ing in re­cent years. They knew I had in­ad­ver­tently brought one there from Ire­land, an im­por­tant one, and they wanted me to work with them. They showed me a knife—dou­ble-bladed, like the one the Cur­zon fel­low had—and they said it was ef­fi­ca­cious in the killing of were­wolves.”

“And,” said Anne breath­lessly, “then?”

Patrick spread his hands. “I kept them talk­ing un­til a stew­ard looked in on us, and I pushed past him and ran away!” He sighed and rubbed his brow. “I was al­ready a joint cu­rate in Wethers­field then, in Es­sex. I was en­gaged to be mar­ried to a girl there . . . but the things those mad Hu­berti had said trou­bled me. I went back to Ire­land for a week—preached at the old church at Bal­ly­roney—and spoke to my fa­ther.”

The three sis­ters were lis­ten­ing closely. Their fa­ther spoke so sel­dom of his fam­ily, or his life be­fore or­di­na­tion, that to­day’s scanty rev­e­la­tions on those sub­jects were as ar­rest­ing as the fan­tas­tic and not-quite-plau­si­ble talk of were­wolves.

“He told me much of what I told you girls ear­lier, about Welsh’s ori­gin and his—pro­vi­sional, God help us!—death. And my fa­ther di­rected me to an old peas­ant woman named Meg, who . . . well, I’m not sure she wasn’t an out­right pa­gan witch, to be hon­est. But in ex­change for sweets and to­bacco she told me of one way that I might im­pede Welsh’s spirit. It sounds fool­ish—” He cleared his throat and frowned de­fen­sively. “She told me to take rust scrap­ings from the church bell that was rung at Welsh’s fu­neral in 1771—cast iron, like an in­verted Dutch oven—and mix them with lead, and cast bul­lets from the re­sult.”

“You,” said Emily, forc­ing down an in­cred­u­lous laugh, “must have taken a lot of scrap­ings.”

“I took the whole bell,” he ad­mit­ted. “It’s in a bucket of wa­ter in a locked closet in the church sac­risty. Ev­ery few days I scrape rust off of it and dry the pow­der to stir into the melted lead. The gun­shot, the old woman told me, would be a way to ‘ring Welsh’s fu­neral bell’ again.”

“And re­mind him that he’s dead,” said Char­lotte tone­lessly.

Patrick cocked his head, ap­par­ently un­sure if her re­mark was sar­cas­tic. “Af­ter your mother died,” he said slowly, “I got that Catholic priest to do the ex­or­cism.” He nod­ded, ret­ro­spec­tively jus­ti­fy­ing his ac­tion. “That was twenty-five years ago—and un­til hear­ing from Emily and Anne just now, I’ve be­lieved that rit­ual fi­nally ban­ished the Welsh devil to Hell.”

“Though you’ve still rung his fu­neral bell ev­ery morn­ing,” ob­served Emily.

“Against,” said their fa­ther softly, “the re­mote . . .” His voice trailed off.

For sev­eral sec­onds none of them spoke. Wind bat­tered at the win­dow, and Keeper growled from un­der the ta­ble.

“Did you marry the girl?” asked Anne at last.

Patrick raised his head and sighed. “No, child. Her fam­ily had money, and they strongly dis­ap­proved of her en­gage­ment to a pen­ni­less Irish cler­gy­man. In any case I had been study­ing Wes­ley’s ac­counts of dev­ils in York­shire, and I knew I had to come here, to put a stop to the ill­ness I had re­vived in the land.”

They all jumped then, for a loud, shud­der­ing wail sounded from some­where far out in the dark night—it was joined by an­other, and then still an­other, and the sounds wove to­gether in bar­baric har­mony for many long sec­onds be­fore fad­ing.

None of the peo­ple at the ta­ble had moved, but from the cor­ner of her eye Emily saw that Keeper was now stand­ing in the hall, swing­ing his great head from the front of the house to the rear and back, and he seemed big­ger, more solidly real than the wall be­hind him or the stone floor un­der his mas­sive paws. His black lips were drawn back, and from one of his breaths to the next she could see all his teeth.

At last, as if it had been pro­posed and agreed on, Patrick and his daugh­ters all stood up at once and filed out of the par­lor and down the hall to the warm kitchen, Keeper crowd­ing so closely be­side Emily on one side that her shoul­der brushed the wall on the other. Each of the sis­ters car­ried one of the can­dles, and Emily crossed to a lamp on a shelf by the black-iron range and lit it with her can­dle. Keeper stood by the back door.

“What was—” be­gan Anne, then just shook her head.

Their fa­ther had found a chair at the ta­ble and sat down. He shook his head, then turned to­ward Keeper’s deep-throated growl. “Never mind, boy,” he said, “there are buck­ets of holy wa­ter by ev­ery door.”

Char­lotte clicked her tongue.

Emily re­al­ized that she was lis­ten­ing for the aw­ful sound to come again out of the night, and that the oth­ers were too.

When per­haps a minute had passed with no rep­e­ti­tion of it, Anne and Char­lotte pulled out chairs on ei­ther side of Patrick and set­tled into them.

Patrick cleared his throat. “I’ve heard that sound be­fore—in Ire­land, on the evening af­ter a vil­lage priest claimed to have killed a fao­ladh, which is the Irish term for a were­wolf; no one be­lieved him un­til that wail­ing came on the same night. Emily, I think Mr. Cur­zon killed one to­day.”

And those were the voices of its mourn­ers, thought Emily. Be­side her, Anne shiv­ered.

“You came here,” Emily prompted, “to cure the ill­ness in the land.”

“I didn’t know to come di­rectly here,” her fa­ther said. “For full many a year I was a sort of itin­er­ant cu­rate, at churches all over York­shire, search­ing for in­di­ca­tions of Welsh’s sort of devil. Anne, my dear, is it pos­si­ble you could give your poor fa­ther a glass of whisky?”

Anne raised her eye­brows but said, “Yes, Papa.” She moved a stool and stood on it to reach a high shelf, and when she stepped down she was car­ry­ing a heavy jar. She un­screwed the lid and care­fully poured am­ber liquor into a teacup. She screwed the lid back on and got up on the stool again to put the jar away, then re­sumed her seat.

Her fa­ther took a solid sip, ex­haled, and went on, “In each parish I took care to talk to the peo­ple, and hear their tales of what they called gy­trashes, bar­guests, bog­garts—mon­sters in the night. I was cu­rate in . . . Dews­bury, Hartshead, Li­v­ersedge, Thorn­ton . . .”

“Closer and closer to here,” ob­served Emily.

Patrick held up his teacup. “How do you keep this from Bran­well?”

“The jar is la­beled ‘Emetic,’ ” said Char­lotte. “Go on.”

“Yes. In Thorn­ton I heard that John Wes­ley had preached a mem­o­rable ser­mon here in Ha­worth, and William Grimshaw had been rec­tor here for twenty years in the last cen­tury. I al­ready knew that Wes­ley was aware of . . . ly­can­thropy on the moors, and when I read Grimshaw’s ser­mons it was clear to me that he too was con­cerned about it.” He fin­ished the whisky, hes­i­tated, then set the cup down. “And at Pon­den Hall the Heatons were kind enough to let me study in their li­brary.”

Emily had felt Anne start at the word Pon­den, and then re­lax a mo­ment later. Pon­den Hall was the two-hun­dred-year-old es­tate of the wealthy Heaton fam­ily, three miles west of Ha­worth and well north­east of the des­o­late Pon­den Kirk mon­u­ment. The Brontë chil­dren had been play­mates of the Heaton chil­dren.

“I found some doc­u­ments on lo­cal his­tory—jour­nals, let­ters—there was a copy there of The Won­der­full Dis­cov­erie of Witches in the Coun­tie of Lan­cas­ter, pub­lished in 1613, which fairly in­di­cated Ha­worth as the cen­ter of the su­per­nat­u­ral whirlpool—and a dis­turb­ing Gaelic man­u­script by one Uil­liam Lu­aith Bean­naigh.”

No one spoke, and in the mo­ments when the wind paused, Emily could hear the tick­ing of the clock on the stair land­ing. Keeper was sit­ting be­side her now, and licked her hand.

“If a good deal of what you’ve heard and read is true,” said Char­lotte, “why do we stay here? Why not move back to Thorn­ton?”

Patrick stirred, and went on slowly, “That ledger stone in the floor of the church, a few yards closer to the door than the stone over our fam­ily vault.”

“The one with the grooves cut in it,” said Char­lotte with a nod. “You once said that the grooves were to keep peo­ple from slip­ping, if the floor were wet. I asked you why there weren’t grooves over the whole floor in that case, and you said it proved to be too costly.”

“Did I? I’m afraid I lied to you. The grooves are ogham, the an­cient Celtic tree-al­pha­bet. In that crude al­pha­bet some of those grooves spell out the name of a crea­ture that lies be­neath that ledger stone. It’s what I was search­ing for, through all those years—and, hav­ing found it, it’s why I’ve kept my fam­ily here. You’re . . . not pre­cisely safe, but safer, here, where I can keep it down and—and, God will­ing, keep the Welsh spirit away from it.”

“Keep it down?” said Emily. “It’s not dead?”

“Not . . . ir­re­triev­ably, I’m afraid. Frozen half­way there, say, like a stale­mated king in a chess game.”

“What is it?”

“Ac­cord­ing to the Lu­aith Bean­naigh man­u­script, it is Welsh’s in­hu­man twin. Some­one at some point killed it, mostly, more than a hun­dred years ago, and had its ogham name in­cised in the ledger stone laid over it, along with a negat­ing branch of lines which . . . con­tra­dict the name. The Rev­erend Grimshaw made sure to keep the grooves cleared of dust and mud, and added a re­pres­sive Latin phrase to the Pa­ter Nos­ter in his Sun­day ser­vice. My fool pre­de­ces­sor here stopped us­ing the Latin en­tirely—he in­sisted, rea­son­ably enough any­where else, that the Pa­ter Nos­ter should be said in the King’s good Eng­lish—and he even pro­posed fill­ing in the grooves in the stone with mor­tar.” Patrick shook his head. “The con­gre­ga­tion knew bet­ter. They came near hang­ing him, and might have done, if I hadn’t re­placed him.”

Emily re­called hear­ing how the con­gre­ga­tion had ex­pressed its dis­plea­sure. A don­key had been led into the church in the mid­dle of a ser­vice, and on its back, fac­ing the don­key’s tail, was a man wear­ing a stack of twenty hats. It had ef­fec­tively dis­rupted the cu­rate’s read­ing of a les­son, and when Emily first heard the story she had thought it was merely a grotesque clown show.

Now she said, “Fac­ing back­ward on the don­key? Twenty hats?”

“The man on the don­key was not sim­ply ridi­cul­ing the ig­no­rant rec­tor,” her fa­ther said. “Af­ter the don­key prom­e­nade, the peo­ple dragged the poor rec­tor out­side and rolled him in a pile of ashes. The peo­ple didn’t re­mem­ber what it was, but in fact they were en­act­ing an an­cient pa­gan Celtic rit­ual of ban­ish­ment—the man on the don­key fac­ing away, wear­ing a lot of hats to rep­re­sent the en­tire com­mu­nity, and ashes to show a va­cated space.” Char­lotte had huffed as he spoke, and he added, “It’s true, my dear. All that world is still not far be­low the sur­face, out here.”

“Brachiun enim,” said Emily softly, quot­ing the odd Latin phrase that her fa­ther in­serted into his recital of the Pa­ter Nos­ter, al­ways strik­ing a string-sus­pended iron tri­an­gle as he voiced the enig­matic words. “You mis­pro­nounce brachium, but that’s ‘arm for,’ ” more or less. What does it sig­nify?”

“In Latin,” her fa­ther said, “in­serted be­fore vol­un­tas tua, it’s a need­less ref­er­ence to God’s arm. But in a di­alect of old Celtic, those syl­la­bles—breagh gan ainm—mean ‘Lie name­less.’ Spo­ken while ring­ing that tri­an­gle, which I chis­eled and ham­mered from the rim of Welsh’s fu­neral bell, it em­pha­sizes the con­tra­dic­tion of the twin’s name in­scribed on the ledger stone, and—by the grace of God—has kept the twin down.”

The clock on the stairs struck nine, and he sighed and got la­bo­ri­ously to his feet. “That’s enough,” he said, “there’s noth­ing any­one can do tonight. I’m for bed. Don’t . . . stay up too late.” He yawned, as much from ten­sion as from weari­ness, and turned to­ward the hall. “And don’t let Bran­well get into the emetic,” he added over his shoul­der.

When their fa­ther’s slow steps had as­cended past the stair land­ing, Emily told her sis­ters, “Later. To­mor­row.”

Anne and Char­lotte nod­ded with ev­i­dent re­lief at post­pon­ing dis­cus­sion of the things their fa­ther had said, and the three sis­ters pushed back their chairs and walked down the hall to fetch their fold­ing wooden writ­ing desks. It was re­as­sur­ing to re­sume their usual nightly rou­tine and open the desks on the kitchen ta­ble and set out ink bot­tles, pens, and sheets of pa­per. Even Keeper, rec­og­niz­ing the fa­mil­iar homely rit­ual, con­sented to lie down at Emily’s feet.

Char­lotte al­lowed her­self to say, “Celtic tree-al­pha­bet! God help us!” be­fore sigh­ing and bend­ing over a man­u­script page.

“To­mor­row,” said Emily firmly.

“Amen,” agreed Anne, smooth­ing a page of her own.

Emily un­capped her ink bot­tle and dipped the nib of her pen.

Soon the kitchen was silent ex­cept for the scratch­ing of pens. Anne had al­ready be­gun writ­ing a novel while work­ing as a gov­erness last year, and it was about the vi­cis­si­tudes of a gov­erness’s life. Char­lotte had de­cided to aban­don the old tales of An­gria and write a novel her­self, draw­ing on her two years as a stu­dent in Brus­sels. Emily felt ready to be­gin a novel of her own, but she was re­solved not to base it on her own life—her vi­sion was of the wild, windswept moors and the iso­lated souls to be found in that that wilder­ness.




CHAP­TER SIX


Bran­well’s room, his “stu­dio,” was at the back of the par­son­age, with a big win­dow over­look­ing the moors, and Char­lotte and Anne slept in what used to be their aunt’s room; but Emily still slept on the nar­row camp bed in the small room they had all shared as chil­dren. The win­dow over­looked the church­yard and the church steeple be­yond, but when she awoke this morn­ing and peered out, dawn was just a red streak in the sky and she saw only deep shadow be­low.

The room was of course too dark for her to see the pen­cil sketches that she knew cov­ered the white­washed walls, but as she lay in bed she called up in mem­ory all those draw­ings of birds and faces and flow­ers, and the chil­dren who had busily drawn them there. The higher draw­ings showed more skill, be­ing done as the chil­dren had grown taller, but Emily’s thoughts were of the low­est, the clumsy rab­bits and dogs done by the small­est hands.

In this predawn dim­ness the big old house seemed time­less, its var­i­ous tragedies and joys all equally present, but paused. Won­der­ing what had awak­ened her, she got out of bed and put on a robe and silently de­scended the stairs. Keeper fol­lowed her, and when she heard faint fum­bling at the kitchen door, she knew who it must be be­cause the dog didn’t even growl.

She opened the door, and Bran­well brought a gust of cold clay-scented air with him as he came stum­bling into the dark kitchen. “Sit down and be quiet,” she said softly as she bolted the door. “Papa hasn’t fired his pis­tol yet. I’ll make tea.”

By touch she un­err­ingly found matches and glass pa­per to strike them on, and soon had a fire go­ing in the big black-iron range and an oil lamp lit on the ta­ble. Keeper stood on the other side of the ta­ble, near Bran­well, and Emily thought the dog’s at­ti­tude was both pro­tec­tive and cau­tious.

She put the ket­tle on the range and sat down across the ta­ble from her brother, as a few hours ago she had sat here with her sis­ters. Bran­well looked as if he’d been way­laid and robbed—his face was scratched, his clothes were muddy and di­sheveled, and he wasn’t wear­ing his spec­ta­cles—but he had walked in with­out limp­ing, and he wasn’t ob­vi­ously in­jured.

He pulled his spec­ta­cles out of his coat pocket, and she could see that they weren’t bro­ken.

“Could you,” he said, “wash these?”

She took them from him, with a wry smile at the idea that it was his spec­ta­cles that par­tic­u­larly needed a wash, but stood up and rinsed them in the pot she had cleaned the teacups in. She dried them on a towel, and noted some sort of brown oil that still clung to the lenses; an­other dip in the pot, and rub­bing with her thumbs, got them clean, and she dried them again and handed them back to him.

He fit­ted them on over his ears and blinked ner­vously around the high-ceilinged room, then sighed deeply and looked at her. He cleared his throat and said, hoarsely, “I’ve been through Hell tonight.”

She took the ket­tle off the range and poured a splash of hot wa­ter into their aunt’s teapot—with Grimshaw’s state­ment painted on it in gold: To Me to live is Christ, to Die is Gain—swirled it around and poured it out, then filled it with hot wa­ter.

Ever since com­ing home af­ter his ac­ri­mo­nious dis­missal from his tu­to­rial po­si­tion, and the end of his claimed af­fair with Mrs. Robin­son, his em­ployer’s wife, he had de­clared ev­ery day that he was suf­fer­ing the tor­tures of the damned; but Emily re­spected suf­fer­ing even when it was de­served, or based on delu­sion.

She put the teapot on the ta­ble and spooned some tea leaves into the pot, then set two cups on the ta­ble and sat down. “Tell me.”

“I was—” he be­gan. “It has to do with some­thing that hap­pened to me in Lon­don. I—” He stopped, clearly re­con­sid­er­ing what he had been about to say. “I walked out to Pon­den Kirk tonight. I got lost on the way home—thought I’d die out there.” He waved one hand in a ges­ture that took in the state of his hair and cloth­ing.

Emily nod­ded. “And,” she said, “Lon­don?” She won­dered if he even still re­mem­bered his story of hav­ing been way­laid by rob­bers be­fore get­ting to Lon­don, eleven years ago.

“Well—that was ear­lier. There was a woman at the Black Bull to­day, a woman I met when I was in Lon­don. She re­mem­bered me. She—she has con­nec­tions, uh, em­ploy­ment—I think you’d—like to—”

Then his mouth twisted and he low­ered his head, and he was silently cry­ing. Emily thought of the boy who had done so many of the draw­ings, down near the floor or higher up, in the room they had once all shared.

She stood up and fetched the bot­tle la­beled Emetic, and poured a lib­eral splash of whisky into one of the cups, then filled both cups from the teapot. As tea, it would be lit­tle more than hot wa­ter, but she pushed the for­ti­fied one to­ward him. “That’ll cool it off for you. Drink it and go to bed, be­fore peo­ple start get­ting up—tell me about it all to­mor­row.”

He took a sip of the tea, then looked with sur­prise at the jar of whisky. “Where do you keep that?”

“On the roof. Go to bed.”

“Yes,” he said, “bed. Sleep, that knits up the ravel’d sleave of care, and—oh, God help us, Emily.”

“God can help us to­mor­row.”

The whisky must have cooled the tea, for he drained the cup in three big swal­lows, then pushed his chair back and got to his feet. Keeper watched him shuf­fle out to the hall­way, and didn’t sit down be­side Emily un­til Bran­well’s steps had faded to si­lence on the stairs.

The north wind had died down dur­ing the night, and the whole house was silent. It was too early to sweep the kitchen and be­gin cook­ing oat­meal por­ridge for her fa­ther and her sis­ters, and Emily sat and sipped her wa­tery tea. Keeper was sit­ting on the floor be­side her chair, and the big mas­tiff’s eyes were nearly level with her own.

“I think he did meet a woman,” she said softly to the dog, “and go out to Pon­den Kirk. But he’s ashamed of some­thing, and fright­ened.” Per­haps un­der­stand­ing her, Keeper raised a mas­sive paw and laid it on her thigh. “Of course,” she said, “but we’re all as God made us, and he’s my brother.”

The kitchen win­dow grad­u­ally bright­ened, and af­ter a while she heard her fa­ther’s dawn gun­shot. Ring­ing Welsh’s fu­neral bell, she thought, re­mind­ing him that he’s dead. She sighed, got to her feet, and put on her apron.




Patrick usu­ally took all his meals alone in his room up­stairs, but this morn­ing he came down and sat in the din­ing room, where his daugh­ters joined him for break­fast while Tabby was in the kitchen peel­ing pota­toes for din­ner. He had brought down from his room a wooden case like a flat tool­box with a leather strap han­dle, and laid it on the ta­ble. He didn’t speak as he ate; his blind gaze seemed to be fixed on the far wall.

His daugh­ters ex­changed ques­tion­ing looks over their bowls of por­ridge. They had talked in whis­pers in the kitchen; Anne was for get­ting an­other Catholic priest out to do an ex­or­cism, while Char­lotte sternly ad­vised con­sult­ing an An­gli­can bishop for ad­vice. Emily had no sug­ges­tions, want­ing to talk fur­ther with Bran­well be­fore de­cid­ing on any­thing.

Here at the din­ing room ta­ble Emily imag­ined her sis­ters felt, as she did, that any re­mark now would be ei­ther pre­sump­tu­ous or un­bear­ably inane.

“Emily,” Patrick said at last when he set down his spoon and nap­kin be­side the wooden case, “would you join me in the church­yard?”

“Not soon, I hope,” she an­swered with a smile. “And why in the church­yard, when we’ve got our own vault in the church?” Her fa­ther winced, and she re­gret­ted her flip­pancy. “Cer­tainly Papa,” she said.

He pushed back his chair and stood up, lift­ing the wooden case, which swung heav­ily in his hand. He walked to the hall and the front door, and Emily stepped past him and drew the bolt; when she swung the door open the morn­ing air was cold, and smelled of dew-damp paving stones.

To­day was a Thurs­day, but Patrick left the house ev­ery Sun­day for the short walk to the church, and this morn­ing he tapped down the front steps as un­err­ingly as if he could see. He made his way less steadily down the path through Emily and Anne’s gar­den, and set the case on the low church­yard wall and opened it.

Stand­ing be­side him, Emily saw that the case con­tained a long-bar­reled flint­lock pis­tol with a curved wooden grip, and a cou­ple of small tin boxes.

“We’ll get you a pis­tol of your own,” he said as he lifted the gun and slid a rod out of a slot be­low the bar­rel. “It’s time you learned to shoot.” He blinked in the di­rec­tion of the clus­tered graves and said, “Some­times the Green­woods lay a plank be­side their fam­ily’s mark­ers, so as not to sink in the mud when they lay flow­ers on them. Is it there?”

Emily stepped up onto the mossy stone wall and peered. “Yes.”

“Would you set it up­right against a tree or head­stone about . . . twenty feet away?”

She hopped down and scuffed through dead leaves to the plank, pried it up and leaned it against one of the stand­ing stones. Back over the wall be­side her fa­ther, she watched him open the tin boxes and, clearly work­ing by mem­ory and touch, shake black pow­der from a jar into a lit­tle brass cylin­der; when it was full he tipped it into the raised bar­rel of the gun. Next he picked up a two-inch-square patch of cloth and licked it, then laid it over the pis­tol’s muz­zle and pressed a lead ball the size of a blue­berry into the cen­ter of it.

“Now to ram it down,” he said, pick­ing up the rod. A lit­tle brass cup was mounted on one end of the rod, and he used it to push the ball and the patch down into the bar­rel. “All the way down to sit on the pow­der,” he said, “with no air gap. Air might blow the whole works up in your hand.”

He thumbed up the pan cover and laid a cou­ple of pinches of pow­der in the pan, nudg­ing them to­ward the touch­hole at the rear of the bar­rel, then closed the cover. The ham­mer was a curled piece of steel with a lit­tle vise at the top, in which a chip of flint was wedged, and he pulled the ham­mer back un­til it clicked and stayed up.

He handed the pis­tol to Emily, who held it care­fully, with her fin­ger away from the trig­ger.

“Ex­tend it well out,” Patrick told her, “and aim along the top of the bar­rel—and when you’ve got it pointed at the mid­dle of the plank, pull the trig­ger.”

She did as she was told, and a mo­ment later the fa­mil­iar crack shook the air; peer­ing through the cloud of acrid white smoke, she saw that the plank had flopped for­ward and was ly­ing across an­other grave­stone.

“I heard it fall,” said her fa­ther ap­prov­ingly. He reached out a hand. “Let me load it again, and you watch closely how I do it.”

From one of the boxes he lifted a brush, which he screwed onto the other end of the rod. “Scrub it out thor­oughly be­tween shots,” he said as he thrust the brush down the bar­rel and twisted it. “You don’t want a stray spark still in there when you pour in the fresh pow­der.”

“What am I to shoot?”

“Set up the plank again—if you split it, the Green­woods can get an­other.”

“I mean . . . the church tower? Planks?”

“Oh.” Patrick tugged the brush out of the bar­rel and paused, hold­ing it. “Char­lotte can’t see well enough, and Anne’s frail . . . you must shoot any­thing that men­aces the fam­ily, you un­der­stand? Carry it with you dur­ing the day, un­til we get you one of your own.”

Emily noted that he hadn’t men­tioned Bran­well.

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll want a good deal of prac­tice. Here, let me have it—I saw how you did it.”

She deftly loaded the gun again, then laid it in the case and vaulted over the wall to set up the plank again.




“A word, Emily,” said Bran­well qui­etly, try­ing to sound ca­sual.

He hadn’t come down­stairs un­til af­ter the rest of the fam­ily had eaten their noon din­ner; Emily had cut up some cheese and cold mut­ton for him and served him in the kitchen. He only nib­bled bits of the food, but drank sev­eral cups of tea.

She sat down across the ta­ble from him. Her chest­nut hair was shin­ing in the sun­light through the win­dow be­hind her, and Bran­well thought she looked al­most re­pul­sively healthy and fit and alert.

“So?” she said.

He squinted at her. “So . . . what?”

“You walked out to Pon­den Kirk last night,” she prompted, “af­ter meet­ing a woman at the Black Bull.” Her tone was sim­ply in­ter­ested, cu­ri­ous.

“Oh. Yes, that’s right.”

“Did you do that be­cause of some­thing she said?”

“No, no—well, yes. I wanted to think clearly, in the night air.” Guess­ing at her thoughts, he added, “I wasn’t drunk.” Af­ter a pause, he shrugged. “Very well, not re­mark­ably drunk.”

“This morn­ing when you came in, all di­sheveled, you said you’d been through Hell.”

Bran­well stared into his empty teacup and forced him­self not to think of the ghosts he had marched and danced with un­der the moon, and the burn­ing body on the slope be­low the an­cient mon­u­ment, and the furred gi­ant whose hand he had shaken—and the boy who had seemed for a mo­ment to switch iden­ti­ties with him.

With­out look­ing up, he said, “Well yes, I got lost out there! Stum­bling into marshes, freez­ing in the wind—! I re­ally thought I was go­ing to die! Hell enough, I’d call it.”

“With some kind of grease on your spec­ta­cles, too.”

He shook his head, wish­ing she would drop the sub­ject. “Some sort of marsh oil, I sup­pose. But—”

She cocked her head. “I think some­thing fright­ened you at Pon­den Kirk. You must have run home, to get into such a state as you were in last night.”

He forced a laugh, hop­ing she might not rec­og­nize it as forced. “Well, all alone by m-moon­light be­low that ter­ri­ble stone! You’d have imag­ined a gy­trash or two your­self.”

She sat back. “What did this woman say?”

“Well, as I think I men­tioned, she has con­nec­tions—”

“Em­ploy­ment, you said.”

Bran­well pas­sion­ately wished he had said noth­ing at all to her this morn­ing. “I meant in­come, money.” Bran­well won­dered un­hap­pily what Mrs. Flens­ing was go­ing to say, in a few hours. He should pre­pare Emily, smooth the way as much as pos­si­ble. “She wants us to do her a fa­vor. A tri­fle—just a mat­ter of rev­er­ence, re­ally.”

“Rev­er­ence?” said Emily, rais­ing her eye­brows.

“It’s a . . . I be­lieve it must be a Catholic thing. She has a relic that she wants kept in the church, that be­ing a holy place and all. Non­sense, of course, but her fam­ily owns a pub­lish­ing com­pany . . .”

He knew that his sis­ters had kept up their silly writ­ing, and surely the idea of an amenable pub­lisher would in­ter­est her.

But Emily pur­sued the wrong topic. “What kind of relic?”

“It’s ap­par­ently a—what does it mat­ter?”

“These are strange days, and we should watch our thresh­olds. A hand, a tooth?”

“A—” He con­sid­ered sev­eral lies, but Mrs. Flens­ing might very well show his sis­ter the loath­some thing. “Well, it’s a skull, ac­tu­ally, but very old, clean—”

“And she’s from Lon­don?” Emily’s smile was skep­ti­cal. “Were there no churches in Lon­don, that she had to bring this skull to York­shire?”

Anne and Char­lotte were do­ing em­broi­dery in the par­lor down the hall, and Bran­well made a flat­ten­ing ges­ture with one hand to get her to talk more qui­etly.

“It’s mostly al­ready here,” he said, hop­ing his face wasn’t red­den­ing, “the rest of the body, I mean, the skele­ton—it al­ready rests in our church, you see. So it’s not as if—”

“In our church?” Emily frowned, doubt­less won­der­ing where in that build­ing an undis­cov­ered head­less skele­ton might be. “Where?”

“It’s very old,” he re­peated, “it’s un­der that ledger stone with the lines cut in it, in the main aisle, but the—this relic of hers could be placed any­where in the church. And in ex­change for do­ing her this fa­vor—this triv­ial fa­vor!—she could fa­vor­ably con­sider manuscripts—”

Emily’s face had lost all ex­pres­sion, and Bran­well was afraid that she con­sid­ered the pub­lish­ing idea just an­other of his fan­tasies.

“I didn’t imag­ine all this.” He was hurt, even though the story she ap­par­ently doubted was in fact mostly a lie. “I told her about you, and I said I’d in­tro­duce you to her at the Black Bull this evening. It could,” he added, hav­ing to adopt his amoral Northang­er­land per­sona to go on, “ben­e­fit the whole fam­ily, fi­nan­cially.”

He knew that his sis­ters had in­her­ited some money when their aunt died four years ear­lier—her will had been writ­ten when his own prospects had been bright, so that he him­self had been left only trin­kets—and that Emily had pre­vailed on Anne and Char­lotte to in­vest it all in shares in the York and North Mid­land Rail­way Com­pany; and he had heard Char­lotte ex­press doubts about the wis­dom of the in­vest­ment.

The men­tion of fi­nances seemed to have worked. Emily’s jaw was set, and she nod­ded. “I think I had bet­ter meet this woman.”

“Good, good,” said Bran­well, drain­ing his tea and get­ting up. Leave be­fore she can ask any more ques­tions, he told him­self.




Bran­well couldn’t re­lax for the rest of the day. He spent an hour in his room try­ing to work on his trans­la­tion of Ho­race’s Odes, but his fin­gers trem­bled too much to grip a pen, and his thoughts kept re­vert­ing to Emily’s im­mi­nent meet­ing with Mrs. Flens­ing. He could still call it off—oh yes, and lose, no doubt for­ever this time, the en­trée into a se­cret, mag­i­cal world; and be left as he was, to die in shabby ob­scu­rity, his tal­ents aban­doned.

In the midafter­noon he sent a note to John Brown, the stone­cut­ter and church sex­ton, ask­ing him to bring five pence worth of gin to the lane by the church­yard, and Bran­well man­aged to put on a coat and tot­ter out to take it from him. He car­ried the mug up to his room with­out any of his sis­ters notic­ing, and af­ter down­ing the fiery liquor in one gulp, he lay down on his bed and closed his eyes.

But sleep wouldn’t come. When he closed his eyes he saw what he had seen for a mo­ment last night, be­low Pon­den Kirk—his own body stand­ing a few yards far­ther down the slope, star­ing know­ingly into his eyes; and the hand, a child’s hand, that Bran­well had raised to block the in­tol­er­a­ble gaze.

Mrs. Flens­ing had said that the “re­gent lord of the tribe” was killed yes­ter­day by the “one-eyed Catholic.” Had that spec­ta­cle last night had to do with that? How could it not? But the dead body that had been cer­e­mo­ni­ally set afire had been some sort of enor­mous mal­formed dog.

Re­gent lord of the tribe?

And the ter­ri­ble lit­tle boy in tat­tered cloth­ing—Bran­well had seen him in dreams since child­hood, and once in the church­yard, bare­foot in the snow—and per­haps yes­ter­day in the church­yard, frag­ment­ing into a flock of crows be­fore Bran­well could see the fig­ure clearly. Al­ways in the form of a child.

He re­called again the con­ver­sa­tion with Mrs. Flens­ing last night:

What place is there for me in this com­pany of ours?

A high one, per­haps.

A high place . . . in a com­pany of dev­ils.

A se­cret com­pany that con­ducted fu­neral rites at Pon­den Kirk, the pri­mor­dial Pon­den Church; among whom was a man who seemed half beast, and a child who never grew old and could switch iden­ti­ties with a man; a com­pany into which he him­self had been bap­tized by a dioscuri knife eleven years ago.

Walk­ing away from this now might con­ceiv­ably get him killed! But if he co­op­er­ated, and if Emily’s imag­i­na­tion were such that she could grasp the ad­mit­tedly dark power and glamor of it all . . . 

And even if she should draw back from the opened pos­si­bil­i­ties, for his sake she must sub­mit to the—mi­nor!—or­deal of hav­ing her palm pricked by the dioscuri. Af­ter that, she’d surely be free af­ter­ward to dis­miss it all as one of his delu­sions, and go back to her placid life of clean­ing and cook­ing and scrib­bling in­con­se­quen­tial sto­ries.

He thought back to the lie he had told Emily—that Mrs. Flens­ing had some con­nec­tion to a pub­lisher. The woman did have con­nec­tions in Lon­don, at least.

As far as he knew, all three of his sis­ters were wast­ing what small lit­er­ary skills they might have on short melo­dra­matic tales—frag­ments, re­ally—set in the imag­i­nary lands they’d all dreamed up in child­hood.

Bran­well, though, had em­barked on a real novel, which he had ti­tled And the Weary Are At Rest. It was not easy to get much of it writ­ten down in the pe­ri­ods when he wasn’t too drunk or too de­pressed—he had found that writ­ing a novel re­quired more work than, as he had once de­scribed it to a friend, “the smok­ing of a cigar and the hum­ming of a tune”—but he had man­aged to get a fair stack of pages writ­ten, and if Mrs. Flens­ing wouldn’t ob­ject to him spurn­ing this haunted vil­lage and mov­ing to Lon­don, he was sure that with her help he ac­tu­ally could find a pub­lisher who would grate­fully ac­cept his novel.

He got up and pulled his man­u­script out of his desk drawer and slumped into the chair. Wearily he shuf­fled through the man­u­script to the last page. The top half of the page was filled with blot­ted words that he was sure would be leg­i­ble if he puz­zled over them, but he dipped his pen in the inkwell and sim­ply be­gan writ­ing new sen­tences with­out think­ing.

A cramp in his hand even­tu­ally made him stop, and he saw that at some point the pen nib had bro­ken, and scratched through the pa­per; he es­ti­mated that for at least ten min­utes he had sim­ply been in­de­ci­pher­ably scor­ing the sur­face of the desk.

He tried to re­mem­ber what mar­velous scenes, what fan­ci­ful worlds, were lost in the scratches in the wood—but they had all drained from his brain through his use­lessly scrib­bling hand, leav­ing not a wrack be­hind.

He slowly low­ered his head un­til his fore­head rested on the torn pa­per. “Res­ur­rect me, Mrs. Flens­ing,” he whis­pered.







CHAP­TER SEVEN


Emily was wait­ing in the par­lor for the sound of Bran­well’s clump­ing steps on the stairs. She was snap­ping her fin­gers and re­mind­ing her­self to breathe deeply. God only knew when she had last been in­side the Black Bull—her un­easi­ness with any­one be­sides the fam­ily and Tabby was such that she sel­dom walked the three hun­dred feet down­hill to the vil­lage at all, and she didn’t even like to meet the post­man when he ap­proached the par­son­age. When she ven­tured out from un­der its roof it was al­ways west, across the lonely open moors, with no com­pany but Anne, of­ten, and Keeper, al­ways.

And this evening she was to go out and meet this damned woman—no doubt lit­er­ally damned!—who clearly wanted to some­how aug­ment the thing un­der the ledger stone in the church! The thing which her fa­ther had said was the half­way-dead twin of the Welsh ghost, which it­self was hardly all the way dead.

Bran­well hadn’t heard their fa­ther’s story, so he didn’t know the sig­nif­i­cance of the woman’s re­quest to have that un­holy skull placed in the church. But he had ev­i­dently had some un­canny en­counter out at Pon­den Kirk last night, af­ter his con­ver­sa­tion with her; and it had scared him so badly that he was will­ing to ca­jole his own sis­ter into get­ting in­volved.

I told her about you, and I said I’d in­tro­duce you.

At the age of twenty-nine, Bran­well was a bro­ken man. But he was bro­ken be­cause he had tested him­self against the out­side world—as art stu­dent, por­trait painter, tu­tor, even rail­way clerk—and had proved him­self to be weak, in­suf­fi­cient. Emily too had tried deal­ing with the out­side world, in short stints as stu­dent and teacher, and she too had re­treated at last to home. The dif­fer­ence be­tween them, Emily knew, was that Bran­well tor­mented him­self with his lost op­por­tu­ni­ties, while she was en­tirely con­tent with the life of house­work and her writ­ing and the sea­sonal changes in the in­fi­nite coun­try­side.

Of course Bran­well couldn’t have helped but fall un­der the woman’s spell.

This all seemed to have started yes­ter­day morn­ing, with Al­cuin Cur­zon ap­par­ently killing a were­wolf out by Pon­den Kirk. Emily wished she had never found him out there, and at the same time wished he had not left.

Now she heard Bran­well on the stairs. She stood up and pulled her wool coat over her white silk blouse; the blouse’s sleeves were snug on her fore­arms and baggy by her shoul­ders, and she knew from read­ing the Leeds In­tel­li­gencer that it was long out of style, but she liked it. Her long skirt reached down to her boot tops, and the cuffs of the woolen gloves she pulled on over­lapped the coat cuffs. She picked up her knit­ted hand­bag, and she held the fab­ric bunched in her fist in­stead of let­ting the bag swing by its cord, for it was very heavy.

Bran­well came down the stairs at last, and Emily stepped into the hall. Her brother was wear­ing a frock coat of their fa­ther’s that was too long in the sleeves, and gray wool trousers and his good pair of black boots. She re­flected that in any so­phis­ti­cated com­pany the two of them would be a laugh­able spec­ta­cle, and she won­dered how this skull-tot­ing woman would ap­praise them.

When she opened the front door, Keeper came pad­ding up to them from the kitchen. His mus­cu­lar bulk seemed to take up a third of the width of the hall, and Emily knuck­led his head af­fec­tion­ately.

Keeper fol­lowed them out into the cold evening wind on the front steps, and Bran­well said, “Good lord, he can’t come along!”

“He goes or I don’t,” said Emily. “Men bring their dogs into the tav­ern with them, don’t they?”

“Not—so big.” When she didn’t move, he spread his arms and bobbed his head. “Very well! Just see that he doesn’t bite any­body.”

“Only if there’s a ne­ces­sity.” Emily and Keeper stepped down to the pave­ment, and af­ter more ex­as­per­ated ges­tur­ing Bran­well fol­lowed.

On the walk to Main Street, Bran­well shiv­ered and glanced anx­iously at the dark church­yard, sev­eral times pulling off his spec­ta­cles to rub them with his scarf, but Emily walked along briskly, tak­ing con­fi­dence from the brac­ing cold air. Her right hand was on Keeper’s col­lar, and the dog growled at the church­yard as they passed it.

Abruptly Bran­well asked, “Oh—I meant to ask—how did you get that knife? The one you dropped in the kitchen yes­ter­day.”

Emily sus­pected that the mys­te­ri­ous woman had told him to ask her that ques­tion. She kept the sad­ness out of her voice as she an­swered, “I found it on a path, as I said.”

“But—and there was blood on your shirt sleeve. What hap­pened out there?”

She laughed. “I found an in­jured hawk. I tried to help it, but it wasn’t as badly hurt as it seemed, and flew away.” True enough, she thought, af­ter a fash­ion.

Bran­well just shook his head and kept walk­ing.

The Black Bull was a two-story brick build­ing that had been a coach­ing inn in the six­teenth cen­tury. Emily had never be­fore seen it by night; the lanterns that hung by the en­try­way threw a golden light across the street’s paving stones, and when Bran­well pulled open the door and held it while she stepped in­side, the air was warm, lively with loud con­ver­sa­tion and the smells of roast beef and to­bacco smoke. The lam­plit room was wide, and crowded with men at ta­bles or stand­ing by the bar, and many of them waved and called to Bran­well—it was all hope­lessly for­eign to her, but she found her­self sym­pa­thiz­ing with Bran­well’s nightly re­treat to this place.

At least one voice was raised in protest against a big dog com­ing in, but sev­eral oth­ers called, “Nah, it’s just old Keeper,” and the ob­jec­tion was over­ruled.

Bran­well’s face was red, and he was al­ready sweat­ing. He shrugged out of his coat and hung it on one of the few open hooks along the left-side wall, and Emily stuffed her gloves into her pocket and hung her coat over his.

“I’ve re­served the snug,” Bran­well said into her ear, and he pushed her for­ward into the noisy main room. “All the way at the back.”

He stepped ahead, and she and Keeper fol­lowed him in a wind­ing course be­tween ta­bles and groups of men. Emily nod­ded civilly to sev­eral of them whom she rec­og­nized from her fa­ther’s Sun­day ser­vices; they nod­ded back, in some ev­i­dent sur­prise to see the cu­rate’s reclu­sive daugh­ter here. Bran­well greeted nearly ev­ery­one they passed, with a jovi­al­ity that sur­prised Emily; clearly her brother was a dif­fer­ent per­son here than at home. Keeper stayed by Emily’s side as they moved through the room, forc­ing some pa­trons to move their chairs, and paid no at­ten­tion to any of them.

Bran­well slid open a door in the far wall and stepped though, and when Emily and Keeper had fol­lowed him he slid the door closed, ef­fec­tively shut­ting out the racket of con­ver­sa­tions.

This cham­ber was much smaller than the main room, but two oil lamps on the long pol­ished ta­ble threw an am­ber ra­di­ance across six com­fort­ably spaced arm­chairs and a tall, glass-fronted cab­i­net dis­play­ing a va­ri­ety of bot­tles and glasses. Emily was pe­riph­er­ally aware of wain­scot­ted walls and framed prints, but her at­ten­tion was fixed on the woman stand­ing be­hind one of the chairs.

A coat and scarf and a big brown leather valise on the ta­ble clearly be­longed to her. She was as tall as Emily, sev­eral inches taller than Bran­well, and her snuff-col­ored skirt and blouse em­pha­sized her dark hair. A scent of mi­mosa pre­vailed over old smells of cigars and fur­ni­ture pol­ish.

Her glit­ter­ing brown eyes were fixed on Emily’s. Emily made her­self stare back with no ex­pres­sion. Keeper stood rigid by her waist, and she curled her fin­gers more tightly around his col­lar.

“Mrs. Flens­ing,” said Bran­well with ner­vous for­mal­ity, “may I present my sis­ter, Miss Emily Brontë; Emily, Mrs. Flens­ing.”

Emily might have re­flex­ively curt­seyed, but Mrs. Flens­ing’s eyes had widened, and Emily hes­i­tated, stand­ing straight.

The woman stared at her for sev­eral sec­onds, then turned to Bran­well. “Brunty?” she asked.

“Brontë,” spoke up Emily, rolling the R slightly. “It’s Ital­ian.” She didn’t glance at Bran­well.

“That’s right,” he said, wav­ing their re­marks aside, per­haps not hav­ing heard them. “I was telling Emily,” he said quickly, “that your fam­ily owns a pub­lish­ing com­pany—Emily writes,” he added, turn­ing to his sis­ter, “don’t you?” Af­ter a mo­ment he added, “Could we all sit?”

Mrs. Flens­ing hadn’t taken her eyes off Emily. “Take,” she said, “the dog out of here.”

“We’re away, then,” said Emily. “It was nice meet­ing you, Mrs. Flens­ing.”

Bran­well threw him­self down in one of the chairs. He looked at his boots and waved a hand over his head. “I’m sorry! It’s both of them or nei­ther!”

Mrs. Flens­ing nod­ded slowly, look­ing from Emily to Keeper and back. “You’ll par­don me then,” she said, “if I take a pre­cau­tion which is, I’m sure, un­nec­es­sary.”

From a pocket in her skirt she drew a knife; Emily rec­og­nized it as a du­pli­cate of Cur­zon’s.

“Now,” the woman went on, sink­ing care­fully into the chair next to Bran­well’s, “as your brother says, my fam­ily does own a Lon­don pub­lish­ing com­pany, and we would cer­tainly give se­ri­ous con­sid­er­a­tion to any pro­duc­tion of yours. From what your brother has said, I’m con­fi­dent that we have a fu­ture to­gether.”

Emily nod­ded, doubt­ing it and won­der­ing what the woman’s ac­cent was. She hung her hand­bag on the back of a chair across the ta­ble from the other two, and slowly sat down. With her left hand she held Keeper’s col­lar to keep him from stand­ing up with his paws on the ta­ble.

“But first of all,” said Mrs. Flens­ing, with a tight smile, “I must note that we re­gard our writ­ers as mem­bers of our pub­lish­ing fam­ily, and we in­dulge in an old cus­tom, dat­ing back to the days when Swift and Ad­di­son were among our clients. No doubt it will strike you as silly.” She raised the knife. “A prick to the palm.”

“It doesn’t hurt,” said Bran­well.

Emily was sure now that the woman had no con­nec­tion at all with any pub­lish­ing com­pany.

“And a relic to be de­posited at our church,” Emily said, with a wave to­ward the leather bag on the ta­ble.

“Oh,” said Mrs. Flens­ing. “Yes. A small thing. Your brother needn’t have men­tioned it.” From the cor­ner of her eye Emily saw Bran­well flinch and open his mouth; but Mrs. Flens­ing went on, “As you say, it’s a relic, and my fam­ily would like it de­posited in a church.”

“May I see it?”

“No, my dear. It’s . . . a sa­cred ob­ject, and we pre­fer—”

“It’s the skull of a mon­ster,” said Emily.

“Emily!” wailed Bran­well. “I never—”

Emily felt Keeper tense un­der her hand. Mrs. Flens­ing stared at her blankly for a few sec­onds, then laughed softly. “Your brother chooses to see what he fears. There are no mon­sters.”

As she spoke she reached into the pocket of her coat on the ta­ble, and pulled out a flat case. Bran­well stiff­ened, but when the woman opened it Emily saw that it con­tained a row of nar­row green cigars. Mrs. Flens­ing lifted one out, sniffed it, and then tucked it be­tween her lips.

She pulled one of the lamps closer. “What you have to con­sider,” she said as she lifted the glass chim­ney and leaned for­ward to puff the cigar alight from the lamp flame, “is”—and the syl­la­ble was a twist of smoke—“ex­ten­sion of per­spec­tive, and vi­tal­ity. Ah, what can the woman mean, eh?” The glass chim­ney clinked back into place and she leaned back. “Some­thing fright­en­ing? Well, yes, if you choose to be fright­ened by wider hori­zons.”

She ex­haled a plume of smoke, and the aroma was not that of burn­ing to­bacco. The smell re­minded Emily of heather and clay and wet stone; sharp in her nos­trils, even as­trin­gent, but as in­vig­o­rat­ing as a cold spring breeze at dawn.

Mrs. Flens­ing went on, “But your path is not the path of the herd, nar­row and short. Through no fault or virtue of your own, yours is no beaten path at all, for it stretches to the hori­zon in all di­rec­tions—your­self ev­ery­where in­vi­o­late, un­touched—your name kept safe, never pared down to let­ters chis­eled on a stone to erode away to nonen­tity.”

The sharp smoke was mak­ing Emily dizzy, and the woman’s talk of hori­zons brought up vi­sions of end­less windswept moors un­der gray skies . . . hills and un­ex­plored val­leys and cold becks, the land­scape marked for eter­nity with the old stand­ing stones . . . 

Mrs. Flens­ing was speak­ing again: “Why would a knife need two points? Wouldn’t one do?” She ex­haled a curl­ing cloud. “No. Not for us. A dou­ble-prick­ing to con­fuse lo­ca­tion, each of us apart.”

Bran­well clenched his right hand into a fist and then opened it again.

“En­croach­ing or­der,” said Mrs. Flens­ing, “en­croach­ing time, are pushed back.” She low­ered her hand and reached out to touch the leather bag on the ta­ble. “New free­dom al­ways strikes us as wrong, mon­strous, at first. But what I pro­pose is sim­ply restor­ing a relic to its proper, hon­or­able place.” Her smile was wel­com­ing. “You are al­ready set apart, you know. Give me your hand, and never need to take any­one’s hand again.”

The woman reached again into the pocket of the coat, and this time set on the ta­ble a small glass jar that seemed to con­tain clear oil.

Emily thought of the ways in which she was in­deed al­ready set apart. The idea of mar­riage and chil­dren had never held any at­trac­tion for her, and con­vivi­al­ity of the sort go­ing on in the big­ger room be­yond the door at her back was un­fath­omable: dis­si­pa­tion, in ev­ery sense. The peo­ple of the vil­lage, and of the re­mote busy world, were ci­phers—their mo­tives, if any, only to be guessed at. Her strength and firm iden­tity thrived in soli­tude.

Emily’s right hand crept for­ward al­most in­vol­un­tar­ily—but, be­low the ta­ble, her left hand on Keeper’s col­lar was pulled down­ward as the dog low­ered his heavy head. Keeper’s jaws closed firmly on her an­kle, not punc­tur­ing her stock­ing but press­ing hard enough to hurt; and she felt the vi­bra­tion of his in­audi­ble growl.

And the dog’s in­sis­tent pres­ence called to her mind the real moors over which the two of them ranged nearly ev­ery day; a land that was ex­pan­sive and wild, but in fact bounded by towns and roads and the cy­cles of, for her and Keeper, fi­nite num­bers of sea­sons.

Emily and her dog lived and thrived in the un­com­pro­mis­ing nat­u­ral world, snow and wool and spring­time and pota­toes to be peeled; and what this woman of­fered was a re­jec­tion of that—no doubt to gain some­thing else, but it would be some­thing else. Emily flexed her legs and shifted her feet on the stone floor.

From the cor­ner of her eye she saw Bran­well squint­ing anx­iously at her. For all his weak­ness and delu­sion, he was in­ex­tri­ca­bly a mem­ber of her soli­tude; as were Anne and Char­lotte and their fa­ther, and Tabby, and Keeper him­self. What good did Bran­well imag­ine this di­a­bol­i­cal woman of­fered him?

Emily smiled and with­drew her hand, and reached across to slide it into her hand­bag. She pushed her chair back from the ta­ble, and when she stood up and shook the hand­bag off to fall on the floor, she was hold­ing her fa­ther’s pis­tol.

Mrs. Flens­ing was on her feet too, fac­ing Emily with her hands at her sides. Her face was rigidly set, and she whis­pered, “Prove it if you must.”

But Emily swung the bar­rel to the side, to­ward the leather bag on the ta­ble, and pulled the trig­ger. The gun’s pan cover flipped up and pow­der siz­zled in the pan, and even as Mrs. Flens­ing shouted and vaulted across the ta­ble the gun flared and the air in the room shook to the con­fined bang of the gun­shot. Sparks flew in all di­rec­tions.

Mrs. Flens­ing howled, and through the churn­ing smoke Emily was able to see the woman slide off this side of the ta­ble; she landed crouch­ing, fu­ri­ously knuck­ling at her eyes with her free hand, and Emily scram­bled back as the woman lunged blindly at her with the knife—

And then the woman was flung back­ward by the im­pact of Keeper and, some­how, an­other big mas­tiff, and both dogs were snarling loudly and leap­ing at her.

The knife in the woman’s hand flashed to­ward Keeper’s shoul­der; but nei­ther mas­tiff fell back, and the woman was now bent over the ta­ble while the dogs tore at her arms and cloth­ing.

The woman howled again, in pain as much as frus­trated rage this time, and a mo­ment later she had grabbed the holed leather bag and used it to bat­ter her way past the two lung­ing dogs. Cov­er­ing her head with one bloody hand, she wrenched open the slid­ing door and plunged through the group be­yond that had ob­vi­ously leaped to their feet in alarm at the gun­shot and screams.

Keeper moved back be­side Emily, who quickly picked up her fallen hand­bag and shoved the still-smok­ing gun into it. Blood drops were spat­tered across the floor, but when she glanced at Keeper she saw only a small cut on his shoul­der where the woman’s knife had caught him, and it wasn’t per­cep­ti­bly bleed­ing.

She col­lapsed back into her chair just as half a dozen men came crowd­ing into the room, blink­ing in the gun­pow­der smoke. The sec­ond dog was nowhere to be seen; could it have run out through the crowd? Emily had not been able to get a clear look at it in the vi­o­lent con­fu­sion, but it had been darker than Keeper, and not quite as mas­sive.

“What the hell hap­pened?” yelled one big man in an apron, who Emily took to be Mr. Sug­den, the land­lord.

“The woman who just ran out of here,” she said, “fired a gun at my brother. My dog spoiled her aim.” Keeper was stand­ing be­side her, watch­ful but no longer tense.

Bran­well’s face was in his hands, his fin­gers clutch­ing his curly red hair. “Oh,” he al­most sobbed, “true, yes, that’s what she did. Oh God.”

“Damn me!” ex­claimed Sug­den. He looked over his shoul­der to­ward the front door. “Is she gone? Some of you catch her, or fetch the mag­is­trate or some­thing.” He turned back to look around the still-smoky room. “Is Keeper hurt? There’s blood there!”

“No,” said Emily. “She cut her hand when the gun went off.”

“Re­coil,” mut­tered one man.

“Can’t have been hold­ing it prop­erly,” agreed an­other.

The men in the door­way shuf­fled back to­ward the bar, talk­ing loudly among them­selves.

“She was in yes­ter­day,” Sug­den said. “You spoke with her, Bran­well. Who is she?”

Bran­well lifted his face. “A . . . Catholic ag­i­ta­tor.”

Emily thought this lie was un­fair to Mr. Cur­zon, who ap­par­ently re­ally was a Catholic, but this was no time to muddy the story.

“My brother re­fused her en­tice­ments,” she said.

Bran­well groaned.

Two men blun­dered up be­hind Sug­den and breath­lessly an­nounced that the woman had run out to the street and dis­ap­peared.

“Did you look for her?” Sug­den de­manded.

“We looked up and down the street from the door­way,” one of the men said, adding de­fen­sively, “Who’s to say she hadn’t an­other gun?”

“I’ll fetch a mop,” mut­tered Sug­den, turn­ing away.

Emily stood up and stepped to the ta­ble. Her pis­tol ball had dug a splin­tery groove in the pol­ished wood, and scraps of leather and bone frag­ments were scat­tered on the ta­ble and the floor.

Bran­well stood up at last. His voice was squeaky with shock. “You ru­ined it,” he said. “Emily. My chance—our chance.”

Keeper low­ered his head and dropped a cou­ple of pale, two-inch long ob­jects at Emily’s feet. She caught her breath—but glanced to­ward the door­way, then quickly crouched, picked them up, and tucked them into her hand­bag. She was glad Bran­well hadn’t seen—it would do him no good to know that Keeper had bit­ten off two of Mrs. Flens­ing’s fin­gers.

She wiped her hand on her skirt and reached across the ta­ble to take Bran­well’s arm. “Home,” she said gen­tly.

Bran­well stepped around the ta­ble and stood un­steadily be­side her. “I . . . need a drink. God, sev­eral drinks.”

“There’s whisky in the kitchen.”

He nod­ded sev­eral times, and let her es­cort him through the main room, mov­ing from a haze of gun­smoke into one of to­bacco smoke. Peo­ple shifted out of their way, and a cou­ple of men called of­fers to buy drinks for the two of them, but Bran­well seemed not to hear, and Emily shook her head. Keeper walked ahead of them, sniff­ing the tan­gle of smells in the air.

Bran­well’s hands were shak­ing so badly that Emily had to help him into his coat be­fore putting on her own.

She looked around at the street as they stepped out­side, but there was no sign of Mrs. Flens­ing. The men who had looked out the door for her had not men­tioned horses or a coach—was the woman crouched in some re­cessed door­way, out of the moon­light?—still hold­ing the knife? Keeper was pac­ing vig­i­lantly be­side her, and she reached down to touch his head as she tried to hurry Bran­well along the pave­ment.

Bran­well took off his spec­ta­cles as they ap­proached the church­yard. He was pant­ing deeply and rapidly; clouds of his breath whisked away on the night wind.

“Where in Hell,” he said, “did that other dog come from?”

“I can’t imag­ine,” said Emily. “Could it have been un­der the ta­ble all along?”

Bran­well sniffed and shook his head. “There was blood on the floor! My God! How badly did they maul her?”

Emily thought of the two sev­ered fin­gers in her hand­bag, but shrugged. “She ran out fleetly enough, even with smoke in her eyes. She poked your palm with that knife, didn’t she?”

“What? Oh—yes, years ago, when I was in Lon­don. It’s done me no harm! Why did you have to ruin . . . it would have been . . .”

“What did I ruin?”

“Be­sides . . . ev­ery­thing?”

The ra­zory wind was much colder now than it had been when they had left the par­son­age less than an hour ago, too cold even to carry smells, and it found ev­ery gap be­tween Emily’s coat but­tons. She rubbed Keeper’s bristly back.

Bran­well fal­tered to a stop, eye­ing the church­yard ahead of them.

“Mrs. Flens­ing,” he went on through clenched teeth, clearly try­ing hard to speak co­her­ently, “gets a bit mys­ti­cal, it’s true. All that talk of . . . paths and hori­zons and be­ing set apart is just a lot of cant about spir­i­tual awak­en­ing that she got from read­ing Swe­den­borg. But she’s a mem­ber of a . . . an old aris­to­cratic fam­ily, and their po­si­tion, their in­flu­ence was crip­pled yes­ter­day when some kind of one-eyed Catholic killed their, er, pa­tri­arch.”

They re­sumed walk­ing, past the church bell­tower that their fa­ther shot at ev­ery morn­ing, and Emily glanced ahead at the lighted win­dows of the par­son­age. “And that skull?” she asked.

Bran­well spread his hands and bared his teeth at the dark sky. “They need as­sis­tance in restor­ing their po­si­tion—and plac­ing that relic in our church would have gone a long way to­ward ac­com­plish­ing that.” He gave her a side­long glance. “So­cially, you un­der­stand! Po­lit­i­cally! And she prob­a­bly could have got your damned sto­ries pub­lished! But you had to—” He shoved his hands into his pock­ets and hunched along more quickly, so that Emily and Keeper had to hurry to keep up. “Oh, what’s the use of any­thing any­more.”

“Did she let you look at it? The skull?”

“No,” said Bran­well curtly, and Emily knew he was ly­ing. Re­view­ing his pa­thet­i­cally adapted ac­count—so­cially, po­lit­i­cally!—she was dis­ap­pointed to re­al­ize that Bran­well had in fact known that he was aid­ing dev­ils, and had tried to get her to do the same; but she was im­pressed to hear it con­firmed that Al­cuin Cur­zon had killed one of the things.

She heard faint noises from the dark­ness be­yond the low church­yard wall—twigs snap­ping, and a swish­ing as if some­one were sweep­ing up last year’s dead leaves in the dark. Bran­well blinked in that di­rec­tion and looked away, but Keeper kept look­ing back to­ward the church. Emily breathed in and out strongly, for the bad air in the church­yard some­times made breath­ing dif­fi­cult.

At last they reached the foot of the steps up to the par­son­age front door, and Emily put her hand on her brother’s shoul­der. “It was the skull of a mon­ster, you know,” she told him qui­etly.

“How do you know?” He sniffed and wiped his nose on his coat sleeve. “You didn’t even see it, you just blew it up.”

“I know what the rest of its body is. It’s un­der that ledger stone in the church, the one with the grooves cut in it.”

He stepped away from her, shiv­er­ing. “Wha—how do you know about this? Can’t we go in­side? I caught a dev­il­ish chill last night, and this wind—”

“What that woman of­fered was a place in Hell.”

Bran­well wailed and swept his hand in a wide ges­ture that took in the par­son­age and all of Ha­worth. “Bet­ter to serve in Hell than rot in Pur­ga­tory.”

A flicker of light be­hind him, be­yond the church­yard, caught Emily’s eye. Now it was gone, but she was sure it had been in one of the church win­dows.

She caught Bran­well’s arm. “There’s some­one in the church.”

Bran­well turned to look in that di­rec­tion, and af­ter a mo­ment of blink­ing use­lessly he fit­ted his spec­ta­cles back onto his face—and flinched.

“Some­body pray­ing,” he said shortly. “Let’s get in­side.”

“It’s her. She’ll hide what’s left of the skull there some­where—and even a stray tooth might ac­com­plish some part of her pur­pose.” She took his arm again. “Come on.”

“I won’t. There’s things among the graves.”

“Noth­ing that will come near my dog.”

She hur­ried back the way they had come, clutch­ing Keeper’s col­lar to keep him from run­ning ahead, and in fact the dog did seem to sense some­thing in the church­yard to their right. Cer­tainly the trees were creak­ing. But Emily hur­ried past it, tug­ging him along the walk that slanted away from the street to­ward the church. Bran­well’s foot­steps scuffed close be­hind her.

She strode up to the church’s side en­trance; one of the pair of tall iron­bound doors was ajar, and she leaned to peer in. The long nave was in com­plete dark­ness, and only in her mem­ory was she aware of the rows of pews, and the al­tar and raised pul­pit at the far end to her right. She let Keeper sniff around in the door­way be­fore she stepped through.

The still air in­side the church was slightly warmer, but over the usual smells of old wood and can­dle­wax she caught a taint of mi­mosa; and she heard a thump that seemed to shake the stone floor. Af­ter a few sec­onds she heard it again. She shiv­ered, and felt the mus­cles of Keeper’s mas­sive neck flex un­der her hand.

Then there was light—up by the al­tar to her right, a point of yel­low light re­solved it­self into the bulls­eye lens of a dark lantern with the shut­ter now re­tracted, and by its glow Emily saw Mrs. Flens­ing bend­ing over what ap­peared to be a bloody sev­ered head on the al­tar. The woman hadn’t shed her coat, but the sleeves were pulled back to the el­bows.

Emily hur­ried along the side aisle to­ward the al­tar, and she thrust her hand into her hand­bag and fum­bled past the pis­tol to clutch the two sev­ered fin­gers she had picked up from the floor at the Black Bull. Keeper trot­ted ahead of her, weav­ing from side to side to pre­vent her from pass­ing him.

Mrs. Flens­ing had set the lantern on the al­tar and had both hands, one now miss­ing two fin­gers, on the red-streaked ob­ject that sat on the flat sur­face. Her dis­or­dered hair hung in strings over her face, which gleamed with sweat. Emily could now see that the ob­ject on the al­tar was the de­formed skull of a big an­i­mal, with the rim of one eye socket miss­ing and a gap at the tem­ple. Clearly Mrs. Flens­ing had re­assem­bled many of the pieces of the skull Emily had shot, ap­par­ently us­ing her own blood as glue.

Emily couldn’t imag­ine what species the skull came from. The top of it was a high dome, and its ca­nine teeth ex­tended down past the jaw­bone.

She caught up with Keeper and again took hold of his col­lar. In her hand­bag, the two cold fin­gers in her hand twitched, and she nearly let go of them.

She heard a grat­ing sound from the cen­tral aisle, and then the mas­sive thump sounded again, echo­ing among the high cross­beams of the church ceil­ing; and Emily’s chest went cold when she re­al­ized that they were the sounds of the ledger stone lift­ing slightly and drop­ping back into place.

The woman looked up, blink­ing and squint­ing at the sound of Emily’s foot­steps on the stone floor, and she quickly ex­tended her left arm, point­ing along the cen­tral aisle; and she turned her bloody palm up and raised her maimed hand. There was noth­ing on her palm, but she gri­maced as if her hand were meet­ing strong re­sis­tance.

Again Emily caught the sound of stone grat­ing on stone . . . but this time it was not fol­lowed by the heavy im­pact of the stone fall­ing back.

Emily’s face tin­gled in alarm. It seemed Mrs. Flens­ing had de­cided to fully re­vive the thing.

The sev­ered fin­gers in Emily’s hand were bend­ing and straight­en­ing more en­er­get­i­cally. Grip­ping them in her fist, she pulled them free of her hand­bag and held them out in front of her, and she ro­tated her fist so that the fin­gers were point­ing down­ward.

The floor shook to a re­sound­ing slam.

And Keeper’s col­lar was wrenched out of Emily’s hand as the dog bounded for­ward.

Mrs. Flens­ing re­treated to the back wall, and the dou­ble-bladed knife was in her un­wounded hand—but Keeper leaped past her, up onto the al­tar, and closed his jaws in the nasal cav­ity and the bro­ken eye socket of the big skull. He shook his head vi­o­lently, as if with re­vul­sion, and pieces of the blood-smeared skull flew in all di­rec­tions.

For one full sec­ond the ledger stone in the aisle chat­tered in its bed, and Mrs. Flens­ing fell back against the wall, gasp­ing.

Be­hind Emily, Bran­well had howled in the same sec­ond, and when she turned to him he had fallen to his knees, with one hand braced on the floor and the other thump­ing fu­ri­ously against his tem­ple; his lungs emp­tied to wheez­ing si­lence, and then he was pant­ing as if he’d just fin­ished run­ning a race.

Emily looked back to­ward the al­tar in time to see the sac­risty door slam shut. Mrs. Flens­ing wasn’t vis­i­ble, and Keeper had jumped down from the al­tar and was peer­ing around in the re­flected light of the aban­doned lantern.

In four long run­ning strides Emily was up on the raised floor be­side the al­tar, but when she wrenched open the sac­risty door she was met with a gust of cold night air, for the ex­te­rior door at the far end of the dark room was swing­ing back and forth in the wind. She dropped the sev­ered fin­gers into her hand­bag.

She turned back to the obliquely lit nave and ran down the side aisle to where Bran­well was slowly get­ting to his feet.

Scared by his fit mo­ments ago, she shook him by the shoul­ders till his eyes fo­cused on her. She said loudly, “Do you know me, Bran­well?”

“I—wish I didn’t.”

“Who am I?”

“Emily.” His pant­ing had slowed to nor­mal breath­ing, and he yawned. “I’m sick.”

She let go of him and stepped back. “Be sick later. We’ve got some clean­ing up to do here.”

“In the morn­ing—”

“In the morn­ing you’ll be even less use than you are now. Take that lantern and walk over the floor, down ev­ery pew and look­ing un­der it, and pick up ev­ery piece of bone.”

“I’m sick, I tell you. That cigar of hers reeked of Lon­don—fac­tory smokes, un­washed crowds, vomit—”

Emily reached into her hand­bag. Mrs. Flens­ing’s fin­gers were in­ert now, limp. And with a shiver she won­dered what the cigar smoke had smelled like to Keeper.

“Find ev­ery scrap of bone,” she said. Keeper had trot­ted back to where they stood, and she ran her fin­gers through the fur on his big shoul­der. “Keeper will help you find them, and he’ll know if you shirk.” She felt a mat­ted tuft at one point among the fur, and pulled the dog for­ward so that a re­flec­tion of the lantern beam lit the spot. Part­ing his fur care­fully she saw that there was only the one small punc­ture in the dog’s skin that she had no­ticed ear­lier.

But how could that dou­ble-bladed knife have in­flicted only one punc­ture? Sud­denly dizzy, she thought: Well, there were two dogs.

She shoved Bran­well to­ward the al­tar. “Ev­ery piece, as you may still value your soul. I’ll find a col­lec­tion bas­ket to hold it all.”

“What will you do with them?”

Emily just stared at him, and he waved his arms over his head and then sham­bled to­ward the al­tar, peer­ing at the floor. I’ll bury them, Emily thought, at widely sep­a­rated spots far out on the moors. The thing un­der the ledger stone can go head­less for eter­nity.




Their fa­ther had gone up­stairs to bed by the time Emily and Bran­well and Keeper re­turned to the par­son­age, and Anne opened the kitchen door when Emily knocked. Bran­well blun­dered past Anne and Char­lotte with­out a word and stum­bled away up the stairs. Keeper stood by the back door un­til Anne closed it, then lay down by the big iron range.

Emily pulled a chair out from the ta­ble and sat down. She laid her hand­bag on the ta­ble and ex­haled, and af­ter a mo­ment looked from Char­lotte to Anne.

“I be­lieve,” she said, “that the sick­ness in the land is cured.” Char­lotte slid a cup of tea in front of Emily’s right hand, and Emily lifted it and took a sip. She was very tired, but her hand was steady. “Or at least,” she amended, set­ting the cup down, “re­stored to the sort of re­mis­sion Papa has strived to main­tain.”

“Oh?” said Char­lotte, rais­ing an eye­brow. “When? How?”

“Can he stop shoot­ing his gun at the church ev­ery morn­ing?” asked Anne.

“Not quite.” To Char­lotte, Emily said, “An hour or so ago”—and she reached into her hand­bag and pulled out their fa­ther’s heavy gun—“this played a part,” she said. “So did poor Bran­well, in spite of him­self. The real he­roes, though—”

Anne sat down be­side Emily. “Did you shoot the . . . the Welsh thing?”

“No. I—no.” Emily smiled tiredly. “I shot a were­wolf’s skull.”

Anne nod­ded un­cer­tainly. “That’s al­ways a good thing to do, I imag­ine.”

“The real he­roes?” prompted Char­lotte, tak­ing the chair across the ta­ble.

“That Cur­zon fel­low, for one,” said Emily. “In spite of his abom­inable man­ner. It seems that the were­wolf he killed yes­ter­day morn­ing was a sort of king of the species, and with its loss the whole species is se­verely weak­ened. The other hero was Keeper.”

She reached again into her hand­bag. “This is un­pleas­ant,” she warned Anne, then pulled out Mrs. Flens­ing’s two fin­gers and laid them on the ta­ble. It was the first time Emily had been able to look closely at them, and she shud­dered at the ragged blood-clot­ted ends and the long nails.

Anne had sat back, and she darted an alarmed look at Emily’s hands be­fore meet­ing her eyes. “Keeper did that?” she whis­pered.

“Are you in some trou­ble now?” asked Char­lotte, fas­tid­i­ously look­ing away from the grue­some ex­hibit. “Bury those things!”

“I think I’ll keep them,” said Emily, “though I might get rid of this bag. Yes, Keeper did it, God bless him. And I might be in some trou­ble, but noth­ing to do with the laws of Eng­land.”

She stood up, look­ing around the kitchen. “I don’t want them in my room—I’d imag­ine them crawl­ing around like cater­pil­lars.” On a high cup­board shelf stood a row of dusty glass jars con­tain­ing old iron nails and chis­els and brushes; one jar was empty, and she stood on tip­toe to fetch it down. She dropped Mrs. Flens­ing’s fin­gers into it and then reached up to slide it back onto the shelf. “They can’t get out of that.”

She re­sumed her chair. “To­mor­row if you like you can go to the Black Bull and look at the ta­ble in the snug. It all started there, with Bran­well and a woman.”




Cur­tains glowed in the houses that closely fronted the steep, nar­row main street of Ha­worth, but no one opened a door to ques­tion the soli­tary fig­ure trudg­ing care­fully down­hill in the dark. Tonight Mrs. Flens­ing’s hired car­riage and driver waited at the bot­tom of the street.

Yes­ter­day the two horses had la­bored to pull the car­riage up the street to the level area by the inn and the church, in spite of the paving stones laid cross­ways to give hooves some pur­chase, and to­day the driver had re­fused to try it again. The three-mile trip had been all up­hill from the town of Keigh­ley, and he had told her that if the horses slipped on the Ha­worth street the car­riage would prob­a­bly roll all the way back there.

It had been no use for her to ar­gue that he must fre­quently be called on to carry pas­sen­gers from the ho­tel in Keigh­ley to Ha­worth, and she sus­pected that he was fa­mil­iar with lo­cal leg­ends and had at some point yes­ter­day man­aged to sneak a look into her bag—now ly­ing some­where on the church floor back there, torn and empty.

Her hand was throb­bing un­der the hand­ker­chief she had wrapped around it, and she won­dered bleakly if the fin­gers would grow back sep­a­rately or as one un­gainly semi-thumb, which sort of thing she had seen hap­pen with oth­ers in the tribe.

Alone on the dark, slanted pave­ment, she bared her teeth in a snarl. She had fi­nally blinked and rubbed the sting­ing gun­pow­der dust out of her eyes, and they seemed to be un­dam­aged.

If only Cur­zon had suc­ceeded in killing him­self, as she was fairly sure he’d meant to do. The sanc­ti­mo­nious Hu­berti were so proud of their ab­sti­nence—it must have un­done him to learn that rage could pro­voke the old, vainly re­nounced change in him.

Mrs. Flens­ing spat on the street.

But he would try to marry out­side his clan! Vain folly—as was no doubt im­pressed upon him when he saw the bro­ken meat of his pre­cious fi­ancée on the steps of her fam­ily home.

And then he had not killed him­self; in­stead at Pon­den Kirk he had been con­fronted by the re­gent of the moor­land kin­dred—and had man­aged to kill him! And the sus­tain­ing su­per­nat­u­ral field gen­er­ated by the wild kin­dred, whom Rev­erend Farfleece likened to an elec­tric bat­tery, had sud­denly been de­pleted all across these north­ern moors.

Even miles away, Mrs. Flens­ing had felt that death as a blur­ring of her vi­sion, an ache in her joints—and she knew that the Obliques in Lon­don too must be alarmed at find­ing the early signs of age and in­fir­mity in­trud­ing on their ar­ti­fi­cially main­tained youth­ful­ness.

Farfleece’s “bat­tery” needed a strong re­newal.

But it was more like a whirlpool than a bat­tery, re­ally—a hy­per-nat­u­ral dis­tor­tion of or­di­nary nat­u­ral pos­si­bil­i­ties, and the greater the num­ber of con­scious en­ti­ties that par­tic­i­pated in its de­viant spin like chil­dren danc­ing around a may­pole, am­pli­fy­ing the dis­tort­ing mo­men­tum, the deeper and more pow­er­ful the “whirlpool” be­came. The druids had long ago de­duced the im­plicit counter-na­ture im­pulse in or­di­nary re­al­ity, and set it in mo­tion by us­ing its ini­tially small po­ten­tial to cure mild ill­nesses or blight the crops of ri­val tribes. Grad­u­ally they had deep­ened and ac­cel­er­ated it un­til it could en­com­pass ef­fects like shape-chang­ing, earth-rend­ing, the lib­er­a­tion of ghosts . . . and, at a com­fort­able dis­tance, wealth and ex­tended life and im­mu­nity to in­jury and dis­ease.

But this morn­ing the “whirlpool” had, as it were, be­come tur­bu­lent, and lost much of its depth.

When Mrs. Flens­ing learned of the killing yes­ter­day, she had hired a horse and rid­den far out across the moors to the top of Crow Hill, and had re­trieved the twin’s skull, hid­den away for more than a hun­dred years.

It had been all she could think of to do. The twin’s skull had been kept sep­a­rate from its body un­der the church floor be­cause the twin was one half of the Obliques’ bi­une god, the other half be­ing the boy Welsh, who had been ex­iled across the Irish Sea—and in truth none of the Oblique or­der were very ea­ger to have the two per­sons of their god ac­tu­ally re­vived and re­united. Though they would never say so out­right, it was felt to be an apoth­e­o­sis that was bet­ter an­tic­i­pated than achieved. What­ever the re­sult, it would be tu­mul­tuous, and would cer­tainly up­set their rea­son­ably aug­mented lives.

And get­ting the skull had not been easy. Orig­i­nally a cairn had stood at the top of the hill, mark­ing the burial site of the skull, but in 1824 the hill had erupted and sent a mas­sive flood down into the val­ley. The cairn was gone, but the skull had still been there, above the gul­lied and al­ready over­grown east face of the hill. Mrs. Flens­ing had had to cut her hand and leave bap­tized blood in the dirt even to be able to see the skull, which would oth­er­wise have eluded fo­cus and been se­curely lost in the over­all view of the rocky land­scape. And then the un­gainly thing had re­sisted be­ing tugged free of the ground, as if it had grown in­vis­i­ble roots.

When she had fi­nally got it into her bag, she should have rid­den straight to the Ha­worth church and hid­den it wher­ever she could. It had been a mis­take to ride back to Keigh­ley to wash her face and hands and change her cloth­ing and hire the car­riage. And it had been a dis­as­trous mis­take then to de­lay so that the poseur Northang­er­land could fetch his van­dal sis­ter.

Mrs. Flens­ing didn’t want to think of the twin’s skull, shot to pieces—and then, af­ter painful and par­tial re­con­struc­tion, flung in frag­ments all over a church floor by that gi­ant dog . . . which had seemed to be­come two dogs, when it had at­tacked her ear­lier!

Emily Brontë. Emily Brunty, with­out a doubt. Northang­er­land had said that she had been bit­ten by what was clearly a kin­dred an­i­mal—the girl would have to be brought into line, bap­tized, be­fore she could do even fur­ther harm.

When Mrs. Flens­ing reached the bot­tom of the steep street at last, the moon­light was bright enough for her to see that the car­riage was gone. The driver had prob­a­bly worked him­self into a state, imag­in­ing bog­garts and gy­trashes rolling and hop­ping along the road, and fled.

She looked back up the steep street, but it was im­pos­si­ble to guess what story the Brunty sib­lings might have told about her.

It would be many more hours be­fore dawn. She be­gan walk­ing north, to­ward Keigh­ley.




In the dark up­stairs hall­way, Keeper sat in front of the door to Emily’s lit­tle bed­room. He was aware of Char­lotte and Anne in the room to his left, Tabby’s room the next door past that, and the girls’ fa­ther in the room to his right. The next door down the hall on that side was Bran­well’s.

Keeper had lapped up some wa­ter from the bucket be­side Emily’s door, but he re­mem­bered the elu­sive sour­ness of the woman’s blood. It was fa­mil­iar, but from long ago, call­ing up just a few sec­onds of trau­matic mem­ory: the man called Welsh at­tack­ing the dog’s young mas­ter, Hugh, and Keeper leap­ing and driv­ing his teeth into Welsh’s face. That blood had had the same bit­ter taint.

But that had been the other dog, whose name was also Keeper, the dog whose eyes and muz­zle he some­times saw in­stead of his own in still, sun­lit pools; the dog who had joined him in pro­tect­ing Emily from the woman with the sharp weapon tonight.

Later, in the darker build­ing, the woman had bran­dished the weapon again, but Keeper had lunged past her and shaken to pieces the bones of . . . some­thing that was both an an­i­mal and a man, which had in the mo­ment seemed to be the greater threat. The woman had fled then, but Keeper hadn’t pur­sued her be­cause that would have meant leav­ing Emily alone with the one called Bran­well.

Bran­well was a trou­bling fig­ure. He was a mem­ber of Keeper’s fam­ily, and Emily loved him, but there was the ten­dency to­ward unan­tic­i­pated rage, even a qual­ity of in­ter­loper, in the young man.

As if sum­moned by Keeper’s men­tal im­age, the door to Bran­well’s room now opened and Bran­well stepped out into the hall, car­ry­ing a lit can­dle. He was still draped and sheathed in the clothes he’d been wear­ing ear­lier.

Keeper stood up, star­ing at him. Bran­well’s feet were bare now, and he had padded past Tabby’s door be­fore he saw Keeper. For a full ten breaths the man and the dog stood star­ing at each other. At last Bran­well ex­haled hoarsely and turned away.

When Bran­well had gone back into his room and the door had closed and clicked, Keeper hooked one big paw into the bucket and pulled it over; its rim clanked on the floor­boards, and the wa­ter spread out silently across the floor all the way to Bran­well’s door.

Keeper sat down. Emily would scold him for hav­ing spilled the bucket, but he would re­main by her door, alert, un­til she woke up in the morn­ing.








PART TWO:
SEP­TEM­BER 1846


[A] rapid tor­rent of mud and wa­ter is­sued forth, vary­ing from twenty to thirty yards in width, and from four to five in depth; which, in its course for six or seven miles, en­tirely threw down or made breaches in sev­eral stone and wooden bridges—up­rooted trees—laid pros­trate walls . . . 

—Patrick Brontë, The Phe­nom­e­non; or, an Ac­count in Verse, of the Ex­tra­or­di­nary Dis­rup­tion of a Bog,
Which took place in the Moors of Ha­worth, On the 12th day of Sep­tem­ber, 1824








CHAP­TER EIGHT


Emily un­bolted the front door of the par­son­age and stepped out­side.

Her long walks on the moors had not led her out to the grim mon­u­ment of Pon­den Kirk since the morn­ing she had found Al­cuin Cur­zon there, six months ago, though it of­ten fig­ured in her dreams. The dreams were nearly al­ways just views of the black ed­i­fice from far off, but last night she had found her­self re­liv­ing the day when three chil­dren had hiked there and left blood in the fairy cave at its foot.

As she closed the par­son­age door be­hind her and started down the steps to­ward the lane that led past the nar­row ceme­tery to the church, she took deep breaths of the cold morn­ing air, and shook her head to dis­pel the cling­ing frag­ments of the dream—young Bran­well with his pock­etknife, her own voice say­ing They look like Ro­man foun­da­tions, and Anne’s re­mark: This wasn’t a game at all, was it? And it never had any­thing to do with Maria.

Bran­well would cer­tainly sleep till noon to­day. It was just as well.

Keeper trot­ted be­side Emily on the still-damp paving stones, his mas­sive shoul­ders rip­pling un­der his short tan fur. The right side of Emily’s coat swung heav­ily with the weight of her fa­ther’s pis­tol, which she had fired over the church­yard an hour ago.

For these past two weeks Char­lotte and their fa­ther had been thirty miles away in Man­ches­ter, where her fa­ther had un­der­gone an op­er­a­tion to re­move the cataracts from his eyes and re­store his vi­sion. The oculist who had per­formed the op­er­a­tion had de­clared it a suc­cess, but their fa­ther had to re­main in bed in a dark room for four weeks af­ter­ward, and Char­lotte had rented rooms in Man­ches­ter for the du­ra­tion.

And so Emily had taken on some of her fa­ther’s more ob­scure du­ties, and on this Wednes­day morn­ing she had a mat­ter to at­tend to in the church.

The sub­sti­tute cu­rate that the Vicar of Brad­ford had sent to the Ha­worth church had, not sur­pris­ingly, re­cited the Lord’s Prayer in Eng­lish dur­ing his Sun­day ser­vices, and omit­ted the Latin phrase that the Rev­erend Grimshaw had be­gun us­ing in the last cen­tury. And of course he had not rung the tri­an­gle that Emily’s fa­ther al­ways struck at the end of the prayer—chis­eled from the bell that had rung at Welsh’s fu­neral in 1771.

The vil­lagers un­der­stood that her fa­ther would be back soon, and at the last two Sun­day ser­vices sev­eral of them had smiled at Emily and nod­ded, ev­i­dently aware that she was do­ing what she could to main­tain the sen­si­ble forms. There was no ne­ces­sity for a don­key in the church with a back­ward-fac­ing rider wear­ing twenty hats.

At the side door of the church she turned and looked back at the par­son­age, across the flat and stand­ing grave­stones. If their fa­ther were to die of an in­fec­tion down there in Man­ches­ter, she and her sis­ters and Bran­well would be turned out of the place, for the build­ing be­longed to the Leeds Dio­cese of the Church of Eng­land, and would house their fa­ther’s re­place­ment and his fam­ily.

Emily and her sis­ters had some ex­pe­ri­ence as teach­ers and gov­ernesses, but any such jobs as they might find would hardly be likely to be at all close to one an­other. And of course Bran­well would die in an asy­lum.

The sis­ters had com­pleted the nov­els they had be­gun in the late win­ter, and Char­lotte’s The Pro­fes­sor, Anne’s Agnes Grey, and Emily’s Wuther­ing Heights had been sub­mit­ted—fruit­lessly—to sev­eral Lon­don pub­lish­ers; and only yes­ter­day Emily had re­ceived a let­ter stat­ing that all three nov­els had once again been re­jected.

The Lon­don firm of Ay­lott & Jones had pub­lished their book of po­ems three months ago. Two copies had sold.

Emily shiv­ered and pulled open the church door. The tall stained glass win­dows in the north and south walls threw a dim ra­di­ance over the empty pews, but she didn’t step in­side un­til Keeper had sniffed the cold air and led the way in. She fol­lowed the big bull­mas­tiff along the side aisle to the al­tar, and from the way Keeper swung his head to look ahead and be­hind, she guessed that he would al­ways re­mem­ber shak­ing the half-hu­man skull to pieces six months ago. And she re­called that the fol­low­ing morn­ing she had gone through the pock­ets of Bran­well’s clothes and found a piece of that skull. She had buried it miles away from the church . . . far from the grooved ledger stone in the floor.

She glanced at that sec­tion of the main aisle now, and could just dis­cern the out­line of that stone in the shad­ows—only a few yards from the stone that cov­ered the Brontë vault, where lay her mother and her sis­ters Eliz­a­beth and Maria.

Her foot­steps echoed among the side arches as she crossed the wide raised floor and mounted the spi­ral steps to the high pul­pit. The sub­sti­tute cu­rate had not found the makeshift iron tri­an­gle at the back of a shelf be­low the lectern, and she reached in and pulled it out.

Pro­ject­ing her voice to reach and ide­ally shake the ledger stone, she be­gan, “Pa­ter nos­ter, qui es in caelis, sanc­ti­fice­tur nomen tuum . . .”

While she was say­ing the prayer, a streak of day­light split the cen­tral aisle as one of the tall front doors of the church opened. From the an­gle of the pul­pit she couldn’t see who had opened the door, or if they had en­tered the church, but she fin­ished the prayer, in­clud­ing Grimshaw’s five syl­la­bles—brachiun enim—and struck the tri­an­gle against the pil­lar to her right. The note rang out over the pews.

For sev­eral sec­onds there was no fur­ther sound; then boots were knock­ing on the stone floor and a deep voice called, “Miss Brontë?”

Emily didn’t de­scend from the pul­pit, but waited while the man walked up the aisle. And when he stood in the light from the stained glass win­dow be­hind her she rec­og­nized the fore­head and cheek­bones un­der the mane of black hair. The eye­patch again cov­ered the left eye.

On the raised floor be­low the pul­pit, Keeper stood up, watch­ing the new­comer but not growl­ing yet.

“Mr. Cur­zon,” said Emily, con­ceal­ing her un­easi­ness. “You should not speak so loudly in a Chris­tian church.”

“It’s Miss Emily,” he said, stop­ping be­low the pul­pit and squint­ing up at her. “Of course it wouldn’t be you that fled.” He glanced cau­tiously at Keeper, then added, “That was hardly a Chris­tian com­mand that you in­serted into the Pa­ter Nos­ter.” He shrugged and nod­ded. “But it is a Protes­tant church.”

She laughed in spite of her­self. “Did you bring your knife? Are you here to kill me at last?”

“Why haven’t you all fol­lowed your fa­ther and your sis­ter? It was the wis­est course.”

A breeze from the open door­way be­hind Cur­zon tossed the tails of his coat and flicked at Emily’s hair.

“They didn’t flee,” Emily snapped. “They’ll re­turn in two weeks. My fa­ther needed an op­er­a­tion to re­store his vi­sion.” She slid the tri­an­gle back onto its shelf. “And there are things that need reg­u­lar at­ten­tion here.”

“Shoot­ing at ghosts ev­ery morn­ing.” Cur­zon nod­ded. “If his vi­sion should be fully re­stored, he’d be wise to take the poi­sonous lot of you to some­where across the nul­li­fy­ing sea, and leave this war to those who know how to wage it.”

Keeper was still not growl­ing, and Emily turned away and walked down the steps to the al­tar-level floor. Fac­ing Cur­zon, she said, “You? Where were you six months ago when a woman tried to re­unite the skull to the body of Welsh’s twin?”

Cur­zon stepped back, and flipped up the eye­patch to stare at her with both eyes.

“This hap­pened? Where is the skull now?”

She pulled the pis­tol from her coat pocket and held it up. “I shot a hole in it, and then my dog shook it to pieces.” Cur­zon didn’t speak, so she went on, “I buried the pieces, widely sep­a­rated, far out on the moors. Nowhere near Pon­den Kirk.”

“Did the woman have a name?”

“She called her­self Mrs. Flens­ing.”

Cur­zon nod­ded and rubbed his chin. He started to speak, then shook his head. Fi­nally he said, “And the body of the twin? Do you know where that is?”

“You’re stand­ing on it.”

He stared at her for sev­eral more sec­onds, then slowly low­ered his gaze to his boots. He crouched and traced one of the grooves with a fin­ger.

“Ogham,” he said qui­etly, straight­en­ing up. “I can’t read it. But that phrase you added to the Pa­ter Nos­ter was old Irish—Lie name­less.”

“The ogham sym­bols spell out its name,” said Emily, and she re­peated her fa­ther’s words: “with a negat­ing branch of lines which con­tra­dict the name.”

Cur­zon quickly read­justed the eye­patch over his left eye. Brusquely he said, “You must tell me ev­ery­thing you know.”

“I’ve told you enough. It’s good that you killed some kind of . . . were­wolf king, back in March, but you have no claim on me.”

“Your gun has been fired and not reloaded.” He waved at it. “The pan cover is up. But—I re­spect your dog.”

“He’d shake your skull to pieces,” Emily as­sured him.

Keeper was in fact star­ing at Cur­zon, and Emily saw watch­ful cau­tion in the dog’s tensed ears.

“He’s my keeper,” she added.

Cur­zon shook his head in an­gry baf­fle­ment. “You can’t ac­com­plish any­thing,” he said. “Fire your gun, ring your bell, pro­nounce your syl­la­bles—while more dev­ils roam York­shire ev­ery night!”

Emily bit her lip. In the last cou­ple of months, Tabby had told her and Anne sto­ries she’d heard in the vil­lage from farm­ers and sheep­herders. Al­ways in a por­ten­tously low­ered voice, the old house­keeper had re­layed ac­counts of un­nat­u­ral an­i­mals seen lop­ing across the moon­lit hills, voices singing out of the deep sink­holes known as pots, and ig­nis fa­tui lights danc­ing over bogs on moon­less nights. Sev­eral chil­dren, she’d said, had dis­ap­peared from re­mote farm­houses—no one could say if they’d been kid­napped, killed, or lured away by the crea­tures known lo­cally as bog­garts and gy­trashes.

“Any scraps you may know,” Cur­zon went on, “you can’t pos­si­bly un­der­stand. Tell me how you and your dog came to break the skull.”

Think­ing of Bran­well’s un­ad­mirable part in that whole episode, Emily said, “I won’t.”

Cur­zon bared his teeth. “Ig­no­rant peas­ant fool!” he burst out; then held up his hands. “Very well. You may rely on it that I know things you’d like to know. We can trade—a fact for a fact. I’ll even be the first to push one for­ward.”

Emily took a breath to give him a scorn­ful an­swer—ig­no­rant peas­ant fool in­deed!—but she glanced at the ledger stone at his feet, and hes­i­tated. Dur­ing these last two weeks she was sure she had heard faint grat­ing from it, and on one cold morn­ing when the flag­stone floor had been vis­i­bly damp, that stone had been dry, as if it had been warmer. She had not dared to walk over and touch it. And there were Tabby’s sto­ries.

Cur­zon did have knowl­edge about all this: the two-bladed knife, Welsh, the un­known thing un­der the stone that lay be­tween Cur­zon and her­self as they spoke.

“Not here,” she said. “I’ve said too much al­ready, here.”

“You think it lis­tens? With no head?” His tone was light, but he took two steps back, off the stone. “But I’ll hu­mor you. Can we speak pri­vately at that inn next door?”

Emily thought of the back room of the Black Bull, and the ta­ble that prob­a­bly still showed the groove of her gun­shot; and she shiv­ered at the thought that some pow­dered bone from the skull might be imbed­ded in the wood.

“Cer­tainly not,” she said, with an air of prim­ness.

“Cling to pro­pri­ety. The church­yard?”

“Just as bad.”

“Re­ally! The mid­dle of the street?”

Emily re­called the buck­ets of holy wa­ter in ev­ery room and hall of the par­son­age. Pa­pist su­per­sti­tion, but still . . . 

“Our kitchen,” she said, step­ping down to the main floor, closely flanked by Keeper. Anne should be present for this, she thought, and even Tabby might have in­sights.

Cur­zon gave her a tired nod, as if to say, Your ac­cus­tomed do­main.

Emily scowled, but she and Keeper fol­lowed Cur­zon down the side aisle, past the door through which they had en­tered, and out through the front door into bright day­light.

A stout, four-foot walk­ing stick leaned against one of the stone col­umns, and Cur­zon took it as he walked to the steps. Emily saw now that he was wear­ing a woolen jacket and worn cor­duroy trousers, and as he stepped to the walk­way he flipped a bat­tered gray cap onto his shaggy head. His boots were scuffed brown leather.

He stepped along briskly, and Emily won­dered again at his re­cov­ery from what had seemed to be a near-mor­tal in­jury in March. As the three of them rounded the cor­ner of the build­ing, and the church­yard and the par­son­age swung into view, Emily asked, “Why were you in the church?”

“I’m on a . . . a walk­ing tour, and Ha­worth is more or less on the way. At that inn they told me that one of the cu­rate’s daugh­ters still fired the old man’s gun ev­ery morn­ing, and was in the church. I as­sumed it would be the el­dest.” He sniffed the air and re­marked, “I imag­ine few chil­dren live to adult­hood here.”

“More than half,” said Emily de­fen­sively. “And it’s not dev­ils tak­ing the ones that die.”

“No, I’m sure it’s the cholera. Are all the town’s pumps down­hill from the ceme­tery?”

Emily lifted her chin. “My fa­ther has sent sev­eral pe­ti­tions to the Gen­eral Board of Health in Lon­don, de­mand­ing im­prove­ments in san­i­ta­tion.”

“Won­ders, that’ll do. Like shoot­ing a gun over the graves.”

Emily glanced past Cur­zon at the ceme­tery, and said qui­etly, “He’s not a fool. It’s not loaded with an or­di­nary pis­tol ball.”

“Sil­ver?” Cur­zon star­tled Emily by spit­ting onto the pave­ment. The man’s man­ners were ap­palling. “That’s fairy-tale stuff. Bet­ter he should stop fool­ing about with things he doesn’t un­der­stand, and use the money to pipe wa­ter in from high ground.”

“They’re not sil­ver. Be quiet.”

The church­yard was be­hind them now, and Emily hoped Cur­zon wouldn’t ask why there was al­ways the clink­ing of a chisel from the stone­cut­ter’s yard to their right. It’s not dev­ils tak­ing the ones that die, she thought. She led Cur­zon and Keeper past the lit­tle gar­den to the south side of the par­son­age, past the peat room and around the cor­ner to the kitchen door. She pulled it open, and what­ever Cur­zon might think of her ac­cus­tomed do­main, she was heart­ened by the warm air and the homely smells of onions and ba­con. Cur­zon leaned his stick against the door­frame.

Old Tabby looked up from a bowl of peeled pota­toes when Emily and Keeper en­tered; and her eye­brows rose when Cur­zon fol­lowed them in, duck­ing un­der a string of dry­ing wash­cloths.

“It’s the Pa­pist gen­tle­man, I think?” she said doubt­fully as she noted Cur­zon’s com­mon-la­borer cloth­ing and the cap he was now hold­ing.

“Yes. Mrs. Ay­ck­royd, this is Mr. Cur­zon.”

Tabby seemed taken aback by the in­tro­duc­tion and the use of her sur­name; she wiped her hands on her apron and es­sayed a sort of un­cer­tain curtsy. “Shall I bring tea into the din­ing room?”

The win­dows of the din­ing room over­looked the close church­yard, which was prob­a­bly why Emily had thought of the kitchen. “We’ll have our tea in here, I be­lieve,” she said. “And stay and join us, Tabby. You were there too, when Crow Hill ex­ploded twenty years ago.”

“Ah?” said the old house­keeper. “Like that, are we? Twenty-two years ago it was. You were only six years old.” She filled a pot with cold wa­ter and set it on the black-iron range that stood against the wall op­po­site the hall­way door.

Anne stood now in the door­way, look­ing younger than her twenty-six years in a plain linen dress with her chest­nut hair parted in the mid­dle and curl­ing around her cheeks. “I was four,” she said, “but I re­mem­ber the boul­ders hurtling through the air, and the flood, and the storm.”

“And we all ran through the rain to Pon­den House,” said Tabby.

See­ing Cur­zon’s eyes widen, Emily said, “It’s a mile and a half from Pon­den Kirk, no con­nec­tion. ‘Pon­den’ is pond-dene, it means a cleft in a marshy pond.”

Emily sat down at the ta­ble and waved at the other chairs. The other three joined her, Tabby with some hes­i­ta­tion.

“Where is Crow Hill?” Cur­zon asked, “and what hap­pened there in 1824?” He laid down his cap and spread his hands. “Boul­ders?”

Anne and Tabby looked to Emily, who shook her head. To Cur­zon, she said, “You’re to push out the first fact.”

“For God’s sake. Very well—the un­dead thing un­der the stone in your fa­ther’s church was killed, for the most part, in 1771.”

Emily nod­ded. “That’s when our great-great-grand­fa­ther adopted Welsh, its twin, in Ire­land.” She cocked an eye­brow at Cur­zon. “Welsh had a hu­man ap­pear­ance. The thing whose skull I saw could not have.”

Tabby was lis­ten­ing ea­gerly, and seemed to be re­press­ing ques­tions of her own. Emily re­flected that the old woman had al­ways loved spooky sto­ries, es­pe­cially if they might be true.

Cur­zon shifted in his chair. “Welsh took af­ter the mother, while the other was much more like the, er, fa­ther. Your dou­ble-great-grand­fa­ther found Welsh on a boat, of course.”

“Yes,” said Anne. “Why ‘of course’?”

Cur­zon gave her an in­cu­ri­ous look, then spoke to Emily. “You owe me one. My great-grand­mother, who was given the task of killing both of the twins, did mostly kill the mon­strous one, the one that’s in your church, though the thing’s head was lost. But the other one—she couldn’t bear to kill what seemed to be a small boy. So she hid him on a packet boat in Liv­er­pool, bound for War­ren­point in County Down, across the Irish Sea. She be­lieved that three hun­dred miles of open ocean would be enough sep­a­ra­tion to sever Welsh from his twin, and break the . . . shadow, the quick­en­ing in­flu­ence the two of them, paired, would have im­posed in north­ern Eng­land.”

Emily started to speak, but Cur­zon went on an­grily, “And it would have been enough, if your fa­ther hadn’t brought Welsh back.”

Emily nod­ded. “Or if your grand­mother had killed the boy, and not shirked her duty.”

Anne gave her sis­ter a sur­prised look.

Cur­zon sat back and made his face re­lax. “We can per­haps ex­cuse our fore­bears their er­rors. Tell me about Crow Hill.”

Emily started to ob­ject, but Tabby was al­ready speak­ing. “It was fair weather,” Tabby said, get­ting up and shuf­fling to the range, “when we started out for a walk on the moors—Emily, Anne, Bran­well and me. But the clouds did gather very dark when we were out as far as the Lad Stone—”

See­ing Cur­zon’s blank scowl, Tabby ex­plained, “That’s a marker of the Lan­cashire bor­der, at the top of Crow Hill. They put it up last cen­tury at the spot where there was a cairn be­fore. We were only a hun­dred yards from the hill when—”

Anne shiv­ered. “It ex­ploded!”

“Did it not!” agreed Tabby. “Fly­ing boul­ders and mud, and thun­der and rain too! The whole hill­side to the east just tum­bled down into the val­ley in a great roar­ing flood of muddy wa­ter. We all ran north through the storm to Pon­den House, where the Heatons kindly gave us blan­kets and tea and sent a rider to tell your fa­ther that you were all safe.”

Cur­zon rocked his head back and stared past the hang­ing wash­cloths at the high ceil­ing. “You lot just couldn’t ever re­sist rais­ing dev­ils here, could you? A male Brunty de­scen­dant ap­proached its cairn—what did you imag­ine its re­sponse would be?”

“I didn’t know un­til this mo­ment,” Emily protested, “that a cairn was there be­fore the Lad Stone bound­ary marker! What is it?”

“It must have been the head, damn it, the skull you shot! We searched for it, but the tribe must have buried it there.”

For sev­eral sec­onds none of them spoke.

“Well,” said Anne, “Emily and Keeper de­stroyed it, so the quick­en­ing in­flu­ence must be damped now, mustn’t it?—if not ex­tin­guished out­right.”

Tabby clicked her tongue and mut­tered, “That’s not the word in the hills be­yond the vil­lage.” She had poured hot wa­ter into their aunt’s teapot, and now, hardly watch­ing what she was do­ing, stirred in four tea­spoons of tea leaves. “Lately the bad night folk are said to be lively as ever—fires by the stand­ing stones on the hills west of the Lad Stone, marsh lights call­ing to late trav­el­ers, two more childer gone miss­ing up to­ward Cowl­ing.”

Clump­ing foot­steps sounded on the stairs then, and Emily raised a hand. In a con­ver­sa­tional tone she said to Cur­zon, “Do you have fam­ily in York­shire, sir?”

The ques­tion had been meant as an in­nocu­ous change of topic, but to Emily’s sur­prise Cur­zon winced and half-raised a hand. “I—waste my time here.” He pushed back his chair.

Bran­well leaned in the hall door­way, and blinked in sur­prise at the dark man with the eye­patch who was sit­ting with the house­keeper and his sis­ters at the kitchen ta­ble. His curly gin­ger hair stuck out in all di­rec­tions.

“Bad dream,” he mut­tered. “I beg your par­don—hello, sir—have we met?”

He was wear­ing the white linen shirt and woolen trousers that he’d been wear­ing yes­ter­day, and had un­doubt­edly slept in.

Cur­zon stood up, and Emily said, wearily, “Mr. Cur­zon, our brother, Bran­well.”

Cur­zon stared at the young man, and though his swarthy face showed no ex­pres­sion, Emily saw his jaw mus­cles tighten.

He nod­ded, and Bran­well did too, jerk­ily.

Bran­well turned to Tabby and waved at the teapot. “Do you have an­other cup?”

Cur­zon gave Emily a look she thought of as smol­der­ing, and said, “I can’t stay.”

With no fur­ther com­ment he picked up his cap and strode out of the kitchen into the yard, snatch­ing his stick from be­side the door as he went. Emily got up and quickly put on her coat, and Cur­zon was al­ready on the path that led out onto the moors by the time she and Keeper caught up with him.

Keeper loped ahead of Cur­zon and turned to look back at him.

As the man glanced at the dog and then stopped, Emily re­flected that Keeper’s at­ti­tude to­ward Cur­zon had al­ways been a sort of watch­ful cau­tion, nei­ther hos­til­ity nor full ac­cep­tance.

When she had found Cur­zon be­low Pon­den Kirk six months ago, wounded and tem­po­rar­ily un­able to walk, Keeper had growled—at the bloody knife that Cur­zon dropped; and the dog had growled again, and set his paws on Cur­zon’s chest, when the man had caught Emily’s hand as she had tried to ex­am­ine his wound, but Keeper had stood back when Cur­zon re­leased her; and when Cur­zon had rudely pushed Emily aside in walk­ing out of her fa­ther’s study later that day, all Keeper had done was to tear the man’s trousers with his teeth—no more than a re­minder of man­ners, re­ally. If a stranger had treated Emily that way, the dog would have been at the stranger’s throat.

Not for the first time, she wished her dog could talk.

Cur­zon didn’t turn around on the path, but Emily saw his shoul­der rise and fall in a sigh.

“Miss Emily,” he said, and turned to face her. “What, did I short you on the fact ex­change?”

“Prob­a­bly,” she said as Keeper trot­ted back to stand be­side her. “I wasn’t keep­ing track. What does this walk­ing tour of yours have to do with the busi­ness we were dis­cussing?”

“You as­sume I have no con­cerns in life other than the tra­vails of your ill-fated fam­ily?”

“Your mem­ory is de­fi­cient, sir. We were talk­ing about the ill-fated land.”

“Yes,” he ad­mit­ted. He thumped the base of his stick in the dirt. “And yes of course my jour­ney to­day has to do with that busi­ness! Now go home, im­por­tu­nate child! It would do you no good to know more.”

“Now that I think of it, you do owe me one more fact.” She waved out at the in­fin­ity of sun­lit green grass and pur­ple heather rip­pling in the wind that swept across the hills. “What’s your des­ti­na­tion?”

“A place far from here.”

He turned his broad back on her and re­sumed walk­ing. She and Keeper fell into step be­side him.

“It’s many miles,” Cur­zon said with­out look­ing at her, “and I have a long stride.”

Emily didn’t re­ply, but kept walk­ing. His warn­ing didn’t im­press her—she and Keeper of­ten hiked all day, ford­ing name­less becks, skirt­ing deep ravines, and fol­low­ing re­mote sheep paths that were prob­a­bly older than the Ro­man roads.

Cur­zon didn’t speak, but he soon turned north on a nar­row trail that wound be­tween low hills well known to Emily, and the three of them walked for a while in si­lence. Keeper some­times ram­bled ahead or paused to sniff at way­side stones and clumps of grass.

When they came to the nar­row River Worth, they walked west along the bank and then crossed it by an old stone bridge.

On the far side of it, Cur­zon stopped, and with his one ex­posed eye he stared at Emily in an­gry ex­as­per­a­tion. “Go back. You’ll ex­haust your­self on these path­less north­ern moors, and I can’t waste the day car­ry­ing you to some farm­house.”

Emily thought he prob­a­bly could carry her quite a dis­tance now—un­like the morn­ing when she had prac­ti­cally car­ried him away from Pon­den Kirk—but she was con­fi­dent that she and Keeper could out­last him, and she just re­turned his stare.

“Very well,” he said, turn­ing away, “die out there. I won’t stop.”

He waited sev­eral mo­ments, then mut­tered what was prob­a­bly a curse and strode for­ward, away from the river.

Emily and Keeper again fell into step be­side him.




“You’re the Brontë boy, aren’t you?”

Bran­well had been stand­ing on the flag­stones just past the church­yard wall, half­way be­tween the Black Bull and the sex­ton John Brown’s stone­cut­ting yard, and he had just nerved him­self to ig­nore the omi­nous chip­ping of new grave­stones and go ask the sex­ton for a few shillings to be added to his al­ready size­able debt.

He looked up, squint­ing in the op­pres­sive day­light, and rec­og­nized a sheep­herder who some­times walked to town to at­tend old Patrick’s Sun­day ser­vices, though his stone house was even far­ther away than the Sun­der­lands’ Top With­ens. Rob­son? No, Wright, Adam Wright. The man was walk­ing up the street from the vil­lage shops, and stopped in front of Bran­well.

“Yes sir,” Bran­well said dif­fi­dently, know­ing that he looked pale and sickly in his slept-in clothes. Why had he got up so damned early? He could al­most feel him­self wilt­ing in Wright’s tanned, clean-shaven, hearty prox­im­ity.

“We heard your fa­ther is gone to Man­ches­ter to get the eyes mended,” Wright said, “and my daugh­ter was ask­ing if you’ve taken over con­duct­ing the ser­vices.”

Bran­well bobbed his head. “No no, I’m no pub­lic speaker—”

“Non­sense, lad! I re­call you stand­ing up on the hus­tings right here in front of the Bull be­fore the Gen­eral Elec­tion in ’37, telling the crowd that if they wouldn’t let your fa­ther speak, you wouldn’t let them speak ei­ther!”

Bran­well found him­self nod­ding, even nearly smil­ing. He had been nine­teen years old, nearly a year past his hu­mil­i­at­ing trip to Lon­don, and pol­i­tics had be­gun to in­ter­est him. His fam­ily had been stoutly Tory in their sup­port for the con­ser­va­tive Robert Peel, while most of the vil­lage was Whig, fa­vor­ing Lord Mel­bourne. Old Patrick had stood up right here to make an im­pas­sioned plea for Peel and the Tory cause, and when the crowd be­gan jeer­ing at him, Bran­well had stood up too, and de­nounced them all just as Wright said.

—And a day later the vil­lagers had car­ried down the street an ef­figy of Bran­well, a car­i­ca­ture made of burlap and wood, its crude hands grip­ping a her­ring and a potato—a dis­re­spect­ful ref­er­ence to his fam­ily’s Irish back­ground.

Bran­well shrugged. It was all a long time ago, and he had been a dif­fer­ent young man.

Wright nod­ded. “That capped me, though I’m a Whig my­self! Hark now, I’ve been up since be­fore dawn with the live­stock, and I was just go­ing to have a pint and a bite.” He waved to­ward the pub’s front door. “Are you free?”

Bran­well stood up straighter, ran his fin­gers through his dis­or­dered hair and sparse chin-beard, and pulled his coat more snugly around his nar­row shoul­ders.

Sum­mon­ing his most dis­tinct tones, he said, “I am, sir, as a mat­ter of fact.”

Wright led the way and held open the door, and when he had paid for two mugs of stout and asked for a cou­ple of mut­ton pasties, he and Bran­well sat down at a ta­ble by the street win­dow. The low-ceilinged room smelled fa­mil­iarly of old beer and to­bacco smoke, but Wright seemed to bring in with him a breeze spiced with earth and iron and sun-heated stone.

“Drink up, lad,” Wright said. “You look like you had a flaysome night.”

Bran­well man­aged a smile, and took a cou­ple of deep swal­lows of the stout. He wiped his mouth and said, “I sup­pose I did.” In this very room, he thought, re­mem­ber­ing a jovial group and a suc­ces­sion of free whiskies.

“Ah.” Wright gave Bran­well an amused, as­sess­ing look. “We’ve met be­fore, you know.”

“Sev­eral times,” agreed Bran­well, “at church.”

“Aye, there too. But I was think­ing of a late­lier time.”

Wright paused, and af­ter a few sec­onds Bran­well raised his eye­brows.

“A mid­night in early March,” Wright said, “be­low Pon­den Kirk, at a fu­neral pyre. We shook hands, if you re­call.”

Bran­well’s face was sud­denly cold, and his legs tensed in readi­ness to run out of the inn.

But Wright caught his fore­arm in one big browned hand. Bran­well tugged, and only man­aged to splash some stout onto the ta­ble. “Easy, fel­low!” said Wright with quiet ur­gency. “You’re one of us!”

“I al­most was!” said Bran­well, nearly in tears. “That boy took my body, put me in his!”

“Yes, and you ran off be­fore we could make things clear to you. We dinna chase you, did we?” Bran­well re­laxed slightly, and Wright re­leased his arm. “I was in a dif­fer­ent form than this,” Wright said, “wasn’t I? You were in an­other form too, for a mo­ment. Folk like us aren’t stuck for­ever in one sort of body, see. Those die af­ter a while.”

Bran­well thought of the death of his mother, and then of his sis­ters Eliz­a­beth and Maria—es­pe­cially Maria, who un­til her death at the age of eleven had prac­ti­cally been a re­place­ment mother to him and his sis­ters. Gone for­ever.

“Sooner than we’d like,” Bran­well whis­pered.

“There’s a stur­dier fam­ily, and you’re the prodi­gal son. Come home.”

Bran­well tore his gaze away from Wright’s. Across the room was the door to the snug, where Emily had put a pis­tol ball through the mal­formed skull six month ago. And when Mrs. Flens­ing had partly re­assem­bled it in the church, Emily’s damned dog had wrecked it for good; and then Emily—it must have been—stole the piece of it that he had saved.

“You—” Bran­well be­gan, then shiv­ered, re­mem­ber­ing Wright’s ap­pear­ance that night. He took a fresh breath and went on, “You poured oil on an an­i­mal’s body, and burned it. Was that a mem­ber of the fam­ily? Had some­one moved on, from that body?”

Wright sat back and sighed. “No, lad. That great per­son was killed out­right, and a big loss his death was to us all. I hailed you this morn­ing be­cause his mur­derer has come back into the area, and may well have more such mur­ders in mind.”

Some­thing Mrs. Flens­ing had once said to him now be­lat­edly sur­faced in Bran­well’s mind. “The,” he said ex­cit­edly, “yes, the one-eyed Catholic!” Wright started to speak, but Bran­well in­ter­rupted him. “He’s in our kitchen! Or was, an hour ago. His name is . . . Cur­zon.”

“In the par­son­age?” In one swift move­ment Wright was on his feet. “Take me there straight­away.”

“He’s gone, he walked out, an­gry.” And ap­par­ently de­spis­ing me, Bran­well thought. “My sis­ter Emily went af­ter him, they’re an hour gone. She’s—” Bran­well paused; Emily was the only mem­ber of his fam­ily who both un­der­stood him and wished him well. But he met Wright’s com­pelling eyes, and re­mem­bered his own Northang­er­land al­ter ego. “She’s the one who de­stroyed the skull that Mrs. Flens­ing wanted to hide in the church.”

“A bad girl,” stated Wright, pulling Bran­well up from his chair. “And that Cur­zon fel­low mur­dered his fi­ancée a few months back. Which way did they go?”

“West—across the moors.”

“Come on, lad, quick! I’ll need you to help send a call.”

“A call—to whom?”

Wright didn’t an­swer, and a mo­ment later Bran­well found that he had been hus­tled out­side, and that Wright was pulling him to­ward the church and the ceme­tery.

Look, he told him­self—I have no choice.

+ + +

In the wilder coun­try north of the River Worth, Cur­zon tended to leave the broad heaths and make his way down into stony ravines, out of the cold wind, and when those sooner or later bent away from his ev­i­dent course and he climbed back up to level or ris­ing ground, he squinted at the cloud­ing sky and the lonely trees and the oc­ca­sional stone house vis­i­ble on re­mote hill­tops.

“Peo­ple live in places like that?” he said fi­nally, push­ing back his cap and nod­ding to­ward a bleak gray rec­tan­gle a cou­ple of miles away.

Emily and Keeper both looked at him cu­ri­ously as they strode through tall grass be­side an an­cient waist-high dry-stone wall. “Not much any­more,” Emily said. “Most of the time when you hike to one, you find it’s just four roof­less walls. We took shel­ter in one like that on the night Crow Hill ex­ploded.”

“In a rain­storm? Not much shel­ter.”

“They block the wind. And—”

“And you’re out of sight.” He nod­ded. “There’s value in that.”

“And in walk­ing down in gorges in­stead of up here on open tracks.”

“Yes.”

Ragged sheets of gray cloud had crept across the sky dur­ing the last hour of their walk, and patches of shadow that had at first dark­ened in­di­vid­ual slopes or hill­tops had now merged in an over­all gloom. Emily wished she had brought a satchel with food for her­self and Keeper.

Soon the old stone wall they had been fol­low­ing ended at a low green field furry with bracken and reeds.

“Catch that froggy smell?” asked Emily. “That’s a marsh. I know the way around it.”

“Do as you please.” Cur­zon started for­ward, and af­ter a few paces his boots had sunk to the an­kles in black mud.

“Oh for God’s sake,” said Emily, “what do you think your walk­ing stick is for? Poke the mud to see how deep it is. And step on the clumps of reeds. Look at Keeper.”

The big bull­mas­tiff was tak­ing long strides, some­times leap­ing from one raised clus­ter of wav­ing fronds to an­other; but even as Emily spoke, the dog paused, star­ing ahead.

A faint spot of col­or­less light bobbed over the marsh a hun­dred feet away, not far from a twisted wil­low and a clus­ter of hawthorn bushes. Cur­zon was star­ing in an­other di­rec­tion, and Emily saw that he had no­ticed a sec­ond dim light. Soon there were three, mov­ing to­gether by the wil­low. Keeper loped back to stand by Emily.

“Ig­nis fa­tui,” she said, just loudly enough to be heard over the wind. “Hill folk say they trap you in the bogs with hal­lu­ci­na­tions.”

“I know what they are.”

“I’ve never seen them out be­fore dark.”

Cur­zon waved at the now thickly over­cast sky. “It is dark.”

The lu­mi­nous spots were so faint that it took a mo­ment for Emily to re­al­ize it when they dis­ap­peared.

“There,” said Cur­zon, mov­ing for­ward again, “you’re right, they’re shy in the day­time.”

But Keeper growled and Emily hung back. “Wait,” she said. “If they come again—”

The lights didn’t reap­pear, but the hawthorn bushes shook, and sep­a­rated into three hunched shapes; leaves flat­tened and branches twisted in, and when a wrig­gling, rock­ing clump was raised at the top of each, these set­tled and be­came rec­og­niz­able as wiz­ened faces with tan­gled gray hair stream­ing on the wind. Now there were three old women hunched be­side the wil­low, in robes made of hap­haz­ardly wo­ven twigs.

Emily took an in­vol­un­tary step back, sink­ing her boot. She had heard of ig­nis fa­tui lead­ing lost trav­el­ers over cliffs or into bogs or sink­holes at night, but the sto­ries had never hinted that the things might take even this ap­prox­i­mately hu­man form.

The three old women out there by the tree swayed to­gether, and ragged mouths opened in the clay-col­ored faces as they be­gan chant­ing in bird­like voices. Emily couldn’t make out the words, but her hand on Keeper’s col­lar was pulled side­ways, away from the things.

Cur­zon was al­ready mov­ing in that di­rec­tion, and Emily fol­lowed Keeper. She kept look­ing back over her shoul­der, but the fig­ures didn’t move away from the wil­low, and within a minute they had sub­sided back to or­di­nary-look­ing hawthorn bushes.

Emily took a deep breath as she plod­ded along. “Keeper and I have crossed this marsh be­fore. And we’ve been out at night of­ten enough to have seen ig­nis fa­tui aplenty.”

“The two of you should turn back,” Cur­zon said with­out look­ing at her. “Rain is look­ing likely.”

“They never turned into old women be­fore.”

Cur­zon didn’t com­ment.

The ground rose ahead, and soon the three of them were able to fol­low a north-slant­ing path for at least a while. Emily looked at the big fig­ure of Cur­zon strid­ing steadily along, and asked him, “Your wound is quite healed?”

“Wound? Oh, when we met! Yes, en­tirely.”

“What are you, ex­actly?”

In this gray light the lines of his face seemed more like weath­ered stone than flesh, as if he, in com­mon with the ig­nis fa­tui, wore the as­pect of hu­man­ity only con­di­tion­ally.

He didn’t an­swer.

“I would have thought,” she went on, “that it was im­pos­si­ble for a per­son with a wound like that to be up and walk­ing about only an hour or so later.”

“Keep silent when you know noth­ing, girl.”

She was wary of push­ing this brood­ing stranger too far. The two-bladed knife that she had picked up be­low Pon­den Kirk six months ago was in a dresser drawer in her room back at the par­son­age. She wished she had it now; and she stepped wide of Cur­zon as she re­peated the ques­tion she had asked him in the kitchen two hours ago. “Do you have fam­ily in York­shire?”

Sud­denly he stopped and was fac­ing her. His lips were pulled back from his teeth, and his walk­ing stick shook in his right hand. The fin­gers of his left hand were spread in an ap­par­ent ef­fort to keep them from clench­ing into a fist.

Emily didn’t flinch, and Keeper only stood close, and af­ter a few tense sec­onds Cur­zon grated, “Go to Hell,” and spun away from her. He re­sumed walk­ing north, length­en­ing his stride to leave her be­hind.

Emily and Keeper fol­lowed, steadily stay­ing sev­eral yards be­hind him.

Soon the di­vided trio was climb­ing an­other hill, their boots thrash­ing through tall grass. As they neared the crest, Emily saw the top of a rough, up­right col­umn of gran­ite, and when she and Keeper scram­bled up to it she saw that an­other stone col­umn stood be­hind the one she had seen from be­low, and that Cur­zon was stand­ing by the far­ther one, pant­ing from the climb and squint­ing north with his one ex­posed eye.

“The River Aire is about a mile that way,” Emily said, breath­ing eas­ily.

Ig­nor­ing her, Cur­zon was look­ing down the steeper slope on the other side. He opened his mouth and, af­ter a mo­ment’s hes­i­ta­tion, called a dozen syl­la­bles of a lan­guage Emily didn’t rec­og­nize, though there was no sign of any­one else who might hear him.

Keeper turned and looked the other way; and when Emily pushed back her wind­blown hair and looked in that di­rec­tion she saw dis­tant black spots against the dark gray sky.

“Crows,” she said, “be­hind us.”

Cur­zon looked over his shoul­der at her, and at the sky be­yond her. He shrugged ir­ri­ta­bly. “And hedge­hogs in front of us, I dare­say. Be quiet.” It oc­curred to Emily that he was fright­ened by what­ever it was he meant to do here.

Keeper stood watch­ing the dis­tant crows, but Emily walked to the north side of the hill­top and stood a few yards to Cur­zon’s left. Be­low them spread a mile-wide heath be­tween rocky promon­to­ries, and a hun­dred feet from the foot of their hill she could make out lines of stones among the patches of gorse and heather. She looked more care­fully: al­low­ing for in­ter­rup­tions, and gaps where a new beck had cut through them, the lines traced a square per­haps fifty feet on a side; and now she could see stones in­di­cat­ing a smaller square that lay in the mid­dle of it.

Keeper barked, and Emily looked back past him at the south­ern sky. The crows were closer, more dis­tinctly vis­i­ble; and they were clearly fly­ing to­ward this hill.

“They’ll be here soon,” she said.

Cur­zon turned im­pa­tiently, open­ing his mouth to say some­thing, but he paused when he looked past her point­ing fin­ger.

He stared for sev­eral sec­onds, then said, “Get away from here. It’s me he’s af­ter.”

He turned back to the slope and be­gan hastily slid­ing down it, half squat­ting and half sit­ting, his boots dig­ging grooves among the grass and send­ing peb­bles rolling ahead of him.

Emily fol­lowed in a hop­ping crouch, and Keeper went bound­ing down af­ter them. Cur­zon snagged on a rock and tum­bled to the level ground, but quickly got to his feet and be­gan run­ning to­ward the near­est line of stones. Keeper had paused near the foot of the in­cline and was look­ing up the slope, past Emily, and as she caught up with him he ran be­side her af­ter Cur­zon.

All three leaped si­mul­ta­ne­ously across the first line of stones—and abruptly Emily was thrown off her feet as the ground shifted, and when she sat up she was blink­ing back at the hill in jar­ringly bright day­light; she squinted against the sud­den glare and got up on one knee—and then she was in dark­ness, though she could still feel crushed grass un­der her hands.

“Keeper!” she called, and then Keeper’s cold nose was re­as­sur­ingly in her face. Look­ing up, she saw a cres­cent moon in a clear night sky. A mo­ment later an­other dog was shoul­der­ing up to Keeper.

Bright day­light sprang up again, and the hill they had just de­scended, or one very like it, was clearly vis­i­ble against a stark blue un­clouded sky. No crows were vis­i­ble. Keeper and the other dog, a bull­mas­tiff like him, stood be­side where Emily knelt.

“Your dog,” came Cur­zon’s strained voice from be­hind her, “is two dogs.”

She turned around, and gasped and in­stinc­tively clawed the turf for steadi­ness when she saw that Cur­zon was stand­ing in the open door­way of a low stone house with a high, con­i­cal thatched roof. Its walls, she was sure, were where the stone lines of the in­ner square had been.

“You shouldn’t be here,” said Cur­zon. “How is it that you are?”

Emily stood up, and didn’t have to shift her feet to keep her bal­ance. She tossed her hair back.

“We jumped over the outer line same as you did,” she said. The dogs still stood on ei­ther side of her, and she touched the stranger’s wide head; he was as solidly present as Keeper, and licked her hand.

“Is the cu­rate’s daugh­ter some pa­gan priest­ess?” asked Cur­zon.

Emily raised her chin, look­ing past him. Her heart was thud­ding in her chest, but she kept her voice level: “Is this place in­trud­ing in our time, or are we in­trud­ing in its?”

Cur­zon waved at the wooden lin­tel-beam over his head. “I don’t know. We’re not pre­cisely in any time, here.” He leaned his stick against the ir­reg­u­lar stones of the wall, and then Emily was sur­prised to see him draw a dou­ble-bladed knife from un­der his coat. He raised it in both hands, laid across his open palms like an of­fer­ing. He took a deep breath, turned, and stepped across the thresh­old.

Emily shiv­ered, sure that she could al­most hear the dis­tant mu­sic she some­times imag­ined out on the moors—repet­i­tive and atonal, older than hu­man­ity. She hes­i­tated only a mo­ment be­fore fol­low­ing Cur­zon into the small stone cham­ber, ac­com­pa­nied by the two dogs.

A foot-wide open­ing in the far wall pro­vided the only light away from the door­way, and it wasn’t un­til Emily’s eyes ad­justed to the dim­ness that she no­ticed the wicker fig­ure on a stone block be­low the open­ing.

She shuf­fled for­ward to look at it more closely, though Cur­zon looked away from his up­raised knife and hissed at her to stop. She waved with­out look­ing back at him.

The fig­ure on the block was an ex­ag­ger­ated rep­re­sen­ta­tion of a woman, about four feet tall. It was made of twigs that had clearly been bent into shape when they had still been green and pli­able, for the rounded head, breasts, and wide hips al­most looked nat­u­rally formed. Its arms were less care­fully made: sim­ple bun­dles of straw, spread at the ends to re­sem­ble clus­ters of fin­gers.

She turned to Cur­zon. “Who is this?” she asked.

He ex­haled and closed one hand on the grip of the knife. With his free hand he took hold of her wrist and pulled her back to the door­way. Keeper fol­lowed her, and the other dog was sniff­ing the wicker fig­ure.

“At the mo­ment,” he whis­pered tersely, “it’s not any­one, it’s an ef­figy.”

Emily rocked her head. “So I sup­posed. An ef­figy of whom?”

“A god­dess. This is a tem­ple.”

“What—” Emily be­gan.

“Stand here, will you?” Cur­zon in­ter­rupted. “Don’t move till I come out.”

Emily leaned against the stones of the door­way and Keeper sat down. Cur­zon hes­i­tated, frown­ing, then el­e­vated the knife in both hands again and turned and stepped back in­side. Af­ter a harsh syl­la­ble from him the other dog came out and sat be­side Keeper.

Emily looked in and saw that Cur­zon had laid the knife aside and was kneel­ing on the dirt floor near the im­age. As she watched, he tossed a hand­ful of what might have been bird bones out in front of him. He stared at them for a mo­ment, then gath­ered them up and threw them again.

She watched as he cast the bones, stud­ied them, and scooped them up, over and over again, with ev­i­dent dis­sat­is­fac­tion—but all at once he reared back with a gasp and sat down. Emily looked past him, and her face went cold when she saw that the wicker fig­ure’s straw right arm was mov­ing—bend­ing and lift­ing.

Cur­zon had scram­bled to his feet and now stood closer to the door­way.

The crude arm straight­ened.

Cur­zon looked over his shoul­der at Emily. “It’s . . . point­ing at you.”

Emily’s head was ring­ing and she was dizzy, and her first im­pulse was to grab Keeper and run away from this place, back to their home; but she sensed that this place and this ef­figy were no part of the power rep­re­sented by Mrs. Flens­ing, and she knew she would be for­ever haunted by the mem­ory of this un­canny greet­ing, if she were to flee.

She stepped for­ward again, reach­ing out with her scarred right hand. Her fin­gers brushed the spread strands of straw at the end of the to­ken arm, and it fell back to hang as it had been.

She had felt noth­ing dis­tinct in that mo­ment of con­tact, just a com­pre­hen­sion of this stone tem­ple and the two stand­ing stones on the hill­top—and an im­pres­sion of bal­ance main­tained, equi­lib­rium.

Nat­u­ral law, she thought. Law of some kind, at any rate.

Cur­zon was watch­ing her closely, and he spread his empty hands.

Emily waved to­ward the lit­ter of tiny bones on the dirt; and she was grate­ful that he un­der­stood with­out her hav­ing to try her voice just yet.

He crouched again, gath­ered the bones and tossed them.

This time Emily could see that their ar­range­ment on the dirt was not ran­dom. They formed a shape that might have been a let­ter or sym­bol, al­beit one she had never seen.

He quickly picked up the bones and flipped them out of his hand, and they took an­other sym­bol-like form.

He did it six more times, with sim­i­lar re­sults, whis­per­ing to him­self as if to re­mem­ber each sym­bol; then he picked up the knife and got to his feet, leav­ing the last shape as it lay.

He blun­dered past Emily out into the sun­shine, and af­ter tuck­ing the knife away and hastily mak­ing the Catholic sign of the cross he leaned for­ward, brac­ing his hands on his knees.

Emily looked at the mo­tion­less wicker fig­ure, then walked out to stand be­side Cur­zon. “Who,” she said care­fully, “is she?”

Cur­zon squinted up at her for sev­eral sec­onds, con­sid­er­ing. Fi­nally he said, “She was known to the Celts down around Bath as Sulis, and the druids in these north­ern parts called her Brig­an­tia.” He straight­ened up and glanced at the two dogs. “There’s the re­mains of a Ro­man road up by Skip­ton, and the Ro­mans used to come down here to con­sult her. They knew her as Min­erva.”

Min­erva, thought Emily; and she shiv­ered with the same sense of lib­er­at­ing ex­cite­ment she had felt when her fa­ther had de­scribed his first ac­tion upon ar­rival in Eng­land—I went di­rectly to Chester . . . there’s an an­cient shrine to Min­erva there. When I should have put my trust in our Lord, in my fright I sought ar­mor from a pa­gan god­dess.

Cur­zon walked in a cir­cle, al­ter­nately star­ing at the ground and the blue sky, then faced Emily.

“How is it,” he asked hoarsely, “that she knew you?”

Emily thought of sev­eral an­swers, then shrugged. “She and my fa­ther go way back.”

“What? What the Hell are you Bruntys? Not Chris­tians, it’s clear—”

“Says a statue-wor­ship­ping Pa­pist!” Emily re­torted hotly, “who per­forms pa­gan div­ina­tion with bird bones! What right—”

He was just star­ing at her.

Af­ter sev­eral sec­onds she took a deep breath and let it out. “When my fa­ther first ar­rived in Eng­land,” she said, “and re­al­ized that Welsh’s spirit had come back across the Irish Sea with him, he—went to an old Ro­man shrine to Min­erva near Liv­er­pool, and asked the god­dess for the pro­tec­tion of her ar­mor. He knew it was wrong, but—”

She was in­ter­rupted by the sud­den howl­ing of both dogs and a pierc­ing high-pitched voice from be­hind her that cried, “Bruntys and Cur­zons, mur­der­ers, both!”




Emily had spun around as the voice was cut­ting the air. Sev­eral yards away across the sun­lit grass and heather, be­yond the outer line of stones, a swarthy, black-haired lit­tle boy was smil­ing at her and Cur­zon. He was bare­foot, draped in a ragged white shirt and trousers, and Emily found it hard to fo­cus on him, as if the air around him were rip­pling.

Cur­zon stared at him for a mo­ment, then glanced back at the stone tem­ple be­fore fac­ing the boy again. “You can fol­low us?” he asked hoarsely. “Here?”

The dogs quickly ad­vanced to the row of bound­ary stones, and their howls had wailed away now to rum­bling snarls.

The boy walked for­ward and pointed at the mas­tiff who stood be­side Keeper. “That dog and I,” he said, “killed each other in the same tick of a clock—we share that death, he can’t hide from me.” The boy pursed his lips and whis­tled three de­scend­ing notes. “And I’ll choose where here is.”

The day­light had faded by stages as he whis­tled, and the sky was once again darkly over­cast. Emily glanced be­hind, and saw that the lit­tle tem­ple was gone—only the lines of stones among the grasses showed where it had been.

The boy whis­tled again, and with a rum­bling jolt a six-foot patch of ground in front of Emily im­ploded and fell away into sub­ter­ranean dark­ness. She stepped back from the new sink­hole and looked to­ward Cur­zon; a hole had opened in the dirt be­hind him, and even as she watched, a gap­ing fis­sure broke into view be­tween the dogs and the boy.

Cur­zon was hold­ing the dou­ble-bladed knife, and he took sev­eral steps across the grass to­ward the boy, but when two more whis­tled notes shiv­ered the air he rocked to a halt, for a woman now stood be­tween him and the boy.

Emily crouched with her arms spread, breath­ing quickly and ready to jump if the turf un­der her boots should move, and she blinked in sur­prise at the woman who faced Cur­zon. The woman was some­how in deeper shadow than Cur­zon, and her blonde hair hung in ringlets above a long black gown and an em­broi­dered shawl.

The two mas­tiffs had bounded around the gap in front of them and now leaped at the boy—and landed on the heather be­hind him, as if he had not been there. They spun around, and the smaller mas­tiff again jumped use­lessly through the ap­pari­tion—while Keeper’s at­ten­tion was caught by some­thing a few yards to the side.

“Made­line?” croaked Cur­zon; and then the woman’s face opened in a jaw-stretch­ing scream and she raced to­ward him. Cur­zon stum­bled back two paces—and top­pled away out of sight into the sink­hole be­hind him.

Emily gasped and started to­ward the hole, but the lit­tle boy had leaped over the fis­sure and was now only a cou­ple of yards in front of her. His ragged gar­ments, and even his small body, rip­pled in the cold wind, and his eyes were holes in the tight skin of his face. Be­low the eyes the mouth opened in a frothy spray, and the child’s voice said, “For your fa­ther’s sake, sur­ren­der now and be mine.”

Emily looked des­per­ately to­ward Keeper. The dog was ad­vanc­ing on what ap­peared to be an un­oc­cu­pied ex­panse of dirt; but her view of the hill wa­vered there, as if it were seen through nearly still clear wa­ter.

The ap­pari­tion of the boy was closer to her, and its voice re­peated, “Sur­ren­der—”

Then Keeper sprang, and for an in­stant Emily saw the boy over there, fall­ing back from the dog’s claws and teeth—and in the next in­stant it wasn’t a boy, but just a flock of caw­ing crows flap­ping wildly away in all di­rec­tions. One crow didn’t fly away, but dan­gled blood­ily from Keeper’s big jaws as the dog turned around.

The ap­pari­tion of the boy was gone from in front of her, and the woman in the black gown took two more run­ning steps and then sim­ply van­ished like a re­flec­tion in a swiftly ro­tated mir­ror.

Bursts of fog were now bil­low­ing out of the new holes and fis­sures in the ground and frag­ment­ing away in the wind; Emily could see no one at all now be­sides her­self and Keeper—the other mas­tiff was nowhere to be seen—and she hur­ried to the wide hole Cur­zon had fallen into.

She crouched at the edge of it, grip­ping the grass on the rim, and squinted against the cold va­por blow­ing into her face. She could see noth­ing down there.

“Cur­zon!” she shouted.

From an unguess­able dis­tance be­low, his voice shook the fog: “Leave me, you fool!”

“The boy is gone,” Emily called, “the woman is gone. Climb up—I be­lieve the holes are fill­ing.”

Af­ter a pause, his voice came again from the depths: “I de­serve to be buried among these. Go.”

Emily frowned, then tried, “Will you leave me out here, lost?” And it oc­curred to her to add, “On top of ev­ery­thing else?”

Now she heard grunts of ef­fort, and mut­tered curses, and the thumps of clods of earth tum­bling. She peered use­lessly in the bursts of rush­ing fog, and then started back when a grimy right hand sud­denly ap­peared be­low her.

But she rec­og­nized the cuff of Cur­zon’s coat, and she lay flat on the grass and reached down and gripped the wrist strongly; and the fin­gers of the hand closed on her own wrist.

Her chin was over the edge of the hole. “Climb up me,” she said.

“I’ll pull you in.”

The edge of the hole was crum­bling, and Emily heard soil cas­cad­ing be­low her; but she felt a tug on the back of her coat, and when she turned her head to peer back past her shoul­der she saw Keeper stand­ing braced be­side her, grip­ping her coat be­tween his jaws.

“Im­pos­si­ble,” she called to Cur­zon.

“I’m weak,” came his voice, but his other hand came lash­ing up out of the fog and gripped her fore­arm; his right hand now re­leased hers and she heard his boots scrab­bling for some pur­chase and he lunged up­ward, reach­ing—and then his fin­gers were dig­ging into the dirt of the hole’s rim be­side Emily’s face.

With a mus­cu­lar ef­fort that wrenched at her shoul­der, he swung his left leg up onto the rim, and Emily was able to push her­self back. A mo­ment later he had rolled up onto the grass and braced him­self on his el­bows, pant­ing and blink­ing around at the lonely land­scape. Emily rolled over and sat up.

Fog still blew out of the holes, but there was less of it. Keeper walked up and dropped the dead crow on the grass; he sniffed at the hole, swung his head to look around, and then lay down be­side Emily. She flexed her right hand and arm, forc­ing her­self not to wince, while with her left hand she brushed twigs and bits of dirt from the front of her coat. Her face was damp with sweat, and cold in the wind.

The fog abruptly stopped bil­low­ing up, and when she looked at the hole she saw that it was filled to the top with freshly turned soil. A glance around showed her that the other holes and fis­sures had also stopped emit­ting va­por.

Cur­zon got stiffly to his feet. His coat and trousers and boots were caked with black mud, and his cap was gone. He waved to­ward the torn body of the crow. “Your dog ac­tu­ally dam­aged Welsh.”

Emily nod­ded. She sighed and stood up.

“He’s just one dog now,” Cur­zon ob­served.

Emily nod­ded again.

“Let’s rest at the top of the hill,” said Cur­zon, “be­tween the stones.”

They walked to the foot of the hill and slowly made their way back up the slope down which they had slid and tum­bled some time be­fore. Keeper climbed along be­side Emily.

At the top, Cur­zon sat down across from one of the tall up­right stones and waved to­ward it so that Emily could sit on its lee side, some­what out of the wind.

“I should be grate­ful that you saved my life,” he said as she sat with her back against the stone.

“True, you should.” Keeper laid his mas­sive head in her lap, and she scratched be­hind his ears. “When you were down in the pot—” See­ing his raised eye­brows, she ex­plained, “Hole, pit, sink­hole. You said, ‘I de­serve to be buried among these.’ Among what?”

Cur­zon ex­haled through pursed lips. “The old rest­less dead, lost in their bad dreams. They be­gan to . . . greet me.”

“I’ve dis­ap­pointed them, then. I’ll be sure to apol­o­gize when I’m among them my­self.”

“They won’t lis­ten. But then, you won’t re­mem­ber.”

As if an­tic­i­pat­ing Emily’s next ques­tion, Keeper raised his head and looked at Cur­zon.

Emily glanced away, out across the moors, and asked, “Who was that woman?” When he didn’t im­me­di­ately an­swer, she looked at him and added, “In the black gown, down there?”

“That woman.” Cur­zon leaned back on his hands and looked at the top of the stone Emily leaned on. In the gray day­light the lines in his dark face seemed deeper. “That,” he said flatly, “was the ghost of Miss Made­line Atha, my one­time fi­ancée. She—fell to her death from the tur­ret of her fam­ily home in Aller­ton, on the third of March.”

Emily re­called that she had found Cur­zon wounded be­low Pon­den Kirk on the morn­ing of the fourth; and from the de­fi­ance in his tone she sus­pected that he was dar­ing her to re­mark on the con­nec­tion.

For a full minute nei­ther of them spoke, and the wind stirred the hill­top grass around their boots.

“So you see,” he con­cluded, “I might have had fam­ily in York­shire.”

The words I’m sorry formed in Emily’s mind, but she didn’t voice the phrase. In spite of hav­ing saved the man from a liv­ing burial—and a wel­come among the old rest­less dead!—say­ing it would seem to im­ply some min­i­mal re­gard be­tween them that didn’t ex­ist.

She scanned the leaden sky and saw no birds at all. She stood up and clicked her tongue at Keeper. “A longer walk home,” she said, “as it’d be wise to take a dif­fer­ent route than the one that led us here. East to Conon­ley, I think, and then the Keigh­ley Road south.”

Cur­zon got la­bo­ri­ously to his feet, not look­ing at her. “Oh, you’re a cool one, Miss Emily Brunty.” He stretched and looked south. “My walk­ing stick went with that druid tem­ple,” he said, and his voice was a con­trolled mono­tone, “but I think I’ll re­trace the di­rect route.”

Emily was dis­con­certed. “There’s that marsh.”

“And our foot­prints, still, prob­a­bly.”

“And the . . . the ig­nis fa­tui—the three old women?”

“I can out­run them, if need be.”

She reached for the taut shoul­der of his coat, then closed her hand in air and let it fall to her side. “But—there are things you should know!”

“I know your dog car­ries the ghost of a dog that killed Welsh in 1771. Keep him by you.”

Cur­zon be­gan walk­ing away down the south side of the hill, not look­ing back.

“But,” Emily called af­ter him, “what did the god­dess spell out for you?”

“In bird bones?” He stopped and faced her. “She said the dead sis­ter re­mains dead un­der stone, but the dead brother is up and tak­ing the pledged host.” His deep-set eyes were in shadow. “Thank you for sav­ing my life.”

Then all she saw was his wind­blown black hair and his re­ced­ing back.

Emily watched him un­til he reached the foot of the slope and struck out across the heath.

“Wait, you fool!” Emily be­gan run­ning down the south slope of the hill, while Keeper bounded on ahead of her.

Cur­zon didn’t turn or slow down, but Emily and Keeper quickly caught up with him.

“You need a guide who knows these hills and val­leys and bogs,” Emily said when she was once again strid­ing along be­side Cur­zon.

“I don’t want your com­pany,” he said.

“You never did.”

Af­ter ten min­utes of walk­ing in si­lence, he gave her a wary side­long look. “I don’t plan on meet­ing any more pa­gan god­desses, you know.”

“God only knows what you’ll meet. But you’d bet­ter have my dog—my dogs—along to save you from it.”

They reached a path, but Emily shook her head and led the way out across a grassy heath.

Cur­zon opened his mouth sev­eral times as if to speak, and fi­nally said, “And you, I sup­pose, to pull me out of any more pots that I might fall into.”

“That too.”

“In all hon­esty, girl, you’d be wise to leave me in the next one. It was weak­ness on my part that made me co­op­er­ate in my res­cue.”

“‘Girl.’” Emily shrugged. “I’m al­ways res­cu­ing an­i­mals in trou­ble.” They strode on through the tall grass. “Even re­pel­lent ones.”

She felt a tap on her hair, and then sev­eral cold drops streaked her face. Within mo­ments rain was fall­ing steadily.




And rain was fall­ing on Lon­don. Though it was only early af­ter­noon, ware­house and dock­side lanterns shone like dim, flick­er­ing stars along the Thames shore by the en­trance to the Lime­house Basin and West In­dia Dock, and the veils of rain muf­fled the boom and clat­ter of cranes work­ing in the train­yards. The few sa­loon steam­ers out on the river had been left be­hind on the up­river side of Lon­don Bridge, and the ves­sels vis­i­ble from the lit­tle row­boat now were the big flat-bot­tomed barges mov­ing with the tide.

Mrs. Flens­ing hud­dled un­der a hooded Mac­in­tosh cape in the bow. She un­der­stood the ne­ces­sity of what was go­ing to be done next, but wished it weren’t to hap­pen so very soon. She had been un­happy when the boat­man eas­ily shot Lon­don Bridge through one of the new wider arches, for it was on this side, here among the com­mer­cial craft in this bend of the river, that they were to meet the old purl-man’s skiff. Un­der the rub­ber­ized fab­ric, she flexed the two new fin­gers of her right hand—spi­der-leg thin, and twice as long as the cor­re­spond­ing fin­gers of her left hand.

Aside from the la­conic boat­man at the oars, the only other per­son on the boat was Evan Salt­meric, a chubby young street ma­gi­cian who em­bel­lished his mea­ger sleight-of-hand skills with flick­ers of gen­uine su­per­nat­u­ral ef­fects; but these had been wan­ing in the last six months, and he was will­ing to as­sist in any­thing that would deepen the re­al­ity-dis­tor­tion that was gen­er­ated up in York­shire.

The man Mrs. Flens­ing was re­solved to meet was known as Nap­per Tooney, and he plied a skiff up and down the dou­ble bend in the river from St. Katharine Docks be­low the Tower of Lon­don to the Mill­wall Dock on the Isle of Dogs. His pri­mary busi­ness was sell­ing purl—hot, gin-for­ti­fied beer—to sailors and rig­gers and bal­last-heavers on the mer­can­tile ves­sels that crowded the wa­ter­way.

Mrs. Flens­ing had been told that he was very old, and that he re­stocked his wares from var­i­ous barges along the river but never went ashore. Ghosts lost their frail co­her­ence if they tried to ven­ture across run­ning wa­ter, and the story was that many venge­ful ghosts haunted the Thames banks wait­ing for the day when Nap­per Tooney might in­cau­tiously step onto dry land.

Mrs. Flens­ing peered ahead from un­der the hood of her cloak, try­ing to dis­tin­guish the skiff that had been de­scribed to her. It would be equipped with the ne­ces­si­ties of the man’s trade, casks and tin jugs and an iron stove, but she had been told that un­der the rower’s thwart was a lid­ded tub whose use was only pos­si­ble in Tooney’s per­pet­u­ally un­moored wa­ter­borne sit­u­a­tion.

From some­where ahead of the row­boat a bell clanged through the rain, and the boat­man re­laxed on his oars to cock his head, lis­ten­ing.

“That’s Tooney’s bell,” the boat­man growled, “hail­ing one of the coal boats from the Lime­house Basin.” Peer­ing ahead, Mrs. Flens­ing saw the light of a bob­bing lantern against the dim sil­hou­ettes of boats and shore­front build­ings. The boat­man lifted a whis­tle that hung on a string around his neck and blew three shrill blasts. “That’ll bring him here. Your sort of trade is heftier than sell­ing beer.”

The bell clanged again, closer, and again the boat­man blew his whis­tle, and soon Mrs. Flens­ing could see a broad skiff rock­ing to­ward them over the low waves. The boat­man lifted the star­board oar out of its lock and laid it along the gun­wale so that the skiff could come along­side.

When the two boats were bump­ing against each other, Mrs. Flens­ing squinted across at Nap­per Tooney. All she could see of him un­der the brim of his leather hat was a hooked nose, prom­i­nent cheek­bones, and a short clay pipe stick­ing out of a shaggy white beard.

“Over you go,” said Mrs. Flens­ing’s boat­man, and she stood up un­steadily and, wav­ing her arms in the rain for bal­ance, stepped over the shift­ing gun­wales into the purl-seller’s skiff; she im­me­di­ately sat down on a thwart, shift­ing the skiff so that Tooney had to reach across and pull the boats to­gether again. Evan Salt­meric came across more eas­ily but with less dig­nity on all fours.

The man in the boat they had left used his oar to push away from the purl-seller’s skiff, and soon his boat was just a re­ced­ing shape in the dim­ness.

Tooney’s voice was harsh around the stem of his pipe: “You’ve brought a part of some­body?” When Mrs. Flens­ing nod­ded he went on, “Is it fresh? You’re wast­ing your money oth­er­wise. With a stale bit I can grow a head, but it’ll just blink at you for a day or two and then rot.”

“This will be fresh.”

He tipped back his drip­ping hat to peer at her from nar­rowed eyes. “Will be?” He looked spec­u­la­tively past her at Salt­meric, who was hud­dled in the stern be­side a rack hold­ing the casks and metal jugs. “I don’t do mur­ders.”

Salt­meric laughed ner­vously.

Mrs. Flens­ing pulled her right hand from un­der the cape, and flexed the two thin, grotesquely ex­tended fin­gers. “Take an­other fin­ger.”

Tooney nod­ded slowly. “Your sort is one of the rea­sons I stay on the wa­ter. Hah.” He spat over the side. “You want me to cut off one of your nor­mal fin­gers, and grow a head from it, am I hear­ing you right?”

“Yes. I was told it would take a week or so for it to be ready to de­cant.”

He nod­ded to­ward her two mal­formed fin­gers and then looked at her face. “It might not be ex­actly like . . . the way you look right now . . .”

Mrs. Flens­ing nod­ded im­pa­tiently. “I ex­pect it will take the more prim­i­tive form, yes. And it must be big, with a high cra­nial dome. You can do that, I’m very sure.”

Toomey raised his white eye­brows. He slapped the thwart he sat on and said, “I can make it as big as my in­cu­ba­tor tub will fit, and I can stretch the brain case mold­ing it by hand as I go, and adding more fish paste to the brew.” He rubbed a gnarled hand across his mouth. “This won’t be a small ex­pense.”

“I should hope not.”

“And you pay in ad­vance. Forty gold sov­er­eigns.”

Mrs. Flens­ing had been told that Nap­per Tooney or­di­nar­ily charged ten sov­er­eigns to grow a some­what liv­ing head from a piece of a fresh corpse, but she had ex­pected to pay more for this. She looked over her shoul­der and held out her good hand, and Salt­meric dug a purse from his pocket and counted out forty coins.

When she had handed them to Tooney, he hefted them but didn’t put them away. “My knife is for cut­ting ropes. It’ll hurt.”

“I’ll heal, af­ter a fash­ion.”

“You’re not dead—it’ll just be a head, it won’t have a ghost to an­i­mate it, keep it from de­cay­ing.”

“There’s a ghost des­tined for it, one presently un­der stone. But I’ll get a new one quick, to keep it fresh un­til then.”

“Bad news for some­body, sounds like.”

Mrs. Flens­ing sat back, and she man­aged a smile in spite of the prospect of this man cut­ting off one of her fin­gers.

“It’s only fair,” she said. Af­ter all, she added to her­self, she’s the one who de­stroyed the orig­i­nal. Her and her dog.




Bran­well sat down on an­other flat, pud­dled grave­stone and pushed his oiled spec­ta­cles back up on his nose to watch the ghosts. The wispy fig­ures were still clus­tered like col­umns of smoke and this­tle­down around the last stone he’d been sit­ting on out here in the rain, and he waited for them to no­tice that he had moved.

Adam Wright had left hours ago, and by now Emily might be a cool­ing corpse rolling down­stream in the rush­ing rain-deep­ened wa­ters of some re­mote beck.

A bad girl, Wright had pro­nounced her.

She had walked away across the moors with the Cur­zon fel­low, and Bran­well had helped Wright call some­thing or some­one to . . . go af­ter the two of them, with some pur­pose.

When Wright had dragged Bran­well from the Black Bull to the par­son­age kitchen, he had de­manded that Bran­well give him some­thing of Emily’s, some ob­ject that ex­pressed her per­son­al­ity. Bran­well had hur­ried to the par­lor and opened her fold­ing writ­ing desk; in it was a stack of hand­writ­ten pages and a pen­cil sketch of her damned dog. The sketch looked very pre­lim­i­nary, with the dog both head-on and in pro­file at the same time, but he had taken the draw­ing and hur­ried back to the kitchen.

He had be­gun to speak: “I won’t stand for any ac­tual harm com­ing to—”

But Wright had snatched it from him and grabbed him by the arm and pulled him out onto the road that led west to the moors—and Wright had set a stren­u­ous pace. Af­ter a mile he had stopped be­side the stand­ing stone known as Bog­garts Green, and he had twisted Bran­well’s arm so sharply that he had cried out. And si­mul­ta­ne­ous with Bran­well’s cry, the man had whis­tled one pierc­ing note into the cold wind.

They had stood there for a good five min­utes in the shadow of the tall stone, Bran­well shiv­er­ing and Wright turn­ing his head to scan all quar­ters of the gray sky. Bran­well had be­gun dread­ing an­other arm-twist and whis­tle, when Wright had tensed, star­ing west—and when Bran­well had looked in that di­rec­tion he’d seen bob­bing black dots that he had known were birds. Crows.




The ghosts were drift­ing among the tomb­stones in the rain now, wav­ing in­dis­tinct arms and ro­tat­ing their fool­ish bag heads. Bran­well lifted his spec­ta­cles, and saw only the flat or ver­ti­cal stones and the drip­ping trees and, vaguely through the fall­ing rain, the black bulk of his fa­ther’s church. He low­ered the spec­ta­cles, and again the ghosts were vis­i­ble.

They had lo­cated him now, and came cur­dling up to the stone he sat on. When they sur­rounded him their fun­nel mouths gaped open and be­gan suck­ing air, and breath rushed from Bran­well’s lungs for a cou­ple of sec­onds un­til he stopped the theft by firmly clos­ing his throat. He stood up, his wet clothes heavy on his shoul­ders and legs, and plod­ded through the mud and wet leaves to an­other flat stone, sev­eral yards away. He sat down on it and breathed deeply.

A few weeks ago he had come out here smok­ing a cigar, and he had touched an in­sis­tent ghost with the lit end of it. The thing had dis­ap­peared in a flash of flame that had singed Bran­well’s eye­brows and knocked the cigar out of his hand. But he had no cigar to­day, and in any case the rain would have put it out.

He thought the things seemed baf­fled that they were not able to cling to him and steal his breath, and in fact he was baf­fled too. Ac­cord­ing to lo­cal folk­lore, ghosts were the ac­tual cause of many deaths that were of­fi­cially at­trib­uted to con­sump­tion, but he seemed to have some in­her­ent pro­tec­tion from their lethal min­is­tra­tions.

He slid his hands over the sur­face of this flat, pud­dled grave­stone, briefly won­der­ing if the name the sex­ton had chis­eled into it cor­re­sponded to one of the wraiths still hud­dled around the stone he had just va­cated.

He shiv­ered, re­mem­ber­ing how the crows had winged closer and closer across the gray land­scape and had fi­nally flown in a tight, flap­ping cir­cle around the heads of him­self and Wright. Then they had landed in a group on the wet grass—and for a mo­ment the crows dis­ap­peared and a mid­dle-aged man in a cloak had seemed to be stand­ing and star­ing into Bran­well’s eyes; a mo­ment later the fig­ure was gone and the crows were again hop­ping in the grass.

Wright had seemed dis­con­certed. “Never seen him be­fore,” he’d mut­tered. “Have you?”

Bran­well had just shaken his head, though in fact he had seen the brief ap­pari­tion’s face be­fore.

Wright had shrugged and wadded up Emily’s draw­ing and tossed it into the group of crows, who quickly pecked it to shreds and then took wing again, this time fly­ing away to the north.

“Bar­ring in­ter­fer­ence on her part,” Wright had said, fi­nally re­leas­ing Bran­well, “she stands to­day in no great peril.”

Bran­well had tried to imag­ine Emily re­frain­ing from in­ter­fer­ing in any­thing she per­ceived as wrong. It had been too late for him to stop what­ever chain of events Wright had set in mo­tion, and to stave off his sud­den dis­may, he had tried to as­sume the cyn­i­cal de­tach­ment of Northang­er­land—but that imag­i­nary iden­tity eluded him. He was just Emily’s brother Bran­well, mis­er­able and scared.

The last thing Wright had said be­fore turn­ing away and start­ing west across the moors was, “I’ll be see­ing you.”

The rain was com­ing down harder now, thrash­ing in the bend­ing branches of the church­yard trees, and it was dif­fi­cult for Bran­well to see the ghosts, even through the oiled spec­ta­cles. But he did see a solid fig­ure hur­ry­ing down the par­son­age steps and splash­ing through Anne and Emily’s lit­tle gar­den.

He rec­og­nized the fig­ure’s height and stride, and he leaped up even be­fore she had clam­bered over the low wall. Con­firm­ing her iden­tity, Keeper leaped over the wall right be­hind her.

“Emily!” Bran­well cried, and stum­bled around the graves to meet her. Her wet hair clung in strands across her fore­head and her clothes were as soaked as his.

“Thank God!” he said, and his ex­ha­la­tion was a sigh of pro­found re­lief, not a theft by the ghosts. “What hap­pened?” He blinked past her at the par­son­age, sud­denly aware that he was very cold. “Get in­side, we’re both drenched to the bone.” He had an im­pulse to hug her, but the fam­ily never did that, and with all their lay­ers of wet cloth­ing it would al­most have been as if an­other per­son stood be­tween them.

“We’re al­ready as soaked as we can be,” she said, “and I’d rather keep this from Anne and Tabby for now.”

The ghosts, Bran­well saw, had fi­nally fol­lowed him to this grave­stone, and ev­i­dently saw Emily as a more vul­ner­a­ble tar­get, for they clus­tered around her, curl­ing their limbs and ex­tend­ing their heads.

And Emily ex­haled sharply—but caught her breath with an im­pa­tient shake of her head. “The air here is al­ways bad,” she said.

Bran­well jumped when Keeper bayed, and the ghosts re­treated. Emily of course had not seen them, not hav­ing Bran­well’s oiled glasses—but in the mo­ments be­fore Keeper had barked, she too had seemed able to re­sist their breath-steal­ing.

Now she looked around sus­pi­ciously at the graves. “We’ll talk on the steps,” she said, and led the way back to the wall. She had to help Bran­well over it. Keeper cleared it in one bound.

When they had sat down on the wet par­son­age steps, Emily said, just loudly enough for Bran­well to hear her over the drum­ming of the rain, “You saw that skull, in the church, six months ago.”

Bran­well was star­ing down at his boots. “I saw your dog break some­thing up.”

“You saw it be­fore Keeper de­stroyed it, be­fore I shot it. You saw it the day be­fore, when that woman showed it to you in the Black Bull.” She smiled at him through the strands of her wet hair. “I know you! I know you did.”

He shrugged and looked away, to­ward the street.

“She told you that bring­ing it into the church would . . . have an ef­fect on the thing un­der the stone. And she asked you to bring me to her.” Emily sim­ply sounded cu­ri­ous, and she didn’t ask him why he had then done as the woman had asked.

Bran­well was glad of the cold rain on his face. He couldn’t even meet the dog’s gaze.

At last he stood up and waved at the par­son­age and the church and the vil­lage rooftops be­yond it, all dark in the rain. “This doesn’t—con­tain me!” he yelled. “I—shrivel, here!”

Be­fore she could speak he went on, “I think it doesn’t con­tain you ei­ther, Emily! I looked in your writ­ing desk to­day—you’re writ­ing a novel! I’m sure it’s won­der­ful, but it’ll wind up in a pub­lisher’s fire, un­read, you know it will!” He could feel the Northang­er­land iden­tity creep­ing up in him. “That’s not the way to . . . power, re­spect, dom­i­nance.”

She leaned back on her el­bows, smil­ing as she blinked up at him in the rain. “What did you want to see in my desk?”

He sagged, and al­most threw him­self at her feet and blurted, For­give me, I used your draw­ing to set dev­ils on your track—but his lag­gard Northang­er­land per­sona fi­nally took over, just in time.

“I wanted to see your work, see if you showed strength.” Of course he hadn’t read a word of her man­u­script, so he went on quickly, “And you do—you can make amends—I know they’ll for­give you, if you’re with me!”

They might, he thought. His fore­head was hot, and he knew that sweat was min­gling with the rain­wa­ter on his face.

“Amends,” she said, and she stood up. “They.” Keeper scram­bled to his feet too, and shook him­self. “When Keeper broke up that were­wolf skull—yes, don’t gape like a fish, you know that’s what it was—you were only a few yards away, and you had some kind of fit. Are you find­ing power, re­spect, dom­i­nance?” She wasn’t smil­ing now. “Who is ‘they’?”

“I—can’t tell you. You re­fused to let Mrs. Flens­ing bap­tize you.”

“Bap­tize me?” She cocked her head. “Do you mean pok­ing my hand with that knife? Bap­tism into what? Not the An­gli­can Church.”

“Into some­thing real!” Bran­well pushed back his sop­ping hair to stare up at her. “What if its glamor is dark? Can you hon­estly op­pose it, with al­lies like that one-eyed Catholic, that Cur­zon, who mur­dered his own fi­ancée?”

Emily stepped back. “Who says so?”

With a choked, word­less yell, Bran­well pushed past her and opened the front door, and he hur­ried down the hall to the stairs. A few mo­ments later he was up­stairs in his room with the door closed, shiv­er­ing and strip­ping off his sod­den clothes.

He heard Emily pad past his door, and then the door of her own room open­ing and clos­ing. She would have left Keeper down in the kitchen to keep him from jump­ing onto her bed.

“‘An­gli­can Church,’” he mut­tered. “You nearly never go to church any­way—your church is the moors, your priest is your dog, your God is—I don’t know what. The wind.”

In dry trousers and shirt and stock­ings, he paused be­fore putting on his shoes, and he stared at a paint­ing that hung framed on the wall.

It was a por­trait of him­self and his three sis­ters that he had done when he was sev­en­teen, twelve years ago—ten years af­ter the Crow Hill ex­plo­sion and nine years af­ter he had been bit­ten by the thing that had seemed to be a mis­shapen dog.

He had ef­fec­tively caught his sis­ters’ like­nesses with his brush: Anne shy and watch­ful, Emily blankly de­fi­ant, and Char­lotte chubby and dis­tracted. But the fig­ure that was sup­posed to be a self-por­trait, stand­ing be­tween Emily and Char­lotte, didn’t look like Bran­well at all, in spite of much scrap­ing and re­paint­ing at the time. He had grown so tired of his sis­ters point­ing this out that he had taken the paint­ing down from the par­lor wall and hung it here.

The fig­ure be­tween Emily and Char­lotte was a young man, cer­tainly, of about the cor­rect age of sev­en­teen, but the face was de­tectably too broad, and in spite of the col­ors he had mixed and remixed on his pal­ette, the hair had turned out far too dark, and the skin was al­most swarthy.

His hands clenched into fists as he stared at the pic­ture, for he re­al­ized now that he should not have re­sisted the re­mem­bered im­pulse to paint the hair coal black.

When the crows had come to Wright’s whis­tle this morn­ing, and landed in a clus­ter on the grass, both Bran­well and Wright had for a mo­ment glimpsed the fig­ure of a mid­dle-aged man; and when it had van­ished, leav­ing only the crows, Wright had asked Bran­well if he had ever seen the man be­fore. Bran­well had shaken his head—but in fact he had rec­og­nized him.

The man had clearly been the adult ver­sion of the young man in the paint­ing; who, in turn, Bran­well now re­al­ized, was the ado­les­cent stage of the dark lit­tle boy who had for a few mo­ments pos­sessed his body at Pon­den Kirk six months ago.

Bran­well shud­dered now with a mix­ture of panic and fas­ci­na­tion. Lit­tle boy, ado­les­cent, and grown man—I’ve now “seen” this per­son at three stages of his life.

And he oc­cu­pies my place in my paint­ing.

Of the painted faces, only the stranger’s ap­peared to be look­ing di­rectly at the viewer, and af­ter a pause Bran­well met the gaze of the painted eyes.

He gasped—

—and took a step to catch his bal­ance—

His feet were icy cold and he was soaked, shak­ing in frigid wind in gray day­light. He was out­doors, in—he blinked around wildly—in the kitchen yard, stand­ing in cold mud in his stock­ing feet, and his wet shirt cling­ing to him was worse than no shirt at all. He clasped his arms across his chest, and nearly cut his face with a knife clutched in his right hand; he let go of it, and when it splashed in the mud he saw that it was one of Tabby’s carv­ing knives.

He turned back to­ward the house. The kitchen door was open, and he stum­bled to it and slammed it be­hind him when he had got in­side.

Tabby was stand­ing by the big black-iron range and star­ing at him in alarm.

“Some vil­lain is out there?” she asked.

“Uh . . . no.”

She sat down at the ta­ble. “Nowt but more of your alarms, then, and your feet all mucky? And my knife?”

“I’ll,” said Bran­well through chat­ter­ing teeth, “get it—later.”

“And Keeper?” See­ing his blank look, she went on, “He went out with you.”

“Oh—ch-chas­ing a hare.” It oc­curred to him to ask how long he had been out­side, but Tabby was al­ready star­ing at him as if he were suf­fer­ing from delir­ium tremens.

He hur­ried to the hall and ran up the stairs, glad to see that Emily’s door was shut. In his own room with the door closed, he sat down on the bed and clutched his wet hair, breath­ing in short gasps.

“I didn’t even see through his eyes, this time,” he whis­pered shrilly. He didn’t look at the paint­ing, and he was afraid even to voice the loud ques­tion in his head: Who—what—are you?

The dark lit­tle boy—the ado­les­cent in the paint­ing, the man who had for a mo­ment re­placed the crows on the grass—had taken his body again, just as it had done on that night six months ago be­low Pon­den Kirk. It had only been for a mo­ment, that time. How long had the stranger oc­cu­pied him this time?

He had ap­par­ently said some­thing to Tabby about vil­lains in the yard and had taken a knife out­side; and Keeper had gone out with him. What had been the stranger’s pur­pose, in­ter­rupted by Bran­well’s re­turn to aware­ness and con­trol?

How long would the stranger oc­cupy his body next time?

Adam Wright had told him, Folk like us aren’t stuck for­ever in one sort of body. No, not when there were dupes like the Brontë boy ready to hand!

This big, yes, darkly glam­orous world into which he had stum­bled—like the worlds of lit­er­ary or artis­tic fame—was clearly go­ing to go on with­out him. Not with­out his phys­i­cal form, it seemed, but with­out him.

How can I ever sleep in this room, he won­dered, with that face star­ing at me from the paint­ing? Per­haps if I’m care­ful al­ways to be in­ca­pac­i­tat­edly drunk . . . no, that would prob­a­bly only clear the way for his in­tru­sion! And even if I sleep in my fa­ther’s room, away from the paint­ing . . . can I be sure the stranger can’t fol­low me now, hav­ing worn this body twice?

Bran­well leaped up, still in his wet clothes, and hur­ried to the dresser. He pulled open the bot­tom drawer and tossed aside some heavy win­ter shirts, and came up with his paint box and a ruler. He set the box on the dresser and opened it, and shud­dered at the smell of lin­seed oil; but he pawed through the jum­bled con­tents and found sev­eral glass jars of paints that he had mixed for some un­fin­ished project last year, to­gether with a pal­ette knife and a lot of pen­cil stubs and var­i­ously-sized brushes. He snatched up a pen­cil and the ruler and turned to­ward the paint­ing.

With his eyes un­fo­cused and half-closed, he drew two ver­ti­cal pen­cil lines on the can­vas, ex­tend­ing down from the top edge, one end­ing at the right side of Emily’s face, the other at the left side of Char­lotte’s—brack­et­ing the fig­ure of the stranger.

He tossed the pen­cil and ruler aside and re­turned to his paint box. Some of the jars had leaked and dried out, but he found an in­tact jar of ochre and one of si­enna, and twisted off the lids. He had no idea where his pal­ette might be, so he tapped a blob of each color onto the dresser sur­face and used the pal­ette knife to mix a dab of the brown si­enna into the but­ter­scotch-yel­low ochre, then dipped into it one of the still-pli­able brushes.

He took a deep breath, then faced the paint­ing again and ex­tended the brush to­ward the pe­riph­er­ally glimpsed face of the fig­ure be­tween Emily and Char­lotte; and the brush stopped an inch from the can­vas. He bared his teeth in panic and pushed, and the brush jerked for­ward and smeared paint across the fig­ure’s eyes.

There was no fur­ther re­sis­tance, and in min­utes he had cov­ered the pen­cil-bor­dered area with fresh paint, oblit­er­at­ing the alien fig­ure, so that now a fea­ture­less pil­lar stood be­tween and be­hind his two sis­ters. Be­gin­ning to re­lax, he mixed more of the si­enna into the ochre and added some per­func­tory shad­ing to the pil­lar, though in his haste he de­prived both sis­ters of some of their hair.

He dropped the brush. There, he thought, that might—

He jumped in sur­prise, for sud­denly he was in to­tal dark­ness.

He col­lided with a waist-high wooden par­ti­tion, and his quickly grop­ing hands slid across a pol­ished wooden sur­face. His clothes were wet, again or still, but he was in­doors; shoes on his feet knocked against a dry wooden floor. His throat stung, as if he’d just been shout­ing.

In what felt like a con­trast­ingly low, tim­o­rous voice, he called, “Is any­one there?” The echoes were fa­mil­iar—he was in his fa­ther’s church, in fact stand­ing in the el­e­vated pul­pit.

A sound like a heavy door slam­ming shook the church, and he ran down the pul­pit steps to the raised al­tar floor and hur­ried across it with his hands ex­tended in front of him. Re­mem­ber­ing the skull that Keeper had shaken to frag­ments right on this spot, he moaned as he ran on through the sac­risty and pulled open the back door.

The rain had stopped, but the wind from across the church­yard shook his legs and hunched his shoul­ders, and through tears he saw that the sky be­hind the par­son­age was sev­eral shades darker than it had been when he’d been in his room—sub­jec­tively only a few mo­ments ago.

Some­thing had closed or dropped heav­ily in the church nave be­hind him. Some­one must be back there, in the dark­ness.

His breath came in jolt­ing sobs as he ran up the walk past the church­yard to the par­son­age steps, and he knew it was not yet eight o’clock be­cause the front door opened when he turned the knob and tugged at it. But his fa­ther was the one who al­ways bolted it, and his fa­ther was in Man­ches­ter hav­ing his eyes treated—would his sis­ters have re­mem­bered?

He might have gone to his fa­ther for help, if he had been here, but in any case Bran­well had no rea­son to be­lieve that his fa­ther would know what to do in this aw­ful oc­cult predica­ment.

With­out a pause he went pound­ing up the stairs and knocked loudly on Emily’s bed­room door.








CHAP­TER NINE


Anne was sit­ting on the nar­row bed, and Emily gave her a wide-eyed look as she stepped to the door and pulled it open. Keeper, his fur still bristly with damp­ness, lifted his head from the rug and re­garded Bran­well in the door­way with, Emily thought, a mourn­ful ex­pres­sion.

In the glow of an oil lamp on the ta­ble be­side the bed, Bran­well’s face was pale, and it seemed to Emily that his eyes were even more sunken than they had been when she had talked with him on the front steps an hour ago.

“What time is it?” he croaked.

“You just passed the clock,” Emily told him, and Anne said, “About a quar­ter to eight.”

“Still Wednes­day?”

Emily nod­ded. “The ninth of Sep­tem­ber.”

Bran­well slumped against the door­frame. “You’ve told Anne ev­ery­thing, I sup­pose.”

“Of course. Change into dry clothes and join us.”

He sighed shak­ily and looked down the hall to­ward his own door. “I’ll try,” he said. “Er . . . pray that I can.” He nod­ded and walked away.

“Pray that he can change his clothes?” whis­pered Anne.

Emily shrugged and sat down in a chair by the bed­side ta­ble. “Might as well.”

“And I’ll pray for you too. Con­sult­ing pa­gan god­desses!” Anne looked down at her hands.

“I learned it from our fa­ther.”

In two min­utes Bran­well was back, in a fresh white shirt and dark trousers and dry shoes, and he looked piti­fully re­lieved to see his sis­ters still as he had left them.

“What have you done?” asked Emily gen­tly.

“I be­lieve I’ve damned my soul,” he said with, even now, some­thing of his usual stagi­ness, “not to Hell but to help­less obliv­ion.” He sat down on the bed be­side Anne. “Don’t,” he said, look­ing up at Emily, “let them stick your hand with that two-bladed knife.”

“I won’t.”

He looked past her at the lev­els of pen­cil draw­ings on the wall. “You’ll think I’m mad, but—there’s an age­less lit­tle dark boy—”

“We’ve seen him,” said Anne.

“I saw him to­day,” said Emily, “on the moors west of Conon­ley. I be­lieve he tried to kill me. By open­ing pots in the earth! Keeper killed one of the crows that he some­times be­comes.”

Bran­well peered at both of them. Then he just mut­tered, “I’m sur­prised I didn’t feel it.” He seemed to brace him­self, then went on quickly, “Emily, I took a draw­ing from your writ­ing desk this morn­ing and gave it to a . . . a bad man, who gave it to the crows so that they could track you.”

Emily nod­ded. “Why?”

“Can you for­give me?”

She con­sid­ered him for sev­eral sec­onds. “Are you re­pen­tant? Do you have, as the Catholics say, a firm pur­pose of amend­ment?”

“I do, I swear. I’m so sorry! If I can get free—”

“Why did you do it?”

“Be­cause I’m not like you—I ache at anonymity, in­signif­i­cance! Oh, I’m sorry, but—you’re con­tent with the fact that a hun­dred years af­ter you die, no­body will re­mem­ber Emily Brontë. Or Anne, or Char­lotte . . . But I wanted to live on—I hoped even phys­i­cally!—for a hun­dred years, more, and have in­flu­ence, power, re­spect . . .” He clenched his fists and burst out, “I wanted to be Northang­er­land!”

Emily cocked her head. “From your sto­ries? He was a vil­lain.”

“He was—he is!—above virtue and vice. So­phis­ti­cated, cyn­i­cal, worldly!”

And tall and hand­some, Emily re­called, and ar­ro­gantly at­trac­tive to women. She saw tears in her brother’s eyes.

“I al­most was him,” he whis­pered, “some­times. But they cheated me. The thing that is that boy, and some­times an ado­les­cent and a grown man—”

“His name is Welsh,” said Anne. “He’s the ghost of a man—a crea­ture—that our grand­fa­ther killed in Ire­land in 1771.”

“Wha—are you sure? How could you know?”

“Papa told us,” Anne said. “You were . . . in­dis­posed.”

Bran­well scowled at them. “Per­pet­u­ally in­dis­posed?”

“Yes,” Emily said.

Af­ter a strained mo­ment Bran­well laughed, though not hap­pily. “A ghost—that makes sense, God help me! He wants to pos­sess me. Twice in the last hour!—I’ve found my­self stand­ing some­where with no aware­ness of hav­ing gone there, as if some­one else had in­hab­ited me for a while.” He looked from Emily to Anne and back. “I was sober!”

“Where did you find your­self, af­ter?” asked Anne.

“The first time, I was stand­ing in the yard out­side the kitchen—in my stock­ing feet!—hold­ing Tabby’s carv­ing knife. The sec­ond time, just a few min­utes ago, I was sud­denly in the church, and my throat felt as if I’d been shout­ing.”

“Shout­ing,” re­peated Emily. “Were you alone?”

Bran­well shiv­ered and clasped his hands be­tween his knees. “I don’t know. I heard a loud slam from out in the dark church, and I ran out through the sac­risty.”

“A slam,” said Emily. “Like wood on wood, or—like stone on stone?”

“Like stone.” He shrugged. “I sup­pose it was that stone with the grooves on it. They don’t need me,” he added, touch­ing his tem­ple. “Not—me.”

Emily re­called what Cur­zon claimed the god­dess had spelled out in bird bones this af­ter­noon: The dead sis­ter re­mains dead un­der stone, but the dead brother is up and tak­ing the pledged host.

“Why did you want the crows to track me?” Emily asked once again.

“I didn’t want it, Mr. Wright wanted it. And he only sent them af­ter you be­cause you were with that Cur­zon fel­low.”

“Wright?” said Anne. “Adam Wright, the sheep­herder?”

Bran­well nod­ded.

“You were sit­ting on a grave,” said Emily, “in the rain, when I came home. You were sur­prised to see me un­hurt and alive.”

Bran­well mut­tered, “I was glad.”

“True, you were. Mr. Cur­zon is alive too—though only be­cause of me, and Keeper.”

“Small loss if he weren’t. Mur­derer.”

Emily sat back. “We can be sure he killed some sort of were­wolf king, six months ago. Whose word do you have that he has killed any­one else? Some­one like Mr. Wright, or your Mrs. Flens­ing?”

Af­ter a pause, Bran­well nod­ded again, mis­er­ably.

“Mr. Cur­zon has taken a house in the vil­lage,” Emily said, “and af­ter a good deal of mu­tual ac­ri­mony he in­vited me to dine with him there tonight, at eight.”

“Emily!” ex­claimed Anne. “Just the two of you?”

“I be­lieve he’s Con­ti­nen­tal. I re­fused.” She looked point­edly at Bran­well. “But I think I’ll go af­ter all, and bring my brother with me.”

Bran­well shook his head. “I couldn’t pos­si­bly.”

“If it weren’t for Keeper, I’d likely have died to­day. But yes, I for­give you.”

He sighed, looked around the nar­row room, and sighed again; and at length gave her a twitch­ing smile. “For that, I’ll go. If God is mer­ci­ful, the man will kill me.”

“You’re fam­ily. Keeper wouldn’t let him. No, Anne, you stay. Cur­zon knows me, and Bran­well is the lost sheep.”

“The sac­ri­fi­cial lamb,” Bran­well said. He opened his mouth to speak, and Emily knew he was go­ing to phrase some rea­son why he couldn’t go af­ter all.

“I for­give you,” she re­peated be­fore he could speak. “Get a coat and hat.”




The house Cur­zon had rented was past the church and a hun­dred yards down the steep in­cline of Main Street, and Emily couldn’t re­mem­ber the last time she had ven­tured this far down into the vil­lage. The sky was dark be­hind the rooftops, but the rain had stopped. Golden lights shone in the leaded win­dows of the street-fronting houses and gleamed on the wet paving stones.

Bran­well hung back when Emily stopped at the house and rapped the door knocker, and Keeper stood be­hind him as if to pre­vent him run­ning back to the par­son­age or, more likely, the Black Bull.

There was the snap-and-slide of a bolt, and when the door swung open Al­cuin Cur­zon seemed to fill the door­way, a tall, dark sil­hou­ette against the glow of a fire be­hind him. The air that bil­lowed out around him was sting­ingly warm af­ter the cold walk, and smelled of boiled mut­ton.

Cur­zon stepped back, and Emily saw that his eye­patch was ca­su­ally flipped up on his fore­head, and he wore an un­but­toned black silk waist­coat over a shirt with rolled-up sleeves. If he was sur­prised to see her, the nar­rowed eyes in his dark, seamed face gave no in­di­ca­tion of it.

“Miss Emily,” he said; then, look­ing past her, “and . . . the brother. And Keeper.”

“Keeper has al­ready had his din­ner,” Emily said, step­ping past him into a small white­washed par­lor. She took off her coat and hat and hung them on a peg by the door.

A ta­ble and three blue-painted chairs sat in the mid­dle of the room on a worn rug, and sev­eral short logs lay on the sanded wood floor be­side the fire­place hearth. A desk stood against the far wall be­side a door that pre­sum­ably led to a bed­room and per­haps a kitchen.

Emily and Bran­well had clearly in­ter­rupted Cur­zon’s din­ner—on the ta­ble was a plate with slices of mut­ton and a pile of peas on it, flanked by a pewter knife and fork and a bot­tle and a glass.

“You re­fused my in­vi­ta­tion,” Cur­zon said curtly, “so I told the land­lady that I’d be din­ing alone.” To Bran­well he added, “Come in, then.”

Bran­well and Keeper walked in, and Cur­zon closed and re-bolted the door. Bran­well blinked around war­ily, and Keeper stood at the door.

Cur­zon sat down by the plate and picked up the knife and fork, then hes­i­tated. “Oh hell,” he said, and pushed the plate to the other side of the ta­ble. “Sit, eat,” he told Emily. “You had an ex­haust­ing day.”

Emily pulled out one of the re­main­ing chairs and waved Bran­well to the other, then sat down and pushed the plate back to the mid­dle of the ta­ble. “No, you’re right, I re­fused your in­vi­ta­tion.”

“I’m not go­ing to eat while you don’t.”

Bran­well had hung up his coat and hat and was eye­ing the bot­tle. Emily said, “Keeper doesn’t like peas, but he’ll be glad to take the mut­ton.” She laid her hands flat on the ta­ble. “We never fin­ished our ex­change of facts.”

Cur­zon looked spec­u­la­tively at Bran­well. “Six­penny facts.”

“We need gold sov­er­eign facts,” Emily told him. “I’ll start—a lo­cal sheep­herder named Adam Wright sent that de­monic flock of crows af­ter us to­day. He gave them a draw­ing of mine as a—you might say as a scent.”

Cur­zon gave her a grudg­ing nod. “How did he have a draw­ing of yours?”

Bran­well shifted in his chair, but Emily said, “Your turn. What is the sig­nif­i­cance of the two-bladed knives?”

“How many have you seen?”

Emily stared at him.

Cur­zon sighed. “You saved my life to­day, Miss Emily, you and your dog, and I re­spect the ef­forts of both of you. I’d be pleased if you’d eat.” When she didn’t move or speak, he said, “Why is your brother here?”

Emily turned to Bran­well.

He raised his sparsely bearded chin. “I ap­pear to have been cho­sen, sir,” he said, “as the leader of a group, from Lon­don, in­tent on rais­ing an an­cient su­per­nat­u­ral power in York­shire.”

“Oh, Bran­well,” said Emily, “you’re be­ing pos­sessed by a ghost.”

“An old po­tent spirit—”

“Which pushes you aside when it acts.”

Bran­well red­dened, and shoved back his chair and stood up. “So who is this man? You’re con­vinced that he killed a were­wolf, though no­body seems to have wit­nessed it.” He glanced to­ward Keeper, then turned a bold glare on Cur­zon, who was frown­ing at him. “There’s just as much ev­i­dence, sir, to sug­gest that you killed your fi­ancée.”

Oddly, Cur­zon’s in­stant re­sponse was to flip the eye­patch down over his left eye; but then his chair flew back­ward and clat­tered against the wall and he was on his feet, reach­ing across the ta­ble for Bran­well.

“Peas­ant dog dung, you dare—!”

Emily had leaped from her chair to her coat in the same in­stant, and now lev­eled the bar­rel of her fa­ther’s pis­tol at Cur­zon’s face.

“It’s loaded this time!” she said loudly. Keeper was stand­ing on Emily’s chair, his big paws on the ta­ble in front of Cur­zon and his bared teeth inches from Cur­zon’s face. “You won’t re­cover from this.”

But Cur­zon had stepped back and his one vis­i­ble eye was star­ing at Bran­well. Emily glanced quickly to the side, and then backed away, the gun now wob­bling.

Bran­well was hunched over, with his fists to his face, and his gin­gery hair was shift­ing, and dark­en­ing, as though in­vis­i­ble sooty hands were ruf­fling it. He spread his arms and raised his face, and Emily gasped—his fin­gers were shorter, and blunt, and his beard wasn’t scanty any­more.

Keeper barked fu­ri­ously at him, but didn’t lunge. Cur­zon had re­treated to the wall and was now hold­ing his two-bladed knife.

“Emily,” Cur­zon shouted, “get be­hind me!”

But Emily stepped for­ward and leaned over the ta­ble. “Bran­well!” she said loudly.

Bran­well low­ered his fists and glared at her with no recog­ni­tion.

“Bran­well!” she cried again.

Her brother sud­denly stood up straight, with his eyes clenched shut. As Emily watched, the fin­gers of his out­stretched hands vis­i­bly nar­rowed and length­ened. Blood dripped from the nails. He swiped one hand across his face, leav­ing a smear of blood even as it brushed some of the coarse new hairs from his cheeks.

Keeper whined at him.

Bran­well col­lapsed into his chair so sud­denly that Emily ex­pected to see it break un­der him. He rubbed fu­ri­ously at his face un­til it was streaked with blood and his beard was re­stored to its or­di­nary mea­ger state. His hands fell limp, bloody and bristly with black hairs.

Cur­zon slid the knife away in­side his waist­coat and leaned over the ta­ble. “Bran­well,” he said. “Bran­well, look at me.” When Bran­well look up dazedly, Cur­zon said, “There’s a basin with wa­ter, and tow­els, in the next room. Get cleaned up, and then go home.” He frowned, then added, “Get the blood and hair off you be­fore you use the tow­els.”

Bran­well was pant­ing through his slack mouth and his eyes stared blankly, but he got to his feet. He sham­bled to the in­ner door, pulled it open with some ef­fort, and dis­ap­peared in shadow.

Emily re­al­ized that she had been hold­ing her breath, and now ex­haled. She laid the pis­tol on the ta­ble and hur­ried through the door­way, and found Bran­well in a dim bed­room, hunched over a basin and splash­ing his face.

“When you’ve fin­ished there, I’ll take you home.”

“I’ll go home by my­self,” he wheezed. “I—God!—I told you I didn’t want to come here.” He low­ered his face and rubbed hand­fuls of wa­ter into his hair.

Emily stepped back into the par­lor. “What just hap­pened to him?”

“You know what,” Cur­zon snapped. “He wasn’t so far into the change that he couldn’t hear you, and climb back out. He clearly loves you.” He raised his eye­brows. “Not sil­ver, you said.”

Emily shook her head. “What?”

He touched the pis­tol on the ta­ble. “The ball in your gun.”

“Oh. No. Lead and rust.” Emily felt ready to vomit. It can’t have been what this man is im­ply­ing, she thought. And what­ever it was, my brother can surely be cured of it. “I have to get him home.”

“Come back once he’s tucked into bed.” Cur­zon raised a hand. “He wasn’t pre­pared—he’ll be ex­hausted, sleep for twelve hours, and be grossly hun­gry in the morn­ing.”

“No—I don’t want to bring Anne back here.”

“What? Oh for God’s sake, girl, your brother’s soul may not be lost be­yond re­trieval! Nor yours. Are you such a slave to pro­pri­ety?”

Emily crossed to the door and lifted down her hat and coat. She walked back to the ta­ble and said, “No. I’ll come back af­ter.”

Her hands were shak­ing, but she got into her coat and tucked the pis­tol back into the coat pocket.

When she looked up, Bran­well stood sway­ing in the bed­room door­way. “I can get home unas­sisted. Stay here with your friend.”

Emily car­ried Bran­well’s coat to him and fit­ted his limp arms into the sleeves. She forced a light tone: “I’ve had to half-carry you home when you’ve been not as bad as this.” She set his hat on his head and un­bolted the door.

On the cold walk back up Main Street to the church cor­ner, Bran­well said only, “I’m dy­ing, you know. My hair’s fall­ing out, did you see? And my fin­ger­nails bleed. Since the day I learned that I must never see Mrs. Robin­son again, I’ve prayed for mer­ci­ful death.”

Keeper snorted as he walked be­side them, and Emily nod­ded at him.

It was true that Bran­well fre­quently im­plored God to take him, but it was al­ways when he knew his sis­ters or his fa­ther were nearby, so that they might pity him and ex­cuse his in­do­lence and dis­si­pa­tion. But Emily had never be­lieved his story of be­ing ban­ished from his em­ployer’s house and the whole vil­lage of Thorpe Green be­cause of hav­ing fallen in love with his em­ployer’s wife; and Emily had of­ten won­dered what of­fense had ac­tu­ally led the hus­band to threaten Bran­well with “ex­po­sure” if he ever came near their vil­lage again.

A Dr. Crosby, ev­i­dently the Robin­son fam­ily physi­cian, even sent Bran­well odd sums of money ev­ery month or so, con­tin­gent on him stay­ing away.

Might Bran­well have had a fit at their house, some­thing like the one he had suf­fered tonight? Could Mr. Robin­son have thought Bran­well had been . . . chang­ing into a were­wolf?

Emily shiv­ered from more than the cold, and again felt as if she might vomit.

Could that ac­tu­ally have been the case? To whom would Mr. Robin­son have ex­posed Bran­well? The towns­peo­ple, the mag­is­trates, some aw­ful Catholic in­qui­si­tion?

All she said was, “You nearly got Mr. Cur­zon to give it to you tonight.”

“If I were Northang­er­land, I’d have—”

“Stop it.”

She had to take most of his weight as they made their way past the church and the church­yard wall to the par­son­age steps, and it re­minded her of the morn­ing six months ago when she had half-car­ried the wounded Al­cuin Cur­zon away from Pon­den Kirk. My un­nat­u­ral bur­dens, she thought.

When they had got in­side, she waved Anne and Tabby back into the kitchen, and then, not for the first time, la­bo­ri­ously hiked her brother up the stairs to his dark room, where she got him out of his coat and let him fall onto the bed. She pulled off his boots and then stood with her back to the win­dow. She could just make out his form by the dif­fuse moon­light—he was mo­tion­less, but snor­ing nor­mally.

Down­stairs again, she and Keeper sim­ply left the house, and it took them no more than five min­utes to hurry back to the cor­ner and down Main Street to Cur­zon’s door.

He pulled it open be­fore she could knock.

“Sit down,” he told her as she and Keeper stepped in­side. “Why lead and rust?”

Emily re­sumed her chair with­out tak­ing off her coat as he closed and bolted the door, and she ex­plained her fa­ther’s rea­son­ing about rust from the bell that had rung at Welsh’s fu­neral in 1771.

Cur­zon sat down across from her and picked up the fork. “That’s clever,” he ad­mit­ted. He speared a slice of mut­ton and with raised eye­brows rocked his head to­ward Keeper. Emily nod­ded to both of them, and Keeper solemnly took the mut­ton when Cur­zon held it out.

“And you love your brother too,” Cur­zon said, sit­ting back. The eye­patch still cov­ered his left eye. “You’d have shot me, wouldn’t you?”

Emily touched the pocket of her coat. “I still might.”

His smile was bleak, deep­en­ing the grooves in his cheeks. “When was your brother—ob­vi­ously—bit­ten by a thing like a big dog?”

Emily pursed her lips, but an­swered, “He’d have been eight years old. Pos­si­bly nine. He’s a year short of thirty now.”

“That long ago! But what hap­pened re­cently, then, to trig­ger it in him af­ter all these years?”

“He—” Emily be­gan, and then stopped. “If you try to kill him, Keeper or I will kill you.”

“I un­der­stand.” He waved for her to con­tinue.

Keeper had laid down be­side her, and she reached down to stroke his head. “My goal in this is to save him.”

“Of course.”

Emily sighed and spoke quickly: “At some time Mrs. Flens­ing did what she called a bap­tism, on him: pricked his palm with one of those dou­ble-bladed knives. And then—he was very close by when Keeper wrecked the were­wolf skull that Mrs. Flens­ing brought here. He seemed to have some sort of fit when that hap­pened.”

“I dare­say.” Cur­zon shifted in his chair. “I be­lieve I’ve told you who this ghost is, that’s pos­sess­ing him.”

Emily nod­ded. “Welsh.” She sighed and looked at the low ceil­ing. “Poor Bran­well hoped to be­come a char­ac­ter from his sto­ries—a By­ronic aris­to­crat he called Northang­er­land.”

“Northang­er­land,” echoed Cur­zon, shak­ing his head. “A prop­erly ado­les­cent cog­nomen.” Speak­ing more qui­etly, he asked, “Do you re­call what the god­dess spelled out for me, this af­ter­noon?”

“If an old straw doll knows any­thing,” Emily said. Then, re­luc­tantly, “Ac­cord­ing to you, she said the dead sis­ter is still dead, but the dead brother is tak­ing a host.”

Cur­zon just stared at her with his one ex­posed eye.

“The host,” she amended; then, “The pledged host.” It was high time to change the sub­ject. “The knife you carry,” she went on quickly, “it’s like Mrs. Flens­ing’s. Why do they have two blades?”

“She didn’t do that bap­tism on you?”

Emily shook her head.

“Good. I don’t know what would fol­low, in your case.”

He picked up the ne­glected glass of am­ber liquor and squinted at her over the rim. “There are some among us,” he be­gan care­fully, then tipped up the glass and took a long sip, “who heal from wounds very quickly. The nerves, tis­sues, re­spond to in­jury in­stantly, and the dam­age to the body is en­tirely re­paired within an hour or so. But the two blades in­flict two wounds, nar­row and very close to each other, and so the specif­i­cally di­rected re­sponses in­ter­fere with each other—like the over­lap­ping wakes of two boats, they lose their shape, their co­her­ence. Heal­ing is im­peded.”

Emily let her right hand slide into the pocket of her coat, and she felt Keeper shift against her leg.

“And,” Cur­zon went on, “some mea­sure of the vic­tim’s scat­tered heal­ing en­ergy is held by the knife—like elec­tric­ity col­lected in a Ley­den jar.”

Emily re­called what Mrs. Flens­ing had said in the back room of the Black Bull: A prick in the palm with these points—not even enough to draw blood.

“The bap­tismal poke,” Emily said, “doesn’t in­volve any sort of wound.”

“It would nev­er­the­less have an ef­fect on some­one who’s been bit­ten or be­got­ten by a—by one of these—”

“By a were­wolf.”

Cur­zon raised a hand and let it drop. “As you say. The seeds are in the blood, ready to re­spond. And it would be a dioscuri that had wounded a . . . a were­wolf, be­fore, so that the blades are charged with that old mis­placed en­ergy. There would be res­o­nance, align­ment, dis­charge. I gather it feels like an elec­tric shock.”

“Dioscuri,” said Emily. “That was Cas­tor and Pol­lux, twins but half broth­ers. A bit grand, but why not.”

“You’ve got your hand on that gun, haven’t you? If you choose to use it, you have my for­give­ness in ad­vance.”

Emily had in fact drawn it from her pocket and was point­ing it at him un­der the ta­ble; Keeper stood up and moved to the other side of her. There was one ques­tion, or rather one state­ment, up­per­most in her mind, but she put off voic­ing it.

“You once told me that your eye­patch is just a for­mal­ity,” she said. “But I un­der­stand you Hu­berti used to ac­tu­ally cut out one of your eyes.”

He ex­haled and shook his head. “We were al­most a re­li­gious or­der in those days—penance, ‘if thine eye of­fend­eth thee, pluck it out,’ as it says in Matthew’s gospel.” He flipped a fin­ger at the eye­patch that cov­ered his left eye. “Now it’s just a salu­tary re­minder of the prin­ci­ple.”

“You’re very ob­ser­vant of the cus­tom, gen­er­ally. As now. But some­times you raise it.”

He gave her a warn­ing frown and said dis­tinctly, “To see bet­ter.”

“‘Rather than hav­ing two eyes,’” said Emily, com­plet­ing the quote from Matthew, “ ‘to be cast into hell­fire.’ ” Her hand was firm on the pis­tol un­der the ta­ble. “It’s not just a cus­tom, and it has some­thing to do with our trou­bles. And you owe me a fact—for my brother’s sake.”

He spread both hands and paused, as if about to re­gret­fully push some­thing away. “For your sake, say.” He sighed and went on, “What it is, child—it in­volves par­al­lax. Were­wolves have two eyes, and it—”

“So does ev­ery­body. Dogs, snakes, fish.”

“—it’s a ne­ces­sity,” he pressed on, “in or­der for them to un­dergo the change. Ac­cord­ing to Paracel­sus, in or­der for a mor­tal to—pre­sump­tu­ously!—step out­side of na­ture with­out hav­ing been sum­moned by a god, he must first be stand­ing squarely in na­ture, fully per­ceiv­ing its di­men­sions. He needs trac­tion if he’s go­ing to jump out of it. A one-eyed man sees only two di­men­sions, like look­ing at a flat pic­ture, and so isn’t able to en­act the change.” He sat back and rubbed his eyes. “It’s true it of­ten hap­pens by the full moon, but that’s just be­cause one can see clearly then, at night. Rage is what causes it.”

“The change.” Emily took a deep breath. “You’re a were­wolf your­self.”

Cur­zon dropped his hands. His hag­gard face twisted, and he spoke hoarsely. “And one of my eyes is cov­ered. You’re safe from me. But I’m . . .” He thumped one fist gen­tly on the ta­ble. “I shouldn’t be what I am! We—yes, forcibly!—re­nounced ly­can­thropy cen­turies ago, and the ten­dency was ef­fec­tively bred out of us, so that the eye­patches, as you say, be­came a for­mal­ity.”

The fire wasn’t so warm that Emily was un­com­fort­able in her coat, but beads of sweat stood on Cur­zon’s fore­head.

“I dis­cover, though,” he said, “that I’m a throw­back.”

Emily cleared her throat, then asked, “Dis­cover?”

“Good­bye, Miss Emily Brontë! I’ve sadly come round to ow­ing you all truth. I . . . did kill my fi­ancée, near enough.” Cur­zon’s big hands were knobby fists on the ta­ble, and push­ing each word past his teeth was a vis­i­ble, painful ef­fort. “Her brother wouldn’t stand for her mar­ry­ing a Catholic, and one night six months ago—the night be­fore you found me on the moor—I was at a din­ner at their fam­ily es­tate near Aller­ton, and I had dis­pensed with my eye­patch. Her brother was drunk, and he smashed an oil lamp over my head. The oil all ig­nited—I was on fire . . . and bleed­ing, pos­si­bly con­cussed, pos­si­bly . . . but my vi­sion was unim­paired.”

For sev­eral sec­onds he didn’t speak.

“I came to my senses,” he went on fi­nally, “per­haps five min­utes later, stand­ing out­side their house, be­low the tur­ret bal­cony.” He leaned back and stared at Emily, and the naked an­guish in his eyes made her look away.

“Made­line was dead on the paving stones at my feet—show­ing only the in­juries from her fall, not—”

Not from teeth or claws, thought Emily. She nod­ded.

“But ob­vi­ously I had chased her—she was run­ning from a mon­ster, and leaped to her death—I fled into the night, back to the room I had rented in Aller­ton a mile away, and at dawn I was above Pon­den Kirk, ready to plunge a dioscuri into my heart. And I met . . . an­other of my kind, didn’t I? I had the dioscuri . . .”

He picked up the bot­tle and filled his glass. “Made­line’s brother was found . . . torn to pieces. At the in­quest, the ser­vants re­ported see­ing a thing like a wolf bound­ing down the stairs af­ter the crash­ing and scream­ing, and I—I claimed to have been in­sen­si­bly drunk through­out.” He tipped up the glass, and when he put it down it was half empty. “The in­quest dragged on, but the ser­vants were sober, re­spected, and in­sis­tent, and the brother’s wounds were clearly not caused by knife or axe.” He shrugged. “Wolves in West York­shire.”

This was abom­inable—in­cal­cu­la­bly worse than what he had told Emily this af­ter­noon: Miss Made­line Atha, my one­time fi­ancée . . . she fell to her death from the tur­ret of her fam­ily home—but now she was able to say what she hadn’t said then.

“I’m sorry.”

Cur­zon stood up. “You trou­ble me, Miss Emily.” He paused, then said, “Your brother’s con­di­tion can be con­trolled. Pre­vent par­al­lax—make an eye­patch for him, and when he won’t wear it, take his spec­ta­cles from him. Try to have him ha­bit­u­ally keep one eye closed. Walk him through run­ning wa­ter ev­ery day.”

He crossed to the desk, and she heard a tiny clink and then the scratch of a pen nib on pa­per. When he straight­ened and turned around he was wav­ing a small card to dry the ink on it.

“I see no real hope for you or your fam­ily, but a let­ter sent to me at this ad­dress will reach me,” he said, hold­ing it out.

Emily stood up, now vis­i­bly hold­ing the pis­tol. Keeper padded out from un­der the ta­ble and stood be­side her. “You just con­fessed to a mur­der,” she said. “Two.” But the in­quest had al­ready been closed—and who would be­lieve an ex­pla­na­tion in­volv­ing ly­can­thropy?

Cur­zon didn’t move or speak.

With her free hand Emily reached out and took the card.

“Will you kill my brother?” she asked.

“For your sake I will try not to be the one that does it.”

“You can’t pre­vent it?”

His si­lence was a clear an­swer.

She stepped back, half rais­ing the pis­tol. “Will you try to kill me?” she asked.

His lips curled down in a bit­ter smile. “No. I will not.”

Emily glanced down at Keeper. The big mas­tiff was watch­ing Cur­zon, but only war­ily, not as if he sensed a threat.

“And so we part, Mr. Cur­zon,” she said. “May God grant we never see each other again.”

“Amen,” he said.

Emily turned and pulled the door open, and Keeper fol­lowed her out­side. She closed the door slowly, and didn’t let go of the cold latch un­til sev­eral sec­onds af­ter she had heard it click.








CHAP­TER TEN


By the time Bran­well woke up, well past noon, the day was bright and clear, and Emily had long since fired her fa­ther’s pis­tol over the church­yard and reloaded it. Over break­fast Emily had told Anne ev­ery­thing she had learned—and had told Tabby too, and in fact the old house­keeper had added a cou­ple of cau­tions: Carry a new-cut birch stick with one fresh leaf on it, and if the leaf wilts, quick get in­side four stone walls; and, Put a bright cop­per penny un­der your pil­low, and if it’s gone black in the morn­ing you know your dream was an omen. They were old York­shire su­per­sti­tions that the two sis­ters had heard be­fore, but they both nod­ded soberly.

When Bran­well stum­bled down the stairs at last, he had of course missed din­ner, but Emily had care­fully saved him a plate piled with mut­ton and pota­toes, and he fell to hun­grily. Emily di­rected Anne and Tabby to the par­lor and sat down across from him at the kitchen ta­ble while he ate. The back door was open, and a warm breeze swirled dust across the stone floor.

When he had eaten ev­ery­thing on his plate, Bran­well asked for more of the mut­ton, and when Emily had fetched it for him he made quick work of it too. When he had fin­ished it all and leaned back in his chair with a sigh, Emily sat down again.

“Good morn­ing,” she said. “Af­ter­noon, ac­tu­ally.”

He looked away from her. “I sup­pose I dis­graced my­self again last night.” His fin­ger­tips were bruised and Emily saw a streak of dried blood by his ear, but his hair was back to its usual car­roty color. “Your man was in­sult­ing.”

“Not my man.” She frowned at him. “Bran­well, lis­ten—do you know what hap­pened to you last night?”

“I in­sulted him first—” He rolled his eyes. “Very well, I had some sort of fit.”

“A fit. Yes.” She sat back and stared at him. “Tell me about Adam Wright.”

Bran­well’s eyes widened. “I never saw him be­fore yes­ter­day!”

“Don’t be silly, you’ve seen him a hun­dred times in the vil­lage and in church.” Emily cocked her head and smiled. “Tell me.”

Bran­well blinked, and a tear ran down his sunken cheek into his once-again scanty chin beard. “You have whisky here some­place.”

Emily got up and lifted the emetic bot­tle down from a cup­board shelf, re­flect­ing that they would have to find an­other place to hide it now. She poured a splash into a glass, hes­i­tated, then filled the glass half full.

She had barely set the glass on the ta­ble be­fore he had snatched it up and gulped a third of it.

“I told you they have no place for me,” he said on a long ex­ha­la­tion as he set it down. “Not for me. Do you re­mem­ber the time I came home at dawn, from the moors?”

“Of course. You said you had been out by Pon­den Kirk.”

“I—yes, well I saw a mid­night fu­neral there, a fu­neral pyre. It was for a dead an­i­mal, like a big dog.”

Emily nod­ded, re­call­ing the griev­ing howls that had rung across the hills that night.

“I didn’t know it then,” Bran­well said, “but Adam Wright was the one who set fire to the car­cass.”

He was star­ing un­see­ingly into the glass, clearly re­liv­ing that night.

“You didn’t know it was him,” Emily prompted.

“I washed hair off my face last night, coarse hairs!” When Emily didn’t com­ment, he went on, “Adam Wright was naked, that night, but cov­ered with fur. I shook his hand—his paw. And that dark lit­tle boy was there, and for just a mo­ment he oc­cu­pied my body—”

Bran­well was shak­ing. Emily reached across the ta­ble and gripped his hand. “Lis­ten to me, Bran­well! It was that boy, Welsh, who bit you, out by the front steps, when you were eight or nine.”

“What? He never—I re­mem­ber that a dog—” He paused, still star­ing blankly, and Emily knew he was rapidly cor­re­lat­ing mem­o­ries. He gave Emily an empty look. “When Wright shook my hand, it was recog­ni­tion of kin, wasn’t it?”

Emily glanced at the burn scar on her knuck­les. “I’m sure it was. What hap­pened at Thorpe Green last year?”

“Good Lord, I’ve told you all about that—Mrs. Robin­son and I fell in love, and her hus­band ban­ished me—”

Emily smiled at him. “This is me.”

“I think I must have been drunk.” He rubbed his free hand across his fore­head. “I lost con­scious­ness, I—I must have had a fit, there was bro­ken fur­ni­ture—and—” He ex­haled for sev­eral sec­onds and then looked up at her and spoke qui­etly. “Ob­vi­ously it was brief. No one was hurt.”

“No one?”

He didn’t an­swer that. “I fled to my room,” he went on quickly, “and—yes, my fin­gers bled and there were new, coarse hairs on my face and hands. I cleaned my­self up, but Mr. Robin­son drove me out at gun­point—hah!—that very night. I told my­self it couldn’t hap­pen again, and it hasn’t, un­til last night.”

Emily de­cided to let her unan­swered ques­tion go. “I think we can take mea­sures to stave it off un­til we can free us all from the . . . the ill­ness in the land.”

Bran­well fi­nally pulled his hand away from hers. “You know how to do that?”

“Not yet. But in the mean­time there are some things we can do, if you want to save your­self. Do you?”

“I’m not worth sav­ing. But if you think you can keep him from tak­ing me, I’ll . . . try.”




Dur­ing the next ten days Emily spent a good deal of time melt­ing nuggets of lead on the kitchen range and adding rust flakes to it to cast more pis­tol balls, for she was fir­ing the pis­tol sev­eral times a day now: over the church­yard at dawn, at ran­dom stones on the moors, and at Pon­den Kirk. She car­ried Cur­zon’s old dioscuri knife with her ev­ery­where these days, in a makeshift paste­board sheath strapped to the in­side of her left shin. And on her walks she gen­er­ally re­mem­bered to break a limb from a birch tree and pluck all but one of the green leaves off of it; and she kept a bright cop­per penny un­der her pil­low.

Bran­well’s re­solve was half-hearted and short-lived—he gladly let Emily take his old pair of spec­ta­cles and the vial of oil Mrs. Flens­ing had given him, but he com­plained piteously when Emily took his reg­u­lar pair too, and only gave them back to him ev­ery day af­ter tak­ing him on a short hike out to nearby Sladen Beck, where she made him splash through the run­ning wa­ter. He flatly re­fused to wear the eye­patch she made for him, and af­ter a cou­ple of days he stopped both­er­ing to walk around with one eye closed.

He mostly com­plied with her in­struc­tion to stay away from the Black Bull, but that was be­cause he had ex­hausted his credit there and his fa­ther wasn’t at home to give him money to stop his histri­onic threats of sui­cide.

Twice Emily was sure Bran­well nearly suf­fered a re­lapse.

He gen­er­ally balked at step­ping into the stream of Dean Beck, but one cold morn­ing he re­coiled and snarled at her, and his hair stirred more than the wind could ac­count for. Keeper barked in alarm and Emily looked into Bran­well’s eyes and had to firmly re­peat, “Bran­well” sev­eral times be­fore she sensed her brother look­ing back at her.

And one evening in the kitchen she had no­ticed him star­ing through his or­di­nary spec­ta­cles at a teacup, and turn­ing it around and mov­ing it back and forth as if to com­pre­hend its shape and dis­tance; he had been speak­ing, but his voice sank to a word­less rum­ble. Emily had stood up and crossed to the near­est pail of holy wa­ter and dashed a hand­ful of it across his spec­ta­cles. The star­tled and petu­lant voice that protested had been Bran­well’s, and she had taken cus­tody of his spec­ta­cles for the night.

Emily very soon lo­cated an old pair of her fa­ther’s eye­glasses and smeared some of the oil from Mrs. Flens­ing’s vial onto the lenses.

Wear­ing them, she ven­tured out of the house—and saw ghosts. The blurred forms, bag-headed and branched in ap­prox­i­ma­tion of limbs, some­times hur­ried to­ward her as she walked past the church­yard, and her re­mem­bered oc­ca­sions of short­ness of breath there were ex­plained now that she could see the things crowd­ing up to her and suck­ing through their gap­ing mouth holes. But she had al­ways been able to make her­self breathe deeply in those mo­ments, and now she could see that the ghosts were re­pelled when she re­sisted them.

On a cou­ple of oc­ca­sions a hu­man face, dimly re­tained, had been vis­i­ble on a shape­less head, and once she had rec­og­nized the face of a baker who had died in the vil­lage dur­ing the win­ter. She had tried to speak to it, and then had had to beat a re­treat, pant­ing, when the thing had clung to her and snatched at her breath.

She even walked around the vil­lage, lift­ing the eye­glasses to see nor­mally and low­er­ing them to see the su­per­nat­u­ral over­lay. A cou­ple of the vil­lagers seemed to glow when seen through the spec­ta­cles; oth­ers seemed to walk in per­sonal shadow, and she won­dered if those peo­ple were soon to die. She un­char­ac­ter­is­ti­cally at­tended Sun­day church ser­vice, and let Anne bor­row the spec­ta­cles to see sev­eral ghosts kneel­ing in the aisle. Though the things were in­vis­i­ble to ev­ery­one else, the swamp-gas smell of them made sev­eral parish­ioners sniff and slide away along the pews.

Of­ten she faintly heard the beat of mu­sic through the ear­pieces, and saw the ghosts duck­ing and bob­bing in clumsy dance steps; and sev­eral times she caught vi­bra­tions like a scream, and saw a ghost flee down the street from some long-ago peril. Twice she had seen par­tic­u­larly pan­icked ones spon­ta­neously van­ish in a flash of flame; on those oc­ca­sions even un­know­ing passersby had blinked and looked around.

Only once, a week af­ter Cur­zon’s de­par­ture, did she wear the spec­ta­cles on her long trek out to Pon­den Kirk. The spec­ta­cles showed her trees where there were none, and un­fa­mil­iar stand­ing stones on hill­tops; a long-ru­ined farm­house on a hill had a roof when viewed through the lenses, and vague hunched fig­ures were vis­i­ble in the door­way and win­dows, star­ing at her across half a mile of heather; un­der a with­ered cy­press in a gorge she had seen the three old women who had meta­mor­phosed out of ig­nis fa­tui a week be­fore, beck­on­ing and call­ing af­ter her as she hur­ried away; and when she was stand­ing on the slope be­low the tow­er­ing mon­u­ment of Pon­den Kirk and look­ing up at it through the smeared lenses, the big black stones of it had seemed to flex, as though it might un­fold enor­mous arms and burst the slope soil to stand up on stone out­crop legs.




Char­lotte and his fa­ther were due to re­turn home from Man­ches­ter in a few days, and Bran­well was dread­ing it. Anne sym­pa­thized with his suf­fer­ings, though it irked him that she couldn’t seem to re­ally be­lieve that he had ac­tu­ally be­gun to turn into a were­wolf in Cur­zon’s par­lor a week and a half ago; Emily, wit­ness to it and aware of all his fail­ings, some­how never swerved in her loy­alty to him.

The three of them would cer­tainly not tell his fa­ther, at least. But old Patrick would re­port­edly be able to see now, for the first time in years, and Bran­well knew how shocked and sad­dened his fa­ther would be to see his son’s wasted ap­pear­ance.

On a Sun­day morn­ing when Tabby and Anne and even Emily had walked down to the church, Bran­well sat in the par­lor, try­ing to read the new is­sue of Black­wood’s with one eye closed. He had promised Emily not to open the eye un­til she got back, but it be­gan itch­ing and he blinked both eyes and left them open—and found that the mag­a­zine had lost all in­ter­est now that he could read it eas­ily. The man­u­script of his half-fin­ished novel, And the Weary Are At Rest, sat in a drawer in his room, but he couldn’t bear the thought of look­ing at the last shred­ded page and try­ing to re­mem­ber what he had tried to write there.

The par­lor, the house, the whole world seemed drained of sig­nif­i­cance. He knew that he was be­ing kept safe by Emily’s in­ces­sant shoot­ing, and her daily con­fis­ca­tion of his spec­ta­cles, and her rule about keep­ing one eye shut—though there had ap­par­ently been one or two near slips—but he did won­der why Mr. Wright had not come to see him dur­ing these ten days since the crows had been sent af­ter Emily. What is go­ing on, Bran­well won­dered, while I moul­der here?

He tossed the mag­a­zine aside. Not al­low­ing him­self to think about what he was do­ing, he hur­ried down the hall and climbed the stairs, and he had pulled open the top drawer of Emily’s dresser be­fore he re­al­ized what he was look­ing for.

And tucked be­tween the pages of an al­manac he found the old pair of spec­ta­cles Emily had taken away from him. The lit­tle vial of oil lay on a hand­ker­chief be­side the al­manac.

He quickly un­capped the vial and dipped a fin­ger into the oil and smeared it onto the lenses of the spec­ta­cles. He re­capped the vial and slammed the drawer shut, and twenty sec­onds later he was stand­ing on the front steps of the house with the spec­ta­cles perched on his nose.

The bright sun­light seemed harsher, seen through the lenses, and ap­par­ently the church­yard ghosts didn’t like to ven­ture abroad in it, for he saw only one or two of the spi­der’s-nest forms mov­ing be­tween the grave­stones. A cou­ple of boys kick­ing a ball on the lane were clearly vis­i­ble through the lenses but weren’t there at all when he lifted the spec­ta­cles, and a cat on the low wall was three cats when he low­ered them.

Bran­well ac­tu­ally laughed. He would go to the Black Bull, see the oc­cult sides of its fa­mil­iar pa­trons . . . but one of the ghosts had flowed over the low church­yard wall and was wob­bling to­ward him.

He re­called how eas­ily he had eluded the half-wit­ted things on that rainy af­ter­noon when he had feared that Emily had been killed, and he didn’t flinch. And this one was shorter than him­self, scarcely three feet tall.

He stood and waited while the bag-headed thing ap­proached him. The marsh-gas smell of it grew stronger in his nos­trils.

It was flick­er­ing like a frosted glass wind­chime in a breeze, and for an in­stant, and then for a mo­ment again, it seemed to be a lit­tle girl be­fore re­vert­ing to its pre­vi­ous in­dis­tinct form.

And his scalp tight­ened in shock, for he rec­og­nized her. This was Agatha, the vil­lage girl he had vis­ited last win­ter—she had been sick with cholera, and he had spent half an hour at her bed­side, and read to her from the Psalms . . . ev­i­dently she had not re­cov­ered.

But she clearly re­mem­bered him! “Agatha!” he ex­claimed, step­ping to­ward her with out­stretched arms. And she arched into his em­brace—and the mouth in her rip­pling mush­room head opened, and all the breath was sucked out of Bran­well’s lungs.

She tried to cling to him with twiggy arms, but he eas­ily pushed her away and stepped to the side. His breath was no longer be­ing stolen from him, but it came in hitch­ing gasps be­cause he was sob­bing.

He re­called Char­lotte’s scorn­ful doubt when he had men­tioned vis­it­ing the sick girl. She hadn’t be­lieved he would do such a thing.

He shouldn’t have.

Six­teen years ago, at the di­rec­tion in a dream of what he now knew was the Welsh ghost, he had tricked Anne and Emily into hik­ing out to Pon­den Kirk—and leav­ing their blood there—by telling them that they would meet their de­parted sis­ter Maria.

Thank God that had been a lie!

Maria was en­tombed in the fam­ily vault in the church—not many feet from the grooved ledger stone that cov­ered a head­less mon­ster—and Bran­well hoped that her ghost stayed down there. He didn’t want to imag­ine Maria as one of the mush­room-headed this­tle­down ap­pari­tions try­ing to suck out his breath.

Sud­denly fear­ful that he might rec­og­nize her among the few ghosts vis­i­ble among the grave­stones, he snatched off the glasses and hur­ried back in­side, where he forced him­self to read, with great care, ev­ery ar­ti­cle in Black­wood’s.




Emily was in her room, reload­ing her fa­ther’s pis­tol, when Bran­well stepped into the door­way. She looked up war­ily, but the de­fen­sive frown on his face was his own, and he was wear­ing his or­di­nary spec­ta­cles, and he even had one eye vir­tu­ously closed.

He watched as she low­ered the ham­mer onto the empty pan and pock­eted the brass cylin­der that con­tained gun­pow­der. She wouldn’t prime the pan and cock the ham­mer un­til she was stand­ing be­low Pon­den Kirk.

She had changed into her boots, and her wool coat lay on the bed.

“You al­ways bring the gun on your walks?” Bran­well asked.

She stood up, and won­dered if his height had di­min­ished dur­ing the year—she was at least six inches taller than he was.

“You never know.”

“All of us used to go on walks to­gether,” he said. “Can I come along?”

She kept any ex­pres­sion from her face, but she was doubt­ful about his abil­ity to walk three miles and back, these days; and she was un­easy with the idea of bring­ing him to Pon­den Kirk.

“It’s a sunny day,” he said quickly. “I’ll keep one eye shut. I can’t go to the Black Bull any­more, and I can’t bear to sit in­doors an­other day.”

She knew he was an­tic­i­pat­ing a very un­com­fort­able time when Char­lotte and their fa­ther came home in a day or two; and his two near-re­lapses had hap­pened at dawn and af­ter dark—prob­a­bly the sun had a damp­en­ing ef­fect on the change.

“I’ve added Pon­den Kirk to my daily pis­tol tar­gets,” she cau­tioned him.

“Well—just don’t let it ric­o­chet.”

She made up her mind. “You’d be wel­come.”

And in fact he seemed fit enough as he fetched his coat and tapped down the stairs. Keeper came in from the yard as Bran­well was buck­ling his boots, and soon the three of them were strid­ing along the path that led west, out onto the moors. Anne caught up with them be­fore they had walked a hun­dred feet, and she too seemed sur­prised to see Bran­well tak­ing ex­er­cise.

“Bran­well!” she ex­claimed breath­lessly, hold­ing her hat onto her head against the wind that tossed her fair hair around her face. “You’ll be as brown as Emily if you keep this up!”

In fact Emily was un­easy to see Bran­well’s ev­i­dent en­ergy as the three of them and the dog climbed gorse-furred hills and picked their way over fallen crom­lech stones, but she was re­as­sured to see him step right into the stream of Dean Beck be­fore shak­ing wa­ter from his boots and cross­ing on the flat stones af­ter her and Anne and Keeper. The sky was a deep cloud­less blue and the breeze over the hills lifted the weight of the sum­mer sun, and even the black rec­tan­gle of Pon­den Kirk, tiny in the dis­tance at first but fill­ing more of the view as they drew closer to it, didn’t much dis­pel Emily’s en­joy­ment of the day.

They paused at the foot of the slope that led up to the mas­sive mon­u­ment, its top level with the west­ern plateau.

Anne squinted up at the stacked black stones. “We were just chil­dren,” she breathed. She held up her hands as if to frame the ed­i­fice in her vi­sion. “But it looks big­ger now than it did then. Do you sup­pose some atoms of our blood are still in that cave?”

Bran­well shifted un­com­fort­ably and took off his spec­ta­cles. Emily had known from the state of her dresser drawer that he had han­dled his pro­scribed pair to­day while she’d been at church, but this was his or­di­nary pair, and his left eye was shut.

“Take your shot,” he said gruffly, “and let’s go home.”

“Yes,” said Emily, pulling the pis­tol from the pocket of her coat. “I’ve just got to prime the pan.”

A child’s voice rang then from up the slope: “Your fa­ther need not die.”

Emily spun in that di­rec­tion. The swarthy lit­tle boy in tat­tered white shirt and trousers had stepped out from around the base cor­ner of the mon­u­ment and now be­gan walk­ing bare­foot down the sun­lit slope.

“Once more I come to know of thee,” he called mer­rily to Emily, “if thou wilt sur­ren­der, be­fore thy most as­sured over­throw.”

Keeper had quickly stood up, the fur bristling on his broad shoul­ders, but he was sniff­ing the air and swing­ing his head from side to side, and Emily quickly dug the brass cylin­der of gun­pow­der from the pocket of her dress and un­capped it.

She re­called that Keeper had been able to sense where the boy’s phys­i­cal form was ac­tu­ally stand­ing, eleven days ago by Min­erva’s tem­ple, when she had been dis­tracted by a pro­jec­tion of it.

“Where is he this time, boy?” she whis­pered to the dog.

“The son’s des­tiny is set,” said the boy, walk­ing slowly but only half a dozen yards up the slope now, “and in a sense he will be im­mor­tal. But the fa­ther—he could be spared, and not die and fes­ter in these fields.”

“They’ll both be spared,” said Emily through clenched teeth as she flipped up the pis­tol’s pan-cover and shook pow­der into the pan. Her hands were steady.

“Bran­well’s soul has al­ways been im­mor­tal,” spoke up Anne, “and con­se­crated to Je­sus Christ.”

The boy laughed. “Ask him how his im­mor­tal soul fares! But no—no Hell for him—he will be be­yond all cares, at rest with the weary, for­ever.”

The boy stared di­rectly into Emily’s eyes. “Amen I say to you,” piped the child’s voice, “this hour of this fate­ful day is your fi­nal op­por­tu­nity to sur­ren­der to me and, in mer­ci­ful ex­change, to save your fa­ther.”

Emily raised the pis­tol in an­swer.

Keeper tensed and bounded to­ward a patch of heather a dozen feet to the left of the Welsh ghost; Emily snapped the pan shut and swung the pis­tol bar­rel in that di­rec­tion. The stones and grass of the slope wa­vered at a spot there, and she pulled the trig­ger. The gun fired an in­stant be­fore Keeper leaped.

A black ex­plo­sion of eight or ten crows burst away from Keeper in all di­rec­tions as echoes of the shot re­bounded away down the val­ley.

From the cor­ner of her eye Emily saw Bran­well fall to his knees as she raced to where Keeper was shak­ing some­thing fu­ri­ously. She slid to a stop and saw that the mas­tiff had the bloody ruin of a crow in his mouth. An­other crow lay a cou­ple of yards far­ther away, its head blown off by Emily’s pis­tol ball. The crows that had taken wing were flap­ping away above the plateau be­hind the crown of Pon­den Kirk.

Anne hur­ried up and stood be­side Emily. “Bran­well’s fine,” she said. “Just weep­ing. Did you and Keeper kill the Welsh ghost?”

“I think we short­ened him a bit.” Emily stared up at the tow­er­ing black mon­u­ment, and noted the po­si­tion of the sun in the blue sky—it was well past noon. “Let’s get Bran­well home quickly. I’ve got that knife, but I only pre­pared one pis­tol shot.”




The en­ergy Bran­well had shown on the hike out to Pon­den Kirk was gone. Emily and Anne had to walk on ei­ther side of him with his arms around their shoul­ders, while Keeper walked be­side them, look­ing around and be­hind. Sev­eral times Anne or Bran­well called for a five-minute rest, and Emily made sure to drag Bran­well’s feet through the Sladen Beck as they crossed it. The sun was hov­er­ing over the west­ern hills when they fi­nally reached the par­son­age.

Bran­well was ex­hausted, mut­ter­ing about damna­tion. He didn’t pay at­ten­tion to any­thing they said, so they pushed and pulled him up the stairs and flopped him onto his bed.

As Emily pulled his boots off his limp feet—for what she thought must have been the thou­sandth time—he mut­tered, “I need dis­trac­tion—a book—”

Anne crossed to his book­case and fetched a book of Co­leridge’s po­ems while Emily found matches and a scrap of glass pa­per on the bed­side ta­ble. She folded the gritty pa­per and pulled the match smartly through it, and when the match flared she lit a can­dle in a brass holder be­side the match­box. As she blew out the match she pushed the can­dle sev­eral inches far­ther from the bed.

Bran­well held the book in one hand while he flailed about with the other, try­ing to fold his pil­low into a com­fort­able shape, and Emily was glad she had moved the can­dle away. At last he was set­tled, hold­ing the book right-side-up and peer­ing at the pages through his or­di­nary eye­glasses.

Emily turned to leave, but Anne caught her eye and nod­ded to­ward the paint­ing hung on the wall.

Emily had of course seen it many times be­fore, but she paused and looked at it, and saw that the fig­ure of Bran­well was gone now, re­placed by a pil­lar. She just cocked an eye­brow at Anne and led the way back down the stairs.

When they had hung up their hats and coats, Anne lit the oil lamp and Emily set the ket­tle on the range, and the two sis­ters sat down at the ta­ble.

“I don’t think,” said Anne, star­ing at her hands and flex­ing her fin­gers, “that I ever quite be­lieved your . . . ac­counts of all this.” She turned to face Emily, frown­ing over a frail smile. “Min­erva in a mag­i­cally ap­pear­ing tem­ple! Bran­well chang­ing in the way you said. I’ve seen that lit­tle boy be­fore, from a dis­tance, but to­day—!” She made a fist and bit her knuckle. “Papa will blame him­self.”

“He didn’t know. Not fully. And he—”

“Mer­ci­ful God!” Anne had sat back in her chair so sud­denly that Keeper stood up from be­side the back door. “Emily! Bran­well painted out the face in the pic­ture!”

“Yes,” said Emily, alarmed at her sis­ter’s tone.

“It was never a good like­ness of him, was it? Who did it re­sem­ble?”

“It—” Emily’s shoul­ders hunched in­vol­un­tar­ily and her face was sud­denly cold. “No, you’re just—”

“Think about it! Re­call the face in the paint­ing, and the face of that de­monic lit­tle boy!”

“A child and a young man—”

“Yes yes, but was it the same per­son?”

“Oh.” Emily gave a shaky sigh. “I sup­pose. Yes.”

“I was four­teen when he did that paint­ing of us all.”

Twelve years ago, Emily thought. Welsh has been aim­ing at pos­sess­ing Bran­well for a long time.

“Why all this now?” said Anne.

“I be­lieve Al­cuin Cur­zon forced the is­sue,” Emily said, “when he killed the were­wolf pa­tri­arch.” She found that she had to de­fend Cur­zon: “Though ob­vi­ously it was all go­ing to hap­pen in any case.”

Anne took a deep breath and let it out, then nod­ded sadly. “Yes. All be­cause our great-great-grand­fa­ther saved what seemed to be an or­phan child from be­ing thrown into the sea.” She shiv­ered and went on, “An old pa­gan de­mon!” Emily re­called that their fa­ther had used that phrase when he had first told his daugh­ters about Welsh.

“That’s what we’ve got,” Emily agreed.

Anne glanced at the ceil­ing and turned a trou­bled look on her sis­ter. “Do you sup­pose a per­son can choose damna­tion? Ef­fec­tively?”

Emily knew that Anne had, af­ter some strug­gle, come to the con­clu­sion that all souls would ul­ti­mately be saved. Emily her­self had no such con­vic­tion, and sim­ply tried to be true to her own iso­lated self and trust in the as­pects of God that she de­rived equally from Scrip­ture and ex­pe­ri­ence.

“Not if we can help it,” she said.

They both jumped when the back door creaked open, but it was old Tabby who stepped in­side. She closed the door against a gust of heather-scented wind and crossed to the range, rub­bing her hands to­gether.

“I’d al­most fancy a bit of emetic in the tea,” Tabby said. “Emily,” she added, “when did you break off that stick?”

Emily looked over her shoul­der at a short birch stick be­side the door. She had bro­ken it off that morn­ing in the church­yard, and had stripped off all but one of the leaves as she’d walked back to the par­son­age.

The leaf now drooped limply.

Anne was look­ing at it too. “Yes­ter­day, wasn’t it? And in the heat of the kitchen . . .”

Emily stood up. “It was this morn­ing.”

This hour of this fate­ful day, the dark boy had said to­day, is your fi­nal op­por­tu­nity to sur­ren­der to me and, in mer­ci­ful ex­change, to save your fa­ther.

She hur­ried to her coat and pulled the pis­tol out of the pocket. “Anne, my load­ing kit is in my room, un­der the bed. Could you—”

She was in­ter­rupted by some­thing harder than a knuckle rap­ping fast and loud three times on the back door.

“Miss Emily!” came a shout from out­side—and she shiv­ered when she rec­og­nized it as the voice of Al­cuin Cur­zon. A mo­ment later he had pulled the door open and lum­bered in­side. In his boots and long coat, with his mane of dis­or­dered black hair, he seemed big­ger than ever, and his dark face was tense. In his right hand he held a flint­lock pis­tol and in his left he gripped a dioscuri knife.

Emily quickly lifted her leg and snatched out her own dioscuri, which had once been his. “Who have you come to kill?”

He slammed the door and slid the bolt. “The Flens­ing woman has got a new head for your mon­ster, and she and some man are com­ing to kill you. I came af­ter them from Keigh­ley and just passed them on horse­back in that steep street of yours, but they’re close.” Tabby was star­ing at him with as­ton­ished dis­ap­proval, and he added im­pa­tiently, “I came to your back door to avoid the de­lay of be­ing an­nounced, and be­cause I ex­pected to find you in here.”

“Anne,” be­gan Emily, “hurry—!”

She was in­ter­rupted by the boom of a gun­shot just out­side and the clat­ter of the door bolt bounc­ing on the stone floor.

And Emily leaped to snatch a jar from the high cup­board shelf.




Bran­well had awak­ened a minute ear­lier to find that he was not alone.

The lit­tle dark boy had been sit­ting in a chair against the far wall, just be­low the paint­ing that un­til re­cently had borne his ado­les­cent like­ness. His legs weren’t long enough for his bare feet to touch the floor.

“Our tra­vails now are ended,” the boy had said.

“Not yours,” Bran­well had said with shaky bravado, avoid­ing meet­ing the thing’s eyes. He had been tense, not quite sure he wasn’t hal­lu­ci­nat­ing, and cau­tiously con­fi­dent that Emily would be up soon to check on him. “Emily and Keeper killed your crows.”

“You think there’s a short­age of crows, boy?” Bran­well had shiv­ered to hear a child’s voice call him boy. “I could gather up grass to show a form.”

Bran­well had no­ticed then that one of the boy’s arms ended in a smooth stump at the wrist. “It cost you.”

“Soon to be re­stored. To­day I of­fered terms, some mercy, but—tonight I call in all the Brunty debts. Your fa­ther was al­ways for­feit, and you and your sis­ters signed prom­is­sory notes in your bloods, on stone, six­teen years ago.”

From some­where out­side there had come the boom of a gun­shot. “I be­lieve,” the boy added, hop­ping down from the chair and walk­ing to­ward the bed in which Bran­well lay, “the ghost of your sis­ter Emily is even now find­ing a new and un­pleas­ing head to oc­cupy.”




A chubby young man in a top hat was the first to shove the door open and leap through the door­way, and as he slid to a stop he whipped off his hat. With loud buzzing, at least a dozen big wasps came loop­ing up out of it, rock­ing heav­ily in the warm air. Then he dropped an ap­ple-sized black ball—when it hit the floor it ex­ploded with a stun­ning bang and a daz­zling flash of light, and he leaped at Cur­zon.

Blink­ing against the glare in her reti­nas, Emily saw Mrs. Flens­ing stride into the kitchen. A heavy satchel swung at the woman’s hip from a shoul­der strap, and she was ig­nor­ing the wasps—and now Emily could see that she was hold­ing a pis­tol in each hand, though her right hand looked like a de­formed crab with wav­ing an­ten­nae. The woman swept the pis­tol bar­rels from one side of the kitchen to the other. Tabby climbed hastily onto a stool.

Keeper sprang at Mrs. Flens­ing—she stepped to the side and her right-hand pis­tol banged and flared, and the mas­tiff tum­bled sprawl­ing on the floor. Emily tossed aside the glass jar she had grabbed from the shelf.

Emily was look­ing straight down the bore of the other pis­tol when Mr. Flens­ing pulled the trig­ger, but in the same in­stant Emily lashed her fist to the side. She was clutch­ing Mrs. Flens­ing’s two dried fin­gers, and the pis­tol jerked out of line when it fired. The boom of the shot bat­tered at Emily’s ears, and her al­ready-daz­zled eyes stung with the burst of smoke in her face.

An­other gun­shot shook the air an in­stant later, and Emily was able to see Mrs. Flens­ing rock back­ward, blood jet­ting from be­tween her bared teeth. Cur­zon dropped his fired pis­tol and lunged at the woman with his dioscuri knife—but the chubby young man leaped onto his back and clawed at his face, tear­ing away the eye­patch, and the points of Cur­zon’s knife wa­vered and fell short.

Tabby had grabbed an­other of the glass jars from the high cup­board shelf, and she swung it in an arc over the room, scat­ter­ing iron nails in all di­rec­tions.

Anne was on her feet and snatched the ket­tle from the stove; and, winc­ing, she shook off the lid and flung the boil­ing wa­ter into Mrs. Flens­ing’s face. The woman dropped both pis­tols and roared. The wasps had dis­ap­peared in Tabby’s hail of cold iron, but now the kitchen was sud­denly as cold as the moors in mid­win­ter.

Cur­zon jerked his knife back­ward over his shoul­der; it thud­ded to a stop, and the man on his back screamed and slid off of him to the floor—

But Cur­zon stepped back, star­ing at Mrs. Flens­ing. His breath was steam.

Mrs. Flens­ing’s scalded face had turned black—and Emily’s ribs tin­gled in shock as she re­al­ized that the black­ness was fur, and be­low the broad nose black lips were pulled back to ex­pose fangs. The satchel fell from the woman’s in­fold­ing shoul­ders and her knees bent back­ward as she crouched, and when she sprang at Cur­zon there were claws pro­trud­ing from her blunt, furred hands.

And what met her with a bone-jar­ring im­pact in midair was a sim­i­lar crea­ture—Cur­zon’s rup­tured coat flapped around the shoul­ders and flanks of a mas­tiff half again as big as Keeper. Loud gut­tural snarls shook the now-icy air as the two big an­i­mals crashed against the wall, tear­ing at each other with fangs and claws. In the deaf­en­ing bes­tial racket Emily and Ann ran back to crouch by the black-iron range, and Tabby hopped down from the stool to stand be­side them. The cold air was as­trin­gent with a metal­lic smell.

The fangs of the Cur­zon crea­ture ripped sav­agely at the other beast’s snout and neck, and the Flens­ing thing rolled on its back to shred the re­mains of Cur­zon’s waist­coat and shirt with its hind claws. The rip­pling dark fur of both crea­tures was splashed with bright red blood.

The one in the tat­ters of Mrs. Flens­ing’s coat broke free with a shrill wail of rage and bounded out through the open back door­way into the night, leav­ing her big satchel on the floor. The young man who had come in with her leaped past the Cur­zon were­wolf as it thrashed on the floor try­ing to get its legs un­der it­self; he picked up Mrs. Flens­ing’s satchel and Cur­zon’s dropped knife and took one wide-eyed look back, his face a mask of criss­crossed blood streaks, then blun­dered against the door­frame and fell onto the stones out­side.

The thing in the tat­ters of Cur­zon’s coat hiked it­self to its feet and spun to­ward the three women on the other side of the room. No glint of recog­ni­tion or hu­man­ity showed in its un­blink­ing black eyes. It flung the ta­ble aside and rushed di­rectly at Emily with open jaws and red-streaked fangs, and she lunged at it with her dioscuri held in a fencer’s thumb-and-two-fin­ger grip.

The crea­ture jerked its head aside, and her knife plowed deeply into its shoul­der.

She was braced for the im­pact of the thing’s mas­sive body, but the knife in its shoul­der stopped its rush like a pis­tol ball—though it had taken worse wounds in the last few mo­ments from the Flens­ing were­wolf—and it re­coiled back and tum­bled to the floor be­side Keeper, who was be­gin­ning to twitch and roll his head.

Emily stepped for­ward cau­tiously, still hold­ing the knife ex­tended.

The body in the re­mains of Cur­zon’s coat and trousers was shift­ing, creak­ing and pop­ping, chang­ing shape. Groans were wrenched out of the flex­ing throat.

With a star­tling clat­ter of claws on the stone floor, Keeper stood up. A raw graze showed in the fur above his eye­brow ridge, but he was alert as he looked to Emily.

On the floor, her at­tacker wiped clumps of hair from its short­ened face with bloody hands, and then it was rec­og­niz­ably Al­cuin Cur­zon who rocked his head from side to side to look around at the room. He drew his legs up and tried to roll over, but the arm be­low the shoul­der Emily had stabbed just slid limply on the floor.

He coughed, spat blood, then said hoarsely, “They’re gone?”

“Yes.” Emily still held the knife ready.

“Are you—un­hurt?”

“Yes,” she told him, “be­cause I stabbed you, in the shoul­der. I was aim­ing for your eye.” His suf­fer­ing gaze was help­lessly fixed on hers, and she nod­ded to­ward Anne and Tabby and went on, “You were about to kill the three of us.”

He sank back, let­ting his head knock against the stone floor. “Do it now, for the love of God. Through my eye to my beast brain.” When she didn’t move, he thumped a bloody fist on the floor and man­aged to yell hoarsely, “Do you care noth­ing for the lives of your wretched fam­ily? Do it!”

Emily shifted her grip on the knife. “Two weeks ago I asked if you would try to kill me. You said you would not. I dis­cover what your word is worth.” She knew it had not truly been him that had at­tacked Anne and Tabby and her­self mo­ments ago, when the change had been on him—but it had been his body, and could be again.

Cur­zon groaned and closed his eyes. “You’re right, it’s worth noth­ing, I’m worth noth­ing, do it!”

He’s a were­wolf, she told her­self, and took a ten­ta­tive step to­ward him—

—When a full-throated scream from Bran­well echoed down the stairs.








CHAP­TER ELEVEN


The dark lit­tle boy had stood be­side Bran­well’s bed, bend­ing for­ward and, hardly no­tice­ably at first, in­hal­ing. Bran­well hadn’t re­sisted when he’d felt his own breath be­gin es­cap­ing be­tween his slack lips—he had been shaken to hear that Emily was dead, but if she were truly gone there was no rea­son why he should go on cling­ing so painfully to his wasted soul—when he had heard crash­ing and loud an­i­mal roars from down­stairs.

His im­me­di­ate thought had been that Emily could not be dead—he couldn’t imag­ine such clamor go­ing on down there with­out her ac­tive par­tic­i­pa­tion.

He had blinked—and he had been star­ing into his own pale face inches away; the eyes had been wide, fierce, and he had known that as the breath left that body it was be­ing re­placed there by Welsh’s iden­tity.

This was re­ally hap­pen­ing! In a con­vul­sion of un­rea­son­ing ver­tigo he snapped his mouth shut and felt his own jaws click to­gether. He saw the boy’s swarthy lit­tle face crowd­ing up again, open­mouthed and hun­gry, and Bran­well man­aged to fill his own lungs and empty them in a de­spair­ing scream.




Emily forced her aching legs to race up the stairs, past the land­ing and the clock to the up­stairs hall, and she was pant­ing as she lunged to Bran­well’s bed­room door and wrenched it open. Her pulse thud­ded rapidly in her tem­ples.

By the light of the can­dle on the bed­side ta­ble she saw two fig­ures stand­ing in the mid­dle of the floor. One was Bran­well, di­sheveled and pale, and the other—she bared her teeth in dis­may but flexed her fin­gers on the grip of the dioscuri—the other, bare­foot in tat­tered shirt and trousers, was the dark lit­tle boy, the Welsh ghost, in the house.

Keeper stood tense be­side her, growl­ing, his great head swing­ing from one fig­ure to the other.

The lit­tle boy clutched his ragged shirt with his right hand and wailed, “Emily! Get him out of me!” She saw that his left arm ended at the wrist, in a smooth stump.

The Bran­well body waved to­ward the boy. “Set your dog on that dis­carded husk, if you like.”

Emily took a deep breath and stepped for­ward so that her face was close to Bran­well’s. The curly gin­ger hair and the re­ced­ing bearded chin were her brother’s, but it wasn’t Bran­well who looked back at her from the blue eyes.

She slashed her brother’s shirt with the edge of one of the paired blades, then leaped back to avoid a swung fist; but the at­tempted blow had been weak, and wouldn’t have hurt her if it had con­nected. Welsh wasn’t yet fully in con­trol of her brother’s body.

She caught the loose fist and spoke into the alien eyes: “Bran­well! Take my hand!”

Both bod­ies spoke in uni­son then: “You can’t—”

She racked her mem­ory for a line from one of Bran­well’s po­ems, then re­cited, “‘But I for­got to ask for youth­ful blood . . .’”

Bran­well’s mouth opened, and said, halt­ingly, “‘The thrill di­vine of feel­ing un­sub­dued, the nerves that quiv­ered to the sound of fame . . .’” And the hand she was hold­ing tight­ened on hers.

But the dark lit­tle boy grabbed Bran­well’s el­bow, and Bran­well’s hand was slack again, and his face tight­ened.

“You,” her brother’s mouth said to her now, “were to be dead.”

“Do you want me dead?” she asked.

“No,” choked the fig­ure of the boy.

She stared into her brother’s alien eyes. “An­swer me, Bran­well.”

The dark boy be­gan pant­ing rapidly, and Bran­well’s hand clutched Emily’s. “No,” he said. “No.” He shook off the small cling­ing hand and stood up straighter. “I’m . . . Bran­well, not Welsh.”

And the fig­ure of the boy be­gan to change. At first Emily thought it was ap­proach­ing her, but then she re­al­ized that it was grow­ing taller. Within sec­onds it was nearly as tall as she was, and it no longer ap­peared to be a lit­tle boy—what stood there now was the sem­blance of a swarthy, mid­dle-aged man in a cloak, gasp­ing. The ex­pan­sion might not have been vol­un­tary, and seemed to pain the thing. It raised its arms, and Emily saw that it was still miss­ing its left hand.

The sep­a­ra­tion of Bran­well and Welsh was, at least for a mo­ment, dis­tinct; and Keeper sprang at the man in the cloak. The big mas­tiff’s jaws closed on an up­flung arm, but there were two dogs oc­cu­py­ing the same space, and the other one tore at the man’s throat.

And the man seemed to ex­plode.

Emily was knocked back­ward off her feet by heavy bun­dles of thrash­ing black feath­ers and scratch­ing claws, and as she hit the floor on her hip and shoul­der she heard the win­dow break in a racket of beat­ing wings.

Crows! she re­al­ized, and then the last of them had col­lided and flut­tered away through the empty case­ment, and a night wind from out over the moors was cold in her sweat-damp hair.

The can­dle on the bed­side ta­ble had been knocked over and ex­tin­guished, but the glow of a quickly ap­proach­ing lamp bright­ened in the hall, and Anne stepped cau­tiously through the door­way into the room hold­ing an oil lamp. Tabby was peer­ing over her shoul­der.

By the lamp’s rel­a­tive glare Emily saw that in fact not all the crows had fled. Keeper was once again just one dog, and again he held a limp black form in his mouth, one wing droop­ing.

Bran­well had col­lapsed across the bed on his side, with his legs trail­ing on the floor. His eyes were closed and snores hitched from his slack mouth.

Emily got up from the floor and sat on the bed be­side Bran­well, pant­ing. She gave Tabby a ques­tion­ing look.

“The gy­trash you stabbed turned all the way back into a man and crawled out of the kitchen,” Tabby said stur­dily, “and out onto the road.” She stepped into the room and pulled the heavy cur­tains across the bro­ken win­dow. “There’s blood and fur, and bro­ken glass and dead wasps, all over the kitchen floor.”

Thank God that Papa isn’t here, Emily thought. “Don’t let Keeper tear that dead crow to bits. I think it’s a piece of death for Welsh.”

Tabby gave a ju­di­cious nod.

Anne walked over to where Keeper stood. The dog still held the crow in his mouth, but re­lin­quished it when Anne tugged gin­gerly at its dan­gling wing.

Emily shook Bran­well’s shoul­der un­til he stirred and blearily opened his eyes. He stared at her for a mo­ment, then thrashed around and sat up to peer into ev­ery cor­ner of the room. He flinched when he saw Anne hold­ing the dead crow’s wing be­tween her thumb and fore­fin­ger.

Emily in­ter­rupted him as he started to speak. “You’re to keep that by you,” she told him. “The ghost dog . . .” She looked up at Anne. “Our grand­fa­ther’s dog was named Keeper too, re­mem­ber?”

Anne nod­ded. “It killed Welsh in 1771, even as Welsh killed it.”

“The ghost Keeper,” Emily went on, “reen­acted it here, tonight. I don’t know how badly that might have weak­ened Welsh’s ghost, but”—she turned to Bran­well—“if he should come back, that dead crow was ex­pressed in his re­mem­bered death—it might re­pel him.”

“I—what, a dead bird?” Bran­well touched the vol­ume of Co­leridge on the blan­ket be­side him. “Like an al­ba­tross? It’ll smell . . .”

“We can dry it in the stove,” Emily said, “and then steep it in sal volatile or some­thing.” She tried to smile. “It would prob­a­bly fit in a coat pocket.”

“That’ll smell worse—”

“It’ll smell medic­i­nal. You’re known to be sickly.”

Bran­well just shook his head.

Emily looked at the ceil­ing and ran her fin­gers through her damp hair. “I’m told,” she said, “that rest­less dead souls—ghosts, vam­pires—can only en­ter a house af­ter they’ve been in­vited in.” She low­ered her head and nod­ded to­ward his book. “As in Co­leridge’s ‘Christa­bel.’ ”

“Did Tabby tell you that? And a horse­shoe over the door will catch good luck, and . . .” Bran­well felt his shirt with his right hand. “My shirt’s torn, and I’ve got a scratch on my stom­ach. Did Keeper . . . ?” His voice fal­tered, and he wasn’t look­ing at Emily.

“When?” she asked.

“You and Anne were there too,” Bran­well mut­tered, “on that day at Pon­den Kirk when we—signed prom­is­sory notes in blood. Why must it have been me?”

Anne in­haled sharply, but Emily just re­peated, “When?”

Bran­well waved his left hand, but it flopped limply; with the fin­gers of his right hand he brushed her ques­tion aside. “What hap­pened here tonight—” He paused. “I say, what did hap­pen? I heard the most fright­ful row from down­stairs.”

Emily just looked cu­ri­ously into his eyes.

“Could I,” he said, “talk to you pri­vately?”

“Prom­is­sory notes?” burst out Anne.

“To what end?” Emily asked him. “Anne and I—and Tabby!—have no se­crets from one an­other.”

Bran­well pounded the book on the bed with his right hand. “I was four­teen! It was a year af­ter that day at Pon­den Kirk, and Char­lotte had gone off to that hor­ri­ble school at Cowan Bridge, twenty miles away—I couldn’t write prop­erly with­out her, if it wasn’t us two—on my own I could only write about Northang­er­land—” Tears were run­ning down his gaunt cheeks. “I saw the dark boy in the church­yard in the snow, and he was bare­foot! How could I not in­vite him in?” Emily started to speak, but he went on, “But he didn’t come in, then! Why would he wait all these years to”—Emily felt him shud­der—“come in­side the house, phys­i­cally?”

Emily wanted noth­ing so much as a cup of tea and bed, but there was a mess to clean up down­stairs. “Oh,” she said ab­sently, “there were ob­sta­cles, I sup­pose. Keeper, Papa’s ban­ish­ing gun­shots, per­haps even the buck­ets of holy wa­ter.” She looked at the dead crow dan­gling from Anne’s fin­gers, and her at­ten­tion sharp­ened. “But the night­folk lost their . . . their ly­can­thropic king not long ago, and since then their ef­forts to—to what, re­store their power?—have pretty much stum­bled.”

She stood up. “I be­lieve tonight was the big ef­fort, meant to set­tle ev­ery­thing at last. Welsh was here to take full pos­ses­sion of you, and Mrs. Flens­ing—she was part of that row in the kitchen, wasn’t she, Tabby?—had a bag that surely held a re­place­ment head for the thing un­der the ledger stone in the church.”

Bran­well’s eyes were wide. “He—the Welsh ghost—told me you were killed, and that your ghost was find­ing a . . . ‘a new and un­pleas­ing head to oc­cupy.’ ”

Emily had not flinched dur­ing the events of this ter­ri­ble night, but she re­coiled now, re­mem­ber­ing the mon­strous skull she had seen partly re­assem­bled on the church al­tar six months ago; they had in­tended to put her soul into some­thing like that? Why? Even as she asked her­self the ques­tion, she guessed at the an­swer: as a place­holder for Welsh’s twin, await­ing re­vival un­der the ledger stone.

“Prom­is­sory notes?” said Anne again. “You told us that day that we’d see Maria.”

“Oh . . .” Bran­well shifted his feet on the floor but didn’t stand up. “You want to see Maria?” he snapped. “Have Emily give you my old spec­ta­cles with Gehenna mud smeared on them, and look at the church­yard some evening! You’ll see her, or things in­dis­tin­guish­able from her.”

“I have,” Anne told him. “I’ve seen them. And Maria would not be one of them. What did we prom­ise when we left our blood on the stone in that cave?”

Bran­well looked away. “We—I was thir­teen, and sim­ply do­ing what I’d been told in a dream! But—very well!—we marked our­selves for at­ten­tion, but also for pro­tec­tion. The ghosts are par­tic­u­larly aware of us—you must have no­ticed that your breath is some­times snatched when you walk by the church­yard?—but at the same time we can re­sist them, they can’t force them­selves on us.”

“And,” pur­sued Anne, “what is the debt?”

“Ah, well—ceded con­trol of one­self, I sup­pose.”

“Emily has de­faulted on that. So have you, tonight.”

“I be­lieve,” said Bran­well with ev­i­dent re­luc­tance, “it means con­trol of one­self af­ter one’s death.”

“We will de­fault on that too,” said Anne sternly.

“Yes,” Emily agreed. “And I think you’ve now re­voked your old in­vi­ta­tion.”

Bran­well was prod­ding his left hand with the fin­gers of his right. Emily no­ticed that his left hand just rocked limply. And she re­called that the Welsh ghost, in the ap­pear­ance of a boy and then a man, had been miss­ing its left hand.

Per­haps, she thought with a chill, the in­vi­ta­tion hasn’t com­pletely been with­drawn; per­haps Welsh still has one hand over the thresh­old.




Un­der a hedge a mile away, Mrs. Flens­ing was rolling back and forth in the dirt, grunt­ing and sweat­ing as her wounds reknit. Evan Salt­meric couldn’t see her very well in the deep shad­ows, but it was clear that most of her dress had been torn away in the fight with the other were­wolf, and her silk chemise was dark with blood.

He had tied a strip torn from his shirt around his fore­head, and the knife-cut Cur­zon had given him had ap­par­ently stopped bleed­ing.

The satchel with the big grotesque head in it sat be­side him on a flat stone. Mrs. Flens­ing had not suc­ceeded in killing the Brontë girl, and the head would soon be­gin to de­cay if some ghost weren’t im­planted in it. Salt­meric knew the pro­ce­dure, and he knew that Mrs. Flens­ing would not let it rot.

It was a sum­mer night, but the wind from over the in­fi­nite quiet hills and val­leys was cold, and he ached to be back in smoky, noisy, bright-lit Lon­don.

He had made his liv­ing as a pan­tomime street ma­gi­cian for ten of his twenty-five years, and early on he had come to the con­clu­sion that some of the cel­e­brated magic shows made use of real su­per­nat­u­ral ef­fects. He had even­tu­ally fol­lowed one of the pop­u­lar ma­gi­cians to the aban­doned-look­ing church in St. An­drew Street, and had met Rev­erend Farfleece and Mrs. Flens­ing, and been judged wor­thy of sub­mit­ting to the dioscuri bap­tism.

Dioscuri! He sat back against the hedge and touched the an­gu­lar bulk that dis­tended the pocket of his coat and had prob­a­bly shred­ded the lin­ing. He had still not suf­fi­ciently gained their trust to be given one of the dou­ble-bladed knives, but half an hour ago he had picked up the one Cur­zon had dropped when the change over­came him.

Farfleece and the Flens­ing woman had shown Evan Salt­meric some small ways to tap into the su­per­nat­u­ral warp­ing of re­al­ity that was gen­er­ated by these fright­ful York­shire atroc­i­ties—gen­uine mag­i­cal ef­fects that could be achieved with sil­ver coins and fire and a bit of blood—and his pan­tomime street per­for­mances had gained in won­der and glamor. But there were grander things to ac­com­plish.

His am­bi­tion had not moved be­yond be­ing a per­former, but he dreamed now of aban­don­ing his squares of ur­ban pave­ment and pre­sent­ing ex­trav­a­gant magic shows in such venues as the Ox­ford Mu­sic Hall and the Lon­don Pavil­ion, and even the the­ater that Robert-Houdin had es­tab­lished at the Palais Royale in Paris.

He needed to main­tain his al­liance with the Oblique or­der, at all costs. Mrs. Flens­ing had told him of all sorts of won­ders—of re­mote moon­lit fairs where ghosts danced; and Celtic tem­ples where old gods still sur­vived; and a mundus loci, a tree in a mag­i­cal grove in York­shire that was the cen­ter of that re­gion’s su­per­nat­u­ral whirlpool, with arches that opened onto places of power. But for the last cou­ple of weeks she had re­cruited his aid in less glam­orous and some­times il­le­gal un­der­tak­ings: rob­bing graves in High­gate Ceme­tery, poi­son­ing holy wa­ter fonts in Catholic churches, and—weird­est of all—hav­ing this were­wolf head grown in a pot by a mad­man who lived on a skiff on the Thames!

And now that aw­ful head lay be­side him in Mrs. Flens­ing’s satchel. She had meant to put into it the ghost of that Brontë girl, but her gun­shot had some­how missed, and then ev­ery­thing had gone to hell. Salt­meric had fol­lowed the badly wounded were­wolf that was Mrs. Flens­ing un­til it had col­lapsed out here in a field and be­gun to change back.

The head in the satchel would need a ghost put into it damn quick, and as soon as Mrs. Flens­ing re­cov­ered she would see that it was done. And Salt­meric him­self was the only other per­son within a long dark mile in any di­rec­tion.

On the turf in front of his boots Mrs. Flens­ing had stopped writhing. Even in the shad­ows he could see that her legs had re­gained hu­man form and shed the bristly pelage, and her face was vis­i­ble as a pale oval—only patchily dark­ened with fur now.

Quickly he un­buck­led the satchel and tilted the hor­ri­ble head out onto the grass. The neck had been cinched shut with wire and tarred, and it still had no hair, but it was rec­og­niz­ably the head of some­thing like a very big ca­nine. The open eyes were milky white, and he shud­dered at the thought of his own spirit locked be­hind them.

He tugged the dioscuri knife free of his pocket and looked at the two long blades—con­flicted wound re­sponse!—and he leaned for­ward to rest the points against Mrs. Flens­ing’s blood­stained throat.

She opened her eyes, but they didn’t yet show alert­ness, so with one fear­ful spas­modic thrust he drove the knife in to the hilt.

Im­me­di­ately he was hor­ri­fied at what he had done, doubt­ing his mem­ory of what had hap­pened in the Brontë par­son­age kitchen and pray­ing that he might be al­lowed to undo these last few sec­onds; but Mrs. Flens­ing’s bare feet scuffed in the grass and the hand he could see—her nor­mal one—clenched in a fist; and then her hand opened and her body sagged, limp and clearly dead.

Des­per­ate to counter the dread­fully ac­cus­ing sight in front of him, he pic­tured him­self stand­ing on a bright-lit stage in evening clothes, fac­ing an au­di­ence that re­ceded into far shad­ows and filled tiers of gal­leries on ei­ther side . . . 

Work­ing quickly, as she had meant to do with the life­less body of the Brontë girl, he picked up the raw, damp were­wolf head with both hands and laid it be­side Mrs. Flens­ing’s slack face. Her ghost would, he un­der­stood, soon re­lin­quish its hold on the killed hu­man-form body and set­tle in the va­cant bes­tial head.

He sat shiv­er­ing for sev­eral min­utes, and when he was sure the trans­fer must have oc­curred if it were ever go­ing to, he rocked the knife back and forth un­til he was able to pull it free of Mrs. Flens­ing’s throat. With dis­tracted care he thor­oughly wiped the par­al­lel blades clean on a still-white cor­ner of her ragged chemise, then tucked it into his coat pocket and rolled the heavy head back into the satchel—ner­vously dis­miss­ing his sus­pi­cion that it had twitched un­der his hands.

He fas­tened the buck­les and hoisted the strap over his shoul­der. He would blame her death on the Cur­zon were­wolf, and surely in her ab­sence he would be in­vited to take a higher place in the Oblique or­der.

He took a quick look up at the stars, then strug­gled to his feet and set off walk­ing south, to­ward the Keigh­ley Road.



CHAP­TER TWELVE


Bran­well sim­ply stayed in bed all the next day, and on the fol­low­ing day Char­lotte and their fa­ther ar­rived back home at the par­son­age. Old Patrick was clearly de­lighted with his re­stored abil­ity to see and read, and pleased to hear that Emily had faith­fully fired his pis­tol over the church­yard ev­ery morn­ing; but he was trou­bled by his son’s wasted ap­pear­ance. It baf­fled him to hear that Bran­well had not spent more than a cou­ple of evenings at the Black Bull in his ab­sence, and he con­cluded that Bran­well must be suf­fer­ing from con­sump­tion, which in fact had taken his el­dest daugh­ters Eliz­a­beth and Maria twenty years ear­lier.

Char­lotte was over­joyed to be with her sis­ters again, and she soon told them that she had writ­ten half of an­other novel while se­questered with their fa­ther in Man­ches­ter. On her first evening home she read sev­eral chap­ters to Emily and Anne, and though they thought that her main char­ac­ter, “Jane Eyre,” ought to be beau­ti­ful, Char­lotte was adamant that the char­ac­ter should be “as plain and small as my­self, and who shall be as in­ter­est­ing as any of yours.”

The kitchen had of course been thor­oughly cleaned and straight­ened, and it was ev­i­dent that, in spite of ac­counts from Emily and Anne and Tabby, Char­lotte couldn’t make her­self be­lieve that the ap­pari­tion of the Welsh boy had been a phys­i­cal pres­ence in the house—much less that two were­wolves had got into a fight in the kitchen. Her sis­ters told her that Bran­well’s left hand was still limp and numb, cor­re­spond­ing to the miss­ing hand of the Welsh ap­pari­tion, but she didn’t want to con­cern her­self with her brother any more than fam­ily rou­tine called for, and she dis­missed any dis­abil­ity of his as a con­se­quence of per­pet­ual drunk­en­ness.

And it was clear that she didn’t en­tirely ap­prove of the ex­pen­sive gift their fa­ther had brought back from Man­ches­ter for Emily: an Os­born Gunby flint­lock pis­tol and load­ing kit.

The fol­low­ing morn­ing the vil­lage was buzzing with the news that a woman had been found mur­dered on the moors—the body had re­port­edly been nearly naked, and stabbed in the neck. A mag­is­trate from Brad­ford had been called in, and con­cluded that the woman must have se­ri­ously in­jured her at­tacker, for the re­mains of her chemise were stained with much more blood than the wound in her neck could ac­count for—but Char­lotte re­proached her sis­ters for spec­u­lat­ing that the poor soul might have been one of the were­wolves who had fought in the kitchen.

Emily knew that it must have been a dioscuri knife that had killed Mrs. Flens­ing—and she let her­self hope that the woman’s plans had died with her. And three days had now passed since Welsh’s ap­pear­ance in Bran­well’s bed­room, and Bran­well gave ev­ery in­di­ca­tion of be­ing en­tirely and ex­clu­sively him­self again. Emily had soaked the tal­is­manic dead crow in aro­matic spir­its of am­mo­nia and, over Tabby’s protests, dried it in the stove and sternly told her brother that he was to keep it near him, and never to leave the house with­out it.




Liv­ing with their brother nev­er­the­less con­tin­ued to be an or­deal.

Char­lotte’s con­tempt for him only in­creased a cou­ple of weeks later, when he set his bed on fire one evening in a drunken stu­por. Emily had rushed in and doused the flames with one of the buck­ets of holy wa­ter, and had sin­gle-hand­edly dragged him from the smol­der­ing bed­clothes and into the hall.

Their fa­ther had for­tu­nately been out that evening, and Emily and Anne and Char­lotte had gath­ered in the kitchen once the scorched blan­kets and sheets had been dis­posed of and the bed re­made and the still-groggy Bran­well helped into it.

“He says he fell asleep,” said Emily, “and must have knocked over the can­dle.”

“Did he have the dead crow on the ta­ble?” asked Anne.

“In the drawer. He doesn’t want to have to ex­plain it to Papa.”

Char­lotte’s face was ex­pres­sion­less.

“He couldn’t have done it with that left hand of his, I sup­pose?” ven­tured Anne.

“I thought that hand was par­a­lyzed,” said Char­lotte.

To Anne, Emily said, “I don’t think so. He was ly­ing on his back, and the can­dle was on the bed­side ta­ble to his right.” Emily shrugged. “Welsh wouldn’t have wanted to burn him up any­way. Even if Welsh is re­cov­ered, and could get in again, he’d want Bran­well’s body . . . in­tact.”

Anne glanced at Emily and quickly looked away; but Emily knew her thought: Bran­well’s been bit­ten—any in­jury would heal very fast.

Their fa­ther had of course smelled the smoke when he came home, and from then on Bran­well was made to sleep in Patrick’s room, where their el­derly fa­ther would have to deal with any fur­ther crises in­volv­ing his son.

Emily kept cus­tody of Bran­well’s or­di­nary spec­ta­cles, and now let him have them only when he wanted to read some­thing, or write. He made a show of his con­se­quent bad vi­sion, bump­ing into fur­ni­ture and door­frames when his sis­ters were nearby.

He was more ag­i­tated at night, and the sis­ters pitied their fa­ther hav­ing to put up with Bran­well’s in­som­niac pac­ing and moan­ing and threats of sui­cide.

He oc­ca­sion­ally ral­lied enough to dress and go to the Black Bull, and when the days grew cooler in the au­tumn he even, with their fa­ther’s per­mis­sion and over Emily’s ob­jec­tions, man­aged to take a cou­ple of overnight trips to visit old friends in Hal­i­fax, eight miles away. The only con­se­quence was that he spent the next few days in bed, lament­ing his wasted life.

Al­to­gether it seemed to Emily that Bran­well had, with the in­ter­mit­tent help of al­co­hol, man­aged to for­get the night Welsh had been in his room. She even al­lowed her­self, some­times, to hope that Welsh had been ef­fec­tively ban­ished on that night.

She saw the sheep­herder Adam Wright once in church, and he seemed wary of her—pos­si­bly imag­in­ing that it was Emily who had killed Mrs. Flens­ing. He didn’t meet Emily’s eye, nor pre­sumed to call on Bran­well at the par­son­age, but Emily noted that he sat in a pew near the grooved ledger stone.

Emily and Anne and Keeper main­tained a cau­tious vig­i­lance. Through­out the au­tumn, un­til an early and es­pe­cially se­vere win­ter made it vir­tu­ally im­pos­si­ble to leave the house, Emily con­tin­ued to load and fire her new pis­tol sev­eral times a day, hik­ing out to fire one shot at Pon­den Kirk; Anne and Keeper al­ways ac­com­pa­nied her on that hike, and Char­lotte of­ten joined them, out­wardly skep­ti­cal but at­ten­tive. Anne got a friend to send her bot­tles of Catholic holy wa­ter, and she sur­rep­ti­tiously added it to the buck­ets through­out the house. And Keeper was al­ways with Emily, watch­ing all cor­ners of a room or all points of the com­pass on a moor­land hori­zon.

Re­call­ing Tabby’s ad­vice, Emily con­tin­ued sleep­ing with a bright cop­per penny un­der her pil­low—though in the morn­ing it never proved to have turned black, and in any case her dreams were al­ways ob­vi­ously her own: of cook­ing, of load­ing and fir­ing the pis­tol, of ford­ing moor­land streams or climb­ing hills with Keeper.

That win­ter was the cold­est any­one could re­call, and no one in the fam­ily ven­tured far­ther than the church once a week, not even to buy pa­per at Mr. Green­wood’s shop twenty steps down the street. Anne suf­fered from asthma, Char­lotte could hardly sleep be­cause of a toothache, and Emily and Keeper were rest­less at the con­fine­ment within close fa­mil­iar walls. Their fa­ther had taken back his pis­tol and re­sumed fir­ing it over the church­yard ev­ery morn­ing, open­ing his bed­room win­dow just wide enough for the pis­tol’s bar­rel to fit through.

The fam­ily’s cel­e­bra­tion of Christ­mas Day was muted. The vil­lage poul­terer made the short hike up the street to de­liver a goose, and while it was cook­ing in the range, Tabby and Emily pre­pared smoked ba­con and had­dock soup and a pot of mashed pota­toes with onions, and Patrick brought out a bot­tle of brandy he had been hid­ing from Bran­well—but all of them had colds, and the par­lor with its fire­place and the kitchen with the big iron range were the only rooms that were re­ally warm.

Emily took com­fort from the fact that there had been no su­per­nat­u­ral in­tru­sions for more than three months, and to Anne she quoted the lines from Ham­let:




“Some say that ever ’gainst that sea­son comes

Wherein our Saviour’s birth is cel­e­brated,

The bird of dawn­ing singeth all night long;

And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad,

The nights are whole­some, then no plan­ets strike,

No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,

So hal­low’d and so gra­cious is the time.”




“Pray the bird of dawn­ing singeth through the com­ing year!” Anne said.

Emily shook her head. “Pray that the dead bird in Bran­well’s drawer keeps his nights whole­some. Our brother may still be a con­tested prop­erty.”

In his more con­vivial days Bran­well used to im­press his friends with his abil­ity to si­mul­ta­ne­ously write in Greek with one hand and Latin with the other. Emily didn’t be­lieve he had done it in quite a while, and of course he couldn’t do the trick now, with his use­less left hand; but one morn­ing in March of the new year Keeper pawed at Emily un­til she fol­lowed him up­stairs—and found Bran­well hunched over an inkwell and a sheet of pa­per, writ­ing fu­ri­ously with his left hand.

Emily tried for a shocked mo­ment to be­lieve that Char­lotte had been right—that the paral­y­sis had been had been some con­se­quence of his drink­ing, from which he had now re­cov­ered; but when he looked up in guilty sur­prise, his hand dropped the pen and be­gan rapidly crawl­ing across the ta­ble to­ward her like a spi­der.

With his right hand he seized it and pulled it across his chest, where its fin­gers clawed at his shirt.

“Greek?” Emily asked brightly, walk­ing past him to the win­dow. “Latin?”

With his el­bow Bran­well slid the sheet of pa­per into his lap, but Emily had glanced down as she passed him and had seen that it was three long lines ir­reg­u­larly cross­hatched by short ones. Ogham, her fa­ther had called that kind of writ­ing, the an­cient Celtic tree-al­pha­bet. It was the lan­guage in­cised on the ledger stone in the church.

“My last will and tes­ta­ment,” Bran­well said lightly. He was sweat­ing, but forced a smile. “You’re not to sneak a look at it.”

With her back to the gray light out­side the win­dow so that he would see only her sil­hou­ette, she asked, “Where’s your crows?”

He choked and then grunted out two syl­la­bles in a harsh voice, and his left hand pushed free of his right and scut­tled down his shirt to the leg of his trousers; it pulled his arm out nearly straight and paused on his knee, flex­ing up and down like a pant­ing an­i­mal, with two fin­gers ex­tended stiffly to­ward Emily.

A mo­ment later his right hand had snatched it up and clutched it again to his chest.

In his own strained voice, Bran­well said, “What did you say?”

“I said ‘Where’s your crow?’ I told you to keep it by you.”

“I—oh yes, the dead bird. Hon­estly, it was start­ing to smell so bad!—that I took it out­side and buried it.” He nod­ded, ap­prov­ing his story. “I was afraid Keeper would eat it,” he added, “and die of that sal volatile you soaked it in.”

Emily pushed away from the win­dow and walked to the door. Over he shoul­der she said, bleakly, “I hope I don’t have to get you an­other.”

The next morn­ing at dawn she had got out of bed and put on her robe and started to­ward the door, when she re­mem­bered the penny un­der her pil­low. For a week or so af­ter the bat­tle in the kitchen she had checked it ev­ery morn­ing, but the coin had al­ways re­mained bright cop­per, and she had laid it in place when she made the bed ev­ery morn­ing with­out pay­ing par­tic­u­lar at­ten­tion to it.

This morn­ing she struck a match to the bed­side can­dle and lifted the pil­low. The penny was a black spot on the white sheet.

And all at once she re­mem­bered her dream.

She had been stand­ing in the church­yard in in­ter­mit­tent moon­light among the flat and stand­ing stones, sway­ing like a reed in the night wind. Be­tween a cou­ple of leaf­less trees she could see the two-story bulk of the par­son­age—the win­dows were all so dark that she knew there was no glass in the frames, and she could see the paler gray sky through an­gu­lar gaps in the roof.

A fig­ure had been stand­ing at the par­son­age door, and, pal­pa­bly aware of her even at this dis­tance, had be­gun walk­ing down the steps. The dream had ended be­fore she had been able to see the fig­ure’s face, if in­deed it had had a face.

If the penny’s gone black in the morn­ing, Tabby had said, you know your dream was an omen.

Emily laid the pil­low back down, and a mo­ment later jumped at the fa­mil­iar boom of her fa­ther’s dawn gun­shot. She looked around her nar­row bed­room at the dimly vis­i­ble draw­ings on the walls, then thought­fully de­scended the stairs to be­gin mak­ing break­fast.

Bran­well didn’t come down, of course, and con­ver­sa­tion over the bowls of hot oat­meal por­ridge was sparse. Their fa­ther, who joined them for break­fast these days, only re­marked that for once Bran­well had slept through the night.

Char­lotte com­plained of her toothache and went up­stairs to her room to lie down. Emily and Anne vol­un­teered to help old Tabby wash the pot and bowls, and in the kitchen Emily told the other two about Bran­well’s hand and her dream and the black penny.

Tabby was trou­bled by the dream. She ac­knowl­edged that the par­son­age must one day be a ruin, but ob­jected to the way Emily had seen it. “You were your ghost, there,” she said, “but that shouldn’t ever be wan­der­ing abroad. Your ghost is to lie quiet in the vault, con­fined with your mother and sis­ters.”

Emily knew that she had been a ghost in the dream, and re­mem­bered Bran­well say­ing that he and Emily and Anne had ceded con­trol when they had left their blood at Pon­den Kirk so long ago—ceded con­trol even, and es­pe­cially, af­ter their deaths.

I will die be­fore I per­mit that, she thought; oh, and I won’t per­mit it af­ter­ward, ei­ther! But she just said, “I’ll go where I please, in the flesh or not.”

Anne looked up from the sink and said, “Papa told us the ogham writ­ing cut into the ledger stone is the name of the mon­ster un­der it—with a branch of lines that con­tra­dict the name.”

Emily nod­ded and com­pleted her sis­ter’s thought. “Bran­well might have been—that is, his hand, which is Welsh’s, might have been—com­pos­ing a con­tra­dic­tion to the con­tra­dic­tion.”

“Mrs. Flens­ing’s body was found,” said Anne, “but that satchel she car­ried—the young man who came in with her took it.”

Emily shud­dered at the men­tion of the satchel.

“Do you reckon,” said Tabby as she set about mak­ing tea, “it was that young man who put a knife into her neck?”

“I’m sure of it,” said Emily. “And I think if he had not, she’d have put a knife into his neck—since she hadn’t suc­ceeded in killing me.” And putting my soul into the mon­ster head that had surely been in that satchel, she thought.

That head is out there some­where, she thought, prob­a­bly with Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost in it now. And Welsh—his hand, at any rate—is ac­tive in our very house.

“Papa,” she said slowly, “has a friend, of sorts, who might tell us how to free our fam­ily from these . . . ad­he­sions.”

Anne was frown­ing doubt­fully. “Mr. Brown? I sup­pose he could cut more marks into the stone . . .”

“No.”

Emily thought of a wicker fig­ure in a time­less stone tem­ple.

“Min­erva,” she said.

The name clearly meant noth­ing to Tabby, but Anne looked un­happy. “What, again?” she said. “A pa­gan god­dess! You’ll put your im­mor­tal soul in peril! Surely a priest, a Catholic priest—”

“—Would not be a pa­gan,” Emily fin­ished, “in spite of what Char­lotte would say. But it’s pa­gan forces prey­ing on us. Fight fire with fire.”

“Could you even find that tem­ple again?”

Emily looked at the floor, where she was sure some were­wolf blood must still lie be­tween the stones. Anne re­peated her ques­tion.

“No,” Emily said. “No, the way to it had to be opened.”

She and Keeper had sev­eral times hiked out to that re­mem­bered hill a mile south of the River Aire, but no tem­ple had been vis­i­ble on the heath be­low it, nor man­i­fested it­self when they leaped over the in­ert lines of stones in the grass. The patches where the holes and fis­sures had opened up and then filled were hard to de­tect, over­grown now with grass and heather.

She got to her feet and walked down the hall to the par­lor. When she came back she was car­ry­ing her fold­ing wooden desk, and she sat down at the ta­ble and opened the hinged lid.

“I need to send a let­ter in the next post,” she said, pulling a card out from un­der a sheaf of man­u­script pages. On it was scrawled a Lon­don ad­dress, but no name.

Anne rec­og­nized the card. “You,” she said flatly, “a cu­rate’s daugh­ter, will so­licit help from a pa­gan god­dess, through the of­fices of a were­wolf.”

Emily thought of a woman who had re­port­edly leaped to her death from a tur­ret bal­cony in Aller­ton in early March of last year, and of her­self stab­bing an un­nat­u­ral mur­der­ous beast in this very kitchen six months ago; but she said, with af­fected light­ness, “At least he’s a Catholic were­wolf.”

Tabby mut­tered, “Worse and worse.”

Emily slid a blank sheet of pa­per free, and lifted out the ink bot­tle and un­capped it.

Tabby leaned on the counter, dry­ing her hands with a towel and shak­ing her head mourn­fully. “You do dive aw­ful deep,” she said, “to find a way to come up for air.”








PART THREE:
APRIL 1847


The starry night shall tid­ings bring

Go out upon the breezy moor

Watch for a bird with sable wing

And beak and talons drip­ping gore . . . 

—Emily Brontë








CHAP­TER THIR­TEEN


Cur­zon did not re­ply to the let­ter Emily sent him, and one mid­night in April an echo­ing boom from in­side the church led to the dis­cov­ery that the ledger stone had cracked from end to end.

Emily had pulled on her boots and a coat, and she and Keeper fol­lowed Patrick down the moon­lit walk to the church. They en­tered cau­tiously, and when the lantern Patrick was car­ry­ing showed the inch-wide split in the stone, they hur­ried across the street and Patrick pounded on John Brown’s door.

The alarmed sex­ton quickly mixed up a wheel­bar­row full of mor­tar in his stone­yard, and when the three of them had made their way back into the church, Emily held the lantern while she and her fa­ther and Keeper watched the sex­ton trowel mor­tar into the length of the crack. None of them needed to ask if the oth­ers heard the muf­fled shift­ing and grind­ing un­der the stone, and Keeper, pos­si­bly sniff­ing some ex­ha­la­tion from be­low, growled un­til the last trowel-full was scraped into place.

Patrick was softly say­ing the Pa­ter Nos­ter, but he raised his voice so that it rang in the high ceil­ing beams as he pro­nounced breagh gan ainm—the Old Celtic phrase that meant Lie name­less.

When John Brown had smoothed the mor­tar flush with the bro­ken edges of the stone, Patrick crouched and used his church key to trace lines in the fresh mor­tar, con­nect­ing the old in­cised lines that were now in­ter­rupted by the crack.

“That won’t do,” Patrick said as he stood up. “John, you’ve got to cut a fresh stone—du­pli­cate those orig­i­nal lines—be­fore sun­set.”

John Brown was wip­ing his hands on a scrap of cloth. “I hope,” he said, “it will do to just lay the new stone over the bro­ken one. I don’t fancy lift­ing that one.”

“I—don’t know,” said Emily’s fa­ther. In the lantern glow he looked very old.

Emily and Keeper walked him back to the par­son­age. Char­lotte and Anne were peer­ing out from ei­ther side of the opened front door, shiv­er­ing in their night­gowns, and when Emily and their fa­ther had got in­side and he had care­fully re-bolted the door, they all walked back to the kitchen and Char­lotte put a pot of wa­ter on the range to boil. Tabby called down from up­stairs to ask if all was well, and Patrick told her to go back to sleep.

Af­ter Emily and their fa­ther had de­scribed the cracked stone and John Brown seal­ing it with mor­tar, Char­lotte cocked her head ju­di­ciously and be­gan, “It could be that shifts in tem­per­a­ture—”

But Emily in­ter­rupted her. “No. We heard the twin mov­ing around un­der­neath.”

“What can we do?” whis­pered Anne.

“There’ve been no over­tures from its twin, the Welsh ghost,” said Patrick. “In years past you have seen the ragged boy man­i­fes­ta­tion out on the moors, but my gun­shots—” He paused and nod­ded to Emily. “Our gun­shots have ap­par­ently kept him away from the church and this house since the death of your mother. You chil­dren are safe from him. I—”

“He was in this house!” Anne burst out. “Last Sep­tem­ber, when you and Char­lotte were in Man­ches­ter! And Emily and Bran­well and I saw him on the moors that day, spoke to him! And long be­fore that we ap­par­ently wrote prom­is­sory notes—”

To Emily’s alarm, Patrick rocked back in his chair, grip­ping the edge of the ta­ble and sud­denly pale. “In the house! Vis­i­ble?”

Emily laid her hand over one of his cold hands. “We ban­ished him. Yes, vis­i­ble—he takes crows to make up the mass of a body. But Keeper in­jured him, drove him away.”

“God help me,” said Patrick softly, “I thought the Catholic ex­or­cism in 1821 re­voked her in­vi­ta­tion.”

Anne cocked her head. “Her in­vi­ta­tion?”

“Whose?” asked Emily.

“Ah—your mother didn’t know any bet­ter. She saw a bare­foot boy in the snow, in the church­yard—it was nat­u­ral, hu­mane, to in­vite him in, across the thresh­old.”

For sev­eral sec­onds none of them spoke.

“The ex­or­cism may have worked,” Emily said, “at least for keep­ing the thing out of the house. Bran­well too saw the boy in the snow, when he was four­teen. And—” She spread the fin­gers of her free hand.

“How soon,” asked Anne timidly, “do you sup­pose we could get an­other Catholic priest out here?”

Char­lotte poured tea into four cups and glared at her fa­ther. “I re­ally think an An­gli­can priest—such as your­self!—would be more qual­i­fied.”

“I’m afraid I disqual­i­fied my­self, pray­ing to Min­erva all those years ago.” Patrick picked up his teacup and blew across the top of it. “We should pack for a trip to France.”

“What,” said Char­lotte, “all of us? Can we even af­ford pas­sage?”

“No,” Patrick ad­mit­ted.

“And you can’t aban­don your parish,” put in Anne.

“I’m not leav­ing,” said Emily. “No dev­ils are go­ing to drive me away from where I live.”

Patrick gave her a dis­tracted smile. “You shoot them all, child.” He blinked and turned to Anne. “What prom­is­sory notes?”

“That was noth­ing,” spoke up a new voice from the hall, and Bran­well stepped into the kitchen. The loud boom from the church must have awak­ened him, and he seemed alert. Keeper stood up be­side Emily’s chair. Bran­well went on, “I’m sure Welsh was only try­ing to frighten you with that phrase.” To his fa­ther he said, dis­tinctly, “When we were chil­dren—I was thir­teen!—I pro­posed a game. We hiked to Pon­den Kirk and cut our fin­gers to dab a few drops of blood in the fairy cave at its base. It had no sig­nif­i­cance.”

“Good God!” ex­claimed their fa­ther. “Of all the . . . fool­hardy . . . !” He shook his head un­hap­pily, and Emily noted his thin­ning white hair and re­called that he was sev­enty years old. “I re­ally think we need to cross the sea.”

“Noth­ing came of it,” Bran­well as­sured him. “Certes the blood is long since washed away.”

“That’s not what you said in Sep­tem­ber,” ven­tured Anne.

In the last few sec­onds Emily’s face had gone cold, and now the backs of her hands tin­gled. That’s not what Bran­well said, she men­tally cor­rected her sis­ter.

“I ex­pect I was try­ing to frighten you too,” Bran­well said with a smile.

Tabby had poured an­other cup, and Bran­well picked up the cup with his right hand. Keeper was star­ing at him, and when Emily stroked the dog’s thick neck she could feel the vi­bra­tion of an un­cer­tain growl.

Patrick blinked up at his son. “It was a mon­strously fool­ish thing to do.”

Bran­well shrugged and with his left hand pat­ted his fa­ther on the shoul­der, his fin­gers flex­ing. Emily shud­dered at the sight of the touch.

“Noth­ing came of it,” Bran­well as­sured him.

Emily kept her breath­ing even, and held her own cup with a steady hand. He hasn’t asked what the loud noise was, she thought; or, if he some­how didn’t hear it, why we’re all awake down here.

She met Anne’s eye, and when Bran­well was look­ing at their fa­ther she shook her head. We must not dis­cuss these things in front of him, she thought. We’ve said too much here al­ready.

She hoped that Bran­well had not heard their fa­ther men­tion hav­ing prayed to Min­erva.

“It’s late,” she said.

“Far too early to be get­ting up, at least,” said Char­lotte.

“There’s noth­ing more to be done tonight,” con­ceded Patrick, slid­ing his chair back. “I’d rel­ish an­other cou­ple of hours’ sleep.” He gave Bran­well a weary look, no doubt think­ing of the two of them go­ing back up­stairs to his bed­room, where Bran­well still slept on a cot. “Will you lie quiet, and not com­plain about your in­som­nia?”

“I’ll be asleep be­fore you are,” said Bran­well.

“Papa,” said Emily sud­denly, “stay up with me. I—” She racked her mind for a plau­si­ble rea­son to keep her fa­ther from be­ing alone with the thing in Bran­well’s body. “I want to pray.”

Char­lotte gave her a sur­prised look, but Anne nod­ded. “It’s what we can do,” she said.

“Of course,” said their fa­ther.

Emily thought she saw Bran­well re­press a shud­der. “I’m to my cot,” he said, step­ping to the hall door­way. “It’s likely to be a busy day.”

When his son’s foot­steps had re­ceded away up the stairs, Patrick rubbed both hands over his face, then let them drop to the ta­ble. He peered at Emily.

“Was that Bran­well?”

“No,” she said, set­ting down her cup.

Anne nod­ded and, to Emily’s sur­prise, Char­lotte said, “I won­dered.”

Thun­der cracked and rolled out over the dark moors, as if a late echo of the split­ting stone, and Emily was re­minded of her fa­ther’s ac­count of ask­ing Min­erva for the ar­mor of the cy­clopes. They also made thun­der­bolts, as Anne had re­called then.

“Where,” asked Patrick in a voice tight with con­trol, “is my son?”

“He’s there,” said Emily quickly, “and these mo­ments of dis­lo­ca­tion are un­com­mon—he can usu­ally re­sist them. To­mor­row he won’t re­mem­ber that he came down­stairs just now.”

“What . . . per­son­al­ity was that which spoke to us? Am I un­hap­pily cor­rect in my guess?”

“You are,” Emily ad­mit­ted. “But Welsh was di­min­ished when both Keep­ers mauled him in Sep­tem­ber, and un­til just now I’ve only been able to guess at Welsh’s pres­ence in Bran­well—when he’s lost track of a con­ver­sa­tion for a few mo­ments.” And once or twice, she thought, given me a mo­men­tary and in­stantly for­got­ten look of fury.

“Or pre­tends to un­der­stand some­thing Bran­well does un­der­stand,” said Anne sadly. “Like our old Glass Town sto­ries.”

“That which I greatly feared hath come upon me,” Patrick mut­tered hol­lowly. “I hope an ex­or­cism won’t kill my boy.”

Emily quickly walked to the hall and looked up the stairs, and she ex­haled in re­lief to see that the fig­ure of Bran­well was not crouched in the shad­ows, wide-eyed and lis­ten­ing.

She walked back into the kitchen, and shook her head in an­swer to the alarmed looks the other three gave her.

“Our brother will be back up in the morn­ing, I’m sure,” she said. “I don’t be­lieve Welsh sus­pects that we’ve seen through his mo­ments of im­pos­ture—”

“Or cares,” said Char­lotte.

“—and,” Emily went on, “they’re brief. Shorter than they were last year, when Welsh did things like walk in Bran­well’s body to the church. We dealt him a set­back in Sep­tem­ber.”

“He might re­gain his lost ground,” said Anne, “if the twin un­der the stone gets up. It might force full com­ple­tion of the pair—full pos­ses­sion of Bran­well.”

“Dig out the fresh mor­tar,” said Char­lotte, “pour oil down the crack, and ig­nite it.”

Emily shook her head. “The Flens­ing woman was go­ing to awaken it by restor­ing its bare skull. Fire wouldn’t de­stroy its bones.”

“Though it would cer­tainly de­stroy the church,” said Patrick. He turned to Emily. “Both Keep­ers?”

“One is a ghost,” Emily said. “It at­tacked Welsh’s ghost, as our Keeper at­tacked the form he had as­sem­bled.”

“Re­ally!” Patrick’s eye­brows were raised. “Yes, that would have to be the ghost of our Keeper’s name­sake—the mas­tiff that killed Welsh in 1771. Of course. It’s a mercy he fol­lowed Welsh’s ghost here.” He pushed his chair back from the ta­ble. “Is the floor too hard to kneel on? I think prayer is our best re­course tonight.”




Bran­well came stum­bling down the stairs just as din­ner was be­ing served in the par­lor at noon, and he grumpily re­fused any­thing more than a cup of tea. Emily and her sis­ters stole glances at him, and found op­por­tu­ni­ties to nod re­as­sur­ingly at one an­other.

Catch­ing a cou­ple of their looks, he ran the fin­gers of his right hand through his gin­ger hair, clearly to find out if it was stick­ing up in an odd way. “I heard an aw­ful boom in the mid­dle of the night,” he said. “Has any­one checked to see if the church tower fell over?”

His tone was un­cer­tain and de­fen­sive.

Emily looked at him spec­u­la­tively. “The ledger stone in the church floor split, from end to end.”

“Oh no,” he whis­pered, and by his ev­i­dent dis­may Emily knew this was her brother.

Tabby had been told about it as soon as she had come down­stairs, and had grum­bled at not be­ing told last night. Now as she bus­tled in to take their aunt’s teapot, she just re­cited un­der her breath the sec­ond line painted on it: “To die is gain.”

“Amen,” whis­pered Anne.

Their fa­ther had as usual taken his din­ner in his room, and when Char­lotte and Anne went out front to look at the sparse gar­den, Bran­well took hold of his left wrist and laid that hand limp on the ta­ble. “Did I come down­stairs last night?” he asked Emily; and when she nod­ded, he said, “That wasn’t me.”

“I know,” Emily said. We all knew, she thought.

“I wasn’t drunk, that night I set my bed on fire.”

Emily raised her eye­brows.

“I woke up, and I could feel him crowd­ing me out of my self! It was as if a glacier were to push a house off its foun­da­tions, but fast. While I still had some flicker of agency, I reached across with the hand I still pos­sess and pulled the can­dle into the bed.”

He sat back and closed his eyes. His wasted face un­der his dis­or­dered hair looked to Emily like the face of a corpse.

“It worked, that night,” he said hoarsely. “I lost hold of my con­scious­ness, but he re­coiled from the sud­den pain. I’m sorry you got burned pulling me out of the bed.”

Emily took his right hand and said fiercely, “Keeper and I will kill him be­fore he can take you.”

“How?” He opened his eyes. “Kill the crows he as­sem­bles? In Sep­tem­ber he told me he could gather up grass to show a form.”

“We’ll do it.” She thought of the two Keep­ers, and won­dered if Welsh were eaves­drop­ping. “I don’t know how, but I’ll keep you from him.”

“I think if I were to be freed from him now, from his sus­te­nance, I’d die.”

“I think that’s not un­likely. But you’ll en­ter eter­nity as your­self.”

He laughed softly. “Papa should let you preach a ser­mon.”

She gave him a grudg­ing smile. “I’m half pa­gan.”

“I like that half.”

She stood up. “The other half is Chris­tian. Pray to God like a mad­man while you can.”

“How else?” He got to his feet. “I be­lieve my par­a­site must al­ways be ter­ri­bly tense—I feel as if I walked a mile last night. Can I have my spec­ta­cles? I’d like to read in my room. Maybe even write a bit.” He caught her wary look and added, “In Eng­lish.”




Word had quickly spread through the vil­lage that the ogham-chis­eled ledger stone had cracked, and by late af­ter­noon the stone was hardly vis­i­ble un­der a drift of wooden and iron crosses and up­right lit can­dles and pa­pers with hand­writ­ten prayers on them. Af­ter putting out sev­eral small fires, Patrick told his daugh­ters that the church might well burn down even with­out Char­lotte’s pro­posed rem­edy.

Emily and Keeper set out on their usual hike across the hills and becks and sheep-paths, and she car­ried the pis­tol in its case so that she could fire across the haunted land­scape and reload sev­eral times dur­ing the long trek. The two of them walked along the north ridge above the val­ley where the rain-widened Pon­den Clough Beck tum­bled along its course, and when the black old mon­u­ment came in view in the dis­tance, Emily sat down in the heather and reloaded the pis­tol once again. Be­fore she stood up she au­to­mat­i­cally tapped the dioscuri knife in its home­made card­board sheath on her calf.

She and Keeper were level with the plateau, and could have walked around by the north path and stood at the top of Pon­den Kirk, but they ap­proached it only to a point from which Emily es­ti­mated that the sound of the gun­shot would carry to the an­cient ed­i­fice. She fired the pis­tol in its di­rec­tion, then turned back to­ward home. Heavy clouds were mass­ing on the north­ern hori­zon, and she was glad they’d be in be­fore the ap­proach­ing storm swept over Ha­worth.

By the time they had walked back to the par­son­age the low­er­ing sun was cast­ing vales of shadow be­tween the hills, and as soon as Emily had taken off her coat and ex­changed her boots for shoes, Tabby put her to work peel­ing pota­toes for to­mor­row’s din­ner.

When the day­light faded from the win­dows, Anne and Char­lotte walked back from the par­lor with a new is­sue of Black­wood’s, and Anne noted that Liv­er­pool had lately ap­pointed a Med­i­cal Of­fi­cer of Health for the city.

Emily set a pot of wa­ter on the range and said, “I wish the Gen­eral Board of Health in Lon­don would act on Papa’s pe­ti­tions.”

“Ha­worth is prob­a­bly not a pri­or­ity,” ob­served Char­lotte.

Emily was won­der­ing if this were a night on which Bran­well would have suc­ceeded in bor­row­ing a few shillings from their fa­ther, and make his way to the Black Bull, when she heard his boots de­scend the stairs to the hall.

But in­stead of hur­ry­ing down the hall to the front door, Bran­well stepped past where Emily sat and pulled open the back door.

“Bad guts,” he mut­tered, and stepped out­side.

Emily un­der­stood that he was go­ing to the privy in the back yard, and she was again re­minded of the un­san­i­tary ar­range­ments in Ha­worth.

“It can’t be healthy,” she re­marked as she stood up to pour hot wa­ter into the teapot, “that our well is level with the church­yard, and the whole vil­lage is down­hill, down­stream, from it.”

She swirled the hot wa­ter in the teapot, poured it back into the ket­tle, and then filled the teapot and mea­sured sev­eral spoon­fuls of tea leaves into it.

Keeper came in from the hall and nudged her leg.

“What is it, boy?” she asked him.

Anne said sud­denly, “What hand did Bran­well open the door with?”

Emily’s face went cold even as she re­played it in her mind.

“His left,” she said. And then she was on her feet, kick­ing off her shoes and snatch­ing her boots and coat. A few mo­ments later she was in the moon­lit back yard, with Keeper right be­side her.

The privy was empty, its door ajar.

She whis­pered, “Where are you tak­ing him, damn you?” And then she be­gan run­ning down the path west, to­ward the open fields and hills.




She was scarcely a hun­dred feet away from the par­son­age when the damp wind car­ried a re­ver­ber­at­ing howl from no more than a mile in the dis­tance. Keeper growled but loped along close be­side Emily.

She could see the flail­ing fig­ure of Bran­well far ahead, but he was run­ning at a head­long pace she didn’t dare to match on the in­ter­mit­tently moon­lit track. Be­fore long she lost sight of him al­to­gether, but she ran on, pant­ing now.

She glimpsed him again as she crested a low rise, but only for a mo­ment—he had stopped be­side the tall, soli­tary Bog­garts Green stone, and he stepped to the far side of it, out of her sight.

She re­minded her­self that it was Welsh that she was pur­su­ing, and she let her pace slow as she ap­proached the stand­ing stone. She hadn’t seen Bran­well again since he had dis­ap­peared be­hind it. At last she walked up to the stone and rested one hand against its ir­reg­u­lar cold sur­face. Keeper walked to the far side, then stepped back, cock­ing his head.

Emily took a deep breath and walked wide around the stone to stand be­side him.

And she gasped. She had walked past the Bog­garts Green stone count­less times over many years, and be­cause it was sup­posed to be haunted she had al­ways eyed it war­ily as she passed it—and so she knew as well as she knew any­thing that it stood in a wide field of low gorse.

But tonight there was a grove of clus­tered wil­low trees on this far side of it, and a path that wound out of sight be­tween over­hang­ing branches that did not shake in the night wind that was toss­ing her hair. The scene seemed to be lit by dif­fused moon­light.

She was cer­tain that if she stepped back and walked around the other side of the stone, she would see only the or­di­nary fa­mil­iar field—but she stared ahead, shiv­er­ing in fas­ci­na­tion.

A mov­ing fig­ure briefly sep­a­rated it­self from the tree sil­hou­ettes at the far­thest vis­i­ble ex­tent of the im­pos­si­ble path, and she rec­og­nized it as Bran­well.

From the cor­ner of her eye she saw Keeper move for­ward; and at the same time she could see that he re­mained stand­ing be­side her. She looked down and saw that it was the sec­ond bull­mas­tiff—the ghost of her Keeper’s name­sake—that was walk­ing into the grove.

It’s a ghost road, she thought. But poor Bran­well and I have ghost guides tonight.

She ran her fin­gers through her damp and wind­blown hair, and then she and her liv­ing Keeper fol­lowed the ghost dog.

She stepped care­fully, stay­ing in the cen­ter of the path, for she heard things chit­ter­ing and slith­er­ing back among the cur­tains of wil­low branches, and a smell like stag­nant wa­ter hung in the still air.

It oc­curred to her to look back—but be­hind her the path dwin­dled away be­tween clus­tered boughs in the spotty moon­light, with no gap open­ing onto the moor road they had left. She wiped the back of her hand across her mouth. The way out, she thought, if there is one, is for­ward.

“I’m com­ing,” she said softly to Keeper, who had paused and now started for­ward again with Emily fol­low­ing.

Soon re­flected fire­light glit­tered on the long wil­low leaves ahead, and when Emily passed a clus­ter of trees she was look­ing through a screen of leaves into a wide, spi­rally rip­pled clear­ing that was dom­i­nated by an enor­mous oak tree in the cen­ter. Flar­ing torches stuck up­right in the ground around the bor­der of the clear­ing showed her many arched open­ings in the tree’s wide trunk, and ex­panses where the bark had been cut away to make room for ser­pen­tine bas re­lief carv­ings, and, on the mas­sive trunk stretch­ing away over­head, bal­conies shad­owed and half-hid­den by thick branches.

Bran­well stood be­side one of the arches at the base of the trunk, be­side a man and what ap­peared to be sev­eral chil­dren decked in mul­ti­col­ored rib­bons, but for a few breaths Emily sim­ply stared in as­ton­ish­ment at the en­tire scene—the broad clear­ing in the wil­low grove, the perime­ter torches, the gi­gan­tic tree in the cen­ter of it all. She didn’t see the ghost dog now, and she clung to the fact that her Keeper was still be­side her, as re­as­sur­ance that she had not some­how lost a big seg­ment of time.

Bran­well and his com­pan­ion—she saw now that it was the sheep­herder Adam Wright—were ar­gu­ing. Emily slowly bent down and drew her dioscuri from the sheath on her calf.

Wright said loudly, “The vil­lagers will kill that body you’re in, if you do it. They love the old cu­rate—”

“They can try,” said Bran­well’s voice. “But I will have honor’s due.”

Small crea­tures nipped at Emily’s boots and crept silently out of her way as she moved across the marshy ground to her left, cir­cling the clear­ing be­hind the over­hang­ing boughs. Her boots in the mud seemed to stir up the sul­furous smell. Keeper padded be­hind her, and though he shook his paws and snapped at the crea­tures in the mud, he knew bet­ter than to growl.

Paus­ing to peer through the wil­low fronds, Emily saw now that the child­like fig­ures stand­ing around the two men were in fact wrin­kled and bald, shrunken and hunched as if with unimag­in­able age.

“I saw a sturdy oak that spun the gyre,” piped one of them, and an­other replied, “I saw a tower big as the moon and higher.” Emily be­lieved they were lines from an old nurs­ery rhyme.

“With­out some bones we can’t crawl off to bed,” said a third, and the first speaker added, “Noth­ing’s been killed! Aren’t we to be fed?”

Emily touched Keeper’s col­lar; those lines had not been from any nurs­ery rhyme. Only now did she no­tice the knives in knit­ted sheaths that swung on rib­bons around the lit­tle peo­ple’s necks.

Wright ig­nored the lit­tle fig­ures and went on, “Last night the stone broke! And you’re here, in a body! It’s hap­pen­ing, fi­nally. This morn­ing you sent for the head—it will be here in two days, three at most.” Wright waved his hands in the air. “Kill the old preacher af­ter you and your twin are re­stored and re­united! Then you’ll rule, ex­tend this leapfrog grove to the Lan­cashire bor­der, Man­ches­ter, Lin­colnshire—Eng­land en­tire!”

In the torch­light Bran­well’s face kinked in an un­fa­mil­iar smile. “How our Lon­don al­lies would strive to pre­vent that! They’ve flour­ished this cen­tury and a half, warm­ing them­selves over our banked fire.” He shook his head. “But af­ter my twin and I are united in one will, I won’t care about honor.”

“Aye, be­cause you’ll be wiser then! Three days—”

“On this boy,” Bran­well said, slap­ping his own chest, “I ful­fil honor by tak­ing his body and shack­ling him pow­er­less in it for­ever. But his fa­ther is the son of the Brunty that killed me.”

“Not long ago you wanted to let him live.”

“Yes, I hoped to see him live on in dis­graced blind soli­tude af­ter his chil­dren had been pos­sessed like this one, as they promised to me with their blood, or killed—him with­er­ing alone, his line ended in de­feat.”

“And that’s still—” be­gan Wright.

“But his daugh­ters yet live, free! I told his daugh­ter Emily that his life would be spared if she would will­ingly ful­fil her blood-pledge and sur­ren­der to me—but she re­fused me, di­min­ished me, with a gun­shot, in re­ply! And now the stone is split, and I can’t put off honor’s de­mands. The fa­ther must sim­ply be killed.”

“I saw two dogs, a woman hid­ing too,” spoke up one of the with­ered fig­ures, and it pointed a twig-like fin­ger di­rectly at Emily and went on, “Blood for the roots and bones for us to chew!”

Bran­well’s body and Wright had not paid at­ten­tion to the lit­tle man’s last singsong dec­la­ra­tion, but Emily knew that the crea­ture would mo­men­tar­ily suc­ceed in mak­ing her pres­ence known to them.

She dug the toes of her boots into the mud and then sprang for­ward through the cur­tain of wil­low fronds into the clear­ing, and she had taken two long, run­ning steps to­ward the tree be­fore Bran­well’s head turned to­ward her.

Not want­ing to kill her sup­pressed brother, she feinted with her knife to­ward his belly—and at the last mo­ment, as Bran­well’s hands moved to block the thrust, she swung her arm up and drove the two points of her knife at his fore­head.

As the blades re­bounded from his skull, she spun to face Wright, and with a lunge she speared his de­fen­sively out­stretched palm.

Keeper had bounded into the clear­ing with Emily, and now he shud­dered and was again two dogs. The big­ger mas­tiff, Emily’s, leaped at Wright and bore him to the ground, while the ghost dog sprang at Bran­well. The dwarfish fig­ures hopped and tum­bled away.

Bright blood ran down Bran­well’s face from Emily’s strike at his head. He blindly lashed out with a fist that col­lided hard with Emily’s shoul­der, send­ing her rolling to the mossy ground.

A pierc­ing three-note whis­tle blew a spray of blood from Bran­well’s mouth, and Emily was thrown onto her back when the ground un­der her shifted. She clutched at the soil as it rocked and con­tin­ued to move.

She sat up dizzily when it stopped, and blinked at the fig­ures of Bran­well and Wright and the dogs that leaped at them, all now twenty feet away, sep­a­rated from her by a ragged-edged chasm. An up­welling of very cold air be­hind her made her look over her shoul­der, and she saw that an­other wide fis­sure had opened close at her back.

Keeper had stepped away from Wright and now stood at the edge of the first chasm, brac­ing his legs and low­er­ing his great head, clearly ready to try to jump across to her.

“No!” she screamed at him, and he stood back, obe­di­ent but clearly un­happy.

Bran­well was sit­ting with his arms crossed over his head, and the ghost Keeper turned away from him. The ghost dog ran to the edge of the wide hole and jumped—

—just as the ground gave way be­neath Emily and she rolled into the chasm at her back. Her clutch­ing hands tore up fist­fuls of damp soil, but she was fall­ing. The ghost Keeper’s paws touched the edge re­ced­ing above her, and then he was plung­ing down into dark­ness with her.








CHAP­TER FOUR­TEEN


Bran­well was on his hands and knees in a cold field at night, moan­ing with the throb­bing pain of his cut fore­head. He was aware of hav­ing called some­thing only mo­ments ago—sev­eral syl­la­bles, a name—but it had been in­vol­un­tary, and he was too im­me­di­ately mis­er­able to pur­sue the mem­ory.

He rolled over onto his back and pressed his hands to the two inch-long gouges in his fore­head, and lay shiv­er­ing on the dirt and gorse, post­pon­ing all thought un­til, even­tu­ally, the bleed­ing ap­peared to have stopped.

For some min­utes he had been aware of the un­mis­tak­able pant­ing of a dog within a few feet of him, but the an­i­mal hadn’t moved and the pant­ing never be­came a growl, and when at last Bran­well wiped his eyes with his sleeve he was enor­mously glad to rec­og­nize Emily’s dog, Keeper.

The big mas­tiff nudged Bran­well’s shoul­der with a mas­sive paw, and Bran­well care­fully got to his feet. With shaky, sticky hands he un­folded a pock­etknife and cut a strip from the hem of his shirt and tied it tightly around his head. The moon was in the west­ern half of the dark sky, but there was light enough across the low hills and fields for him to rec­og­nize the Bog­garts Green stone and the path that led to the par­son­age a mile away.

The last thing Bran­well re­mem­bered be­fore com­ing to his senses here was sit­ting at his desk, read­ing Co­leridge’s “The Rime of the An­cient Mariner”—no, get­ting up and step­ping into the hall to ask Emily a ques­tion about it. Clearly Welsh had taken con­trol of his body once again, and got him into God-knew-what sort of aw­ful trou­ble. But in spite of some lost blood, he knew he had the strength to walk home.

He took sev­eral stum­bling steps in that di­rec­tion, and Keeper, ap­par­ently sat­is­fied that Bran­well would be able to get home on his own, turned and went bound­ing away across the moors.

Drops of rain be­gan pat­ter­ing on the ground, and within a few mo­ments cold rain was fall­ing steadily. Bran­well picked up his pace, and his shoes were soon splash­ing in pud­dles.

In the shiv­er­ing monotony of quickly plac­ing one booted foot in front of the other, he re­mem­bered the name he had called in the mo­ment when his con­scious­ness had re­turned: Emily.




Emily’s shoul­der struck a bulge of damp earth in the dark­ness, and then she was spin­ning in free fall for a full sec­ond be­fore she plunged into a rush­ing stream. She fought her way to the sur­face and gasped, and then re­flex­ively coughed out cold wa­ter. There was no light at all, and by echoes she guessed that she was in a small cave.

Her col­lar was be­ing tugged, and when she spread her arms and legs she felt a slope of muddy gravel un­der the sur­face of the wa­ter; she pulled her­self in the di­rec­tion of the tug­ging, and in a few mo­ments her col­lar was re­leased and she was hunched on a low bank with her legs still in the wa­ter. The back of her head was pressed against the close ceil­ing of what she now judged to be a nar­row tun­nel.

Her head was ring­ing, and she seemed to hear voices in the tara­did­dle of rip­pling wa­ter. Then they were voices, shrill and faint but clear: “Planted now, grow with us—flower we down­ward, bloom in stone be­low all roots—min­gle with us, find true blind­ness in us—”

A thick, cold va­por that smelled of stone and loam was rush­ing along the tun­nel now, and heavy things were splash­ing into the un­seen stream—chunks of earth? The small un­der­ground space she was in ap­peared to be col­laps­ing.

She jumped when the loud bark­ing of a dog echoed from her right—and she re­mem­bered that the ghost Keeper had jumped into the chasm as she had fallen into it, and must have been the one who had pulled her out of the stream mo­ments ago. She crawled along the un­seen bank in that di­rec­tion, trust­ing the ghost dog.

The muddy gravel un­der her abraded hands and knees shook, and a strong burst of va­por from be­hind tossed her hair, and she guessed that if she had not moved she would now be buried un­der tons of damp earth. But chunks of dirt fell onto her back and splashed into the stream be­side her, and she crawled along faster, fol­low­ing the echoes of the un­seen dog’s bay­ing.

The tiny voices still shrilled from ev­ery side: “Tarry, taste our roots and feed us with your bones!” Emily panted through clenched teeth and kept pulling her­self for­ward.

She was fight­ing off un­con­scious­ness when the dog’s boom­ing bark faded as if quickly re­ced­ing in the dis­tance, but ahead of her now she saw a patch of lesser dark­ness. Clods of soil were still tum­bling onto her back and head, and it was dif­fi­cult to breathe in the chok­ing mist, but af­ter a burst of scram­bling ef­fort that left her dizzy and gasp­ing she found that she had col­lapsed on grass be­side the stream, and was be­ing pelted by cold rain.

Shiv­er­ing, she sat up and pushed her sop­ping hair back to look around. Through the cur­tains of rain she could make out only a hill be­hind her and the stream cas­cad­ing down a slope ahead, and cer­tainly she didn’t know where she was.

She tried to re­call what had led her here. An im­pos­si­ble wil­low for­est by the Bog­garts Green stone, a gi­ant oak tree with arched door­ways and bal­conies, tiny old peo­ple recit­ing nurs­ery rhymes—! She was sure she had cut Bran­well’s fore­head and stabbed the sheep­herder, Wright, in the hand . . . 

Wearily she got to her feet. Clouds hid the stars, and all she could do was try to walk in a straight line and hope to find some sort of shel­ter.

Soon she was drag­ging her boots through a rain-ag­i­tated bog, and she paused when she saw a flick­er­ing glow in the dark­ness ahead. Wary of ig­nis fa­tui, she wiped rain­wa­ter out of her eyes to peer in that di­rec­tion.

It was an am­ber spot of light, and though it was tiny in the dis­tance she be­lieved it was rec­tan­gu­lar—per­haps a lighted win­dow. Af­ter a con­vul­sive shud­der at the cold, she be­gan plod­ding to­ward it.

As her course con­tin­ued down­hill through tan­gles of wet weeds, she lost sight of the light, but af­ter slosh­ing through a deep pud­dle she found that the stream­ing ground sloped up again, and the soil was so loose and muddy that she had to use her hands as well as her feet to climb it; but when she had got to the top of the rise, she saw the sil­hou­ette of a house—a one-story struc­ture with a chim­ney at each end.

The light Emily had seen was in­deed glow­ing in a win­dow, and she drove her legs harder, push­ing her­self for­ward over un­seen rocks and weeds. Af­ter some weary, gasp­ing time she saw that the win­dow was hardly big­ger than a coal chute, and set only a foot above the ground.

She hur­ried across the last few yards of mud and crouched be­side the win­dow. She pushed ivy leaves aside and peered through the glass, and saw a lower-level room in which three young women in black dresses, pre­sum­ably in mourn­ing, sat in chairs be­side a peat fire. Be­hind them was a dresser with a row of pewter plates on it.

She raised a hand to knock on the glass, then hes­i­tated.

The scene was fa­mil­iar, as if from a fairy tale, and sud­denly Emily thought: But there were only two sis­ters in the story—and all at once she re­mem­bered that this was a scene from Char­lotte’s novel Jane Eyre, in which Jane, starv­ing in the rain, finds so­lace at the house of Di­ana and Mary and St. John Rivers. And even as she thought it, the glow of the fire be­gan to dim.

A hal­lu­ci­na­tion, she thought in de­spair.

The house van­ished, but the glow didn’t fade all the way to dark­ness, and the three women were now clam­ber­ing up out of a shal­low pool.

And in the dim ig­nis fa­tui ra­di­ance she saw their tan­gled gray hair, and their eyes glit­ter­ing in their wrin­kled gray faces, and their spi­dery hands grop­ing for her; a click­ing noise like the chip­ping of mar­ble in John Brown’s stone­yard rang out from their slack, swing­ing jaws.

Emily was up and run­ning as fast as she could over the un­even wet ground, and be­hind her she heard the drag­ging-branches sound of the old women’s rapid pur­suit.

Emily’s left foot caught in a root, and with a hissed in­hala­tion she fell to her hands and knees in mud—and in that mo­ment she heard gal­lop­ing hoof­beats and the un­mis­tak­able bark­ing of Keeper.

Then a horse had rushed mas­sively past her and was crack­lingly tram­pling the old women, and Keeper was be­side her, growl­ing and fac­ing her pur­suers.

The ig­nis fa­tui glow was ex­tin­guished, and she heard the horse stamp­ing and kick­ing, and then it can­tered back to where she crouched.

The rider swung down from the sad­dle, and boots splashed heav­ily in the mud. A strong hand gripped her shoul­der.

“Can you stand?” came Al­cuin Cur­zon’s re­mem­bered gritty voice over the thrash­ing of the rain.

“Yes,” she gasped, then, more loudly, “Yes.” She hugged Keeper and then got to her feet.

A hat was set firmly on her head and a heavy Mack­in­tosh cape was draped over her shoul­ders. She forced her­self not to flinch, and wished she had not lost her dioscuri knife.

“Up you go.” Cur­zon bent and slid one arm un­der her arms and the other be­hind her legs, then straight­ened and lifted her into the sad­dle. “Don’t fall off.”

Pac­ing along­side the horse, he led it away at a cau­tious walk across the boggy ground. From up in the sad­dle Emily peered to­ward Cur­zon, re­mind­ing her­self that this man had trans­formed into a raven­ing beast—a were­wolf!—and at­tacked her, last Sep­tem­ber. She leaned from the sad­dle and was re­as­sured to make out the shape of Keeper pad­ding be­side Cur­zon.

“Vi­cious damned things,” Cur­zon said, loudly over the rain. “They roused an il­lu­sion in you?”

“A scene from a book.” She watched his mov­ing sil­hou­ette be­low her in the dark­ness and asked, “Shall I fear you?”

“No,” he said shortly. “Never again. You may rely on it.”

Per­haps, she thought. “How is it that you’re here?”

“You wrote me a let­ter,” he said. “I came as quickly as I could, once I re­ceived it, but I was in a monastery in France, at Ro­ca­madour in the prov­ince of Quercy.” Af­ter a few more plod­ding steps he went on, “It’s a re­mote place, with postal de­liv­ery by don­key—and there were dif­fi­cul­ties be­fore I could leave.”

Then his voice was clearer, and she knew he was look­ing up at her as he went on. “I stopped at the par­son­age tonight, and they said you and Keeper had gone har­ing out af­ter your brother. I rode first to Pon­den Kirk, to no avail. Then, con­sid­er­ing what you wrote in your let­ter, I started out to­ward . . . the course we walked in Sep­tem­ber, and af­ter a few miles I heard a dog bay­ing. Hop­ing it might be Keeper, I called to him, and kept call­ing. Even­tu­ally he found me, and we were each dis­ap­pointed to find that you were not with the other!”

The rain had stopped drum­ming on the hat he had given her, and the clouds were break­ing up. Cur­zon was able to lead the horse at a faster walk, and Emily could now clearly see Keeper trot­ting along­side. She be­gan to re­lax, and re­al­ized that she trusted Cur­zon’s state­ment: No. Never again. You may rely on it.

“Then not far from here Keeper must have caught your scent,” Cur­zon went on, “for he took off run­ning, and when I saw the ig­nis fa­tui glow I dared to goad my horse into a gal­lop.”

“The ghost dog knew where I was.”

“The—ah, again? Keeper’s other?” He shook his head. “How did you come to be out here?”

“I—” She shiv­ered and pulled the cape more closely around her shoul­ders. “Ul­ti­mately I fell into a hole, like the one you fell into in Sep­tem­ber.” Cur­zon looked back at her quickly, and she nod­ded. “Among the rest­less dead, as you put it then. Taste our roots and feed us with your bones.”

“Yes, I re­mem­ber. But you were able to climb out.”

“Not climb. Crawl. The ghost dog had jumped in af­ter me, and led me out along the course of a stream.”

For a while they walked along in si­lence, Keeper and Cur­zon flank­ing the horse and Emily rock­ing in the sad­dle. Fi­nally Cur­zon asked, “And your brother? Did you find him?”

“I stabbed him in the face, with your old dioscuri. Where are we?”

“A few miles north of your par­son­age, I judge. You . . . stabbed him in the face?”

“So far? North?” She shiv­ered. “I came out far from where I fell in.”

Cur­zon’s shoul­ders lifted and fell in a sigh. “Where was that?”

“It was—a marshy copse of wil­lows, with—but you’ll think I was deliri­ous.”

“Your senses seem to be ad­mirably clear, as a rule.”

Emily de­scribed, halt­ingly, the marshy grove of wil­lows, and the lit­tle old men and women and their nurs­ery rhymes, and the gi­gan­tic oak tree.

“A mundus loci,” said Cur­zon, “as de­scribed in the apoc­ryphal Acts of Si­mon Ma­gus. They’re . . . lo­cal­ized twists in re­al­ity. You and I were briefly in one last year, at that Druidic tem­ple. That one strad­dled time, but the one you were in tonight clearly strad­dles space, like . . . an un­real spi­der whose legs touch the earth at var­i­ous real places. En­ter here, come out there.”

Emily looked around at the dimly vis­i­ble hills. What Cur­zon said must be true, she thought, or else some­thing very like it must be. “I’m glad they’re lo­cal­ized.”

“Hence loci. They’re too ir­ra­tional to ex­tend across much dis­tance.” Af­ter a few more paces, he asked, “Stabbed your brother in the face?”

“I had to.”

“How did—”

Emily in­ter­rupted, “He was Welsh, and—” Her teeth were chat­ter­ing, and she clenched her jaws for a mo­ment, then went on in a rush, “The stone in the church split last night! And they’ve still got the new head for the thing un­der the stone, Adam Wright has al­ready sent to Lon­don for it! And—Bran­well was Welsh, and he means to kill my fa­ther, and I had to stab him to drive him out of my brother—” She took a deep breath and let it out. “I cut his fore­head. I hope that was enough to drive out Welsh, and that Bran­well has found his way home.” She sniffed and then scowled down at Cur­zon. “Here you’ve been tak­ing your ease in a French monastery while we were left in the soup—the ever hot­ter soup!”

He had been star­ing up at her as she spoke, and now he burst out, “What? I heard that you killed the Flens­ing woman, and I as­sumed you de­stroyed the new head while you were at it! And you had ap­par­ently got Bran­well un­der con­trol, with the mea­sures I told you. I thought things here had been re­stored to their pre­vi­ous bal­ance—shaky though it was.” He raised a fist and let it fall. “Tak­ing my ease!”

“If I hadn’t writ­ten to you—”

“Be quiet.”

Emily leaned back in the sad­dle and watched clouds scud­ding across the full moon, and wor­ried about Bran­well. He wouldn’t have fallen into one of the holes, at least, prob­a­bly.

“I did con­sider,” said Cur­zon fi­nally, “in­form­ing the Hu­berti in Rome about de­vel­op­ments in this York­shire sit­u­a­tion. But when they act at all, they can be too thor­ough. I thought it pos­si­ble that they’d kill you, as well as your brother.”

“You had no con­cern for my brother.”

“None. I won’t lie to you.”

Emily was sud­denly very tired, and she won­dered if she might ac­tu­ally go to sleep and fall off the horse. “I didn’t kill Mrs. Flens­ing,” she said. “That com­pan­ion of hers must have done it, and taken the head away with him. She had some means of putting my ghost into it, as a place­holder till they could rouse the ghost un­der the stone—I sup­pose her com­pan­ion put hers into it.”

Cur­zon mut­tered some­thing that Emily was sure was a curse.

The sky had cleared enough for her to see the stars, and she could see that Cur­zon was lead­ing the horse south. The par­son­age re­ally couldn’t be far off.

“To­mor­row,” she said, “you and I must—”

“You’ll be bedrid­den for days. Lucky if you don’t catch a lethal fever from all this.”

“I’m not frail. To­mor­row we must do what I said in my let­ter. Quickly, since now the stone is bro­ken and they’ve sent for the head.”

“It’s true you’re not frail.” He laughed shortly. “You count on your fa­ther’s ac­quain­tance with her, again? Seek­ing a task from a god­dess can be costly—and hav­ing un­der­taken to ful­fil it, you’re gen­er­ally in mor­tal peril if you fail. Im­mor­tal peril, I should say. I only asked her for . . . the lo­cal news, last year.”

“And with­out my help you wouldn’t have got that. I’m not afraid of what­ever the cost is.”

“You al­ways were a fool. And you blithely ex­pect me to put my­self in that peril too.”

“Fools,” she said, “plu­ral.”

He didn’t re­ply, and they walked on in si­lence ex­cept for the muddy thumps of Cur­zon’s boots and the horse’s hooves. Keeper padded along silently, swing­ing his head from side to side to watch the emerg­ing hills.




Char­lotte and Anne and Tabby heard the hoof­beats in the yard, and hur­ried out the kitchen door. When Emily swung a leg over the horse’s back and let her­self slide down to the pave­ment, Anne hur­ried up to her.

“You’re drenched!” Anne said, putting her arm around her taller sis­ter’s shoul­ders. “And freez­ing! Dry clothes, tea, and a warm bed, right now.”

Emily protested, but Anne led her into the kitchen, with Keeper fol­low­ing at­ten­tively. Anne freed Emily from the wet hat and Mack­in­tosh cape and walked her away to­ward the stairs.

Char­lotte looked out at the tall fig­ure stand­ing in the yard be­side the horse, and she rec­og­nized the man with the eye­patch who had called on their fa­ther a year ago: the man who had later taken Emily to con­sult a god­dess at a pa­gan shrine, and who—ac­cord­ing to Emily and Anne and Tabby—had trans­formed into a were­wolf in this very kitchen!

But Emily had writ­ten to him, ask­ing for help, and it seemed that tonight he had saved her life. Char­lotte took a deep breath. Ac­cepter l’aide, she thought.

Tabby was pulling her back­ward and tug­ging anx­iously at the door, but Char­lotte pushed her away and held the door open. “Come in, sir,” she called, and to Tabby she added, “Yes, I know who he is.”

“God help us!” wailed the old house­keeper, re­treat­ing back to­ward Emily’s dog, who sim­ply lay down. Surely it was a good sign that Keeper wasn’t alarmed!

“I’ll go,” said Cur­zon, look­ing away. “I have no right to en­ter this house again.”

“I think,” said Char­lotte, “my sis­ter would have been found dead on the moors to­mor­row, if not for you.” Dizzy with bravado, she went on, “I’m invit­ing you in.”

Be­hind her she heard Tabby gasp.

Cur­zon stared at Char­lotte with his one ex­posed eye. He shook his head and opened his mouth, but Char­lotte spoke first.

“Please,” she said.

He shifted un­easily, then said, “Very well, Miss Char­lotte. Af­ter I’ve re­turned this horse to the sta­ble down the street.” He bowed. “If you’ll ex­cuse me for half an hour.”

“Cer­tainly.”

Cur­zon led the horse out of the fan of light from the open kitchen door, and Char­lotte heard its hooves splash­ing in pud­dles as the two of them rounded the cor­ner of the house.

Char­lotte closed the door at last, and crossed to the ta­ble and leaned on it.

“If your fa­ther wakes up,” said Tabby, “and finds that devil in his kitchen . . . !”

“We’ll ex­plain that he saved Emily tonight. She sent for him, re­mem­ber.”

“In a mad hour.”

“At least we’re all within these walls tonight.”

Bran­well had come stum­bling to the back door an hour ago, as soaked as Emily and with a makeshift ban­dage around his head. Anne and Tabby had stopped him from rush­ing straight up­stairs and had made him sit down un­til they had cleaned and dressed two cuts in his fore­head and put a proper ban­dage on. He had tear­fully re­fused to tell them where he’d been or what had hap­pened, and up­stairs it had been all they could do to get him out of his boots and wet clothes be­fore he threw him­self into the bed and or­dered them to leave him in peace.

“What do you sup­pose hap­pened out there tonight?” Char­lotte whis­pered now.

“I’ll war­rant it’s to do with the stone crack­ing,” said Tabby.

Char­lotte nod­ded wearily. “How not?”

“At least John mortared it up.”

“Mr. Cur­zon might know the ef­fec­tive­ness, if any, of that. For now all we can do is pray, Tabby.”

Twenty min­utes later there was a ten­ta­tive knock at the door, and when Tabby had got a firm nod from Char­lotte she pushed it open. Cur­zon stepped in past her and pulled it shut be­hind him.

Char­lotte had for­got­ten how big and swarthy the man was, and his eye­patch gave him the look of a cor­sair. She fell back on cour­tesy and said, “Do sit down, sir.”

He re­mained stand­ing, and blinked around at the kitchen in ev­i­dent un­ease.

“I ne­glected to ask,” he said. “Has your brother—Bran­well—come home?”

“A while ago,” said Char­lotte, “as wet as Emily, and with ter­ri­ble cuts in his fore­head! Do sit, sir, please! Were they out at Pon­den Kirk?”

“I don’t know where Bran­well was,” Cur­zon said. He crossed to the ta­ble and low­ered him­self into a chair. “I found Keeper, and then Emily, a few miles north of here. Why Pon­den Kirk?”

“That’s where . . .” Char­lotte be­gan, then hes­i­tated. The so-called prom­is­sory notes weren’t her se­cret to re­veal. “Where Emily found you wounded, last year,” she fin­ished lamely.

He stared at her with his one ex­posed eye.

But who can save us, she thought, if this man can’t?

“You’re Catholic,” she said im­pul­sively. When he nod­ded, she went on, “I was a stu­dent, and then a teacher, at a school in Brus­sels, four years ago. Emily was there too for a few months, but came home for our aunt’s fu­neral and then just stayed here.” She glanced at Tabby, who stood by the knife drawer, and at Keeper, who was rest­ing his head on the floor be­tween his mas­sive paws. “In Sep­tem­ber of 1843 I was alone in that for­eign city—the school was closed for sum­mer, and one evening I found my­self in front of St. Gudula church.”

“I know it,” said Cur­zon pa­tiently.

“I went in. I stayed through the ves­pers prayers, and then the priest was hear­ing pen­i­tents’ con­fes­sions, in the lit­tle Con­fes­sional booth. I—” She could feel her­self blush­ing, and she was aware of both Cur­zon’s and Tabby’s eyes on her. “I took a fancy to change my­self into a Catholic! Just to see what it was like. I went into the booth, and knelt there while he dealt with some­one on the other side, and when he slid the lit­tle door open I had to ex­plain that I was a Protes­tant, and didn’t know the for­mula for be­gin­ning a con­fes­sion. He hemmed and hawed, and fi­nally de­cided that his hear­ing my con­fes­sion might fa­cil­i­tate my con­ver­sion to, as he put it, ‘the true church.’ ”

“God save us!” ex­claimed Tabby.

“It didn’t,” Char­lotte as­sured her. “But af­ter I made my con­fes­sion, he gave me a penance. That’s a task,” she ex­plained to Tabby, “to clear the col­lat­eral con­se­quences of for­given sins. He told me ac­cepter l’aide—ac­cept help. Not seek—ac­cept, and I’ve waited.” She met Cur­zon’s eye. “But,” she went on steadily, “I must ad­mit I’m re­luc­tant to ac­cept help from a Catholic who con­sults pa­gan god­desses.”

Tabby mut­tered some ad­di­tional con­sid­er­a­tion un­der her breath.

“This was four years ago?” Cur­zon gave Char­lotte a flinty smile. “I imag­ine he meant help from trades­men, ser­vants, physi­cians.”

“My con­fes­sion,” said Char­lotte, “wasn’t such as to sug­gest those sorts of help.” She made her­self look di­rectly into his eye. “I con­fessed to hav­ing given my brother and sis­ters per­mis­sion to . . . do some­thing, at Pon­den Kirk, though I sus­pected that it was very wrong. I was only four­teen!—but they were younger.”

“Did it put you all at last­ing risk?”

“I fear that—well, it seems it put them at risk.”

“It’s hardly my place to ask,” said Cur­zon qui­etly, “but—these four years later—are you ready to do your penance?”

Char­lotte spread her hands. “Yes.”

Anne spoke from the hall door­way: “It’s all our penance.” She gave Char­lotte a wide-eyed ques­tion­ing look, and when Char­lotte shrugged and nod­ded she walked into the kitchen and sat down across from Cur­zon. Her pale blonde hair had been hastily pulled back, and stray curls of it framed her young face.

“Emily’s in your bed,” she told Char­lotte. “Her room’s too cold. She wanted to come down­stairs again once she’d dried off and was in warm clothes, but she was still shiv­er­ing and pale, and I in­sisted that she had to get into bed. She did, fi­nally, but only af­ter mak­ing me prom­ise that Papa shall not be al­lowed to set foot out of the house un­til she gives him leave.”

“I’ll bring her some tea,” said Tabby.

“She’s asleep now. She’ll be sore in the morn­ing—she’s got bruises and scratches all over her.”

Anne stretched and said to Cur­zon, “She told me she trusts you. I con­fess I don’t see how—I know she wrote to you a month ago, ask­ing you to come, but . . . I was in this kitchen on a dread­ful night in Sep­tem­ber of last year.”

Cur­zon stared down at his gnarled brown hands on the ta­ble for sev­eral sec­onds. “You shame me,” he said at last, “justly. If some­one you had less cause to de­spise were able to help you, I would send him here.”

“My un­der­stand­ing of it,” said Char­lotte hastily, “is that it was . . . in­vol­un­tary.”

“And can’t re­cur,” said Cur­zon. He sat back and faced Anne. “What was it you did?”

Anne met his gaze. “Emily and Bran­well and I—we cut our fin­gers and smeared our blood on a stone in the fairy cave at the base of Pon­den Kirk.”

Tabby moaned softly, but Char­lotte was watch­ing Cur­zon. His face was as im­mo­bile as a cop­per­plate en­grav­ing.

Anne went on, “Bran­well said a dark boy in a dream had told him that it would bring back our sis­ter Maria, who had died five years ear­lier. I think Bran­well was ly­ing, and knew it would do some­thing else. On that night last Sep­tem­ber he said that what we had done was sign prom­is­sory notes.”

Af­ter a pause, Cur­zon said, harshly, “It’s cer­tain that Emily did this?”

“I was sit­ting right next to her,” said Anne, “on a rock shelf in that cave. Af­ter she did it she tried to stop me. But I went along.”

“And she loves Bran­well still.”

“He’s her brother,” put in Tabby.

“Do you,” said Anne hes­i­tantly, “know what we did? We don’t. Bran­well once said that we marked our­selves for the at­ten­tion of ghosts who snatch peo­ple’s breath, but also for pro­tec­tion against them.”

“Breath?” said Cur­zon. “Yes, and ghosts hunger for what rides on breath, vi­tal­ity. And once you’ve been opened to their at­ten­tions, it’s not just the ones who sham­ble up to you in church­yards and star­tle you by emp­ty­ing your lungs in an in­stant—sub­tler ones at­tach to you, and take your breath and vi­tal­ity by de­grees.”

“Con­sump­tion,” said Anne.

“Lit­er­ally,” agreed Cur­zon.

“Can Bran­well and my sis­ters,” asked Char­lotte, “can­cel the . . . at­ten­tion, with­out at the same time can­cel­ing the pro­tec­tion?”

Cur­zon stood up. “What can be done, I’ll do.”

“At a pa­gan tem­ple?” said Anne, look­ing away.

“What can be done,” Cur­zon re­peated. “I would like to speak to Emily—and Bran­well, if he’s will­ing—to­mor­row morn­ing.” He took his cloak and hat down from the hook Anne had hung them on when Emily had come in wear­ing them. “Tonight mix your Protes­tant prayers with my Catholic ones.”

“Thank you,” said Char­lotte as he turned to­ward the door and pushed it open, “for let­ting me com­plete my four-year-old con­fes­sion.”

He might not have heard her. The door closed be­hind him and she heard his boots re­ced­ing around the cor­ner of the house.



CHAP­TER FIF­TEEN


Through the front win­dow Emily saw Al­cuin Cur­zon walk up past the church­yard in the morn­ing sun­light, and she was sit­ting on the green leather couch in the par­lor when he knocked at the door.

Her fa­ther stood by the par­lor win­dow, his long scarf wrapped so many times around his throat that it sup­ported his chin. Anne and Char­lotte sat in chairs at the ta­ble, but when Tabby led Cur­zon in, Emily stood up and said, “I want to talk to Mr. Cur­zon alone for a mo­ment.” She knew that a cou­ple of scratches on her cheek were vis­i­ble, but she was care­ful to give no in­di­ca­tion of her bruises and stiff joints.

Her fa­ther and her sis­ters looked at one an­other, then Anne and Char­lotte got to their feet and the three of them fol­lowed Tabby away down the hall.

“Do sit,” Emily told Cur­zon.

“Af­ter you,” he said, wav­ing at the couch be­hind her. “You had a stren­u­ous night. You’ll be see­ing a doc­tor?”

Emily pulled out a chair at the ta­ble and sat down, will­ing her­self to do it as if ef­fort­lessly, and Cur­zon took a seat across from her. His shoul­ders and shaggy head were sil­hou­et­ted by the bright win­dow be­hind him.

“I’m grate­ful,” she said, “my whole fam­ily is grate­ful, that you found me last night and brought me home. No, I don’t like doc­tors. I’m in good health.”

“I sup­pose you prob­a­bly are. From what I’ve seen of you, you’re more at home on the moors in bad weather than within four walls.”

“Sit over here,” she said, wav­ing at a chair to her right. “I can’t see your face there.”

He got up and moved to the in­di­cated chair. Now she could see the guarded ex­pres­sion on his rugged dark face, and his one ex­posed brown eye.

Emily spoke care­fully. “When Bran­well and Keeper and I vis­ited you at the house you took in the vil­lage last year,” she said, “you greeted us with your eye­patch flipped up. I be­lieve it was a cour­tesy. Will you raise it now?”

He set his big hands flat on the ta­ble. “No.”

She had asked him last night if she should fear him. His an­swer had been Never again. You may rely on it.

She cocked her head. “I’m told you all spoke of penances last night.” Qui­etly she asked, “Was it a penance?”

His eye closed. “I meant my penance to be ex­ile from the world, for the rest of my life, at the monastery at Ro­ca­madour. I thought that would be ad­e­quate. And I lived a quiet as­cetic life among the old monks for half a year—but when I re­ceived your let­ter I re­al­ized that ex­ile was an eva­sion of the penance I ac­tu­ally owed.”

“Owed to God,” she said.

“Owed to God, yes. And to you.”

“I’m sorry.” She looked away. “Ir­re­vo­ca­bly?”

“Yes, child, with a dioscuri.” He touched the eye­patch. “I’m now a tra­di­tional mem­ber of the Hu­berti.” He sat back and ex­haled. “Last night on our long walk, you told me some of what hap­pened to you out there. Tell me again, thor­oughly.”

Emily shook her head at the thought of what he had done. Owed to God, yes. And to you. She made her­self meet his eye, and said, “My fa­ther and sis­ters need to hear it all too. We haven’t told him about the deal­ings you and I have had with . . . an an­cient god­dess, so please don’t trou­ble him with that.” She stood up and turned to the door, then hes­i­tated, looked back, and bent to touch his near­est fist. “I am gen­uinely obliged to you.”

“Not obliged. It was owed.”

“Nev­er­the­less.” She walked down the hall to the kitchen, and when she came back she was ac­com­pa­nied by her sis­ters and her fa­ther and Tabby.

When her fam­ily had sat down and Tabby stood in the door­way, Emily be­gan, “Last night Bran­well went out, and Anne no­ticed that he opened the kitchen door with his left hand . . .” She had to pause to ex­plain to Cur­zon and her hor­ri­fied fa­ther that since Sep­tem­ber Bran­well’s left hand was ei­ther life­less or con­trolled by Welsh; then went on, “So Keeper and I went in pur­suit of him . . .”

When she de­scribed the im­pos­si­ble grove of wil­low trees that had ap­peared be­side the Bog­garts Green stone, and the gar­gan­tuan oak tree with its arches and bal­conies, the faces of her fa­ther and sis­ters were blank with con­cealed dis­be­lief, but Tabby nod­ded and spoke up.

“The old hill folk have heard of it,” she said. “My great-grand­fa­ther said a woman led him there one mid­sum­mer night, but she dis­ap­peared and when he fi­nally found his way out he was miles from the stone.”

When Emily came to re­count the con­ver­sa­tion be­tween Bran­well’s pos­sessed body and Adam Wright, Anne took her fa­ther’s hand and looked un­easily at Cur­zon.

“What can be done,” Cur­zon said firmly. “I find I owe a debt to this fam­ily.”

“Adam Wright,” said Patrick in­cred­u­lously, “the sheep­herder?”

“Yes,” Emily told him. Still hop­ing to spare her fa­ther the whole truth about his son, she said, “He has tempted Bran­well, in the past.”

“In the most dan­ger­ously wrong di­rec­tion,” Anne clar­i­fied. Meet­ing her fa­ther’s frown, she added, “It was while you were away in Man­ches­ter.”

Patrick pursed his lips but said noth­ing.

“To drive Welsh out of Bran­well,” Emily said, “I cut Bran­well’s fore­head with both points of a dioscuri knife. And then I stabbed Adam Wright in the hand.”

Emily went on to de­scribe the fis­sures that had opened in the earth, and the leap the ghost Keeper had been able to make to join her as she fell into one. Her ac­count of the voices of the un­quiet dead, and the col­laps­ing tun­nel, drew gasps from her sis­ters and an ex­cla­ma­tion from her fa­ther—and a nod from Cur­zon.

“The ghost Keeper led me out, and then,” she said to Char­lotte, “I found my­self in a scene from Jane Eyre.” She told them about the ig­nis fa­tui women in­duc­ing her to call up an invit­ing vi­sion. To Char­lotte she added, “I’ve al­ways thought that scene is like some­thing from a fairy tale.”

“A nasty sort of fairy tale they made of it,” said Char­lotte.

“So I ran from them, and then Mr. Cur­zon and Keeper found me, and Mr. Cur­zon’s horse tram­pled them, and he put me on his horse and brought me back here.”

“I knew from the start, sir,” said their fa­ther in a shaky voice, “that you might be an ally. I could not have imag­ined how cru­cial a one.”

Anne was look­ing at Cur­zon. Emily could see that she was re­call­ing past con­ver­sa­tions, and when Cur­zon was fac­ing their fa­ther she turned to Emily and, with raised eye­brows, touched her cheek be­low her left eye. Emily gave her a slight nod.

“Ahh!” Anne whis­pered. She looked back at Cur­zon with new cu­rios­ity and, Emily thought, won­der­ing re­spect.

“Is Bran­well avail­able?” Cur­zon asked.

“He caught a ter­ri­ble chill last night,” said Char­lotte doubt­fully.

“I dare­say he can walk down­stairs and up again,” said Emily.

“I should be the one to rouse him,” said Patrick, push­ing back his chair and get­ting to his feet. “He won’t be as con­trary with me as he would be with one of you.”

When he had left the par­lor, Cur­zon said, “To­day I’ll visit the place Miss Emily and I found last year. I hope—” He paused, look­ing at Anne; but she bit her lip and waved at him to go on. “The Ro­mans learned to de­feat, at least partly, the sort of crea­ture that threat­ens you all. I’m hop­ing that at the shrine they fre­quented I’ll be able to learn it too.”

“Pa­gan magic,” said Char­lotte.

“Magic of the land,” Tabby sug­gested hes­i­tantly.

“It’s what can be done,” said Emily, re­peat­ing what Cur­zon had said mo­ments ear­lier. She turned to him. “What you mean is that you’ll be seek­ing a task from her, not just . . . lo­cal news. I can ride, if the horse doesn’t gal­lop.”

“I’ll be walk­ing.”

Of course, thought Emily. A man on horse­back on the moors is con­spic­u­ous—and if spot­ted, a man afoot can get out of sight more eas­ily.

“And you,” Cur­zon added firmly, “are in no state to ac­com­pany me.”

“You caught a chill your­self,” Anne said to Emily.

“Re­mem­ber how sick you got at the school in Brus­sels,” added Char­lotte.

“I was sick there be­cause I was sep­a­rated from here. I shake off chills.”

Foot­steps echoed from the stairs down the hall, and Char­lotte said, “We mustn’t dis­cuss any of this in front of Bran­well.”

“Good Lord, no,” agreed Emily. “Or Papa ei­ther.” She shifted un­ob­tru­sively in her chair to stretch an aching leg.

Their fa­ther ap­peared in the door­way, and stepped back with a wave to­ward the ta­ble. Bran­well came shuf­fling into the room, with­out his spec­ta­cles and blink­ing in the morn­ing bright­ness shin­ing in through the win­dow. He was wear­ing a fresh shirt and trousers and slip­pers, and above the ban­dage on his fore­head his gin­ger hair was in a rare state of dis­ar­ray. His eyes were red and he was mop­ping his nose with a hand­ker­chief.

“Emily hasn’t given me my eye­glasses yet to­day,” he said thickly. “What’s—” He peered at the fig­ure of Cur­zon and flinched, then stood up straight. “I think we’ve met be­fore, sir!”

“Yes, lad,” said Cur­zon tiredly.

“Some small rented house down in the vil­lage.” Bran­well looked around at the oth­ers as his fa­ther walked in and re­sumed his chair, then back at Cur­zon. “I’m sum­moned—did you want a por­trait done of your­self?” He coughed and dabbed at his nose with the hand­ker­chief. “There are cer­tain col­ors I don’t cus­tom­ar­ily keep on hand, which I’d have to pur­chase.”

“Hush,” said Emily, em­bar­rassed for him. This man is un­der­tak­ing a per­ilous task, she thought, to save you . . . for my sake. “We’d like to hear what hap­pened to you last night.”

Bran­well squinted at her. “You were nowhere to be found when I got home,” he said. “In any case I don’t care to dis­cuss fam­ily af­fairs in front of a . . . stranger.”

“He knows about Welsh,” Patrick said.

“He doesn’t, you know, ac­tu­ally. None of you do. Last night? I went for a stroll, and was caught in the rain. I got lost, but Keeper found me and got me pointed to­ward home.” He started to turn to­ward the door­way. “Was that all? I should be in bed.”

“How did you cut your fore­head?” asked Emily.

“Keeper—when he found me he jumped up—his claws—”

“No,” she said gen­tly. “You have no idea how it hap­pened, do you?”

“I want my eye­glasses.”

“Not to­day, I think.”

Bran­well seemed about to protest an­grily, then just turned and stalked away down the hall. Emily got to her feet and caught up with him be­fore he reached the stairs. Keeper was right be­side her.

She took her brother’s shoul­der and turned him around. Qui­etly she said, “Those aren’t the cuts of a dog’s claws, Bran­well—they’re from the two points of a knife I poked you with.” Over his sur­prised, an­gry sput­ter­ing she added, “If I had not done it, you’d be pos­sessed by Welsh even now, and God only knows where you’d be.” She let go of his shoul­der. “You know it’s true.”

He shrugged, look­ing at the floor. “You had to cut my face?”

“Your hands were mov­ing tar­gets, and I couldn’t be sure of both points strik­ing you if I put them through your cloth­ing.” She gave him a crooked smile. “I missed your throat, at least.”

From the cor­ner of her eye she saw her fa­ther step out from the par­lor door­way down the hall. She waved him back.

“Where was I?” Bran­well asked.

She blew out a breath. “A very odd place. Marshy, with wil­lows—”

“And,” Bran­well in­ter­rupted, sud­denly very ex­cited, “very old lit­tle peo­ple? And an enor­mous house made out of a liv­ing oak tree? I was there, when he lost his hold on me for just a mo­ment or two. Where is it?”

She was un­easy to hear a tone of ea­ger­ness in his ques­tion. “It’s not any­where. But I found you in it, and you were Welsh, so I stuck you with the knife.”

He touched his ban­dage. “Yes, one of those damnable dou­ble-bladed af­fairs, or the cuts would have healed by this morn­ing. How did you get into that place?”

“Keeper led me in.” The ghost of a dog with that name, at least, she thought.

“But from what mun­dane place? Where had Welsh taken me, to be able to en­ter it?”

Emily re­called what Cur­zon had said about the mundus loci: a spi­der out­side of re­al­ity, its widely planted legs strad­dling this York­shire lo­cal­ity. “Why? Do you want to go back there?”

Bran­well cocked an eye­brow. “I sup­pose not, on the whole.”

Mov­ing on quickly, Emily asked, “What were you do­ing, when he took you? I gather you were in your room?”

“Yes, I—no, I was read­ing ‘The Rime of the An­cient Mariner,’ and I wanted to ask you about the lines ‘The many men, so beau­ti­ful! / And they all dead did lie; / And a thou­sand thou­sand slimy things / Lived on; and so did I.’ ” He peered back down the hall, then went on, “And I got up and walked to the top of the stairs to call you . . . and that’s the last thing I re­mem­ber be­fore I found my­self sprawled on the wet grass be­side Keeper.” Then he looked up at her, star­tled. “And I did call you—then!—not even aware, for a mo­ment, that time had passed!”

Emily thought of her brother alone in the rainy night, bleed­ing, far from home. “I’m sorry I couldn’t hear you call for me,” she said.

“Keeper did.” Bran­well ruf­fled the fur on the dog’s head, not hav­ing to bend down to do it. Keeper stood still, not wag­ging his tail. “It was wrong of me to blame him for the cuts on my face. Do ex­plain to the oth­ers.”

He looked over his shoul­der at the stairs. “If you are all quite fin­ished with me, I’m go­ing back to bed.”

Emily laid her hand on top of Bran­well’s on the dog’s head. “We’ll never be fin­ished with you,” she said.

He man­aged a smile. “You and Keeper, at least.”

He turned away and be­gan mak­ing his way up the stairs; like an old man, Emily thought.

She and Keeper walked back to the par­lor. Her fa­ther and sis­ters still sat at the ta­ble, but Cur­zon was gone.

“Mr. Cur­zon didn’t know how long you’d be with Bran­well,” said Anne, “and since he has a long trip ahead of him, he asked us to con­vey his apolo­gies.”

“Hah!” said Emily. “He thinks I won’t go with him!”

“Go with him?” ex­claimed her fa­ther. “Where? To Pon­den Kirk? Back to this mag­i­cal grove by Bog­garts Green? Cer­tainly not!”

Anne didn’t look at their fa­ther. “You need to rest,” she said. “I can see the ef­fort you’re tak­ing to act as if you’re not in pain.”

“I’ve got to be the judge of my ca­pa­bil­i­ties,” Emily told her, “and they’re more than you sup­pose. He can’t get far in the time it will take me to load my pis­tol.”

“Will you obey your fa­ther?” Patrick de­manded.

“When I can, Papa,” said Emily. “And please trust me when I can’t.”

She hur­ried away down the hall.




Emily had won­dered if she would be able to keep up with Cur­zon across the miles of un­even ter­rain to the site of the Druidic tem­ple, but as soon as she was away from the par­son­age the cold heather-scented wind cleared her head with its fa­mil­iar hints of a re­mote, wild mu­sic, and she let the light crunch of her boots on the path’s damp earth pro­vide a fleet coun­ter­point to it un­til she was nearly danc­ing. She pushed her straw hat off and let it swing on her back by its draw­string. Keeper trot­ted at her side, tilt­ing his mas­sive head to sniff at the wind and ev­i­dently find­ing noth­ing ob­jec­tion­able in it.

Last night’s rain had left the sky clear blue be­tween tow­ers of daz­zlingly white cu­mu­lus clouds, and patches of green and pur­ple shone in the di­vided sun­light on the hills.

She re­flected that hop­ing to meet a god­dess from the re­mote past, on such an as­sertively new day as this, should seem in­con­gru­ous; but the heather and wind and stone were time­less, and the lonely paths traced the same ways they did when it was Ro­man or Celtic or Pic­tish feet that had trod them.

She saw the fig­ure of Cur­zon on the north­ern path, pac­ing along with a tall walk­ing stick, and she quickly caught up with him. His coat was un­but­toned, flap­ping like a cape, and his un­ruly black hair stuck out from un­der a tweed cap.

He didn’t stop or turn around, but when she and Keeper were a yard be­hind him he said, “I could or­der you to go back.”

“As you have be­fore.” Much of the stiff­ness in her knees had al­ready van­ished with the ex­er­cise. The aches in her shoul­ders could take their time.

“I might threaten you with my stick.”

“Keeper would find that ex­cit­ing.”

She was walk­ing be­side him now, cour­te­ously on his right, and he glanced down at her sev­eral times as the three of them var­i­ously strode and loped along. Even­tu­ally he said, “I note an an­gu­lar bulk in your coat pocket.”

“Lead and church-bell scrap­ings,” she said with a nod.

They crossed the River Worth by the same old stone bridge as be­fore, and now the wider ex­tent of moor­land hills and val­leys lay ahead of them.

Cur­zon seemed to be watch­ing to see if she’d tire, or ask for a rest, but Emily was in­vig­o­rated to be away from the close sights of walls and roofs and chim­neys, out here where her vi­sion could em­brace dis­tant hills and rocky out­crops across miles of clear air.

She thought of the word Cur­zon had used last Sep­tem­ber—par­al­lax—and she won­dered if to him the land­scape had no depth now, with rel­a­tive dis­tances a mat­ter of in­ter­pre­ta­tion.

Emily knew the way to the hill­top that over­looked the site of the druidic tem­ple, and she was ready to cor­rect Cur­zon if he mis­read the in­ev­i­dent land­marks. As he had done last Sep­tem­ber, he avoided hill­tops and ridges, and when­ever pos­si­ble made his way down slopes to fol­low new rain-fed becks in ravines and nar­row val­leys, but the tem­ple was al­ways ahead of them.

When their course did take them over the top of a ridge, Cur­zon al­ways looked around at the hori­zon, frown­ing when he saw an oc­ca­sional ru­ined stone farm­house in the dis­tance, but it was Emily who spied the fig­ure of a man stand­ing be­side a ju­niper tree on a hill­top a mile to the west.

She pointed the fig­ure out to Cur­zon. “Alan Wright, is my guess,” she said. “I think he only means to track us—his right hand won’t be of much use to him.”

They were fol­low­ing a fa­mil­iar old dry-stone wall now, and it ended at a flat field of lush reeds bend­ing in the wind—the marsh they had crossed last year. Emily looked across the ex­panse at the wil­low tree, and the hawthorn bushes that had turned into old women on that stormy day, but by day­light they were just a tree and bushes, and she found their ver­dant or­di­nar­i­ness al­most mock­ing. But per­haps Cur­zon had killed the ig­nis fa­tui spir­its last night, tram­pling them.

She and Cur­zon fol­lowed Keeper across the marsh, and Cur­zon knew now to poke at doubt­ful patches of mud with his stick be­fore set­ting his boot on them. The stag­nant smell that Emily thought of as froggy was hardly de­tectable on the wind.

“A bit south of here,” Cur­zon re­marked, “is where Keeper found you.”

“Tabby says those things wan­der at night.”

On the far side of the marsh they were as­cend­ing a grassy slope, and there was one of the pri­mor­dial paths to fol­low north­ward. Within an­other mile they were climb­ing the hill with the two stand­ing stones at its crown.

The wind was stronger at the top of the hill. Emily crossed to the steep north­ern slope and looked down at the green heath be­low, and soon iden­ti­fied the stones that in­ter­mit­tently out­lined the re­mem­bered square within a square, both tran­sected by a now-wider beck, a hun­dred feet out from the foot of the hill.

Grass and gorse thickly cov­ered the ground, and she couldn’t see where the fis­sures and holes had opened up on that day last year; but she re­called Cur­zon fall­ing into one, and she touched her pocket and re­mem­bered shoot­ing at the rip­pling spot of air in which Keeper had rec­og­nized Welsh.

She looked at Cur­zon stand­ing next to her. His eye was nar­rowed and his brown pro­file was taut, and she re­al­ized that he was afraid of what he was about to do—more afraid than he had been last year. Seek­ing a task from a god­dess can be costly, he had told her last night, and hav­ing un­der­taken to ful­fil it, you’re gen­er­ally in mor­tal peril if you fail. Im­mor­tal peril, I should say.

She won­dered what his life at the monastery had been like; the life he had aban­doned af­ter cut­ting out his own left eye, largely for her sake.

“I’ll be right be­side you,” she told him, “like it or not.”

“At this mo­ment,” he said, “self­ishly, I’m glad.”

His right hand moved half­way to his face and then dropped, and she guessed that he had been about to make the sign of the cross but had thought bet­ter of it. He was, af­ter all, about to at­tempt the con­jur­ing of a pa­gan god­dess.

He cleared his throat and ex­haled through pursed lips; and then, loudly and care­fully, called a dozen syl­la­bles. Again Emily couldn’t iden­tify the lan­guage, though she was sure it was a dif­fer­ent ques­tion or state­ment than what he had called out here last year. The un­known words sent a shiver down her arms.

Re­mem­ber­ing what hap­pened on that day, she turned and looked south; but to­day there were no crows in the sky. Welsh is wounded, she thought—wait­ing.

She walked across the grass to the steep north slope and crouched, then be­gan hop­ping and slid­ing down, with one hand catch­ing at stones and tufts of grass. Keeper bounded past her on one side, and on the other side rolled rocks and clumps of dirt loos­ened by Cur­zon de­scend­ing be­hind her.

At the bot­tom of the slope she stood up, care­ful not to wince at the re­newed aches in her knees, and brushed out her crum­pled dress. Cur­zon came slid­ing down a cou­ple of yards to her left, and he got to his feet with some ev­i­dent ef­fort.

Emily shaded her eyes and looked across the empty heath.

The first line of stones lay a hun­dred feet ahead, and from ground level the stones were hardly vis­i­ble in the tall grass. Cur­zon led the way for­ward across the un­even ground, and paused when they stood over the in­ter­mit­tently marked outer bound­ary.

“Across the thresh­old to­gether,” he said, “as be­fore.”

Emily caught Keeper’s col­lar, nod­ded to Cur­zon, and the three of them stepped over the row of stones.

This time Emily was able to re­main stand­ing when the ground shifted, and she only blinked when abruptly she found her­self in dark­ness, with a cres­cent moon high over­head. Day­light came back so sud­denly that it was as if the brief ex­pe­ri­ence of night had been a hood whisked away, and she shifted her boots in the grass as the ground tilted again—and then she was once again stand­ing a few yards in front of the low stone tem­ple with the tall, con­i­cal thatched roof. The open door­way be­low the wooden lin­tel beam showed only shad­ows and the nar­row open­ing in the far wall; she couldn’t see the ef­figy of the god­dess.

She shiv­ered with the old lib­er­at­ing ex­cite­ment.

Around the prim­i­tive build­ing the grassy heath still stretched wide be­tween dis­tant rocky promon­to­ries. The only ev­i­dent change in the land­scape in the last few mo­ments was that the stream bi­sect­ing the squares was not here, now.

And two dogs were stand­ing be­side her.

She touched their equally solid, furry heads, and re­mem­bered her en­trance into the mundus loci be­side the Bog­garts Green stone last night. To Cur­zon she said, “I don’t think we could ever have got here with­out Keeper’s com­pan­ion—in spite of your hill­top in­can­ta­tion.”

“We won’t be try­ing it again.” He wiped his hand across his mouth and took a step, but Emily caught his shoul­der.

“I may have es­tab­lished a rap­port,” she said, “through my fa­ther.”

He hes­i­tated, then nod­ded re­luc­tantly and stepped aside.

Emily and the two dogs started for­ward, and when she fol­lowed them un­der the lin­tel beam she was able to make out the re­mem­bered wicker fig­ure stand­ing on a stone block in the dim­ness. When she had first seen it last year it had seemed to be noth­ing but a prim­i­tive bas­ket­work ef­figy, but to­day it was pal­pa­bly a pres­ence.

Emily re­called what Cur­zon had said then: She was known to the Celts down around Bath as Sulis, and the druids in these north­ern parts called her Brig­an­tia . . . There’s the re­mains of a Ro­man road up by Skip­ton, and the Ro­mans used to come down here to con­sult her. They knew her as Min­erva.

A pre­hu­man power, she thought—no doubt di­min­ished now, but still ex­ist­ing on lev­els she could never com­pre­hend.

She heard Cur­zon scuff in be­hind her, and then tiny white lights ap­peared in the ef­figy’s empty eye sock­ets, and bright­ened. Emily was sud­denly cer­tain that the faint lights of the noc­tur­nal ig­nis fa­tui were a per­verse mimicry of this ra­di­ance. It was sen­tient, and pure—she got no im­pres­sion of malev­o­lence from it, but also no im­pres­sion of hu­man qual­i­ties like com­pas­sion or mercy.

As if from long-dor­mant in­stinct, the two dogs crossed the nar­row cham­ber and sat down on ei­ther side of the stone block that sup­ported the crude fig­ure of the god­dess, like at­ten­dant demigods. With an au­di­ble creak­ing, the shape­less straw cylin­ders of the god­dess’s arms ex­tended out­ward and down, and touched the heads of the dogs. Then the arm that had touched her Keeper’s head rose and ex­tended out to­ward Emily. The white glow from the fig­ure’s eye sock­ets was bright enough now that Emily saw the bristly shadow of the straw arm on the stones of the wall to her right.

Re­call­ing that no harm had come to her when she had touched the straw arm last year, Emily reached out and touched it again—

And she al­most snatched her hand back, for some­thing had cut her left fore­fin­ger, though in the bright­en­ing glow she could see noth­ing but dry straw at the end of the god­dess’s shape­less arm. But she didn’t lower her hand un­til the arm with­drew. She re­sisted the im­pulse to suck her fin­ger, and drops of blood fell un­re­garded to the stone floor.

Emily was sur­prised to see Cur­zon kneel—then saw that he had pulled a hand­ful of bird bones from his coat pocket. The bones he had left on this floor last year were gone, and he leaned for­ward to toss this new hand­ful like dice.

As be­fore, the bones fell on the dirt in a dis­tinct, non­ran­dom fig­ure. He gath­ered them in and threw them again, and the shad­ows of the sym­bol the lit­tle bones formed made it seem to stand out in high re­lief. Emily yawned to cor­rect the pres­sure in her ears.

Six more times Cur­zon threw, scanned, and gath­ered in the bones, as the light from the god­dess’s eyes in­ten­si­fied; he and Emily were both squint­ing now to see the sym­bols the bones formed, though to Emily they meant noth­ing.

She was watch­ing his hand as he scraped up the bones one more time, and so the glar­ing flash of light that rocked him over back­ward only made her hunch her shoul­ders and close her eyes. But a mo­ment later her knees gave way and thud­ded into grassy dirt.

Pe­riph­er­ally, around a reti­nal af­ter­im­age of Cur­zon’s clos­ing hand, she saw that she was kneel­ing on the heath in a cold wind un­der a clear sky, and she scram­bled around to peer be­hind her and to the sides—the stone tem­ple was gone, Keeper was nuz­zling her shoul­der, the ghost dog had dis­ap­peared, and Al­cuin Cur­zon was stand­ing a cou­ple of yards away, star­ing ex­pres­sion­lessly at noth­ing.

“Cur­zon,” Emily said, strug­gling painfully to her feet. “Al­cuin!”

He seemed not to hear her. She walked up to him and shook him by the shoul­der; he swayed, but his face didn’t change.

She stepped around in front of him, and she stood on her toes to meet the blank gaze of his sin­gle eye. “Al­cuin!” she shouted into his face.

His eye didn’t move. She leaned in close to him and was re­lieved to feel his steady hot breath on her cheek. She stepped back and then slapped him hard on the cheek with­out the eye­patch—and his face re­mained stiff.

She walked away, and no­ticed that the sun was low over the hills to the west. Hours must have passed, here in re­al­ity, dur­ing the sep­a­rate time they had spent in the tem­ple of . . . Sulis, Brig­an­tia, Min­erva.

Only now was Emily fright­ened. Once be­fore, she had left him out on the moors while she went to get help, but even though he had been badly wounded then, she had not doubted that he would re­cover. And when she had come back, then, with the Sun­der­lands, he had been gone.

She was afraid now that she could leave him and come back in a week, and find him still stand­ing here like this.

And he had pre­sum­ably learned here, to­day, what task the god­dess had im­posed to save her fam­ily from Welsh.

She blinked tears out of her eyes and walked back to where Cur­zon stood; and she pulled her pis­tol from her coat pocket and thumbed back the ham­mer. With her free hand she took hold of his left hand and lifted his arm. Re­mem­ber­ing a wounded hawk she had found on the moors and nursed back to health, she im­pul­sively kissed his palm, and then raised his hand and fired the pis­tol be­tween his palm and his ear.

The blast was loud. His arm was jerked out of her grasp and his head turned sharply away in the burst of white smoke. He shook his burned hand and blinked tears out of his eye.

“What?” he barked hoarsely. “Who’s shoot­ing? Damn it—”

“No­body!” Emily shouted in his face. “Can you hear me?”

“No, I can’t hear you.” He blinked at the smok­ing pis­tol in her hand and then stepped away from her and squinted around at the empty land­scape. “What were you shoot­ing at? You’ve near deaf­ened and blinded me!” He held his burned hand up to his stream­ing eye. “Did you shoot at me?”

“No—I wanted to wake you up!”

“Damn, girl! Wait here, don’t move.” He strode over the outer line of stones and crouched to plunge his hand into the rush­ing wa­ter of the stream that bi­sected the an­cient squares. He splashed wa­ter lib­er­ally over his head and shook his wet black hair. “I wasn’t asleep!” he called over his shoul­der.

“What did she say?” Emily yelled.

“What? Who?”

Emily glanced around be­fore call­ing the name. “Min-er-va!”

Cur­zon was shak­ing his left hand. “What, last year?”

“Just now!” Emily waved at the in­ner square of stones. “When you threw your bird bones!” He tilted his head back and stared at her in ev­i­dent in­com­pre­hen­sion, and she added des­per­ately, “Bright light, re­mem­ber?”

He started to speak, then cast a glance at the set­ting sun.

“The dogs sat on ei­ther side of her plinth!” Emily held up her left hand. “She cut my fin­ger!”

Cur­zon hur­ried across the grass to stand be­side her a few feet out­side the line of the big­ger square.

“Step over the wall line now,” he said, and as Keeper fol­lowed at Emily’s knee Cur­zon took her hand and tugged her for­ward. A mo­ment later all three of them stood in­side the big­ger square of low stones, and that was all: the stones all lay in­ert in their an­cient lines among the grass, and no tem­ple ap­peared.

“We al­ready did it,” Emily said, yank­ing her hand free. “And the ghost Keeper is gone now.”

“What do you mean, we—” Cur­zon bared his teeth at the dark­en­ing sky. “Ach! So late in the day, in an in­stant?”

“We al­ready did it,” Emily re­peated dis­tinctly.

For sev­eral sec­onds the wind across the heath was the only sound. Then Cur­zon spoke, and his voice was ur­gent: “Did she an­swer? Did the bones form sym­bols?”

“Yes!” Emily felt tears welling up in her eyes, and she looked away so that Cur­zon wouldn’t see them. In a res­o­lutely level voice she added, “And don’t ask me if I re­mem­ber what they were!”

Cur­zon walked past the in­ner line of stones, onto the patch of dirt where the tem­ple had been. He fell to his knees and clawed at the dirt with his right hand, then struck his fist against the side of his head.

“Damn me,” he said. “I be­lieve you.” He stood up. “We’ve got to get you home. When did that Wright fel­low send to Lon­don for the twin’s re­place­ment head?”

“Yes­ter­day, Wright said. Prob­a­bly at dawn.”

“With fast couri­ers they could have it at Ha­worth to­mor­row night.”

Emily sighed and let her shoul­ders sag. “You re­mem­ber noth­ing of your meet­ing with Min­erva just now?”

He closed his eye and frowned, then shook his head. “I’m sorry, truly. Noth­ing.”

They be­gan walk­ing away from the empty ex­panse of grass, back to­ward the hill slope.

“I’m sorry I wrote to you,” Emily said. Cur­zon nod­ded, look­ing to the left at their long shad­ows, and she added quickly, “Please un­der­stand what I mean—I’m sorry I called you away from your monastery, and pro­voked your penance.” And, she thought, you’ll no doubt have to pay the cost for fail­ing in what­ever task those bones spelled out for you.

“The penance was due in any case, child. Ah, look—Keeper prompts us.”

Keeper had started hop­ping and scram­bling back up the hill, and Emily and Cur­zon climbed up af­ter him, Cur­zon fa­vor­ing his scorched left hand. At the crest of the hill, Keeper waited while they leaned on the stand­ing stones to catch their breaths.

“What­ever the out­come,” Emily said, “I’m grate­ful for your stren­u­ous and self­less ef­forts.” She pushed wind-tan­gled hair back from her fore­head. “I ex­pect you’ll be re­turn­ing to your monastery now.”

“I ex­pect I will,” he said, “if I’m not killed in your church to­mor­row night. Your Protes­tant church.”

You don’t have to stay to the end with us, she thought, and she nearly reached out for the hand that she had kissed and then burned with the pan-flash of the pis­tol.

But she just gave him a wist­ful smile and said, “I should de­ter you from stay­ing. But—yes—please.”

They walked quickly down the shal­lower slope on the south side of the hill and struck out across the shad­owed moors. Cur­zon shook his head sharply from time to time, and looked back, and sev­eral times seemed about to speak, but waved off Emily’s ques­tion­ing looks. She and Keeper led the way along paths that they had tra­versed many times over the years, and it was Keeper who took the lead in cross­ing the marsh.

Emily glanced to her left at the wil­low and the three dimly vis­i­ble hawthorn bushes, but there were still no ig­nis fa­tui lights.

“Your horse must have killed all three,” she said. When Cur­zon grunted and turned to her, she pointed at the bushes.

Cur­zon stopped. “Three deaths,” he said.

Emily nod­ded. “The ig­nis fa­tui.”

“That was—” And then he would have sunk to his knees in the mud if Emily had not caught his arm and braced her feet.

“Yes,” he said, so softly that Emily barely heard him over the wind, “we were there, you and I, in her tem­ple!—Yes, the dogs, I re­mem­ber now—and I had called her from the hill­top, asked for her full at­ten­tion, and a task, God help us!”

He straight­ened, and her hand fell away.

“Emily.” He breathed deeply. “In the bright light at the end I saw her, to the—tiny ex­tent!—that I was able to com­pre­hend her. And she saw me, this time. She dwarfed me, her vast age, her spir­i­tual . . . enor­mity! I felt I was a mayfly be­ing crushed just by her aware­ness of me!” He rubbed one hand over his face. “I fled her, hid from her, in­ward!—far down in the deep­est re­cesses of my mind—and I might never have come out again if you had not fired your pis­tol at me.”

“Not at you. I’m glad it—”

“Wait, wait! Three deaths. The sym­bols in the bones, I re­mem­ber them now: there was a fig­ure that de­scribed some­thing like a lethal par­a­site that doesn’t be­long where or when it is, and then a re­vers­ing sym­bol, which would mean the ban­ish­ing of it. The souls that it pur­chased must de­fault, re­nege—for­feit priv­i­lege. They must sur­ren­der their lives—three deaths, as . . . penalty pay­ment. And a sac­ri­fice must be made from the har­vest they’re now re­lin­quish­ing, borne by the dead to the can­celling fire.”

“Ahh,” Emily ex­haled. Keeper was walk­ing away, and she waved in that di­rec­tion. “Yes,” she said as the two of them re­sumed walk­ing, “We’re to break an old, un­sought bar­gain, and pay the penal­ties.”

For sev­eral sec­onds they plod­ded on through the marsh in si­lence.

“I’m sorry,” said Cur­zon fi­nally. “I’m afraid the task the god­dess as­signed is for you.”

“It’s only right.”

The crests of a few hills in the east still shone pale apri­cot in the sink­ing day­light, and Keeper trot­ted ahead of Emily and Cur­zon, fre­quently look­ing back as if to urge a quicker pace.

Even­tu­ally Cur­zon said, “She cut your fin­ger, this time?”

Emily held up her left fore­fin­ger. “Yes.” In the dusky light she couldn’t see the cut, but when she rubbed her thumb across it, it stung, and she felt the edges of bro­ken skin. “The same fin­ger I cut when I was twelve, to leave my blood in the fairy cave.”

Cur­zon nod­ded and sighed. “The moon won’t be up for a while,” he said, “but I imag­ine you see well at night.”

“And Keeper and I both know the way back,” she as­sured him.

He nod­ded, and she knew that he didn’t trust his one re­main­ing eye to rec­og­nize fea­tures of the land in dark­ness.

Quickly he went on, “I’ve paid for three nights at that same house on Main Street. I don’t think the Obliques can get the twin’s new head to Ha­worth be­fore dusk to­mor­row. When would you have me come?”

“Morn­ing,” said Emily. “An hour af­ter dawn, say.”

“Pre­pared for a long walk, I ex­pect.”

“Yes. And this time you might have to carry me back.”








CHAP­TER SIX­TEEN


Emily’s fa­ther pushed his chair back from the din­ing room ta­ble and shifted around to look out the win­dow to­ward the dark church­yard. He had not spo­ken while Emily told him and her sis­ters about to­day’s hike with Cur­zon to the capri­ciously ap­pear­ing tem­ple in the north moors—which ne­ces­si­tated telling him about their pre­vi­ous visit last year.

For many sec­onds af­ter she had fin­ished, he didn’t speak. Then, “I told you to stay at home to­day,” he said qui­etly. “When you dis­obey me, you do it in . . . epic fash­ion.” With­out turn­ing back to face his daugh­ters, he raised a hand. “But it was I who put the idea into your head—I should never have told you what I did in Chester forty-some years ago, af­ter step­ping off the boat from Ire­land. I hope,” he added in a whis­per, “I have not damned us both.”

“You didn’t prompt me,” Emily told him. “I didn’t even know it was Min­erva un­til af­ter the first visit.”

Still look­ing away from them, Patrick clenched his hand in a fist. “But she knew you—marked you to­day!—be­cause of me.”

“And gave me an an­swer.”

Emily had re­turned to the par­son­age a cou­ple of hours af­ter sun­set. Cur­zon had said good night at the kitchen door, say­ing that he wouldn’t in­trude on her talk with her fam­ily, and her fa­ther had in­sisted that she have a restora­tive bowl of hot por­ridge and a cup of tea be­fore join­ing him and her sis­ters in the par­lor. Bran­well had been on his way up­stairs to bed, and was ir­ri­ta­ble when Emily stopped him long enough to look at his left wrist; and he had been sur­prised, as she had not been, to no­tice a fresh cut on his old scar.

Anne had a cut on her left fore­fin­ger, and had thought she must have cut her­self while peel­ing pota­toes that af­ter­noon.

“An an­swer!” said Char­lotte now. “A curse, I call it.”

She was sit­ting be­side Anne at the din­ing ta­ble, and Emily re­clined on the green leather couch against the far wall, near the fire in the fire­place. In spite of her as­sur­ances to ev­ery­one, Emily was in fact very tired, and her legs and shoul­der ached.

Patrick shook his head and fi­nally turned to face Emily. “It is not an ac­cept­able an­swer. If I’d known you were—so un­wisely!—re­solved on con­sult­ing her, I’d have in­sisted on com­ing along—yes, de­spite the grave sin of it. I might have rea­soned with her.”

Thun­der rum­bled re­motely out in the night.

Emily’s breath caught, and she blinked to hold back ex­haus­tion-read­ied tears. In the face of this threat against his chil­dren, she thought, he for­gets that he’s sev­enty years old, and frail—and he has no con­cep­tion of the en­tity Cur­zon and I en­coun­tered. He should have wound the clock and gone to bed an hour ago.

Anne too seemed af­fected, and she took a deep breath and let it out, as if to level her voice, be­fore she said, “A negat­ing fire, a cleans­ing fire, you said. In the fairy cave, I imag­ine, to stop pay­ment on the blood we left there, and even erad­i­cate any atoms of it that might still cling to that stone.” She sucked her cut fin­ger.

“And then no­body will have any pro­pri­etary claim on us,” Emily said, “be­fore or af­ter our deaths.”

Char­lotte opened her mouth to say some­thing, but Anne low­ered her hand and sat back, and Char­lotte paused. Anne said, “For­feit priv­i­lege. That’s clear enough. But what do you sup­pose your god­dess meant by ‘a sac­ri­fice from the har­vest they’re now re­lin­quish­ing’?”

Yes, thought Emily, for­feit priv­i­lege is ob­vi­ous. In these sev­en­teen years since Anne, Bran­well, and I made our­selves con­spic­u­ous to hun­gry ghosts, we’ve had at the same time our un­nat­u­ral dis­pen­sa­tion from the con­se­quence of it, in re­turn for Welsh hav­ing a claim on the three of us. And our aim now, hav­ing ac­cepted those sev­en­teen years, is to de­fault on that un­wit­ting bar­gain. As to the har­vest . . . 

In these stolen years we’ve writ­ten nov­els, po­ems . . . 

“Con­sider Cain and Abel,” she said.

Patrick was frown­ing. “This makes no sense at all. You girls have noth­ing.”

Char­lotte had been rapidly switch­ing her gaze among her sis­ters and her fa­ther, and now she burst out, “And three deaths? Have you all some­how for­got­ten that part of the . . . pa­gan or­a­cle’s mes­sage?”

Patrick shook his head, mut­ter­ing un­der his breath.

Emily had been wait­ing for Char­lotte or her fa­ther to fi­nally ad­dress that con­spic­u­ous point. She leaned her head back and closed her eyes. “And it must fol­low, as the night the day,” she said. “Our spe­cial pro­tec­tion will be gone, and our spe­cial vul­ner­a­bil­ity will re­main.”

She looked down at her scraped hands to avoid meet­ing any­one’s eye. Anne and Char­lotte had told her what Cur­zon had said to them last night: Once you’ve been opened to their at­ten­tions, it’s not just the ones who sham­ble up to you in church­yards and star­tle you by emp­ty­ing your lungs in an in­stant—sub­tler ones at­tach to you, and take your breath and vi­tal­ity by de­grees.

“Con­sump­tion,” said Char­lotte, nod­ding an­grily, “by sub­tle ghosts!”

“By de­grees,” Emily re­minded her, “and there’ll be ways to stave them off.”

“For how long?” de­manded Char­lotte. “A year?”

“Oh,” said Emily with a brit­tle smile, “longer than that, I should say. Twice that, per­haps.”

“I should have tied the three of you to your beds on that ter­ri­ble day!” Char­lotte shifted in her chair. “When are you go­ing out there to­mor­row with your friend?”

“Not a friend, pre­cisely. Early morn­ing. We should all get some sleep tonight.”

“I should go there with you.”

“You and Anne stay here with Papa. And Bran­well.”

“No,” said their fa­ther, push­ing back his chair. “I can’t per­mit it. None of you will stir from this house un­til af­ter—”

Emily forced her­self to sit up. “Oh, Papa, af­ter what? Af­ter Welsh has evicted Bran­well out of his whole body, not just his left hand? Af­ter Al­cuin Cur­zon has prob­a­bly killed him­self try­ing to pre­vent Welsh’s other half from ris­ing re­stored from its bro­ken tomb, and the twin dev­ils merge at last?”

Their fa­ther had started to get up out of his chair, but now slumped back into it. “John Brown cut a fresh stone to­day, with the ogham lines copied, and laid it over the old bro­ken one.” His voice was weak, al­most petu­lant. “The old one kept the mon­ster down for a cen­tury and a half . . .”

Tabby had walked down the hall from the kitchen and now she stepped into the par­lor and set the re­filled teapot on the ta­ble. “It’s got a head now, though,” she said.

“Ahead of what?” said Patrick.

Then it took half an hour, dur­ing which Tabby had to go back to the kitchen twice to re­fill the teapot, for the sis­ters to fully ex­plain to their fa­ther about the skull Emily had de­stroyed last year, and the fresh head that Mrs. Flens­ing had brought and that had been car­ried away by her ac­com­plice . . . af­ter the ac­com­plice had killed Mrs. Flens­ing and prob­a­bly put her ghost into it as a place­holder.

“The head may be in Ha­worth by to­mor­row evening,” Emily said.

Their fa­ther had stared into the fire through­out the ac­count, and now looked up. “Place­holder for . . . ?”

“The twin’s own spirit,” said Anne, “presently trapped head­less un­der the stone.”

“It needs a com­pat­i­ble head,” said Emily, “and Mrs. Flens­ing found a fresh one some­where.”

“To hear such sen­tences in my par­lor,” said Patrick. shak­ing his head. “Dev­ils’ heads, god­desses in pa­gan tem­ples!” He stared at each of his daugh­ters in turn. “You never thought to . . . trou­ble me, with any of this?”

“No,” said Emily flatly.

“You were blind,” said Char­lotte.

“And then in Man­ches­ter for a month,” said Anne.

“And old.” He shrugged, and re­sumed get­ting to his feet—in or­der to kneel. “To­mor­row night will ev­i­dently be con­tentious,” he said. “We to our prayers, now, and then to our beds.”

The three sis­ters pushed back their own chairs, and Emily was de­ter­mined to kneel for as long as Patrick wanted to pray, with­out giv­ing any sign of the aches in her knees.

“And pray that we’ll all be kneel­ing here again to­mor­row night,” she said.




Even in her dream, Emily rec­og­nized her fa­ther’s dawn gun­shot, and she clung to the sound as she clawed her way up out of the dream to wake­ful­ness.

In the dream she had again found her­self in the church­yard at night, sway­ing in spotty moon­light to the va­garies of the wind and watch­ing a shad­owed fig­ure walk slowly to­ward her from the ru­ined par­son­age. She had im­plic­itly known that in her present ghost form she was im­mune to in­jury ex­cept by fire, and so she had watched the ap­proach­ing stranger with just wary cu­rios­ity.

A broad hat shaded the ap­proach­ing face, and she won­dered who it could be. One-eyed Cur­zon, say­ing good­bye?—re­gret­fully? Her­self, re­sent­ing her ghost lin­ger­ing this way?

But when the hat was swept off, it was Bran­well’s face star­ing at her no-doubt in­dis­tinct form. The mouth opened above the still-sparse chin beard, and a voice that was not Bran­well’s said, “You are all my herd now.”

He looked past her and nod­ded, and the wind oblig­ingly turned Emily around. Be­hind her she could make out five rip­pling forms made of smoke and cob­webs, slowly wav­ing joint­less arms like sea­weed un­der wa­ter, and she knew they were her mother and her four sis­ters—Eliz­a­beth, Maria, Char­lotte, and Anne—frail ghosts like her­self, out here in the night. A tan­gled thing like a bro­ken dried net­tle was hud­dled against the wall be­hind them, and she knew it was the ghost of their fa­ther, try­ing to hide from their sight.

She knew then to look up, and a ragged curl of cap­tive smoke flut­ter­ing in the branches was Al­cuin Cur­zon.

She looked again at Bran­well’s face. With both hands, his left as deft as his right, he lifted a dog col­lar that she rec­og­nized as Keeper’s, and ex­tended it to­ward the space be­low her wob­bling head.

Then from one of the gap­ing win­dows of the ru­ined par­son­age she heard the muted crack of a gun­shot, and knew what it was. She flexed her leg to run, and it was a real leg, not the lint-and-dan­de­lion-seed leg of a ghost; she fo­cused her mind on the mem­ory of that real gun­shot and with real hands thrust blan­kets down, as if climb­ing out of a hole. She forced away the dream vi­sion, and af­ter a few mo­ments of strug­gle she was sit­ting up in her bed in her lit­tle room. Muted dawn light let her see the draw­ings on the walls.

She was pant­ing, and flexed her hands in front of her face to re­as­sure her­self that she still had a body. For a while, she thought; long enough, God will­ing.

She stood up and put on her robe. As she left her room and started down the hall to­ward the stairs, she heard quiet sob­bing from be­hind Bran­well’s door. She paused, then knocked.

“Go away,” came his voice, so she opened the door and stepped in.

He had his back to her, stand­ing at the win­dow and look­ing out over the bleak moors. His room was colder than hers.

He took a deep breath. “Only Emily,” he said, “would just come in any­way.”

“You’d want me to.”

He shrugged. “I think to­day I dis­ap­pear into him.”

“No,” she said. “To­day I free us. Stop pay­ment on our blood.” She found matches on his bed­side ta­ble and lit the can­dle that stood there.

He turned around, and in spite of the mis­ery in his wasted face she was glad to see his own self in his naked eyes. “It can’t be done.”

“I think it can. I’ve had ex­pert ad­vice.” She cocked her head. “You can be free, es­cape pos­ses­sion. And when we die we won’t be part of his ghost herd.”

He shud­dered, then crossed to the bed and sat down. “I was dream­ing of that, mo­ments ago; Papa’s gun­shot woke me. I was in Welsh, mute, help­less. He walked down the steps from this house, and the ghost of you met him—”

“And the house was in ru­ins, by moon­light.”

He looked up at her, squint­ing with­out his spec­ta­cles. “You dreamed it too? Just now?” When she nod­ded, he said in a hol­low voice, “It was a prophecy.”

“A false one, Bran­well. Trust me.”

For a mo­ment he just stared at her, clearly con­sid­er­ing the idea that her con­fi­dence might some­how be jus­ti­fied; then he looked away. “But we’ll still die, you know. The lit­tle ghosts, the ones that are just smoke and va­por—we un­think­ingly cough them away now, but they’ll get into us, with­out his con­ferred im­mu­nity. They’ll kill us.”

“Grad­u­ally,” she said. “By de­grees.”

“Sooner than later.”

“Prob­a­bly. So?”

For sev­eral sec­onds nei­ther of them spoke.

Fi­nally Bran­well man­aged a laugh. Qui­etly he said, “In the dream he was able to work my left hand. I would like to get it back again, for my­self, if only for a while.”

“Your soul too. And not just for a while.”

“Well yes, that too.”

“You can have it back—but it calls for a sac­ri­fice from each of us that were there, that day.”

“What do we have? No money—blood, again?”

“A sac­ri­fice from a har­vest we took, but now de­cline to pay for. Sev­en­teen years of har­vests.” He gave her a blank, slack-jawed look, and she went on, “My first novel is out of my hands, but my sec­ond is half-writ­ten. Anne’s novel is un­avail­able too, but she has a lot of po­etry.” She spread her hands and forced her voice to be level. “We’ll burn it.”

“Are you—hah!—ask­ing me to burn what I’ve been writ­ing? Along with your—”

“You stay here. I’ll take it all out there. To­day.”

“Your first novel, your sec­ond novel—you and Anne—lit­tle tales of Glass Town and Gondal? I’m writ­ing a real novel! It’s all very well for you two to burn your . . . your ef­forts, but I can’t pos­si­bly—”

“What­ever their value, we owe a sac­ri­fice from that har­vest.”

He glanced to­ward his desk, then back at his sis­ter. “Who says so?”

Min­erva, thought Emily; who re­ceived me be­cause our fa­ther asked for her cy­clopes-made ar­mor when he ar­rived on these shores at the age of twenty-five. Emily imag­ined try­ing to ex­plain this to Bran­well, then just said, “I say so.”

Bran­well wiped his right hand across his mouth. “Truly, Emily?”

She nod­ded. “For your soul.”

He stood up quickly and crossed to the desk. “So I must cease to be,” he said as he yanked open the top drawer, “and, with me, what my pen has gleaned from my teem­ing brain—no high-piled books to hold their full-ripened grain . . .”

Emily rec­og­nized the Keats son­net that he was man­gling, and men­tally sup­plied the last words of it: love and fame to noth­ing­ness do sink.

“For us all, Bran­well,” she said.

He lifted out a stack of hand­writ­ten pages and di­vided it in two. He handed her the top half. “There.”

She looked at the pages still on the desk. “Just half? This is Cain’s sac­ri­fice.”

“Do you see that?” he said, touch­ing a spot on the top page that was so densely scrib­bled that a hole had been scraped right through the pa­per. “My very best writ­ing is there.”

“This won’t earn us much mercy, af­ter­ward.”

He slammed the drawer. “Where’s this first novel of yours, that it can’t be added to the pyre?”

“Sub­mit­ted to a pub­lisher. I won­der if you be­lieve me when I say that if I had it here, I would sac­ri­fice it, to save us.”

“Oh,” he said mis­er­ably, “I be­lieve you, of course.” He walked back to the bed and sat down. “What was its ti­tle?”

“Wuther­ing Heights.”

“Huh. Ter­ri­ble ti­tle. Well, you sac­ri­ficed it by post­ing it to a pub­lisher, didn’t you?—who will surely burn it him­self.”

“Not un­likely.” She held up the pages he had given her. “Thanks for this.”

He looked away and waved his right hand in dis­missal.

Emily car­ried the pages down­stairs and set about mak­ing break­fast for the fam­ily.




An hour af­ter dawn, Emily and Keeper were stand­ing at the top of the steps out­side the par­son­age front door. The sky was gray, and a gusty cold wind shook the bare branches in the church­yard, and she couldn’t help glanc­ing to the side to be sure the house’s win­dows still had glass in them.

She wore boots and a wool skirt and coat and hat. In one coat pocket was the pis­tol her fa­ther had bought for her, and in the other was a bulky, string-tied bun­dle of man­u­script pages.

Anne was stay­ing home with Bran­well, Char­lotte, Tabby, and their fa­ther. Emily hoped to re­turn by noon, but she knew that there was prac­ti­cally no sort of catas­tro­phe that she could rule out; so for lack of any bet­ter help, she had given Anne the two dried sticks that were Mrs. Flens­ing’s fin­gers.

Now a fig­ure in a long coat was strid­ing up the walk from around the cor­ner of the church, and Emily could see the eye­patch un­der the brim of his hat. Cur­zon held a stout walk­ing stick, and ver­ti­cal straps on this shoul­ders, and his some­what for­ward-lean­ing pos­ture, told her that he was car­ry­ing a heavy ruck­sack.

Emily sighed—then took from her shirt pocket Bran­well’s old pair of spec­ta­cles, which she had smeared with Mrs. Flens­ing’s “Gehenna mud” oil. She put them on and looked at the church­yard.

Yes, there they were—shapes like di­aphanous gar­ments with limbs moved by the wind, and bag heads bob­bing as if in im­be­cilic mu­tual agree­ment.

Cur­zon nod­ded to her as he got closer, walk­ing past the lit­tle gar­den be­tween the par­son­age and the church­yard. He stopped at the foot of the steps and pat­ted one of the shoul­der straps.

“I brought four gal­lon jugs of lamp oil and a bun­dle of wood-wool,” he said, then turned his head to look at her with his one eye. “Sud­denly you need spec­ta­cles?”

“Yes.” She walked care­fully down the steps, blink­ing be­hind the smeared lenses. “I’ll pick up fuel now, be­fore we start out.”

“I said I’ve got a lot of lamp oil.”

“I need more.”

He shifted and looked around. “What, tree branches? Dead leaves? Ev­ery­thing’s damp.”

She didn’t an­swer, but walked to the west­ern end of the church­yard wall and leaned over it. Af­ter a few sec­onds the ghosts were aware of her prox­im­ity, and be­gan drift­ing to­ward her. Keeper growled, but she hushed him and rubbed his furry head.

Cur­zon walked up to the two of them. “We should get mov­ing,” he said, look­ing away to­ward the road that led west onto the moors. His ex­pres­sion was bleak.

“In a minute.”

The ghosts were closer now, and mouths be­gan open­ing in the fronts of their heads. Emily leaned for­ward and opened her own mouth. One of the dim fig­ures slid ahead of the oth­ers—could it be the ghost of some­one she had known?—and Emily ex­haled in­vol­un­tar­ily.

An­other was crowd­ing up be­hind the first one, and Emily had no sooner caught her breath than it was snatched from her again. She stepped back, and Keeper tugged her a yard far­ther away from them.

She was pant­ing. “That’ll do for a lure.” Through the spec­ta­cle ear­pieces she could de­tect a faint buzzing, as though the ghosts were singing.

Cur­zon caught her shoul­der. “What the hell? Did you just—those things take more than your breath, you know! They sus­tain them­selves with scraps of your vi­tal­ity!”

He and Keeper led her away, but she looked back over her shoul­der and saw that many of the ghosts were now eel­ing over the low wall and out of the church­yard.

“We shouldn’t walk too fast,” she said.

“You can see them?” asked Cur­zon. “Is it those spec­ta­cles?”

Emily nod­ded. “The lenses are smeared with an oil that Mrs. Flens­ing gave to Bran­well. It lets you see . . . more.” Half a dozen of the ghosts—no, a dozen, eas­ily—were fol­low­ing them on the road that led west, but not quickly. Emily reached up and touched the frame of one of the lenses. “Would you like to try it?”

“My one eye is fully oc­cu­pied as it is. You can be the oc­cult mon­i­tor.” He peered at her as they trudged along. “Are you de­lib­er­ately draw­ing them along with us? Why?”

She sighed, re­flect­ing that it was a breath that the ghosts wouldn’t get. “Through your bird bones, Min­erva told us that there must be a sac­ri­fice borne by the dead. There they are.”

“Ah!” Cur­zon was vis­i­bly re­lieved. “I con­fess I feared it might work out to be one of us.”

And you wouldn’t have let it be me, she thought. “And,” she added quickly, tap­ping the pocket of her coat, “the sac­ri­fice is here.”

Wind shook the heather on the hill­sides, and Emily held onto her hat, but when she looked back she saw that the clus­tered fig­ures from the church­yard were still fol­low­ing.

With a note of melan­choly that sur­prised her, she said, “They’re flammable, poor things.”

Keeper wanted to hurry, and though Cur­zon now knew the rea­son for their slow pace, he was look­ing wor­riedly at the dark­en­ing sky: but Emily made sure they didn’t get so far ahead of the ghosts that the things might lose their per­cep­tion of her. Cur­zon shifted the straps of his ruck­sack.

It sad­dened Emily to think of how soon they would ar­rive at Pon­den Kirk, even at this pace, and she gen­tly touched the bulky bun­dle in her left coat pocket. So many of Anne’s best po­ems, she thought, and half of poor Bran­well’s novel, which must have cost him dearly, what­ever its qual­ity. And my in­com­plete sec­ond novel, which draws so heav­ily on the ter­ri­ble events of this past year! I hadn’t yet de­cided how it would end—per­haps by night­fall I’ll know what sort of end­ing would have been fit­ting.

Cur­zon must have seen her touch her pocket, and caught her mo­men­tar­ily un­guarded ex­pres­sion.

“I won’t ask,” he said gen­tly, “what the na­ture of the sac­ri­fice is.”

“Cer­tainly not.”

Look­ing left and right through the spec­ta­cles as they walked, Emily could see dim fig­ures mak­ing their awk­ward ways down the near­est hill­sides. Keeper saw them too, and growled.

She clicked her tongue, mean­ing stay.

“More of them?” asked Cur­zon, heft­ing his stick.

“Yes. A gath­er­ing of the clans, it seems.”

“Per­haps they sense that you bring a . . . an end­ing.”

She looked up at Cur­zon’s stony dark pro­file. He could have left Ha­worth last night, she thought. He stayed, and set out on this jour­ney to­day be­liev­ing that his life might be claimed to ful­fill the god­dess’s cond­tions; to help kill the blight on the land—to save my fam­ily—to save me.

“Manuscripts,” she said.

“Ah,” he said, un­der­stand­ing her. “Am­bi­tious?”

“Yes . . . what­ever their qual­ity.”

“I’m sorry.” He kept his eye on the ir­reg­u­lar hori­zon ahead of them. “It’s no use, of course, to say that you can write more.”

“None,” she agreed.

She couldn’t tell whether it was her­self or Keeper who led the way in a de­tour across a stretch of heath to stay well clear of the stand­ing stone that was Bog­garts Green. She couldn’t help but glance at it, and it seemed taller now than she re­called it be­ing.

For an hour they hiked west­ward, along an­cient sheep-paths and across the slopes of hills, avoid­ing crests and ridges. Viewed through the oiled lenses, the empty moors on this cloudy day looked not much dif­fer­ent than usual, though Emily did see an­cient-look­ing low stone walls cross­ing a cou­ple of hill­sides that she knew had none, and a clus­ter of rab­bits that weren’t there when she raised the spec­ta­cles, and sev­eral bare hill­tops where she re­mem­bered trees.

She might have called for a rest, but Cur­zon was march­ing steadily along, and she es­ti­mated that the four gal­lons of lamp oil he was car­ry­ing must weigh twenty-five or thirty pounds. When their course did take them over the shoul­der of a hill, all three of them looked around, but the only vari­a­tions in the miles of nat­u­ral land­scape were oc­ca­sional far-off stand­ing stones sil­hou­et­ted against the low gray sky.

At one such high place Keeper stopped and stiff­ened, look­ing north. Cur­zon and Emily halted to squint in that di­rec­tion.

“Damn my eye,” mut­tered Cur­zon. The chilly wind tossed his black hair around his face and he brushed it aside im­pa­tiently. “What’s out there?”

From where they stood, Emily could see be­yond the near­est rise to a ridge a cou­ple of miles far­ther away; and half a dozen dots were mov­ing down the slope of the ridge at what must have been a good speed. She lifted the spec­ta­cles—but the things were still vis­i­ble.

“Six or so,” she said, “maybe two miles away—like big dogs, run­ning.”

“Find us a ravine,” Cur­zon said, “deep and nar­row. At their hunt­ing pace on this ter­rain it should take them at least five min­utes to get here.”

Emily thought quickly. Dean Beck was not far south of where they stood, and she was sure she re­called a cleft over­hung with alders just be­yond it.

“This way,” she said. She pock­eted the blurry spec­ta­cles and be­gan run­ning down the rock-strewn slope away from the ap­proach­ing crea­tures—which, she in­sisted to her­self, were prob­a­bly, ac­tu­ally, were­wolves. Cur­zon was right be­hind her, and Keeper was leap­ing over rocks at her left, and she didn’t look back to see what her ghosts were do­ing.

She ig­nored the mount­ing aches in her knees, and even leaped right over a low dry-stone wall along­side Keeper, while Cur­zon had to pause to swing his legs over it. Of course he was bur­dened by his heavy ruck­sack, but on this cold over­cast day Emily could once again al­most hear the wild atonal mu­sic of the moors, high-pitched now with mor­tal peril, and she was nearly danc­ing as she ran.

They splashed across the six feet of rush­ing wa­ter that was Dean Beck, and she called, “Run­ning wa­ter—will it stop them?”

“Just—a leap, to them,” Cur­zon panted. He glanced back. “Where’s this damned ravine?”

“There,” she said, point­ing to the clus­ter of alders that marked the cleft she re­mem­bered.

Half a minute later they had thrashed be­tween the branches and were slid­ing down the slop­ing wall of the ravine; it was about fif­teen feet wide, and when they were stand­ing among the rocks at the bot­tom, the top edge was a foot higher than Cru­zon’s head.

He quickly led the way along the ravine’s stony floor for ten yards, then shoul­dered out of his ruck­sack and lifted out two heavy glass jugs and shoved them into Emily’s hands. He took out two more, along with a bun­dle of straw-col­ored wood-wool; he un­corked one of the jugs and splashed aro­matic lamp oil onto one end of the wood-wool bun­dle, then recorked the jug and be­gan crawl­ing back up the slope with both the jugs, to the ex­posed tree roots at the top edge.

Over his shoul­der he called, “Get those up here!”

Emily sat down with her back to the slope and pushed her way up with the heels of her boots. Keeper, un­bur­dened, was al­ready at the crest.

Cur­zon had wedged his two jugs into spa­ces be­tween arch­ing roots and the soil. He quickly reached down and took the two Emily was hold­ing and worked them too in un­der more of the fin­ger-like roots.

He slid back to the floor of the de­file and car­ried his ruck­sack and the bun­dle of wood-wool sev­eral yards far­ther along the ravine, and Emily and Keeper were soon be­side him.

Cur­zon crouched and dug into his ruck­sack. He laid be­side the wood-wool a flint stone and a short steel bar curled at one end, and fi­nally he pulled out two flint­lock pis­tols.

Emily tugged her own pis­tol from her coat pocket.

Cur­zon gave her a tense grin and pulled aside his coat to show two hilts stand­ing up from sheaths on his belt. He glanced at her pis­tol. “Lead and church-bell rust?”

She nod­ded and waved to­ward the pair of pis­tols he had laid on the ruck­sack. “Sil­ver?”

“Plain lead. It can slow them down. Here,” he added, draw­ing one of the dou­ble-bladed knives from its sheath and hand­ing it to her. He raised his head. “They’ll call when they’re upon us.”

You know them, Emily thought. She looked back down the de­file to the scraped area where they had de­scended the slope. That’s where they’ll ap­pear, she told her­self.

With Keeper and Cur­zon stand­ing strong on ei­ther side of her, and a knife in one hand and a pis­tol in the other, her rapid heart­beat seemed to strike in time to the nearly au­di­ble wild mu­sic of the moors.

Then, also seem­ing to be in time with it, came the sud­den close ul­u­la­tion of the were­wolves—they must have been nearly at the edge of the ravine. Cur­zon dropped to his knees and struck a spray of sparks onto the wood-wool.

Emily heard claws drum­ming on dirt, and then two of the things slid heav­ily down into the de­file.

For a frozen mo­ment their pant­ing bulks seemed to fill the space be­tween the slant­ing ravine walls—ca­nine forms like big bull­mas­tiffs, with glit­ter­ing black eyes set wide above blunt snouts, black lips drawn back to ex­pose long fangs, mus­cles rip­pling un­der patchy fur, and a harsh metal­lic smell that even on the cold wind was stronger here than it had been in the par­son­age kitchen last year.

The were­wolves wailed and sprang for­ward across the loose stones.

Still on his knees, Cur­zon snatched up his pis­tols and fired both of them into the wide, bristling faces; then he had dropped the pis­tols and was on his feet with a dioscuri knife in one hand and the smol­der­ing bun­dle of wood-wool in the other.

The two were­wolves were mo­men­tar­ily slowed, shak­ing strings of blood from their ripped faces, and Emily saw sev­eral more leap down into the de­file be­hind them in a cas­cade of dirt and gravel, but Cur­zon pushed her raised pis­tol aside.

“Up the slope!” he shouted. “Shoot the oil jugs!”

She didn’t pause to nod, but turned and scram­bled up the ravine slope, hold­ing her pis­tol high and dig­ging the points of the dioscuri into the soil to pull her­self up. When she was crouched just be­low the edge of the ravine, she couldn’t help but glance back and down.

In the nar­row de­file be­low, the were­wolves were only able to ad­vance two at a time, and Cur­zon had ev­i­dently killed one with his dou­ble-bladed knife and blinded an­other, and for the mo­ment the ones who might leap over their top­pled fel­lows were re­coil­ing from the lunges and sweeps of Cur­zon’s paired blades. Keeper was be­side Cur­zon, fu­ri­ously snap­ping at thrust­ing heads and paws.

Emily quickly scanned the glass jugs wedged un­der roots along the ravine edge, then hiked her­self a foot far­ther up the slope so that they were lined up one be­hind the other in her view. She raised her pis­tol, aimed at the clos­est jug, and pulled the trig­ger.

A mo­ment later the crack of the gun­shot shook the air, and a spray of glass and oil rained down into the de­file. Cur­zon tossed the burn­ing wood-wool bun­dle at the clus­tered were­wolves, grabbed Keeper’s col­lar, and scram­bled back.

With a loud whoosh a burst of heat swept up over Emily, and she slid back down the slope. Her hat was gone, and she let go of the spent pis­tol to beat at her smol­der­ing hair.

The were­wolves were on fire. A cou­ple that were fully en­gulfed in flames tried to climb the slope but fell back, and an­other ran to­ward Keeper but dropped and slid in­ert on the stones when Emily lunged at it from the side and drove her dioscuri into its neck. She burned her hand as she bent to tug the hilt free of the thing’s flam­ing hide.

Keeper leaped past her to fas­ten his teeth in the throat of a burn­ing were­wolf that had got Cur­zon’s arm in its jaws, and when the thing re­leased him to turn on Keeper, Cur­zon stabbed it in the chest. All three col­lapsed, but Cur­zon and Keeper scram­bled to their feet.

Cur­zon hur­ried to one of the blaz­ing were­wolves that was rolling on the gravel, and he crouched be­side it, hold­ing one hand in front of his face; when the rolling torch that was its head pre­sented its throat, he stabbed it deeply and then hopped back, slap­ping his burn­ing sleeve against his thigh.

He glanced at the other one, then shook his head and bent to pick up a melon-sized rock, which he raised and then flung down onto the thing’s gri­mac­ing head. The head im­ploded.

“It can’t heal from that,” he mut­tered breath­lessly, turn­ing away from the gory, flam­ing mess.

The one he had blinded with a slash of the dioscuri had loped part­way back along the ravine and col­lapsed, now en­tirely on fire. Cur­zon stepped over sev­eral burn­ing or furred and blood­ied bod­ies and plod­ded to where the thing lay claw­ing the gravel. He dis­patched it with an­other big stone and made his way back to where Emily and Keeper stood.

Emily pointed at his arm, where the coat had been torn away and his shirt was blot­ted with blood.

“I heal fast, re­mem­ber?” he said.

“But you’ve been bit­ten—”

He closed his eye for a mo­ment, then stared at her. “Emily. I’m one al­ready.”

“Oh. Yes.”

“Well done, here.”

She nod­ded. Her hand stung and the smell of burn­ing fur and flesh had her pant­ing through her open mouth. These dead things, she thought, were men; one was prob­a­bly Adam Wright, whom I’ve seen any num­ber of times in church. He might be the one I killed to save Keeper. And Wright had a daugh­ter, a stout girl who briefly at­tended the church school—might she be among these?

All Emily felt . . . as when the Min­erva ef­figy had touched her hand last year . . . was a bleak sense of right­ness, bal­ance.

A flash of light­ning was fol­lowed a sec­ond later by the rolling boom of thun­der, and im­me­di­ately rain be­gan pat­ter­ing on her head and the rocks and the smol­der­ing corpses.

She slid the dioscuri care­fully into her coat pocket, then looked at the slope on the north side. “We’ve got to re­cross Dean Beck and find my poor strayed ghosts.”




Two horses were plac­ing their hooves care­fully on the cross­wise cob­ble­stones of Main Street’s steep as­cent, and the car­riage’s low­ered drag-staff clicked like a slow metronome as it slid into place on the up­hill side of each rain-wet stone. The roof of the clarence car­riage had be­gun to leak, and Evan Salt­meric slid lower in the rear-fac­ing seat to put on his top hat. Across from him sat Rev­erend Farfleece, with his chin rest­ing on the abom­inable leather valise in his lap; the cler­gy­man was un­shaven, and his straw-col­ored hair hung in limp strands on his fore­head. Seated next to each of them was a ju­nior mem­ber of the Oblique or­der, men cho­sen for this ex­pe­di­tion be­cause of their rough-and-tum­ble ap­pear­ances rather than for any piety.

Salt­meric was wear­ing a pair of spec­ta­cles, the lenses of which were flat glass smeared with the il­lu­mi­nat­ing oil. When he glanced out the rain-streaked car­riage win­dow he saw a few hur­ry­ing cloaked fig­ures, far too solid to be ghosts.

“Rel­e­vant ac­tiv­ity?” asked Farfleece.

Salt­meric shrugged. “Just the liv­ing, as far as I can tell.”

“There should be a good con­tin­gent of the de­parted. Keep your eyes peeled.”

Salt­meric shud­dered. He had heard the ex­pres­sion be­fore, but to­day it made him think of the head in the valise. He re­called that its eyes looked like peeled hard-boiled eggs.

He wished he were any­where else on Earth than here.

This was the fourth car­riage they had en­gaged in the eigh­teen hours since they had left Lon­don, and it too now reeked of sweat and damp cloth­ing and the sweet-pork smell from the leather valise.

The valise creaked, and when Salt­meric looked at it he saw it flex be­tween Farfleece’s pale hands. The two lay mem­bers of the faith glanced at it and then at each other.

“Do you think she’s . . . aware?” Salt­meric asked. Aware of me, he thought, here?

Farfleece shook his head. “Un­at­tached to a sus­tain­ing body, I shouldn’t imag­ine so.”

Salt­meric looked away, re­mem­ber­ing the night he had rolled the hor­ri­ble head out of the valise af­ter the fight in the cu­rate’s kitchen last year, and then rolling it back into the valise af­ter killing Mrs. Flens­ing and catch­ing her ghost in it. If she were sen­tient in the thing now, was she aware that it was Evan Salt­meric who was re­spon­si­ble for her lam­en­ta­ble present state? Did she guess that she was shortly to be evicted from even this grotesque ob­ject into bod­i­less wan­der­ing ghost­hood?

All this ef­fort so that the two per­sons of the Obliques’ bi­une god could be united at last, af­ter hav­ing been sep­a­rated and killed in the last cen­tury—the fe­male god con­fined head­less un­der the stone in the Ha­worth church, the male half only re­cently able to pos­sess a liv­ing body.

And Rev­erend Farfleece didn’t seem pleased by the prospect of the im­mi­nent apoth­e­o­sis. It was one thing to look for­ward to the ad­vent of a god who would change the world, but quite an­other to face the prospect of that up­heaval hap­pen­ing to­day, within the hour.

Salt­meric looked down at his own right hand, and once again re­mem­bered push­ing the dou­ble-bladed knife into Mrs. Flens­ing’s throat. He wished he were Catholic, so that he could go to Con­fes­sion; or Jew­ish, to have his sins for­given at Yom Kip­pur.

“Where is the church?” Farfleece asked.

“Just at the top of this street,” said Salt­meric, “where it lev­els out.”

“I sup­pose,” said Farfleece a bit shame­facedly, “the re­port of the stone crack­ing two days ago is re­li­able?”

“Our lo­cal man Wright swears to it.”

“Not just a crack from . . . shift­ing tem­per­a­ture?”

“Split right down the cen­ter, he wrote.”

“Ah. Then,” Farfleece said hol­lowly, sit­ting back, “the glo­ri­ous day does ap­pear to be upon us.”

Evan Salt­meric sat back too, as wa­ter dripped on the brim of his hat and the drag-staff on the rear axle clicked like a tight­en­ing ratchet on the paving stones.








CHAP­TER SEV­EN­TEEN


Anne and Char­lotte stood in the open front door­way of the par­son­age, look­ing across the grave­stones to the church. Rain splashed on the walk­way at the bot­tom of the steps, rais­ing waves of mist that swept across the pave­ment. Their fa­ther had told them to stay in the house and keep an eye on Bran­well, but they had both put on coats and boots.

“He’s got his pis­tol,” said Char­lotte, “and Emily and Mr. Cur­zon will be back be­fore dusk.”

“But there’s noth­ing he can do,” said Anne. “Why must he wait in the church rather than here?” She looked up at the dark sky, then said, “I’m get­ting an um­brella.”

“He won’t be pleased if you dis­obey him.”

“I don’t care. He’ll freeze in that drafty church. I’m go­ing to bring him a pot of tea, at least.”

“Well—I’ll do it. You can stay here and—”

Anne caught her sis­ter’s arm, for a car­riage had rolled into sight from the di­rec­tion of Main Street, and through the wav­ing cur­tains of rain she could see two men, no, four, climb­ing out of it and hur­ry­ing to the church.

“You saw that?” Anne said. “One of them had a bag or case. It’s the head for the mon­ster!”

Not paus­ing to hear what Char­lotte might say, Anne turned and ran back down the hall to the kitchen, where she hur­riedly snatched up two makeshift dioscuris Tabby had made by ty­ing pairs of knives to­gether with twine.

Back at the front door, she shoved one of the bound dou­ble-hilts into Char­lotte’s hands, and pat­ted her coat pocket to be sure she still had the dried fin­gers Emily had given her this morn­ing.

A mo­ment later she was tap­ping down the steps to the walk­way, with Char­lotte close be­hind. They were both drenched by the time they had splashed through pud­dles to the side door of the church, and Anne pushed her sop­ping hair back from her fore­head and yanked open the door.

She heard her fa­ther’s shout—“Anne! Char­lotte! Go back to the house!”—be­fore her eyes had ad­justed to the dim­ness; the sis­ters didn’t move, and a few sec­onds later she could see their fa­ther on the raised al­tar floor to the right, fac­ing the four men she had seen get out of the car­riage. Then she no­ticed that her fa­ther held his pis­tol raised, point­ing it at the men.

She flexed her hand on the twined-to­gether hilts of the two knives and took a step into the church—and then was shoved for­ward and fell into one of the pews. She heard Char­lotte tum­ble into the next pew, and the clat­ter of Char­lotte’s paired knives fall­ing to the stone floor.

Anne rolled over and sat up, and glimpsed Bran­well’s back as he hur­ried up the side aisle in the di­rec­tion of the al­tar.

“Bran­well,” she gasped, “wait, we’ve got—”

But the words stopped in her throat when he cast a glance back at her; by his ex­pres­sion, and his gait as he hur­ried away to­ward the al­tar, she knew that it wasn’t her brother, though it was his body. The ban­dage on his head was more darkly blot­ted than it had been last night, and he had at some point changed from his pa­ja­mas into boots and woolen trousers and a heavy coat.

A stony boom shook the floor.

Anne stood up and si­dled quickly be­tween the pews to­ward the four in­trud­ers in the cen­ter aisle, hold­ing her paired blades out in front of her. Char­lotte was right be­side her in the next pew.

The four strangers had scuffed around at the sis­ters’ en­trance, and Anne could see them clearly now in the gray light from the open door be­hind her. One of them, car­ry­ing a big leather satchel, was about thirty years old, with fair hair, and wore a cler­gy­man’s col­lar on a black shirt; two ap­peared to be hired la­bor­ers; but it was the fourth, a chubby young man wear­ing spec­ta­cles and a top hat, that made Anne gasp. Six months ago he had burst into the par­son­age kitchen with Mrs. Flens­ing; and he was al­most cer­tainly the one who had killed the woman later that night.

He drew a pis­tol from un­der his coat and pointed it at the two sis­ters stand­ing in the nar­row gaps be­tween the pews.

The young cler­gy­man flapped his hands, then turned to­ward the al­tar and called, “Brontë! Drop your weapon or Mr. Salt­meric will be com­pelled to shoot these women!”

“They’re his daugh­ters,” said Salt­meric. His hand hold­ing the pis­tol was shak­ing.

“Your daugh­ters,” am­pli­fied the cler­gy­man.

Anne looked to­ward the al­tar. Her fa­ther was low­er­ing his own pis­tol. Bran­well, his body at any rate, had climbed up into the pul­pit, and now looked down from a good six feet above ev­ery­one else.

Bran­well spread his arms and be­gan call­ing out syl­la­bles in a lan­guage Anne didn’t rec­og­nize.

Again some­thing heavy seemed to strike the floor, and the four in­trud­ers scram­bled to­ward the al­tar, look­ing back over their shoul­ders in ob­vi­ous alarm.

Bran­well was pro­nounc­ing the alien words louder now, draw­ing echoes from the beams that spanned the high ceil­ing vault, and Anne heard a pro­longed slid­ing sound, as if the heavy bap­tismal font were be­ing steadily moved across the floor—and she knew it must be the new stone John Brown had cut, shift­ing off of the old, cracked stone where it had been laid two days ago.

Then with a loud grind­ing an un­even gray rec­tan­gu­lar shape rose up from the cen­tral aisle a few yards in front of Anne, lean­ing away from her at first but mov­ing to­ward ver­ti­cal; and she saw on its sur­face the grooves that were ogham writ­ing.

It was half of the split ledger stone, ex­posed again and be­ing lifted aside by a force be­neath it.

Anne reeled back as a gust of cold air, reek­ing of tar and stag­nant wa­ter, stung her eyes and tossed her wet hair.

The near half of the stone fell out­ward, crack­ing the pew ends in front of her—and she gasped as a big dirt-caked an­i­mal climbed out of the hole where the stone had lain for more than a hun­dred and fifty years.

Mus­cles flexed un­der tight ex­panses of mat­ted gray pelt; she saw forelegs like oak limbs, claws break­ing the stone blocks at the edge of the hole—and, as the thing rose into view, bristling fur along the ridge of the spine, and ribs as thick as her wrists press­ing out against mot­tled hide—but from where she stood she could see no head above the wide shoul­ders that swung from side to side.

Be­yond it, on the al­tar floor, Anne’s fa­ther raised his pis­tol and fired it at the crea­ture; the shot had no ef­fect, and the fair-haired cler­gy­man turned and punched her fa­ther in the face. He fell away to­ward the back wall, and Anne lost sight of him.

At a shouted com­mand from Bran­well, the young cler­gy­man un­strapped the leather satchel and reached into it with both shak­ing hands; and what he was hold­ing when the satchel fell away was a big an­i­mal’s hair­less head, big­ger than his own, with a bulging cra­nium, blink­ing white eyes, and a short snout over a slack mouth stud­ded with fangs.

It was shak­ing vi­o­lently in his hands. “She’s re­sist­ing!” he cried. “She doesn’t want to leave it!”

“Force it!” shouted Bran­well.

The beast from un­der the stone stood with its forelegs on the church floor; it rocked its torso back, and a boom­ing cry rang out of its open throat.

Anne made her­self look away from the mon­ster and the cler­gy­man to Salt­meric. He was shuf­fling back­ward, star­ing wide-eyed at the thing stand­ing in the hole in the cen­ter aisle, un­til his heels hit the raised al­tar floor and he sat down. The two com­mon-look­ing men who had ac­com­pa­nied the in­trud­ers were now on their knees be­side the al­tar, ap­par­ently pray­ing.

The gun dropped from Salt­meric’s limp fin­gers, and Anne be­gan nim­bly leap­ing over the pews to­ward the al­tar.




Evan Salt­meric stared in hor­ror at the thing that was half of his two-per­son god. Rev­erend Farfleece, hold­ing the aw­ful head, turned to look back at him and croaked, “Help me, damn you!”—but Salt­meric fran­ti­cally pushed him­self back­ward across the al­tar floor, for seen through the oiled spec­ta­cles Farfleece’s face was sunken and with­ered, scored with un­think­able old sins.

Farfleece spat and turned back to face the mon­ster. He was rais­ing the naked, twitch­ing head up to­ward the beast, and the beast’s forelegs lifted to take it; the big paws ended in blunt fin­gers, which closed around the head. The head’s mouth was open­ing and clos­ing rapidly now—clearly the ghost of the woman whom Salt­meric had mur­dered was ex­pe­ri­enc­ing as much ter­ror as it was ca­pa­ble of.

The beast’s clutch­ing fin­gers lifted the head, and its thick forelegs bent out to the sides as the han­d­like paws turned it to face for­ward and set it on its shoul­ders. The jaws still opened and closed spas­mod­i­cally, though more slowly.

Salt­meric saw that one of the Brontë sis­ters had scram­bled over the pews and now stood on a wooden bench only a few yards from the now-in­tact wolf thing. In her left hand she held up what ap­peared to be two black sticks—and then she jerked her hand down.

And the mon­ster pitched heav­ily for­ward onto Rev­erend Farfleece, crush­ing him be­neath its chest. Its newly at­tached head lifted on its corded bull neck—the eyes had turned glit­ter­ing black, and through the spec­ta­cles Salt­meric saw Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost vom­ited out of its mouth. The this­tle­down ghost rolled across the floor and then scut­tled away to­ward the door to the sac­risty, its bag head bob­bing. Salt­meric stepped to the side, hor­ri­fied at the idea of catch­ing its im­be­cilic at­ten­tion.

The Brontë girl leaped over the last pew—Salt­meric saw that in her right hand she held some sort of dioscuri—and she hur­ried to where her fa­ther lay against the wall. The other Brontë sis­ter, car­ry­ing a sim­i­lar knife, was run­ning up the side aisle.

The Brontë lad, clearly pos­sessed now by the other half of the god, had come clat­ter­ing down the pul­pit steps, and he ran to the crea­ture that still stood in the pit. It flexed its shoul­ders and lifted its torso off of the limp, shrunken form of Farfleece; and it ex­tended a big paw to touch the young man’s ban­daged head.

The Brontë girl be­side her fa­ther wailed and threw her knife, and Salt­meric couldn’t tell which fig­ure she meant to hit. As it hap­pened, the spin­ning blades glanced off her brother’s shoul­der, and in a mo­ment Salt­meric could see blood on the slashed shirt.

The young man gave his sis­ter a cold, con­temp­tu­ous glance, then stepped to the flank of the beast and swung a leg over its spine. He hiked him­self up un­til he was strad­dling the big were­wolf god and clutch­ing its coarse fur. The crea­ture crouched—and then sprang en­tirely out of the hole and right over the pews to the side aisle, slam­ming into the wall and knock­ing the other Brontë sis­ter sprawl­ing. In two bounds it and its rider had reached the open side door; the rider ducked, and then they had dis­ap­peared out­side.

The two acolytes Farfleece had brought along from Lon­don, who had proved use­less in the big re­al­ity of this event, cast stricken glances at Salt­meric and the Brontë girl on the al­tar, then ran away down the side aisle. They edged cau­tiously around the other Brontë girl and, af­ter peer­ing fear­fully around the door­frame, ran off to­ward Main Street.

Salt­meric stood up and hur­ried to where old Rev­erend Brontë was propped against the back wall. Salt­meric had lost his hat at some point, and he pushed the oiled spec­ta­cles up into his hair.

“Anne,” the old man said, “where’s Char­lotte?”

“Here,” said the other Brontë sis­ter, limp­ing up onto the al­tar floor. She scowled un­cer­tainly at Salt­meric. “What do you in­tend? You were go­ing to shoot us.”

Salt­meric didn’t trust him­self to speak, and could only shake his head.

The one called Char­lotte was still hold­ing what seemed to be a makeshift dioscuri, its blades pointed in his di­rec­tion. She panted, “Do you mean us fur­ther harm?”

“No, I never—” Salt­meric shook his head and turned to Anne. “That hor­ri­ble crea­ture—I be­lieve you made it fall, onto Farfleece! How—”

“Welsh has Bran­well’s body,” in­ter­rupted old Patrick Brontë hastily. “He’s gone to re­deem your prom­is­sory notes, and—ahh!—unite com­pletely with his re­stored sis­ter at that”—he paused to cough, then went on breath­lessly—“at that pri­mor­dial pa­gan church.” He man­aged to stand up, and even in the dim light through the stained glass win­dows Salt­meric could see that the skin around one of the old man’s eyes was dis­col­ored and swelling.

Salt­meric spoke quickly. “This wasn’t some­thing I ever wanted.” His coat hung heav­ily on his shoul­ders, but he shiv­ered at Char­lotte’s stare as if he were naked. “Know­ingly sought. God help me.”

Char­lotte didn’t lower her bound-to­gether knives.

“Can we—” said Brontë. He coughed and went on, “I heard a car­riage out­side—it’s no use on the moors, but we can free the horses. I can ride to Pon­den Kirk—and stop them.”

Salt­meric strug­gled to keep in­credulity and pity from show­ing in his strained face.

“Papa,” said Char­lotte, at last look­ing away from Salt­meric, “there won’t be sad­dles, and—”

“There’ll be the sad­dle strap of the har­ness. I can hang on.”

“And,” said Anne, pant­ing and clearly strug­gling to keep her voice level, “even in this weather over bad ter­rain, that de­mon—did you see it?—can surely cover the three miles to Pon­den Kirk in the time it would take you to ride a mile. You should be in bed, you’re hurt.”

Salt­meric re­called a mag­i­cal grove, a mundus loci, that Mrs. Flens­ing had once de­scribed to him, with arches that opened onto places of power.

“I—” he be­gan.

His throat closed against what he was about to say. The ac­tion he was about to pro­pose hor­ri­fied him.

The old man and his daugh­ters looked at him war­ily.

“I was told,” Salt­meric said, forc­ing out the words, “that there’s a druidic stand­ing stone very near here, called Bog­garts Green . . . ?”

“A mile west,” said old Brontë, with ob­vi­ous dis­ap­proval.

“West—of course. Then I . . . be­lieve . . . I know a way to get to Pon­den Kirk more quickly.”

The younger daugh­ter, Anne, stepped up to him and stared into his face; he looked away and she slapped him.

“Look at me,” she said. Her voice was steady. When he met her eyes, she went on, “What’s your name?”

“Evan Salt­meric, Miss,” he an­swered humbly.

“Evan Salt­meric, do you re­nounce Sa­tan and all his works?”

“I—What? That’s what they say in bap­tism, isn’t it?” She raised her hand again and he went on quickly, “I don’t know about Sa­tan, ma’am. But I re­nounce,” he said with a wave out to­ward Farfleece’s body and the hole in the floor, “I re­ally do, all this damnable busi­ness.”

“And your part in it? I pulled the mon­ster down onto your Farfleece by wav­ing two sev­ered fin­gers of the woman you mur­dered last year.”

Salt­meric forced him­self not to look away from her eyes, though his face was hot. “I do re­nounce it,” he said huskily.

“You’ll doubt­less find your own penance,” she said, step­ping back.

I fear I will, thought Salt­meric. Abruptly he re­called some­thing Mrs. Flens­ing had told him about en­try into the mundus loci: it re­quired a cer­tain sort of es­cort. “Er—I’ll need those fin­gers.”

Char­lotte whis­pered some ob­jec­tion, but Anne said, “I dropped them over there,” and hur­ried down to the nave floor; she looked around, and peered for a mo­ment into the big hole in the cen­tral aisle, then bent and picked up the two black sticks Salt­meric had seen her hold­ing ear­lier.

In a mo­ment she was be­side him again; she handed him the dried fin­gers and stepped back, wip­ing her hand on her coat. “You can get me to Pon­den Kirk quickly?”

“It has to be me,” said her fa­ther as Salt­meric nod­ded. “I brought Welsh to Eng­land,” her fa­ther went on, “and it’s me, if any­one, who can dis­patch him.”

“Hurry, then,” said Salt­meric, tuck­ing the fin­gers into his shirt pocket and walk­ing quickly away to­ward the open side door. He could hear old Brontë shuf­fling along right be­hind him.

“Papa!” cried both of his daugh­ters in uni­son, start­ing af­ter the two of them. In mo­ments they were all out­side in the cold rainy wind.

The car­riage and two horses still stood in the lane be­side the church, and old Brontë hob­bled to­ward it. “I can un­buckle the har­nesses,” he said.

But Salt­meric held out a hand to­ward Char­lotte, and af­ter a brief hes­i­ta­tion she gave him her twined-to­gether knives.

Salt­meric hur­ried past Patrick and sim­ply sawed through all the straps that held the traces onto the horses. He tucked the knives care­fully into his coat pocket.

Brontë’s white hair clung in wet strands to his fore­head. “Get me up,” he said, and Salt­meric bent and wove his fin­gers to­gether to give the old man a stir­rup. As Anne and Char­lotte both protested, Brontë set a boot in Salt­meric’s hands, and Salt­meric heaved him up onto the horse’s back. The old man quickly took hold of the sad­dle strap.

Salt­meric crossed to the other horse and gripped the sad­dle-strap and the curved wooden hames at the top of the har­ness, and jumped, pulling him­self up. He man­aged to get one leg over the horse’s rump, and then he was strad­dling the horse, cling­ing to the wet sad­dle strap and won­der­ing how long he could ride this way with­out fall­ing off.

He looked down at Anne. “Pray for me,” he said. He slid the oiled speac­ta­cles back down onto his nose and pulled the two dried black fin­gers from his shirt pocket. He took a deep breath, then held them up and beck­oned with them. “Mrs. Flens­ing,” he called through the rain. “You know me. Come.”

Brontë and his daugh­ters blinked at him in sur­prise, then quickly looked around at the paved walk and the church­yard; but they weren’t wear­ing spec­ta­cles smeared with il­lu­mi­nat­ing oil, and so they didn’t see the in­dis­tinct form that ap­peared from around the far cor­ner of the church and hob­bled clum­sily but quickly to his horse.

He squinted through the spec­ta­cles at the horse’s head; the ghost was now tan­gled in the bit and har­ness. He put the fin­gers back in his shirt pocket.

A hand like a clus­ter of with­ered ferns rose from in front of the horse’s head, fol­lowed by a frail mem­bra­nous bag that rip­pled un­der the im­pacts of rain­drops. An­other feath­ery hand ap­peared, and on this hand two grotesquely long fin­gers trem­bled in the wind. In the front of the bag a hole opened and closed sev­eral times, and he re­al­ized that Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost was try­ing to speak.

What could she be try­ing to say to him, her mur­derer?

You’ll doubt­less find your own penance, Anne had said.

“Wait,” he groaned to the ghost.

He pulled the long reins out from un­der his leg, and wished he had thought to cut them short. Forc­ing him­self to look away from the ghost, he blinked through the rain at the old man mounted be­side him.

“Lead the way,” he said to Patrick, and flapped the clumsy reins.

The two horses trot­ted away from the church, past the low wall be­yond which stood the clus­tered grave­stones of the church­yard. Salt­meric glanced that way, and was sur­prised to see no ghosts bob­bing among the trees; though the hands of Mrs. Flens­ing’s re­cently freed ghost still clung to the horse’s bri­dle, and the wob­bly head was still vis­ble be­tween the un­sus­pect­ing horse’s ears.

They passed the par­son­age, and Salt­meric cursed and re­leased the sad­dle strap with one hand to snatch the oiled and wa­ter-beaded spec­ta­cles off his face; he shoved them into his shirt pocket be­side the dried fin­gers, and again gripped the strap with both hands. Un­able to see Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost now, he squinted at the land­scape ahead. Af­ter a hun­dred yards the path they were on was an ag­i­tated ser­pen­tine pond that spread out over flat­tened grass on ei­ther side. Land­marks had to be dif­fi­cult to make out, and one of old Brontë’s eyes was swollen shut.

He called to Brontë, who was rid­ing ahead, “You know the way?”

Brontë just dug his heels into his horse’s flank, and soon both horses were gal­lop­ing through the pud­dles, and Salt­meric grit­ted his teeth and hung on as wa­ter and mud splashed up in his face from the toss­ing hooves of the horse ahead.

Af­ter about a mile Brontë reined in his horse. He swung a leg over the horse’s shoul­ders and dropped to the mud, then turned im­pa­tiently to Salt­meric. An an­cient stone stood tall in a lit­tle lake on the north side of the road.

Salt­meric slid off his own horse. He raised a hand to­ward Brontë, who was ges­tur­ing im­pa­tiently at the stone, and walked around to the horse’s head. He pulled the spec­ta­cles out of his pocket and fit­ted them on his face.

Viewed through the wet, oiled lenses, Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost looked like a crushed wasp’s nest tan­gled in a hand­ful of bracken; but it was flex­ing as if with rapid breath, and ten­drils of it curled and un­curled in the rain.

“Screw your courage to the stick­ing point!” shouted Brontë.

Find your own penance, Salt­meric thought, and reached out with both hands, took hold of the thing, and tugged.

And it sprang free, and at­tached it­self like a cling­ing spi­der­web to his face. The spec­ta­cles weren’t be­ing pressed against his nose, but the wrin­kled mush­room head was block­ing his view, and he ex­haled as if he’d been punched in the stom­ach—and he couldn’t draw in an­other breath.

He clawed the head down so that he could see the tall stone, though his lungs were jerk­ing use­lessly; and he blun­dered around the far side of the stone, hop­ing he ac­cu­rately re­called Mrs. Flens­ing’s long-ago de­scrip­tion of this mundus loci.

He took two run­ning steps—

—and it was as if he had crossed through an un­seen gate into a big en­closed ar­bore­tum. His boots were scuff­ing on the wil­low-bor­dered path Mrs. Flens­ing had told him about. He clawed the ghost off his face and threw it into the shad­ows be­tween the hang­ing fronds be­side the path, and then for sev­eral sec­onds he just stood bent for­ward with his hands on his knees, gasp­ing and blink­ing around at his im­pos­si­ble sur­round­ings.

The air was warmer, and the rain and its con­stant drum­ming were gone. The path was dry, and dimly lit by such moon­light as made its way through leafy boughs far over­head. He had suc­cess­fully found the mundus loci, but the un­nat­u­ral still­ness of the place only in­creased his anx­i­ety. He took off the dis­tort­ing eye­glasses and tucked them back into his pocket, half-hop­ing that he might be fac­ing the stormy moor again, but the wil­lows and the path were still vis­i­ble in front of him.

And Patrick Brontë was right be­hind him. The old man sniffed at the stag­nant wa­ter reek, and his unswollen eye was nar­rowed dis­ap­prov­ingly. “This is a dev­ils’ place,” he said.

“And you pur­sue dev­ils,” Salt­meric panted. He looked back, past Brontë, and his face chilled to see the path and the wil­lows ex­tend­ing many yards be­hind them, with no gap. “I think we need to hurry.”

He led the way along the curv­ing path, eye­ing the deeply shad­owed ar­eas be­hind the wil­lows, where unimag­in­able in­hab­i­tants of this re­gion shifted and rat­tled. He looked back—Brontë was fol­low­ing him, hastily un­wind­ing the long scarf from around his neck. Af­ter sev­eral more paces the old man pulled it free, and dropped it on the path.

“I think I can no longer clutch my shroud,” he mut­tered.

Soon Salt­meric saw fire­light re­flected on the wil­low leaves ahead of them, and he ran for­ward in the bright­en­ing glow un­til he stepped around a clus­ter of trees and stood at the edge of the broad clear­ing Mrs. Flens­ing had de­scribed. Brontë stepped up be­side him, and gasped.

The clear­ing was roughly forty yards wide, lit by flar­ing up­right torches around the perime­ter. The sky was now en­tirely hid­den by the spread­ing leafy branches of the enor­mous oak tree whose mas­sive trunk filled the cen­ter of the clear­ing and hid the far side of it. In fact the trunk gave the im­pres­sion of an ar­bo­real cas­tle, with its many open arches, its pan­els of carv­ing, and the tiers of bal­conies that re­ceded out of sight over­head.

Clus­ters of shrunken old men and women sat against the trunk be­tween the arches, ap­par­ently asleep, the col­ored rib­bons on their wrists and an­kles trail­ing across the packed dirt; but they leaped to their feet when Salt­meric and Brontë stepped out into the clear­ing.

“I saw a par­son twelve feet high!” said one of them shrilly. “A jug­gler who can dent the sky!” added an­other.

Salt­meric noted that the lit­tle peo­ple, even the ones in tat­tered dresses and bon­nets, all seemed to have knives in knit­ted sheaths hung on rib­bons around their scrawny necks. He nod­ded to them cau­tiously as he led Brontë across the rip­pled dirt of the clear­ing, and halted a cou­ple of yards short of the curved rough wall of the tree’s trunk. The lit­tle peo­ple scut­tled away to ei­ther side.

From where Salt­meric was stand­ing he could see three broad arches in the trunk, one di­rectly ahead and two at oblique an­gles. The one in front of them was the open­ing of a tun­nel that ap­peared to ex­tend much far­ther than the di­am­e­ter of the tree, or the clear­ing, and Salt­meric be­lieved the spot of light at the far end of it was bright day­light; curls of aro­matic smoke drifted from the arch to his left, and the one on his right echoed with dis­tant laugh­ter.

He turned to the near­est of the diminu­tive dwellers in this mundus loci and asked, “Which arch leads to Pon­den Kirk?”

The lit­tle man gog­gled at him with­out speak­ing, and Brontë said, “The big black stone church with the fairy cave at its base.”

“Ah, that’s be­tween God’s wind­ward and His lee,” the lit­tle man said as he scut­tled away in a flurry of rib­bons. An­other piped up, “And what might you have brought us for a fee?”

From the clus­ter of lit­tle peo­ple came a cry, “The stolen chil­dren pine for bones to chew,” fol­lowed by, “And surely these could spare us one or two.”

Sev­eral of them were touch­ing the knives that hung around their necks.

Salt­meric was sweat­ing—Mrs. Flens­ing hadn’t men­tioned pay­ing these crea­tures a fee for pas­sage, much less that it would in­volve sur­ren­der­ing one’s bones!

He stared at the wrin­kled lit­tle peo­ple, and for just a mo­ment they seemed in­deed to be chil­dren; sunken-eyed and hol­low-cheeked, but not one of them more than ten years old. He blinked, and they were again all hunched and old.

It was clear that Brontë too had seen the mo­men­tary vi­sion, for he stepped back, his fist pressed against his mouth. “The chil­dren who dis­ap­pear at night,” he whis­pered. “We never find bod­ies!”

Salt­meric’s ears seemed to ring, and he peered more closely at the once-again aged lit­tle fig­ures. These, he thought, at the cen­ter of Mrs. Flens­ing and Farfleece’s whirlpool!

He pulled Mrs. Flens­ing’s fin­gers from his shirt pocket—and as his fin­gers brushed the spec­ta­cles he felt the lens frames vi­brate, as if to an un­heard scream. But he held out the two black­ened sticks on his palm.

“A were­wolf’s fin­gers,” he said gruffly.

“Ah!” breathed sev­eral of the lit­tle peo­ple, and one of them, wear­ing a tat­tered frock, stepped up and gin­gerly poked the fin­gers. “Two of them!” she said won­der­ingly. “The roots will get no blood tonight, alas—but for these holy bones we’ll let you pass.”

Many of them were still touch­ing their knives.

“Here,” said Salt­meric, toss­ing one of the fin­gers to the last speaker. “I’ll give you the other when you’ve shown us the Pon­den Kirk arch.”

The lit­tle peo­ple ex­cit­edly led Salt­meric and Brontë around the trunk of the tree. The fouled air was be­gin­ning to make Salt­meric dizzy, and for sev­eral mo­ments it seemed as if he and the old cu­rate were sim­ply lift­ing and drop­ping their feet in place while the vast tree it­self ro­tated.

At last their diminu­tive es­corts paused be­fore an arch on the other side of the trunk. Peer­ing around the edge, Salt­meric could see a bun­dle of straw on a stone block, and a crude stone wall a cou­ple of yards be­yond it with a door­way open­ing on a gray sky. A cold wind buf­feted his face when he stepped into the arch.

He tossed the sec­ond fin­ger to his es­corts, who fell to squab­bling over it.

Patrick Brontë had al­ready stepped through the arch and was hur­ry­ing to the open door­way. Salt­meric hes­i­tated; it looked as if he had ful­filled his prom­ise to the old man. But he was sure that re­trac­ing his steps would not lead him to any way back to the Bog­garts Green stone . . . though he might find Mrs. Flens­ing’s ghost along the dim path, wait­ing for him.

And he found that he couldn’t leave old Brontë alone to face what­ever waited be­yond that door­way.

He swore and stepped for­ward into the cold wind.

He was stand­ing in a low, stone-walled room with a drip­ping thatched roof. The bun­dle of straw moved, doubt­less be­cause of the wind; but out through the door­way he saw Brontë hur­ry­ing through rain to­ward the weedy edge of a precipice.

“Wait!” called Salt­meric, and he hur­ried out through the door­way onto an un­even sur­face of mud and rocks un­der a char­coal sky. Brontë had paused, and Salt­meric looked back—the two of them had emerged from some pre-Ro­man stone struc­ture, pos­si­bly a Celtic tem­ple. The back wall had a nar­row open­ing in it, but there was no sign of the arch or the re­mem­bered clear­ing.

He shrugged, and plod­ded through the mud to stand be­side Brontë in the rainy wind at the edge of the precipice.








CHAP­TER EIGH­TEEN


Emily had fit­ted on the oiled spec­ta­cles sev­eral times dur­ing the long stormy trek to Pon­den Kirk, and though she hadn’t wiped off the rain­wa­ter for fear of los­ing the oil on the lenses, she had been able to see that her crowd of fol­low­ing ghosts had lin­gered on the north side of Dean Beck; and as she and Cur­zon had moved on and cov­ered the last mile—along flooded paths and over rock-stud­ded hills—flashes of light­ning had let her glimpse the frail, flail­ing shapes of ghosts com­ing through the rain from all di­rec­tions.

And at last Pon­den Kirk had loomed black against the dark gray sky, stand­ing up­right on the slope be­low the west­ern plateau, its flat top level with the plateau. From this an­gle Emily couldn’t see the en­trance to the fairy cave at the base of it, but even af­ter sev­en­teen years she re­mem­bered the way up to it.

She paused, star­ing up through the veils of rain, and only when Keeper barked a warn­ing and she ex­haled in­vol­un­tar­ily did she think to pull the spec­ta­cles from her pocket again and look around through the blurred lenses.

The bag-headed things were clus­tered closely around her, and she con­sciously took a deep breath against their in­ef­fec­tive re­sis­tance, forc­ing her­self not to gag at the rot­ten-egg smell of their open mouth holes. She be­lieved she could sense frus­tra­tion in the ghosts, and she hur­riedly bat­ted her way out of the crowd to take sev­eral breaths of air that smelled only of wet stone and soil.

The ghosts drifted af­ter her, and she and Keeper stepped rapidly up the slope to where Cur­zon stood.

Un­der the brim of his drip­ping hat, Cur­zon nar­rowed his eye. “They’re still right with us, I gather,” he said.

“Yes.” She took off the spec­ta­cles. “Give me your flint and steel.”

He handed them to her, and she slid them into a pocket of her coat along with the spec­ta­cles. Then she crouched be­side Keeper. “You,” she told him sternly, “stay. For now.”

The big mas­tiff un­der­stood her, and though he gave her a mour­ful look, he sat down be­side Cur­zon’s boots.

Emily turned to look down the slope. With­out the specac­tles she couldn’t see her in­sub­stan­tial pur­suers, but the wind was tur­bu­lent around the tow­er­ing black ed­i­fice. She ex­haled in the di­rec­tion of the ghosts—then faced the plateau and be­gain scram­bling up the slope.

When she had pulled and scuffed her way to the bot­tom blocks of Pon­den Kirk, she hur­ried around the cor­ner of it and hiked her­self up into the nar­row open­ing. Wa­ter sluiced nois­ily through chan­nels be­tween the stones. The cave was in dark­ness, but she found that she re­mem­bered where the ledge was on which she and Anne and Bran­well had perched, sev­en­teen years ago.

She didn’t have to put on the spec­ta­cles again to know that the ghosts had fol­lowed her up the slope—when she paused, her breath was abruptly sucked out of her lungs. She in­haled force­fully in re­sponse.

She crawled into the lit­tle cave and felt her way across the wet, tilted stone sur­faces to the nar­row open­ing at the far end—the gap, she re­called, through which su­per­sti­tious girls would crawl in hopes of mar­ry­ing within the year.

From her pocket she tugged the rain-soaked bun­dle of manuscripts—hers, Anne’s, and Bran­well’s—and laid it on the stone where the three of them had sat, so long ago. She shook her head and crawled to the gap be­tween the stones at the far end of the lit­tle cave.

Brac­ing one hand on a stone sur­face close above her head, she un­folded her legs out through the open­ing into the wind; then rolled over and let her­self slide out un­til her boots touched the mud of the slope out­side. She blew strongly back into the cave, and felt spi­der­web touches against her face. Clearly a num­ber of the ghosts had fol­lowed her into the fairy cave—per­haps all of them, since they oc­cu­pied no ap­pre­cia­ble vol­ume.

“Good­bye, poor—” she be­gan, but she was in­ter­rupted by an echo­ing howl from the val­ley. She looked to her right and saw Cur­zon and Keeper ten yards away down the slope, fac­ing an enor­mous mas­tiff—and sit­ting astride the beast’s shoul­ders was a fig­ure that even at this dis­tance she rec­og­nized as Bran­well.

Quickly she fum­bled the flint and the curved steel rod from her pocket, and she struck the steel with the flint.

Sparks flared in the dark­ness of the cave, and she ducked; and a gout of flame shot out of the nar­row open­ing over her head, light­ing the blocks of Pon­den Kirk’s south face.

Emily slid down the hill, able to see pro­ject­ing rocks in her way by the ra­di­ance of new fire be­hind her. She ran down the last few yards to the roughly level ground.

Cur­zon had clearly en­gaged the mon­strous wolf-crea­ture, for his coat was in tat­ters and the blades of the dioscuri he held glit­tered red in the glare from Pon­den Kirk be­hind him; and the beast now reared back, bar­ing its fangs and flex­ing its hind legs for a lunge—when, mounted on its back, Bran­well screamed and con­vulsed, bend­ing so far back­ward that Emily thought he must snap his spine.

He sagged and rolled off into the mud, and the crea­ture low­ered its forelegs and wailed as it turned its mas­sive head to look down at him.

Blink­ing rain­wa­ter out of her eyes, Emily thought at first that her brother had im­me­di­ately sprung to his feet. Peer­ing more closely, she saw that his body still lay in the mud, and the fig­ure that had leaped up was a piebald thing made of bub­bling mud and wrig­gling clumps of grass.

It turned to face the ra­di­ance of the fire up in the fairy cave. A mouth opened in its fea­ture­less head, and a windy voice is­sued from it, halt­ingly, ap­par­ently at­tempt­ing to form words.

Emily thought Keeper leaped at the man-shaped thing and tore out its fi­brous throat, but Keeper nudged her thigh and she re­al­ized that it was the ghost Keeper that was at­tack­ing the thing.

And she knew then that the mud-and-grass fig­ure was the fully ex­or­cised ghost of Welsh, cut off at last from Bran­well by the cleans­ing fire in the fairy cave, and that it had man­aged to draw up sub­stance from the ground to form this last crude ap­prox­i­ma­tion of a body.

The ghost Keeper evaded the big were­wolf’s thrust­ing jaws and leaped again, and tore the Welsh fig­ure’s head free of its body; it col­lapsed, now just a pile of soggy dirt in the rain. The ghost dog van­ished.

The beast pawed at the sod­den re­mains of its twin and lifted its head to wail again into the low sky. Keeper loped to the sprawled fig­ure of Bran­well, set his teeth firmly in the back of Bran­well’s coat, and be­gan drag­ging him away from the mon­strous crea­ture that stood above them on four mas­sive legs.

The big were­wolf low­ered its head and lunged to­ward Emily, but Keeper let go of Bran­well’s coat and leaped at the thing’s face, claw­ing its eyes be­fore spring­ing clear and land­ing poised to at­tack again; and Cur­zon darted in and drove his dioscuri at one of the thing’s eyes.

It jerked its head to the side, knock­ing Cur­zon onto his back, and for two sec­onds its fangs tore at him as he re­peat­edly stabbed up at its eyes and nose; then it fell back, howl­ing, and he rolled free. With one more dou­ble-edged slash at the thing’s face, Cur­zon re­treated up the slope, hunched and clutch­ing his stom­ach with his free hand.

Bran­well had sat up, and for a mo­ment gaped at the mon­strous crea­ture as it dug its claws into the ground, and then he was crawl­ing rapidly away from it; af­ter a few yards he got to his feet and ran blindly up the slope.

He rushed past Emily with no sign of recog­ni­tion and went claw­ing his way up the ris­ing ground on the north side of Pon­den Kirk.

Keeper had feinted at the were­wolf and then hur­ried back to where Emily stood, and as he turned and bared his teeth at it, she raised her dioscuri; and a mo­ment later Cur­zon was be­side her with his own. His wet face was gaunt and hag­gard, his coat was gone, and his flayed shirt was drenched in blood. His free hand still clutched his ab­domen, but his ex­tended hand was steady, and the four blades, his dioscuri and Emily’s, gleamed in the shift­ing or­ange light from be­hind them.

The crea­ture gath­ered its hindquar­ters for an­other leap, but a si­mul­ta­ne­ous white glare and crash of thun­der shook the ground—a bolt of light­ning had struck a tree some dozen yards be­hind the were­wolf, and the crea­ture con­vulsed; Keeper sprang back and Emily felt an elec­tric tin­gle in her legs.

Then, over the ring­ing in her ears and the con­stant thrash of the rain, she heard her fa­ther’s voice—

“Emily!” her fa­ther bel­lowed. “Make dis­tance!”




Bran­well had scram­bled up the shal­lower slope on the north side of Pon­den Kirk, and in his dis­ori­ented panic he hadn’t spared a glance at the flames bil­low­ing out of the fairy cave to his left. Within a minute the ground un­der his grasp­ing hands and thrust­ing boots had lev­eled out, and he was stand­ing on the plateau.

Scarcely vis­i­ble through the rain, a lit­tle stone build­ing he’d never seen be­fore raised its thatched roof against the low sky to his right, while ahead of him two fig­ures stood ges­tur­ing on the level top of Pon­den Kirk. The cold wind blew stream­ers of smoke around them, and their faces were un­der­lit by the in­ex­pli­ca­ble blaze be­low.

One of them—Bran­well rubbed his eyes and peered again—one of them was, im­pos­si­bly, his fa­ther!

A third fig­ure was rapidly ap­proach­ing the two from the di­rec­tion of the low stone build­ing—a short up­right col­umn with wav­ing arms but no dis­tinct head. Achingly aware that his fa­ther was stand­ing on the edge of a long drop, Bran­well ran across the in­ter­ven­ing mud and out onto the flat wet stones that were the top of Pon­den Kirk.

The man stand­ing be­side his fa­ther turned around and vis­i­bly flinched, ei­ther at the sight of Bran­well so close or the mov­ing thing that had come out of the stone house; and he raised a knife.

With a last ex­hausted sprint, Bran­well shoved the man away from his fa­ther, though the two blades of the de­scend­ing knife slashed the back of his own wrist.

The man stepped back, and over­bal­anced; and in the star­tled mo­ment when it was clear that he would not be able to right him­self, he tossed the knife to­ward Bran­well’s fa­ther. Then he had top­pled silently away out of sight be­low.

Bran­well’s fa­ther had caught the knife by its grip, and he turned to­ward Bran­well. Bran­well stared at the weapon in alarm, and saw that it was ac­tu­ally two knives, tied to­gether. And Bran­well noted the de­tail that for once his fa­ther was not wear­ing his scarf.

Bran­well held his hands out to the sides. “It’s me, Papa!”

One of Patrick’s eyes was bruised and swollen shut, but he peered at Bran­well with the other, then ex­haled and dropped the makeshift dioscuri. The old man turned back to face the val­ley.

Patrick raised his arms, and the crude fig­ure from the stone house moved up be­side him. Now that it was only a few feet away, Bran­well could see that it was a bun­dle of straw, with two smaller bun­dles like arms, one of which now ex­tended to touch his fa­ther’s back.

Bran­well reached out to stop it. A mo­ment later he found him­self sit­ting in wet grass sev­eral yards be­hind the two fig­ures who stood at the edge of the drop.

His fa­ther flung his arms down, and a simunta­neous flare of light­ning and bel­low of thun­der shook the midair rain­drops and rocked Bran­well back.

“Emily!” his fa­ther roared. “Make dis­tance!”

Bran­well was never able, af­ter­ward, to fully de­scribe what he saw in the en­su­ing sec­onds.

Where his fa­ther had stood was now a taller fig­ure, in metal ar­mor that mim­icked a bare torso; but when it turned its hel­meted head to­ward him he rec­og­nized his fa­ther’s face. Be­side that fig­ure now stood a woman ra­di­at­ing blue light—she too was very tall, and Bran­well was pro­foundly glad that he was see­ing only her back, for he was sure that this was a god­dess, and that his soul would be crushed if she were to turn and look him in the eye.

Patrick’s one open eye blazed in her blue ra­di­ance.

The gi­ant that was his fa­ther turned back to look down at the val­ley be­low Pon­den Kirk, and he raised both arms again and then flung them down by his ar­mored sides.

In the same in­stant a sec­ond bolt of light­ning lanced down out of the sky with a crash that shook the ground un­der Bran­well.

Bran­well could see noth­ing but the af­ter­im­age of the jagged frac­ture the light­ning had made in the sky, but he could feel hot blood on his wrist, and in spite of the fire be­low, the wind up here was mer­ci­lessly cold. He stood up and blun­dered for­ward care­fully un­til his grop­ing hand met a frail cold hand that he was sure was his fa­ther’s.

From the un­daz­zled cor­ner of his eye Bran­well was able to see the rec­og­niz­able sil­hou­ette of his fa­ther against the fire glow from be­low, and he pulled the old man away from the edge and off the stone onto grassy dirt. His fa­ther looked over his shoul­der, and Bran­well hastily looked back too; but the fig­ure that had been a bun­dle of straw in one mo­ment and a god­dess in the next was gone, and there was only fa­mil­iar flat ground where the stone build­ing had briefly stood.

They both sat down. “Papa,” Bran­well gasped, “what hap­pened? Who were you, there?”

“I was . . . Brontes. Do hush, boy.”

Af­ter tak­ing sev­eral deep breaths, his fa­ther shook him­self and be­gan la­bo­ri­ously get­ting to his feet.

“That man who fell,” Patrick said. “He’s prob­a­bly hurt. We should at­tend to his in­juries.”

Bran­well thought of ask­ing whether the man had in fact been threat­en­ing his fa­ther; then de­cided that he didn’t want to know, yet.

He stood up too. “The slope is shal­lower on this side,” he said, lead­ing his fa­ther away from the top of Pon­den Kirk to­ward the way he had come.




Emily, Cur­zon, and Keeper had re­treated half­way up the slope to­ward the flar­ing oven that was Pon­den Kirk when the sec­ond light­ning bolt struck, and all three of them were knocked down by an elec­tric shock as the air shiv­ered to the hard blast of thun­der.

Emily had made her­self roll over to look down the hill, and she quickly glanced right and left be­fore she re­al­ized that the ex­ploded smol­der­ing wreck­age on the level ground down there was the re­mains of the big were­wolf—Welsh’s twin, now as thor­oughly ban­ished as Welsh.

Be­side her, Keeper thrashed his legs and then stood up, fur bristling, look­ing around and growl­ing. Cur­zon had rolled down the slope, and Emily crawled to him on her hands and knees.

He was ly­ing face­down, and she braced one boot against a stone and rolled him over. His one eye was open but his arm flopped loosely; his coat and shirt had been ripped away by the were­wolf’s fangs, and as rain di­luted the welling blood she could see great rents in the flesh of his chest and ab­domen. She leaned down over his face, and felt fast, hot breath against her cheek.

“Al­cuin!” she said clearly. “Al­cuin!”

His lips parted. “Go back,” he whis­pered, “to your sheep, girl.”

Foot­steps crunched on the slope to her left, and she groped around un­til she found her dropped dioscuri—but it was Bran­well and, in­cred­i­bly, her fa­ther who were mak­ing their way across the un­even in­cline, their wet faces lit in cop­pery chiaroscuro by the flames that still bil­lowed out from the sides of Pon­den Kirk.

“The man who fell is dead,” called her fa­ther through the down­pour. Emily hadn’t known that any­body had fallen. He peered past her. “Has Mr. Cur­zon . . . left us as well?”

Bran­well sham­bled up, just star­ing at Cur­zon’s wounds and shiv­er­ing. His left hand was streaked with blood, but he was able to brush wet hair from his fore­head with it.

“He heals,” Emily said, “but help me drag him up closer to the fire.” Cur­zon’s dioscuri was ly­ing next to his right hand, and she picked it up and slid it and her own into the pocket of her coat.

“We should all be closer to the fire,” said her fa­ther, clearly try­ing to ad­dress im­me­di­ate con­cerns in or­der to hide vast be­wi­der­ment. He looked up the slope. “But it won’t last till morn­ing.”

“I don’t know,” said Emily. “Ghosts must have a lot of mem­o­ries to burn.” She got to her feet and peered through the rain down the dark val­ley. “Af­ter­ward I should check on your horse.”

Her fa­ther waved dis­mis­sively, and Emily guessed that the horse he must have rid­den here had been teth­ered too close to the first light­ning strike—which he him­self had surely sum­moned.

Emily! she re­called his shout. Make dis­tance!

One of her fa­ther’s eyes was closed and the skin around it was bruised and swollen. She would have ques­tions for him soon.

Keeper and Emily did most of the work of drag­ging Cur­zon’s heavy body up to within a few yards of the base of Pon­den Kirk. The air was hot—on both sides of Pon­den Kirk flames gushed from the two open­ings of the fairy cave, and the gaps be­tween the big fac­ing stones glowed. Emily sat down be­side Cur­zon, and she no­ticed the body of a man ly­ing in the weeds nearby. Keeper sniffed at it and came back to her.

She rubbed the big mas­tiff’s head and ran her fin­gers through the wet fur along his shoul­ders and flanks and legs, and was re­as­sured to find only su­per­fi­cial cuts. She pat­ted her own arms and legs and ribs, but bruises seemed to be the only in­juries she had suf­fered.

Cur­zon was ly­ing on his back, and she saw that his rav­aged chest was still ris­ing and fall­ing. She lay back on the grass and let the rain drum on her face as she tried to get her aching mus­cles to re­lax. “Who was he?” she fi­nally asked her fa­ther.

Patrick was sit­ting clos­est to the fire, warm­ing his spread hands. “Evan Salt­meric,” he said over his shoul­der. “An en­emy who be­came an ally in the end. He brought me here.”

Emily rolled her head to look again at the body, though all she could see from where she lay was one boot. Who were you? she won­dered; then reached up to pat Keeper’s shoul­der.

Bran­well was hug­ging him­self and al­ter­nately look­ing at the dead man and up at the top of Pon­den Kirk. Once he gave his fa­ther a search­ing glance, then quickly looked away.

Her fa­ther shifted on the wet grass and stones. “We must find shel­ter. Do you know of any cave, old farm­house, nearby?”

Emily sat up and turned to face the fur­nace that was the fairy cave. “We couldn’t move Mr. Cur­zon,” she said, “and I won’t leave him.” She turned the other way and looked out into the dark rainy night. “Mr. Salt­meric’s horse may have sur­vived. One of us might ride back and get help.”

Her fa­ther shook his head. “Salt­meric and I didn’t come on horse­back.”

Emily raised an eye­brow. “You cer­tainly didn’t walk.”

Cur­zon was sud­denly breath­ing in harsh gasps. His eye was now tightly shut, and his fin­gers clawed at the grass.

Emily bent for­ward to gen­tly pat his shoul­der. To the oth­ers she said, “He’s heal­ing.”

“Be­fore our eyes?” said her fa­ther, eye­ing Cur­zon with alarm. “Is he him­self—one of the—”

“He was,” said Emily. “He . . . made him­self un­able to change, just as the Hu­berti used to do.”

It clearly meant noth­ing to Bran­well, but old Patrick raised his eye­brows and sat back. “Ah, God!” he whis­pered, touch­ing his own cheek.

For a while none of them spoke, and the rain did not abate.

Emily shifted to get the heat of the fire on her back. “How did you and”—she waved to­ward the dead man—“Mr. Salt­meric get here, then?”

Her fa­ther had been fac­ing the fire, but now turned to­ward her. “What? Oh—I doubted you yes­ter­day, you know, when you told us your story about the mag­i­cal grove of wil­lows ac­ces­si­ble by Bog­garts Green. But Mr. Salt­meric knew of it, and he and I rode to that stone and en­tered that—hub place, that—”

“Mundus loci,” Emily sup­plied.

“Yes—yes, that’s what it was. The wil­lows, the gi­ant tree, the lost chil­dren—”

“Those dwarves?”

Patrick closed his unswollen eye and nod­ded. “I be­lieve those are the chil­dren that have been stolen by the gy­trashes and bog­garts, over the years.”

Emily shud­dered, re­call­ing the stunted, wiz­ened crea­tures. Be­yond res­cue now, she thought.

“To be re­mem­bered in our prayers.” Patrick opened his eye and went on, wearily: “And Mr. Salt­meric gave them—a were­wolf’s fin­gers!—in ex­change for—”

“I gave those to Anne!” in­ter­rupted Emily, sud­denly anx­ious. “How did he get them?”

“She’s come to no harm!” Patrick as­sured her. “Af­ter the twin,” he went on, with a wave to­ward the still-smol­der­ing ribs and scat­tered bones at the bot­tom of the slope, “broke out from un­der the ledger stone and started for here with . . . well, she gave the fin­gers to him. Af­ter she all but bap­tized him.”

Cur­zon rolled away from the oth­ers and raised his knees to his chest. “Go,” he said hoarsely. “Leave me.”

“I never do,” Emily told him.

“I’ll be,” he grated, “fine, in an hour or so. You peo­ple—in this rain—will not.”

“There’s a fire, too costly to waste.” Emily turned to her fa­ther.

“In ex­change for the were­wolf’s fin­gers,” he re­sumed, rais­ing his hands, “the chil­dren showed us an arch­way in the trunk of that axis tree. I went through—and it led di­rectly to a prim­i­tive stone tem­ple up there on the plateau, at the top of Pon­den Kirk!”

Bran­well moaned and looked at his fa­ther with some­thing like fear.

“It was Min­erva’s tem­ple,” said Emily in a voice that she forced to be level. “She gave you what you asked for, forty years ago: the ar­mor—and weapon!—of the cy­clopes.”

Patrick let his hands drop. “Yes. For a mo­ment I was one of them, wield­ing the light­ning.”

“Brontes,” said Bran­well. “I saw it, and I saw her, for a mo­ment, from the back—”

“From the back? You’re for­tu­nate,” said Emily, re­call­ing that Cur­zon had nearly been driven out of his senses by fac­ing Min­erva.

Bran­well was claw­ing his sop­ping hair with the fin­gers of both hands. “I’m alone now, I have no one but me.” He let his hands slide down to clasp his chest. “But the ar­mor of the cy­clopes? The light­ning! Truly?”

“I’ve kept things from you,” Emily told him. “We all have. But I’ve never lied to you.”

“But how could I know none of this?”

His fa­ther spoke slowly. “It’s a shame­ful story that I hoped to take to my grave . . . but last year I had to in­form your sis­ters. You were—”

Bran­well nod­ded mis­er­ably. “Pos­sessed. And now I’m left empty. Even Northang­er­land has aban­doned me.”

“You’re still God’s pos­ses­sion,” Emily told him, “even if He’s left you out in the weather a bit.”

Bran­well shiv­ered in the rain and didn’t re­ply.




The rain had al­ready be­gun to lessen, and within half an hour it had stopped. The fire in the fairy cave was still burn­ing at dawn, though in the early sun­light the flames that had been glar­ing through the night were just gold-tinted heat rip­ples in the air. Bran­well and Patrick had moved closer to it sev­eral times dur­ing the night, and Bran­well was now in a light, rest­less sleep. Emily and Keeper re­clined against a rock a few feet away from them. Cur­zon had got to his feet dur­ing the last hour; when Emily twice tried to speak qui­etly to him he waved her to si­lence. Cloth­ing was still damp, but not cold, and when Emily rubbed Keeper’s fur she found it en­tirely dry.

By the time the sun had risen high enough in a cleared blue sky to light the val­ley, Bran­well had snapped and blinked awake, and stood shiv­er­ing be­side his fa­ther. Emily and Keeper had al­ready climbed the slope on the north side and found only the old fa­mil­iar cracked pave­ments on the plateau, and slid back down to re­join the oth­ers. Cur­zon had dis­carded his ru­ined shirt and taken the dead man’s wool scarf and coat; the coat was tight across his shoul­ders and chest, but he was able to fas­ten all the but­tons.

Emily gave him back his dioscuri, and he slid it into the pocket of Salt­meric’s coat.

He caught her dis­ap­prov­ing look and said, “Should I leave a cou­ple of coins for him in pay­ment?” He squinted down the val­ley. “I can walk.”

“Slowly,” said Emily’s fa­ther as he stretched and rubbed a shoul­der, “for all our sakes.” He took a few steps down the hill and looked back. “We can send a party to re­trieve Mr. Salt­meric’s body.”

None of them metioned the con­spic­u­ous other body, the charred and ex­ploded car­cass of the were­wolf god whose frag­ments were scat­tered across a wide patch of black­ened heather. Bran­well looked away as they shuf­fled past it, but Emily looked closely at the ruin, and was pleased to see that the big skull was shat­tered even more thor­oughly than the one she had shot last year.

And the four of them be­gan the long, slow trek back across the windswept moors to the Ha­worth par­son­age, with Keeper lop­ing watch­fully ahead.







CHAP­TER NINE­TEEN


By com­mon un­spo­ken as­sent, all of them hiked across a muddy field and over a low dry-stone wall rather than stay on the path when it passed close by Bog­garts Green. Af­ter a cou­ple of hun­dred feet they made their way back to the path, and when they were within a mile of the par­son­age and could see the steeple of the church, John Brown rode up on horse­back. Be­cause they had stopped fre­quently to rest, it was nearly noon.

Brown im­me­di­ately dis­mounted, and af­ter a quick look at the bedrag­gled way­far­ers he boosted old Patrick up into the sad­dle. “You’re se­cure up there, sir?” When the old man as­sured him that he was fine, Brown turned to Emily. “You found some shel­ter in the storm, I gather. I’ll hurry your fa­ther home, run­ning along­side.” He glanced at the grim fig­ure of Cur­zon, and went on, “Some­body pinched a cou­ple of horses from a car­riage yes­ter­day, and they wan­dered back to the church. I’ll sad­dle one of them and bring it along for you.”

“For Bran­well,” Emily told him.

“Oh?” He peered at her brother. “Oh. Yes. Why don’t you all rest here with him till I get back?”

Bran­well stood up straight, for the mo­ment hardly sway­ing at all. “I’ll walk, sir,” he said.

“As you please.” Brown gave him a du­bi­ous look, then turned to Emily. “For you, Miss Emily?”

She was dizzy and hun­gry, but she knew she could walk much far­ther than the re­main­ing dis­tance to the par­son­age. She pat­ted Keeper’s shoul­der and shook her head.

“I’ll walk too,” growled Cur­zon.

Brown nod­ded, started to speak, and closed his mouth. At last he said, un­cer­tainly, “There’s ques­tions to be set­tled. The church floor is a blown-up mess and there’s a very old dead cler­gy­man been found there.”

“We’ll tell you what hap­pened,” said Emily, “af­ter we re­store our­selves.” She pushed back her hair and man­aged to smile at Brown. “The thing that was un­der the stone is de­stroyed.”

“Ah?” He peered again at the bat­tered four­some, more care­fully. “Like that, is it? Out there last night?” He looked around as if for re­as­sur­ance at the wet fields in the bright sun­light. “Yes, I will want to hear it.”

Brown turned and be­gan jog­ging away en­er­get­i­cally, lead­ing the horse. Emily was re­lieved to see that her fa­ther was re­laxed and steady in the sad­dle.

When the weary party came in sight of the par­son­age, Anne and Char­lotte and Tabby were al­ready on the path, hur­ry­ing to­ward them.

“Papa’s hav­ing oat­meal por­ridge and a cup of tea,” said Anne breath­lessly when she was still sev­eral yards off. She ran to Emily and took her arm. “Mr. Brown told us you were fol­low­ing. You took good care of her?” she added to Keeper, ruf­fling his mas­sive head. He licked her hand.

Char­lotte and Tabby came puff­ing up in her wake. “Papa’s go­ing to bed di­rectly af­ter he’s fin­ished his break­fast,” said Char­lotte. “Where on earth did you all find shel­ter last night? At Top With­ens? Papa won’t say.”

“No­body fired a pis­tol over the church­yard this dawn,” said Tabby, “and I don’t want to trou­ble the mais­ter. Will you do it now?”

“It,” said Emily, look­ing at all three of them, “doesn’t need to be done any­more.”

“Ah?” said Tabby. She turned to Cur­zon and said, “Thank you, sir.”

He looked star­tled, and tilted his head to blink at her with his one eye. “Thank Miss Emily,” he said.

“Both twins . . . gone?” asked Char­lotte.

“Yes,” grated Bran­well, not sound­ing en­tirely pleased.

“And the . . .” Char­lotte hes­i­tated, then went on, “. . . the three, er, deaths?”

Emily gave her a tired smile. “In es­crow, for now.”

“I see. Well, per­haps some­thing can be done about that.”

Emily let her sup­pose it.

“Mr. Cur­zon,” Char­lotte con­tin­ued, “will you—but you’ll want to re­turn to your rooms to re­fresh your­self and lie down for a bit, I ex­pect—will you join us for sup­per?”

Cur­zon sighed heav­ily and shook his head. “Thank you, Miss Brontë, but I must be off to Lon­don, and this evening is for your fam­ily.” He in­cluded Tabby in his ac­com­pa­ny­ing wave.

Anne took Bran­well’s hand and led him to­ward the house. “Por­ridge and bed for you too,” she told him. Look­ing back, she called, “Our fam­ily is eter­nally grate­ful to you, Mr. Cur­zon, no mat­ter what you say!”

Bran­well stopped and turned around. “Yes,” he said. “Thank you. For my soul.”

Anne smiled at Cur­zon and re­sumed pulling her brother away.

Cur­zon shifted his weight and pulled Salt­meric’s damp coat more firmly across his shoul­ders. Look­ing up at his dark, craggy pro­file, Emily be­lieved she saw stoic res­ig­na­tion.

He bowed. “I must go. A—a good day to you all!”

And a mo­ment later he was strid­ing away to­ward the church and the main street.

“Strange fel­low!” ex­claimed Tabby. “Are we ever to see him again, do you think?”

Emily saw that nei­ther Tabby nor Char­lotte would be sorry if the an­swer were no.

“Ex­cuse me,” she said, and then she and Keeper were hur­ry­ing af­ter Cur­zon, who, to judge by his pace, had in­deed re­cov­ered from the wounds he had suf­fered last night.

“Al­cuin!” she called.

He stopped by the church­yard wall and turned around. His one eye stared at her un­easily.

She caught up to where he stood, and af­ter a mo­ment she sat down on the wall. Her hat had been lost some­time dur­ing yes­ter­day’s stren­u­ous ac­tiv­i­ties, and she shook back her hair, which still car­ried a scorched smell from the im­mo­la­tion of the were­wolves in the ravine.

“Lon­don?” she said.

He hes­i­tated, then sat on the wall a foot away from her. “En route.”

“To the monastery in Ro­ca­madour.”

“Emily—yes. Prob­a­bly.” He tilted his head to see her. “And what will you do?”

“Oh—cook, sew, write with Anne, lis­ten to Char­lotte’s money wor­ries, hu­mor poor Bran­well. Go for day­long walks on the moors with Keeper.” She shrugged. “The rou­tines that make me happy.”

“Ah.” He looked over his shoul­der at the grave­stones. “Are there any left?”

Emily dug in her pocket. When she pulled the spec­ta­cles out, she saw that one lens was gone; but she fit­ted them on and turned to look out across the graves.

“None,” she said af­ter peer­ing through the re­main­ing blurred lens for a few mo­ments. She took them off and put them back in her pocket. “More will ar­rive.”

“I dare­say.” He pat­ted Keeper’s head and looked to­ward the vil­lage. “Will the two of you ven­ture back to Pon­den Kirk?”

Emily yawned, and re­mem­bered only af­ter­ward that she should have cov­ered her mouth. “Oh—prob­a­bly. Not into the fairy cave, but I’d like to see where Min­erva’s tem­ple was, this time.”

Cur­zon yawned too, and shifted on the wet stone wall. “We all need sleep. You crawled right through the cave yes­ter­day,” he went on. “Out through the gap at the far end of it.”

“With all the ghosts of York­shire at my heels. Yes.”

“I gather there’s some . . . lo­cal folk­lore, about that. A girl crawl­ing through that gap.”

“Yes.” She yawned again, this time with her hand over her mouth. “I think I’ll sleep for twelve hours! Yes, it’s said that a girl who climbs through that open­ing in the Kirk will marry within the year.”

“That was it.”

“Non­sense, of course. And a twenty-eight-year-old woman in­tent on set­ting fire to ghosts would hardly qual­ify in any case.”

“I sup­pose not.”

“I’m quite con­tent with the life I de­scribed just now.”

Keeper yawned too, and laid down be­tween their boots.

“As I will be,” Cur­zon said stolidly,“tend­ing the grapevines at the monastery.” He stood up and held out his hand.

“Miss Emily Brontë,” he said, “it’s been . . . an en­rich­ment to know you.”

She shook his hand. “I’m glad I found you on the moor last year.”

He gave her a crooked smile, nod­ded to Keeper, and turned away to re­sume walk­ing to­ward the main street, though not as rapidly.

Emily watched his back, and his black hair toss­ing in the wind, un­til he had dis­ap­peared around the cor­ner of the church.

At last she stood up. “Come on, Keeper,” she said, and started back to­ward where Char­lotte and Anne waited on the steps of the par­son­age.









EPI­LOGUE—DE­CEM­BER 1848


Blow, west-wind, by the lonely mound,

And mur­mur, sum­mer streams—

There is no need of other sound

To soothe my lady’s dreams.

—Emily Brontë




Af­ter only a week away from it, Al­cuin Cur­zon found that he al­ready very much missed the Bene­dic­tine monastery at Ro­ca­madour. The monastery stood among sev­eral cen­turies-old churches and shrines on a cliff ter­race above the vil­lage of Ro­ca­madour and the Al­zou River, and be­yond the river the green forests of the Causses du Quercy stretched to the lim­its of sight. Al­cuin Cur­zon had spent these past twenty months work­ing in the monastery as a lay brother of the Bene­dic­tine Or­der, and the two sum­mers in the south of France had left him ill-pre­pared for a visit to north­ern Eng­land in De­cem­ber.

In the course of this last week he had taken a packet boat from Calais to Dover, then the new South East­ern Rail­way to Lon­don, where he had boarded the first of two car­riages that took him to Keigh­ley; and this morn­ing he had hired a car­riage to take him the last three miles to Ha­worth. The rooms he had rented in town in April of last year were no longer avail­able, and he had taken a room at the Black Bull. Im­me­di­ately af­ter drop­ping off his lug­gage and send­ing a note to Anne Brontë at the par­son­age, he had walked up the icy and snow-bor­dered Main Street to the old church.

The two big front doors had not been locked, and he had pulled one open and slowly walked up the cen­ter aisle be­tween the rows of shad­owed pews. He paused a few yards short of the raised al­tar floor.

Did you bring your knife? she had asked him, the last time he had stood here, more than two years ago. Are you here to kill me at last?

But the el­e­vated pul­pit where she had stood on that morn­ing was empty now. Cur­zon looked down at his snow-crusted boots, which stood on a newly cut stone, with no ogham grooves in it.

He turned to look im­pa­tiently at the side door, through which Anne should ap­pear . . . if she cared to re­ply to his note. Her let­ter to him had been sent in Oc­to­ber, but the Feb­ru­ary Rev­o­lu­tion in France, and the en­su­ing so­cial dis­or­der that had cul­mi­nated in the es­tab­lish­ment of the French Sec­ond Re­pub­lic, had made postal de­liv­ery to the monastery even slower than usual. He had fi­nally re­ceived her let­ter only a week ago.

Emily is dy­ing, Anne had writ­ten. She won’t see any­one, but I think she would ask to see you, if she thought it were pos­si­ble, and per­mit­ted her­self.

Af­ter leav­ing Ha­worth last year, Cur­zon had em­ployed a so­lic­i­tor in Lon­don to keep him ap­prised of events in the Brontë fam­ily, and a month ago Cur­zon had learned that Bran­well had died in Sep­tem­ber. The so­lic­i­tor had, in fact, been very thor­ough.

The church’s side door creaked open, and when he turned away from the al­tar Cur­zon saw a fig­ure in a hat and over­coat step in and pull the door closed against the gray day­light out­side.

“Mr. Cur­zon,” said Anne Brontë, hur­ry­ing up the side aisle. “You ar­rive very near the end, I’m afraid.”

“Miss Anne,” said Cur­zon, bow­ing and step­ping for­ward to meet her, “I set out as soon as I re­ceived your let­ter, but things are dis­or­ga­nized in France at present.”

“All over Eu­rope.” In the glow from the stained glass win­dow at his back, her face was still youth­ful, but thin­ner, and there were new lines at the cor­ners of her eyes. “Bran­well—”

He pre­sumed to take her el­bow and turn her back to­ward the side door. “I got news of it. I’m sorry.”

“It—went well, ac­tu­ally.” She shook her head as she hur­ried along be­side him. “On his last day his delu­sions left him—he was calm and re­morse­ful, and he prayed and re­pented his sins. My fa­ther was hold­ing him when he died.” Cur­zon pushed the door open and she paused to look up at him. “You and Emily saved him from the devil that pos­sessed him.” As they stepped out onto the snow-cov­ered pave­ment in front of the church­yard, she added, “I know you didn’t do it for him, en­tirely.”

“Not en­tirely,” Cur­zon agreed.

“At the end, he and Char­lotte even com­posed a bit of dog­gerel, and when he wrote the let­ter U at the end of it, she gave in and wrote a T af­ter it.” When Cur­zon gave her a puz­zled glance, she went on, “Sorry—that stands for ‘Us Two.’ ”

Cur­zon gath­ered that Bran­well and Char­lotte had not got along, which was hardly sur­pris­ing. But his con­cern had never been with them. “Good, good,” he mut­tered.

As they hur­ried along be­side the church­yard wall, he re­called Emily stop­ping him here, as he had stormed away from the par­son­age on the day they had first met; he had told her that she pre­sented an un­wel­come in­con­ve­nience, but that to save her soul she should leave Ha­worth with him, and not re­turn to “that house of doomed souls.” Her dog, Keeper, had been with her. He and I de­fend each other, she had said.

And in fact, he thought as the par­son­age loomed closer and the steam of his breath and Anne’s whirled away on the wind, Emily Brontë has been an enor­mous in­con­ve­nience, over these past two years and nine months . . . and thank God for it.

He cast his mind back to their very first meet­ing, when he had lain wounded at the foot of Pon­den Kirk. He had orig­i­nally in­tended to kill him­self that morn­ing, and might still have done it, if Emily Brontë had not found him.

“She saved me too,” he said as they hur­ried up the steps to the front door of the par­son­age. “Body and soul.”

Anne pulled open the door and closed it quickly af­ter he had fol­lowed her into the hall, in which the air was nearly as cold as it was out­side.

Anne whis­pered, “She’s in the par­lor with Char­lotte and our fa­ther.” She laid a re­strain­ing hand on the arm of his coat. “Wait—I think she’d want me to call them away. And you must un­der­stand that she is very weak, and—much changed.”

Anne walked around the cor­ner into the par­lor, and Cur­zon heard her speak­ing qui­etly. A few mo­ments later Char­lotte and their fa­ther shuf­fled out into the hall.

Patrick frowned at Cur­zon with per­haps no recog­ni­tion, but Char­lotte’s eyes widened in sur­prise.

“You!” she whis­pered. “Did Emily send for you?”

“I did,” Anne told her.

Char­lotte stared at Cur­zon for sev­eral sec­onds, then nod­ded. “Good,” she whis­pered, and led her fa­ther away to­ward the kitchen.

Anne took sev­eral steps af­ter them, then looked back. See­ing that Cur­zon stood with­out mov­ing, she nod­ded to­ward the par­lor door­way, then turned to fol­low her fa­ther and sis­ter.

Cur­zon took off his hat and gloves and ran his fin­gers through his now-short hair, then made the sign of the cross and stepped into the par­lor. Logs blazed in the fire­place and the air was warmer, but he caught the fresh-bread smell of star­va­tion.

Emily was re­clin­ing on the green leather couch to his right, on the other side of the room from the win­dows, and Keeper lay be­side it. Cur­zon didn’t let his ex­pres­sion change—but Emily’s face was pale and hag­gard, the bones of her skull prom­i­nent un­der her skin, her right hand dan­gling loose over the arm of the couch to touch Keeper’s head. She shifted slightly and turned to­ward him.

Her eyes widened, and in that mo­ment he was able to rec­og­nize the young woman who had held a gun on him, pulled him up out of a deadly sink­hole, and twice ac­com­pa­nied him on vis­its to the tem­ple of a pa­gan god­dess.

“Al­cuin,” she said, and her voice was faint but clear. “Anne,” she added with cer­tainty, and he nod­ded. “Bran­well died,” she went on, “did you know?”

“Yes.”

“The old debt,” she said, and had to catch her breath to go on, “is be­ing paid off. The sub­tler ghosts.”

Af­ter a few sec­onds Cur­zon opened his mouth to speak, but she waved her fin­gers and he waited.

“Al­ready,” she said, “this is dread­fully hard on Anne. Bran­well—” She paused to cough.

Again Cur­zon waited her out; he was sweat­ing, and took off his coat and laid it with his hat and gloves on a chair. “Bran­well,” she went on at last, “died well—he re­nounced his—Northang­er­land—and on his last day . . .” She paused to take sev­eral shal­low breaths. “In his last hour, in the fi­nal delir­ium”—she caught her breath and smiled—“he be­lieved Maria ap­peared to him, at last—to lead his soul—to its re­ward.”

“That was mer­ci­ful,” al­lowed Cur­zon. He added, “You man­aged to save him af­ter all.”

“I was al­ways my brother’s keeper.”

Cur­zon re­al­ized that it was a tir­ing ef­fort for her to hold her head turned to­ward him, and he stepped far­ther into the room.

She laid her head back, watch­ing him. “You still,” she said, “owe me a fact.”

He spread his hands.

She made a vis­i­ble ef­fort to in­hale. “I didn’t lead you to Min­erva.”

“No,” Cur­zon said. “I didn’t know your fam­ily was on such close terms with her. She was the ad­ver­sary of my kind—of in­bal­ance, per­ver­sion—long be­fore the Ro­mans came to Eng­land. I knew she would see what I was, but I hoped my eye­patch, and the fact that I came to her for help, would serve as . . .”

“An olive branch.”

“Yes—though it turned out not to mat­ter, since you were with me.” He pulled out a chair from be­side the ta­ble and sat down. “The sec­ond time, last year, was eas­ier—by then I had cut out my eye, in penance.”

“Penance,” she whis­pered. “How have you rec­on­ciled”—she said, and went on af­ter tak­ing a shal­low breath—“be­ing a Catholic—a Chris­tian of sorts . . .” She waved her hand im­pa­tiently, then said, “‘Thou shalt have no other gods be­fore Me’?”

“I didn’t wor­ship her!”

Again she man­aged to coax a smile to her wasted face. “You knelt.”

“To throw the bones! In any case, I’ve con­fessed it since.”

“I envy you,” she said, “two things.” Her pinched nos­trils flared as she took a breath. “That sacra­ment of yours—Con­fes­sion. The as­sur­ance that your . . . sins are in­deed for­given.”

Her wrin­kled eye­lids closed, and af­ter nearly a minute he con­cluded that she had fallen asleep, and he be­gan to get to his feet to go to the kitchen and talk to Anne.

But Emily opened her eyes, and she was clearly still alert.

“The sec­ond thing you envy me for?” Cur­zon asked.

“Your face-to-face look . . . at the god­dess Min­erva.”

“It nearly killed me.”

She flipped her fin­gers dis­mis­sively. “Of course. How could it not, if—gen­uine?” She rolled her eyes to look to­ward the win­dow be­hind him. “Do you re­pent,” she whis­pered, “of hav­ing con­sulted her?”

Cur­zon stared at the pale, hol­low-cheeked face in front of him, and thought of the tanned, vig­or­ous young woman who had walked so many miles on the moors with him. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “Do you?”

“It led to Bran­well’s ex­or­cism—re­demp­tion.” She started to lift her hand, then let it drop and just im­pa­tiently blinked away tears. “I don’t know ei­ther! Did we—de­clare al­le­giance? To her? Our eter­nal lot—serv­ing a straw ef­figy—in a mundus loci?”

“No, Emily.” He reached out and took her cold, bony fin­gers in his hand. “You in­cin­er­ated your blood prom­is­sory note in the fairy cave, and sac­ri­ficed your sec­ond novel. You com­pleted the task she set you. Your con­nec­tion with Min­erva is con­cluded, with these in-ef­fect ‘back­ward mut­ters of dis­sev­er­ing prayer.’ ”

“You quote Mil­ton, a Protes­tant!” She closed her eyes again, then para­phrased the next line of Mil­ton’s Co­mus: “To free the lady that sits here . . . in stony fet­ters . . . fixed and mo­tion­less.”

Cur­zon didn’t let go of her fin­gers.

“It cured the ill­ness,” she went on, “in more lands than this—I think.”

“True. The Obliques in Eng­land, the Schrags in Ger­many, the Fer­des in Hun­gary—all im­po­tent now and dis­banded. Rev­o­lu­tions all over Eu­rope, as the old pow­ers are tum­bling one af­ter an­other.”

She pulled her hand free of his and raised one eye­brow. “My . . . sec­ond novel?”

Cur­zon felt his face red­den­ing. “I, er, em­ployed a so­lic­i­tor to keep track of your fam­ily’s wel­fare. I hadn’t meant for him to in­trude on . . . se­crets and pseu­do­nyms.”

“Ah?”

“But—I con­fess I’ve read Wuther­ing Heights, and found it as strong and un­re­lent­ing as its au­thor. I saw Welsh in the char­ac­ter of Heath­cliff. I hope there was noth­ing of me, as well, in that char­ac­ter.”

“Oh—per­haps ap­pear­ance, and man­ner.” She be­gan cough­ing, and it was nearly a minute be­fore she gasped and was able to speak.“I didn’t like you much at first.”

She lifted her fin­gers from Keeper’s head for a mo­ment. “Do you,” she asked, “still travel with . . . a dioscuri?”

He cocked his head. “Yes. It’s still use­ful against plain rob­bers.”

“New?”

“No. It’s the one you gave back to me, the one I used when we fought off the were­wolves in the ravine.”

“Can I have it?”

He was puz­zled, and won­dered if she had fallen into delir­ium and imag­ined that there were still were­wolves to de­fend against. But, “Of course,” he said, and stepped to the other chair to fum­ble in his coat pocket.

He straight­ened and re­turned to his chair, and af­ter a mo­ment’s hes­i­ta­tion laid the sheathed knife on the couch be­side her.

She moved her hand to touch the leather-bound grip. “I want to be buried with it,” she said. “Show which side I’m on.”

The breath caught in his throat, but he said clearly, “There’ll be no doubt on that score.”

She closed her eyes. “Go now. I wouldn’t have you see me die.”

Cur­zon stood up and lifted his coat and hat and gloves from the ta­ble. “Good­bye, Emily. You’ve—”

When he could go no fur­ther, she man­aged a nod. “I know, Al­cuin. You too. Go.”

Keeper stood up from be­side the couch and walked over to Cur­zon, and lifted one big paw to touch the man’s hand. Cur­zon ruf­fled the dog’s head, and it walked back to lie down be­side the couch. Cur­zon nod­ded and stepped out of the room into the cold hall.

Anne was stand­ing by the kitchen door­way, and he walked to her. “I’m stay­ing at the Black Bull,” he told her qui­etly. She nod­ded, and he turned to face the long hall and the front door, but he paused. “The Ten­ant of Wild­fell Hall,” he said over his shoul­der, “and Jane Eyre, are no­ble books.”

He walked to the front door with­out look­ing back, and opened it and stepped out­side. Slowly he put on his coat and hat and gloves, then walked down the steps and away from the Brontë par­son­age for the last time.




Emily in­sisted on climb­ing the stairs to her room with­out aid, though it took her nearly ten min­utes, and Char­lotte had to help her put on her night­gown and lift her thin legs into the bed. The next morn­ing Emily made her slow, care­ful way down­stairs, stop­ping at the land­ing for a while to catch her breath. At the kitchen ta­ble, while her fa­ther and Anne and Char­lotte ate their oat­meal por­ridge, Emily man­aged to drink a cup of weak tea. She could see that they were al­ready griev­ing at the im­mi­nent loss of her, and she es­pe­cially pitied her fa­ther and Char­lotte, for she knew Anne was soon to fol­low her.

Three deaths, as penalty pay­ment.

Bran­well had al­ready paid.

For weeks Char­lotte had been plead­ing with Emily to al­low a doc­tor to see her, and Emily had been adamant in re­fus­ing it. Cur­zon had long ago ex­plained it to Char­lotte—Sub­tler ones at­tach to you, and take your breath and vi­tal­ity by de­grees. What a waste of ev­ery­one’s time, Emily thought, and what vainly raised hopes, to ask a doc­tor to di­ag­nose that!

But Char­lotte had never truly be­lieved it. She had not, af­ter all, left blood in the fairy cave.

Emily set down her cup, then braced one hand on Keeper’s shoul­der to get up out of her chair.

She mus­tered her breath and said, “I be­lieve I’ll . . . do some sewing in the . . . par­lor.”

She was bleakly pleased to see that her fa­ther and sis­ters had learned not to of­fer to help her. She tra­versed the hall and rounded the par­lor door­way, and af­ter two stum­bling steps slumped onto the couch, pant­ing rapidly. Char­lotte joined her a few min­utes later and sat at the ta­ble; she bus­ied her­self with writ­ing a let­ter, but of­ten cast furtive, anx­ious glances at Emily.

Emily soon dropped her sewing and slept, fit­fully. She dreamed that she was lost and dy­ing among un­car­ing strangers, but when she awoke some hours later she found that Char­lotte had ven­tured out into the wind and snow and found a sprig of heather to bring to her; it was now thawed af­ter hav­ing been frozen, but its pur­ple color was still vis­i­ble. Emily thanked her sin­cerely and lay back on the couch, grate­ful to be dy­ing in her own home, with her fa­ther and sis­ters close by.

“Say I may send for the doc­tor!” Char­lotte pleaded.

Emily smiled at her. “Yes,” she whis­pered, for it was far, far too late now. “Only wait a few min­utes.”

Even speak­ing that much had made her dizzy, and she wasn’t sure if she were ly­ing down or sit­ting propped against the arm of the couch.

She reached down to touch Keeper’s head, and as she stroked his ears she felt a warm ca­nine tongue lick her hand. Puz­zled, she tilted her head to look down, and saw two bull­mas­tiffs be­side the couch—stand­ing be­side Keeper, en­tirely solid, she rec­og­nized the ghost Keeper.

She looked up and saw that a young woman was stand­ing in the door­way—she was slim and dark-haired and smil­ing, wear­ing an un­sea­son­ably light linen dress. Though Emily had last seen the woman as an eleven-year-old girl, she rec­og­nized her.

Emily whis­pered, “Maria!” and stood up, her ex­haus­tion and ill­ness for­got­ten. She walked quickly to the door­way and took Maria’s warm out­stretched hand. Be­yond Maria the front door was open, and through it Emily saw green trees and grass bend­ing in a breeze.

Bran­well, Eliz­a­beth? Their mother?

She took a step for­ward be­side her el­dest sis­ter, but paused and looked back. Her fa­ther and Anne and Char­lotte didn’t look to­ward her. The wasted body that had been her own was slumped on the couch, with Keeper stand­ing along­side, paw­ing at the limply dan­gling hand.

“Keeper,” she whis­pered, and her dog turned his great head and looked di­rectly at her. “Stay,” she said, “for now.”

Keeper’s mourn­ful gaze shifted from her to Maria and their grand­fa­ther’s dog, and back, and for a mo­ment his tail wagged hes­i­tantly be­fore he turned again to the body on the couch.

Still hold­ing Maria’s hand, with the dog trot­ting along­side, Emily Brontë walked gladly for­ward through the open door­way.
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