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Chapter 1 – Awakening
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Seven-year-old Martha stirred beneath her blanket. A pair of robins were singing in the yard at the rear of the cottage. Dawn would break soon. Aunt Freya snored gently, sleeping beside her on the straw-filled mattress. All grownups were big, and Aunt Freya was as tall as most and a bit wider as well. Martha did not mind her taking up so much of the mattress. On a cold winter morning like today, it was good to snuggle up to her.

As far back as Martha could remember, Aunt Freya’s cottage had been her home. They lived in the village of Yarrow, in the west of Wikland, a country ruled by King Francis from the great city of Duneald.

Most children had mothers and fathers, but Martha had an aunt, and that worked fine. Aunt Freya had told her that her mother came from the distant town of Drovers Pond and had died of a fever when Martha was still a baby. Her aunt had little to say of Martha’s mother, Willa, having seldom met her, and she knew nothing of Martha’s father.

Martha relaxed, savoring the security of her aunt’s presence. She rested in the delicious space between sleeping and waking. Without any conscious thought or effort, her spirit slipped free from her body and floated up.

Delighted, she gazed down at herself and her aunt, lying on the mattress. It had to be a dream. The outline of their bodies was familiar, but they had become lanterns filled with light, a bright pulsing yellow for Martha, and a steady orange glow for Aunt Freya.

Living things shone brightly while the rest of the cottage consisted of insubstantial shadows, almost invisible. The bugs that thrived in the mattress were gleaming yellow sparks. It looked as if Martha and her aunt were lying on a bed of fireflies.

Martha let her spirit drift around the cottage’s one room, passing through the furniture as if it was not there. She hovered over the glowing remains of the fire in the hearth and did not feel its heat. A family of hibernating mice nestled deep in the thatch. Their little bodies had a pale, pink glow that pulsed slowly in time with their heartbeats.

Martha’s spirit floated beyond the walls of the cottage and out into the yard. An icy wind blew through her, but she felt no chill.

The cottage’s outbuildings were no more than vague outlines, unlike the animals inside them. The hens in the henhouse, blobs of yellow, were beginning to stir. Maisie and Daisy, the goats in the barn, were sleeping orange glows.

In the vegetable garden, the winter cabbages stood out as solid clumps of green light amid the colorless beds. A pair of robins, perhaps the ones who had awakened her, were dancing red lamps.

Beyond the rows of cabbages was the apple tree. It sat on the boundary between Aunt Freya’s land and that of their neighbors, the Carpenters. Martha’s spirit seeped into the frozen earth at the base of its trunk and followed the web of branching roots to their tips. They sparked with green fire and hummed with life. Spring was coming.

Martha jerked back into her body as if a thread had snapped.

Aunt Freya was shaking her shoulder. “Time to get up, Martha.”

Had she dreamed that spring was coming? She scrambled out of bed and shivered. Not feeling the cold had to be part of a dream. She straightened her woolen smock and pulled her thick shawl tightly around her. Both the smock and the shawl reached down to her stockinged feet. At this time of year, they slept fully-clothed to keep as warm as possible.

She stepped around the wattle screen that separated their sleeping area from the rest of the cottage. Her feet rustled on the rushes spread over the bare earth floor. The remnants of a fire glowed in the hearth. It lit a sparsely furnished room with a table, a bench, two adult stools, and Martha’s stool, a small stool that Master Carpenter had made for her as a gift when he had made similar stools for his children, Tom and Becca.

Martha tapped the table with her fingers. It was solid.

She carried her stool over to the shuttered window that looked out onto the yard. Would she be able to see or hear any trace of spring outside? She climbed onto her stool and peered through a gap in the wood. A thin stream of cold air tickled her eye and made her blink. The last remnants of the night were fading away, and the blurred shapes of the outbuildings were becoming sharper. Icicles hung along the roof of the henhouse, and the mud stood up in ridges, frozen hard beneath a thick layer of frost. Winter seemed to have an iron grip.

“Come away from the shutter, or your eyeballs will freeze to the wood,” Aunt Freya said, padding over to the fire.

“I dreamed the land was waking up, and winter was coming to an end,” Martha said. “But, it wasn’t like any dream I’d had before.”

“Why do you say that?” Aunt Freya asked. She was kneeling in front of the fire, rebuilding it with little sticks.

“I floated over the yard, and I sank deep into the ground, and I saw the roots of the apple tree twitching with life,” Martha said.

A frown creased Aunt Freya’s face. She beckoned Martha over without standing up.

“What is it, Aunt?” Martha said, standing in front of her, their eyes at the same level, worried by how serious she looked.

“It’s best not to talk to anyone about strange dreams,” Aunt Freya said.

“Why?” Martha asked. “I won’t cry if they laugh at me.”

“There are worse things than being laughed at,” Aunt Freya said. She reached out and gripped Martha’s hand. “And you don’t tell anyone about spring coming until you can point to the first green shoots.”

Martha bit her lip. She didn’t want to cry, but Aunt Freya was frightening her. “I’ll keep quiet,” she said. “I promise.”

“Good girl,” Aunt Freya whispered. She swept Martha up in a tight embrace.

Martha buried her face in her aunt’s thick hair and sobbed.

A little twig caught alight and crackled in the hearth.
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That morning, Martha did her share of the chores, milking the goats, collecting the hens’ eggs, and sweeping the front doorstep, after which her aunt gave her a small helping of bread and goats’ cheese. Martha chewed each mouthful carefully, enjoying the tart flavor of the cheese. Food was running short by the end of winter, and she took the time to savor it.

“We’ll brew a batch of cough medicine, today,” Aunt Freya said as Martha swallowed her last mouthful.

People in the village addressed Aunt Freya as Widow Brewer. Her husband had been called Master Brewer, and he had brewed the strongest ale for miles around. He had fought on the side of King Francis at the Battle of Silbury Common, and according to the men who returned, he had died a hero’s death. Aunt Freya had taken over the business, but she cut back on the ale and brewed medicines and ointments instead. She had gained a reputation in Yarrow and the surrounding villages as a healer, and Martha accompanied her when they visited the sick.

Martha and Aunt Freya crossed the frozen yard at the rear of the cottage to reach the brewhouse. It was built some distance from the henhouse and the barn in case it caught fire. Martha breathed in deeply as an intoxicating mixture of herbal smells poured out when her aunt opened the door.

Taking up most of the room was a large, wooden workbench. Next to it, and using up much of the remaining space, was a hearth with a large black cauldron sitting on it. Around the walls were shelves filled with earthenware jars sealed with wax stoppers. Clumps of dried leaves hung down from the black, sooty rafters.

Martha went outside with a jug and a mallet. She broke the ice on the top of the water butt that collected the runoff from the brewhouse roof. It took three trips to fill the cauldron, and the cold left her hands pink and numb. By then, her aunt had the fire going in the hearth, and Martha warmed her hands, twitching her fingers as they returned to life.

“We’ll need ground fennel,” Aunt Freya said. She handed Martha a heavy stone mortar and pestle, and a bowl of fennel seeds.

Martha sat in a corner near the warmth of the hearth and began to grind up the seeds, breathing in the sweet aroma they released.

She had converted all the seeds to a fine powder when she heard two familiar, excited voices, laughing and shouting in the yard next door. It was Tom and Becca Carpenter.

Martha wanted to join them. She looked up hopefully at her aunt.

“Have you ground all the seeds?” Aunt Freya asked.

Martha nodded and showed her aunt the mortar full of powder and an empty bowl of seeds.

“Tidy up, and then you can go,” Aunt Freya said.

A short time later, Martha shut the door of the brewhouse and scampered across the yard.

The Carpenter’s had two children, Tom, one year older than Martha, and Becca, one year younger. They were playing by the apple tree. Tom had climbed up into its highest branches, and Becca was daring him to go further.

In summer, the leaves would have concealed Tom, but this morning he stood out, a boy shaped lump, clinging to the bare, spindly branches, slippery with frost.

“Bet you can’t tag me,” he called out to Martha, grinning. “Girls can’t climb.”

Most days, Martha would have scrambled up the tree and not stopped until she was at least a head higher than he was. Instead, she laid one hand on the trunk then came to a halt. The ground beneath her feet was as hard as iron. She was solid too. How could she have seeped into the earth?

“Look at me,” Tom shouted.

Branches creaked above her, but she ignored them. Was it true that below her roots were twitching with life because they sensed spring would soon return?

“Look at Tom,” Becca cried, pulling on the sleeve of Martha’s smock.

Martha looked up. Tom was balanced at the end of a thin branch, high up in the tree, grinning down at them.

A loud explosive crack shattered the winter morning. Tom Carpenter fell, clutching the branch that had snapped. He crashed through the lower branches and hit the ground with another loud crack.

Martha and Becca stood rooted to the spot with shock. Silence reigned for a dozen heartbeats; then, Tom Carpenter howled in agony.

They ran over to him. His arm lay at a strange angle and a piece of white bone, jagged at the end, stuck through the skin.

“Get my aunt and your father,” Martha commanded, taking charge. Becca scurried off, yelling for help.

Martha knelt by Tom’s head, lifting it gently and cradling it in her lap. He was sobbing with pain. Above them, heavy branches creaked, perhaps weakened by his fall.

She placed her hand on his brow. What was happening inside Tom? A thin boundary of skin, hot and clammy, separated her from him, but her spirit slid through it. The pain coming from the broken bone in his arm was like a fork of red lightning flashing up to his head, making him whimper with each bolt.

Martha willed the lightning to stop. The next bolt fell short of Tom’s head, reaching his neck. She pushed back against the next strike, and it halted at his shoulder. She kept pushing, and the lightning retreated until it became a throbbing red glow around the break in the bone. Tom’s breathing eased, and his sobbing stopped.

Martha looked up as she heard someone approaching. Her head swam. She was in two places at once. Part of her registered her aunt hurrying across the yard to join them, but she was still aware of what was happening inside Tom. She took a deep breath and steadied herself.

“You’re doing a good job comforting him,” Aunt Freya said, kneeling beside them to examine Tom’s arm.

“Is he alright?” Master Carpenter called out, arriving at a gallop with Becca trailing some way behind him.

“Broken arm,” Aunt Freya said. “I’ll need two pieces of wood and some cloth to make a splint.”

“In my workshop,” Master Carpenter said and dashed off.

“I need to set the bone,” Aunt Freya said. “Hold Tom steady, Martha. This will hurt.”

Aunt Freya took a firm hold of Tom’s arm and straightened it with a swift tug. A bloom of red pain spurted up his arm and sped toward his head. Martha willed it to stop, but it swept on. Tom yelled in agony, and his body stiffened. She willed the pain to subside, and his body slowly relaxed.

Martha reached out her hand toward the wound.

“Don’t touch,” Aunt Freya said.

“It’s alright,” Martha said and did not stop.

She rested her fingers on the torn skin that had been pierced by the bone. Below her, she sensed the two ends of the broken bone fitting snuggly back together. They wanted to heal and fuse like two pieces of a broken jug that shared an edge. She helped them, feeling energy flow from her into the bone.

“Martha!” Aunt Freya called in alarm. Her face was pale with shock.

Master Carpenter, red in the face from running, returned clutching two pieces of wood and a strip of cloth. “What’s happened?”

“I’ve mended it,” Martha said. Even the torn skin was healed. She raised her hand from Tom’s arm and stifled a yawn. Her body was telling her it was well past her bedtime rather than mid-morning.

“How lucky Tom only sprained his arm,” Aunt Freya said, her voice higher than usual.

“That was fortunate, indeed,” Master Carpenter replied, running a hand through his bushy beard. “We’ll not speak of this again.”

Aunt Freya nodded.

“Tom had a broken arm,” Becca said. “I saw the bone.”

“That’s right,” Tom said, sitting up. “Martha healed me.”

“Hush now,” Master Carpenter said. “That fall must have shaken your wits, my lad, not that I reckon you had any, thinking that twig would hold your weight.” He pushed at the broken branch with his foot. “Any more talk from you two, and you’ll feel the back of my hand.”

A wave of exhaustion swept over Martha. She curled up on the ground. It was cold and hard, but she was too weary to care.

She was aware of Master Carpenter picking her up. He smelled of sawdust. She slipped into a deep sleep.
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Chapter 2 – Father Cuthbert
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Martha woke to hear her aunt bustling around the cottage. She poked her head around the wattle screen. Daylight was coming in through gaps in the shutters. It was morning, judging by the angle of the beams. 

“What time is it?” Martha asked.

“An hour after dawn,” Aunt Freya said. “You’ve slept a whole day and night, lazy-bones.”

“Did Tom Carpenter fall out of the apple tree?” Martha asked. The event was vivid in her mind, but she wondered if it had been a dream.

“It happened,” Aunt Freya said. “Give me a hand with the chores, and then we need to pop in to see Father Cuthbert and drop off some ointment for his feet.”

Martha felt alert and refreshed after her long sleep, and the chores seemed to take hardly any time at all.

Soon, they were ready to go. “Remember,” Aunt Freya said, pausing at the door. “If anyone stops to chat with us on the way to see Father Cuthbert, we do not mention what happened to Tom.”

They stepped out into the lane at the front of the house. It was a muddy track, frozen into stiff ridges by the wheels of carts. Hedges ran either side of it, thick with white frost on top and decorated with the lace shawls of spider webs. 

Martha carried a wicker basket on her arm, containing a single earthenware pot of ointment for Father Cuthbert. She kept her eyes on the ground, careful not to step on any frozen puddles. No green shoots had risked poking their heads out of the earth to announce that spring was coming. That was another thing Martha would have to avoid mentioning.

Aunt Freya’s cottage was some distance from the center of the village, and Martha counted three hundred and twenty paces before they reached the cluster of buildings around the village square. Her aunt was keen that she should learn arithmetic to keep the traders honest at the market.

The meeting house dominated the square. It was one of only two stone buildings in the village, the other being the manor belonging to Squire Sallow. Its bell tower was taller than three men standing on each other’s shoulders. The bell inside was a huge brass thing whose single note carried over the entire village and out into the fields.

Martha enjoyed sitting on the wooden benches inside the meeting house. It was where the whole village gathered to give thanks to the World Spirit, even Squire Sallow, his sour wife, and their snotty son, Walter.

The village would come together to mourn at funerals, rejoice at weddings, and celebrate a child reaching its first birthday. Many feast days livened up the year, and none of them was complete without a rousing singsong in the meeting house.

Father Cuthbert, who guided the village along the path set out by the World Spirit, was even older than Aunt Freya. He was bald on top with curly gray hair around the sides, which reached down to his shoulders. Small and thin for an adult, his black cassock seemed to swallow him up. He loved to sing, and he had a powerful voice. It surprised Martha that something so booming could come from someone so small. When he sang, Father Cuthbert radiated joy, and the whole congregation lifted with his energy.

A narrow lane led Martha and Aunt Freya around to the back of the meeting house and Father Cuthbert’s cottage. Aunt Freya opened a latched gate in the wooden fence, and they walked through the vegetable garden, like their own, bare except for the winter cabbages. The cottage was similar to theirs, too, built from white-washed cob walls and crowned with thick thatch.

“Give you good morrow, Father Cuthbert,” Aunt Freya called out as they approached.

“And good morrow to you,” Father Cuthbert sang out. “Come in, Widow Brewer. Come in, Martha. You are most welcome.”

Martha had been in Father Cuthbert’s cottage before, to drop off medicine. Like their cottage, it consisted of a single room with a bare earth floor covered with straw and a wattle screen behind which he slept. However, his furniture was grander.

Two oak chairs with high carved backs and curved armrests were drawn up to the hearth. Father Cuthbert was sitting in one, resting his feet in a large bowl filled with steaming water.

“We’ve brought your ointment, Father,” Aunt Freya said.

“Thank you, Widow Brewer,” Father Cuthbert said. “Please put it on the table and take a seat.”

Martha reached up and put the basket on the table. She was excited. He seldom asked them to stay.

Aunt Freya sat on the vacant chair and folded her hands on her lap. Martha came and sat by her feet.

Aunt Freya and Father Cuthbert exchanged a silent look. Sometimes adults spoke with their eyes instead of their mouths, and it was hard to know what they were saying.

Father Cuthbert coughed, clearing his throat. “While you were asleep, your aunt visited me, Martha. She told me that Tom Carpenter fell out of the apple tree and broke his arm. You healed him. How did you do that?”

Martha glanced up at Aunt Freya to check that she was allowed to speak about this. Her aunt gave her a small nod and a tight little smile that did not reach her eyes.

Martha took a deep breath, pleased that she was going to be able to tell her story. “I had my hand on his brow like my aunt does with sick people. I was anxious about what was happening inside him, and I slid beneath his skin.”

“Had you done that with anyone before?” Father Cuthbert asked.

“Never,” Martha said. “He had red forks of lightning shooting up his arm, and they hurt when they reached his head. I stopped them.”

“How?” Father Cuthbert asked.

“I told them,” Martha said. “Then, Aunt Freya put a splint on Tom’s arm, and I touched the wound. The two bits of bone wanted to stick back together, so I helped them. It tired me, and I slept for a whole day after helping Tom’s arm to heal.”

She glanced up at Aunt Freya to check that she was not talking too much. Her aunt was staring at her fingers, knotted in her lap.

Father Cuthbert was looking at her thin-lipped with no trace of a smile. “I’m afraid you have performed a wicked deed by accident, Martha.”

Martha’s jaw dropped, and her mouth hung open. “But I helped, Tom. That’s a good thing.”

“Healing someone in the way you did is not the way of the World Spirit,” Father Cuthbert said.

Martha screwed up her face in confusion. “But everyone wants to be healed, that’s why we brew medicines.” She shot a glance over to the basket on the table with its jar of ointment for Father Cuthbert. “And my aunt put a splint on Tom’s arm, and the bones would have knitted back together only it would have taken longer and not been as good as what I did.”

Father Cuthbert rested his hands on the arms of his chair and looked down at her, his face stern. “Potions are natural. Wood and cloth are natural. Healing in the way that you did is unnatural. It is witchcraft.”

Martha felt tears prick her eyes. She didn’t know much about witches, but she knew they were scary and wicked. “I’m not bad.” She looked up at her aunt in a desperate appeal.

Aunt Freya reached down and helped Martha scramble up into her lap. Martha buried her face in her aunt’s dress.

“Why are we so sure it’s wrong?” Aunt Freya asked. “It has not done Tom Carpenter any harm.”

Martha heard the challenge in Aunt Freya’s voice and turned her head to see how Father Cuthbert would respond. His face was no longer stern but sad.

“It was written by Ethelred, Son of Athelstan, eight hundred years ago,” he said. He switched to his deeper, preaching voice that resonated around the cottage. “Do not be tempted to spare the man or woman who heals with a magic touch. They are as much a witch as if they flew with the birds or brought the forest with them wherever they strode. They pierce the boundary that the World Spirit places around each living thing until death releases it.”

“Just because Ethelred, Son of Athelstan, wrote it down, why do we have to believe it?” Aunt Freya asked.

Father Cuthbert leaned forward and whispered: “We don’t have to. The problem is that other people do. Do you know what happens to someone who is found guilty of witchcraft, Martha?”

“That’s enough,” Aunt Freya said, a warning note in her voice.

“People in authority kill them either by hanging or burning,” Father Cuthbert said.

Martha hid her face deep in her aunt’s dress.

“You had no cause to say that,” Aunt Freya said, hugging Martha to her.

“Hiding the truth won’t help her,” Father Cuthbert said. “It won’t help any of us.”
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Martha and Aunt Freya returned to their cottage and went into the brewhouse to begin work. Aunt Freya gave Martha a bowl of fennel seeds to grind. Martha sat on the floor by the hearth, unable to concentrate on her task.

She shivered. Fear hung heavy in her heart. She was a witch, and people killed witches. They believed that was the right thing to do. Father Cuthbert had told her this, and he did not tell lies.

She wondered why he had not announced it to the whole village. He could have rung the bell, summoned people to the meeting house, and accused her of witchcraft. No one would doubt his word.

“Lunch,” Aunt Freya announced.

Where had the time gone? Martha stared at the bowl of uncrushed seeds. She expected her aunt to be cross with her. Instead, her aunt picked up the bowl and put it on the bench without saying a word.

In the cottage, seated by the hearth, Aunt Freya ladled out a bowl of hot stew from a black pot that had been heating over the fire. She cracked a fresh egg into the bowl and mixed it in, before handing it to Martha and serving herself.

The stew contained barley, cabbage, dried peas, and onions. Martha swallowed it down, but it sat heavily in her stomach. She wiped the bowl clean with a piece of bread. Even when you had no appetite, it was wrong to waste food.

Aunt Freya reached into the pocket of her dress and produced a dried apple. She sliced it and shared it between them. Martha bit into a slice, and the sharp, sweet taste exploded in her mouth. A tear slid down her cheek. Aunt Freya was giving her a treat because Martha was going to die soon. Her aunt had always been firm but kind. She would not swap her for a mother or a father. Martha focused on enjoying each bite of this her last apple.

She finished chewing and swallowed the final slice. “Thank you,” she said in a small, solemn voice. “When will Father Cuthbert tell people I’m a witch?”

“He won’t,” Aunt Freya said, “and no one needs to find out as long as you don’t go blurting it out.” She sat back and studied Martha’s face. “I have a question for you, and I want you to think before you answer.”

Martha nodded. Her aunt had never looked so stern.

“When you put your hand on Tom’s brow, what did you want to do?” Aunt Freya asked.

“Comfort him,” Martha said. She thought about it some more. “I wanted to know what was happening inside him. Once I was there, I told the pain to stop.”

“And did you choose to help Tom’s broken bone knit back together?” Aunt Freya asked.

“Of course,” Martha said. Her aunt was nodding as though her answers had revealed something of great importance. Whatever it was, Martha had missed it, and she gave her aunt a blank look.

“You chose to do those things,” Aunt Freya said. “Next time, you can choose not to do them.”

Martha frowned. “But I want to be a healer like you.”

“Exactly,” Aunt Freya smiled. “That’s what I want too, and if you’re clever and disciplined, we can do this.”

Once again, Martha was at a loss. Hope had entered the cottage, but she didn’t understand why. She gave her aunt another blank look.

“I can’t do any of the things that you did for Tom,” Aunt Freya said, “and the great thing is that you can choose not to do them either. I will go on teaching you to be a traditional healer. Every time you deal with a patient, you do neither more nor less than I would.”

“What if I forget?”

“Discipline! You train yourself to stay mindful. A good healer learns to do that anyway to avoid mistakes.”

Martha nodded. She was glad to have a sliver of hope to cling to. It was like lighting a candle in a dark room.

Lunch over, they cleaned the bowls and went outside.

“I’ll grind those seeds now,” Martha said, as they walked toward the brewhouse.

“Don’t worry,” Aunt Freya said. “Go play with Tom and Becca.” She pointed to where they were standing over by the apple tree and gave Martha a gentle push in their direction.

Tom looked up into the branches and sighed as she approached. “Father banned me from climbing it.”

“Forever,” Becca added.

“How is your arm?” Martha asked.

“Fine,” Tom said. 

“But we’re not allowed to mention it,” Becca said.

“That’s good,” Martha said. Her life depended on their silence.

“We should take a vow never to talk about it,” Tom said, holding out his hand, palm down, and fingers spread. He switched to a deep, solemn voice, like Father Cuthbert preaching in the meeting house, and said: “We will not talk about it, but we will not forget it.”

Becca placed her hand, palm down, and fingers spread with her fingers touching Tom’s. “We will not talk about it, but we will not forget it,” she said in such a strong, clear voice that Martha glanced around, checking that no one had overheard them.

It was her turn to take the vow. She would need to touch their fingers. What would happen if she saw beneath their skin even though she did not want to? The little thread of hope she had been clinging to would snap.

She reached her hand out, palm down, and fingers spread. It was better to find out now than wait in suspense. She touched their skin. It was cool and dry. Her fingertips tingled, but that might have been her nerves; the boundary between them stayed intact.

“We will not talk about it, but we will not forget it,” she said, her voice growing in confidence as she spoke. An invisible weight lifted from her shoulders.

A little while later, they were happily playing tag in the yard.
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Chapter 3 – Flying
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Spring arrived, and summer followed. Aunt Freya was as good as her word and taught Martha the skills of a traditional healer. She had already been doing this, but now the process became more focused and intense. They were building a sturdy wall to keep Martha’s witchcraft safely inside her.

Martha was a good student, and she soon learned to identify which plants were useful and what ailments they helped to cure. She and her aunt were a regular sight on Sallows Meadow, baskets on their arms, foraging among the grass.

In the brewhouse, Martha helped her aunt turn the plants they had collected into medicines and ointments, working beside her at the workbench, perched on a new stool, a present given to her by Master Carpenter a few days after she had healed Tom’s arm.

Martha visited the sick with her aunt. Before touching a patient, she would remind herself that the World Spirit had placed a boundary around every living thing; she must not breach it. Her fingertips tingled when they touched bare skin. She sensed the barrier between her and the patient and respected it.

It was a measure of how swiftly Martha had progressed when one hot midsummer afternoon, Aunt Freya asked her to go foraging in Sallows Meadow by herself.

They were in the brewhouse, mopping sweat from their eyes, as the heat of the day battled with the heat from the hearth to see which could drain them more.

“We’re out of willow bark,” Aunt Freya said. “Go fetch some and scout around to see if you can see anything else interesting. Some plants stay for a season; others, you blink, and you miss them.”

Martha picked up her basket and stepped out of the brewhouse, shading her eyes from the bright sunlight. She sighed with relief as a cool breeze danced across her brow. It was good to be outside.

Tom and Becca were not playing in the yard. Tom had begun helping his father in their workshop while Becca was spinning wool for her mother to weave into cloth. They would be stuck indoors till evening.

Martha strolled past the apple tree, clothed with green leaves, and decorated with bundles of small green apples. By autumn, they would have ripened and turned red, growing so heavy that the branches sagged.

Beyond their yards, each family farmed a narrow strip of land that ran down to the stream, some six hundred paces away. Each strip was divided into three long, thin sections. On Aunt Freya’s land, two sections had been sewn with oats and barley while the third section had been left fallow. The goats, Maisie and Daisy, grazed on the wild grass that took root there, while Martha and Aunt Freya picked the dandelions, daisies, and buttercups to use in medicines and ointments. By rotating which section lay fallow every year, they kept the land fertile.

A dirt track ran between Aunt Freya’s land and the Carpenter’s land, marking the boundary between them. Hot, dry days had baked the earth hard and yellow. The crops on either side of Martha reached to her waist. Provided the weather kept fine and the bugs stayed away, the fields would turn golden and deliver a good harvest by the end of summer.

Villagers were happy to help them with plowing the field, sowing the seed, and bringing in the harvest. It let them repay Aunt Freya for her work as a healer.

The path dipped as Martha neared the stream. It was known as Sallows Brook. Over the years, the Sallow family had stamped their name on every feature of the land. The stream was placid today, and Martha saw fish darting in it. Only the Sallow family were allowed to catch and eat them. Beyond the stream, Sallows Meadow was common land, and villagers grazed goats, sheep, and cows on it.

A strand of willow trees grew on the opposite bank. Martha crossed the stream at a set of three stepping stones, which Tom Carpenter claimed had been put there by his grandfather’s grandfather. Soon, her basket was three-quarters full with strips of bark.

It was tempting to stop for a swim in a nearby pool, but her aunt had asked her to look for useful herbs. She left the stream behind and walked through the knee-high meadow grass. It was dry and rustled against her legs.

She kept her eyes on the ground, scanning for healing plants, and being careful where she stepped. Sallows Meadow was home to a large population of rabbits, and Aunt Freya had treated more than one person for a sprained ankle because of a concealed rabbit hole.

Martha smelled the chamomile before she spotted it. It had a sweet, fruity scent. She followed her nose and found a patch of it sprinkled among the meadow grass. It was worth picking, and she had soon filled the remaining space in her basket.

She lay down on her back in the meadow grass, alone and concealed from the world. Her aunt would not begrudge her a little time to rest and enjoy the sun. She stared up at the clear blue sky, empty of clouds. A single kestrel flew in circles high above her.

Without any conscious thought or effort, Martha’s spirit slipped free from her body.

She gazed down at her outline, filled with a pulsing yellow light and surrounded by the green light of the meadow. Darting dragon-flies flashed emerald blue. A family of rabbits nestled in their burrow; the mother glowed with orange light, and the eight small pink blobs were her suckling infants. A sea of pulsating life washed around Martha, and she was no longer a separate creature but part of it, a single glittering droplet of the World Spirit.

Far above her, a red dot was circling in a blank sky. Her spirit lifted toward it. She saw the outline of the kestrel filled with bright red light, streaked with flashes of yellow. Their spirits touched and overlapped. She felt its joy at being aloft and its fierce determination to find food for its three recently hatched chicks.

Martha saw her body far below her. Her red hair had spread out, pillowed by the grass, her face was pink and freckled by the sun, and her feet showed dusty and yellow from the bottom of her brown smock. She was no longer looking at the world as a spirit. Instead, she saw it through the sharp eyes of the kestrel, revealing the land below in vivid detail.

The great bird blinked, aware of her presence, and irritated that it had a passenger. Martha did nothing. After a few seconds, the kestrel’s desire to hunt overcame its annoyance, and it ignored her and went back to scouring the landscape in search of food.

The kestrel circled, and Martha surveyed the whole meadow. She saw how it was a crescent shape bounded by Sallows Brook and the Great Forest. A shepherd was resting on his crook, hand shading his eyes, gazing up at the bird. A dozen sheep ambled around him, munching on the grass.

The wind was stronger up here than down below. The kestrel adjusted its wings to cope with a sudden gust. Its eyes raked the ground then focused on a small patch of brown moving against the green. It dived, plummeting through the air with its wings held tight against its back. Martha shared its exhilaration. The ground hurtled toward them in a green blur.

The patch of brown was a vole, nibbling at grass seeds. It froze, and its ears twitched. It had not seen the kestrel, but it sensed its presence. It ran, twisting and turning through the grass, seeking safety. Too late. The kestrel spread its wings, pulling out of its dive and descending on the vole with outstretched talons.

Martha let go of the kestrel’s mind. The descent had been exhilarating, but she had no taste for the kill. She snapped back into her body.

The whole experience had been brief, but it had left her amazed and excited. She wanted to do it again, but the sight of the basket quelled her enthusiasm. Her aunt would be expecting her to return soon.

What would she tell her aunt? Nothing! She had a shrewd idea that sharing the sight of a kestrel was witchcraft. Father Cuthbert had said that those who flew with the birds should not be spared.

Flying with the birds would be her secret pleasure. If no one knew about it, then no one would stop her doing it again.
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Chapter 4 – The Tinker
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Martha watched her aunt preparing the ingredients for a potion. It was a hot afternoon in late summer, not long before harvest-time. The heat in the brewhouse made her drowsy, but she was determined to stay alert.

“Why do we include poppy seeds?” Aunt Freya asked.

“It helps the patient sleep better and reduces their pain,” Martha replied.

“And how many seeds should we use?” Aunt Freya asked. 

Martha thought about it. Some plants were healing in small doses but poisonous if you took too much. Too many poppy seeds and the patient might not wake up. It also depended on the patient. Adults took higher doses than children. This potion was for three-year-old Jeremy Weaver. “One small scoop,” she said.

“Good girl,” Aunt Freya said. “You’ll soon have learned everything I can teach you.”

“What will I do then?” Martha asked.

“Go to Duneald and enroll at the hospital,” Aunt Freya said.

Martha’s eyes widened. Duneald was the great city of Wikland. It was where King Francis lived with the princes Jerard and Edwin. “What’s a hospital?” she asked.

“Duneald has thousands and thousands of people living there,” Aunt Freya said. “It’s too many for one healer to manage, so they have a special building called a hospital where the healers live.”

Martha thought about this. “I won’t leave you, so you’ll have to come with me.”

“And who would brew the potion for little Jeremy Weaver?”

“It won’t help him, though,” Martha said. “He’s fading.” She yelped as Aunt Freya grabbed her wrist.

“How do you know?” her aunt asked. “Did you pull one of your tricks?” 

“I didn’t, honest,” Martha said. “I promised you I wouldn’t, and I don’t tell lies. I can see it without having to touch him.”

Aunt Freya sighed and let go of Martha’s wrist. “Sometimes, the best we can do is to ease a sick person’s passing. Jeremy will merge back into the World Spirit, soon. His parents would not want it any other way.”

“Have you asked them?”

“Do you want a smack?”

“I’m not trying to be rude,” Martha said, “but if merging with the World Spirit is so wonderful, why do people want to avoid it?”

“We can’t avoid it, only delay it,” Aunt Freya said, “and it’s important not to tempt people to take the wrong path.”

Martha opened her mouth, ready to deliver her next question when they were interrupted by a knock at the door. She and her aunt exchanged an anxious glance. Things had become a little heated, and they had raised their voices. Had they said something revealing?

“Come in,” Aunt Freya called, in a strained voice, resting one hand on a cutting knife.

A man pulled the door open and stepped inside. He had short, bushy gray hair beneath a black cap, and his broad forehead was tanned brown, the same color as his eyes. He carried on his back a leather sack attached to a wooden frame, and Martha guessed he was a tinker, traveling from place to place selling anything and everything. His brown woolen breeches, leather jerkin, and black boots were in good repair, so at least he was respectable.

“Give you good morrow, Mistress,” the man said. His voice was higher than Martha expected, and another odd thing was that his chin was smooth and unshaven, more like a boy’s than a man’s.

“And good morrow to you, Mistress,” Aunt Freya replied.

Martha gaped. It was obvious once her aunt had pointed it out. She was looking at a woman dressed in man’s clothing.

“I’m Alice,” the woman said to Martha and winked.

“I’m Martha.” Martha giggled then shut up swiftly. Her aunt had warned her about talking to strangers.

“How can we help, Alice?” Aunt Freya said, arms folded and shooting an annoyed glance in Martha’s direction.

“I live in the forest,” Alice said. “I have some powdered mushrooms you might be interested in.” 

Aunt Freya gave a single curt nod, and Alice shrugged the wooden frame from her shoulders and lowered the sack to the floor.

Forest mushrooms were potent but hard to come by because the forest was a dangerous place. Wolves still lurked there, and it was easy to become lost.

Alice undid the drawstring on her sack and rummaged inside. She brought out a handful of wax paper packets and spread them out on the workbench. “I have Wolf’s Bolete, Dead Man’s Trumpet, and Bruised Dapperling.”

She glanced at Martha each time she spoke the name of a mushroom, and her gaze had a hungry look as if she wanted to devour her.

Martha stuck her tongue out at her.

Alice laughed. “You have the same eyes as your mother and the same cheek as well.”

“You knew my mother?” Martha’s words came out as a squeak as she struggled to speak and draw breath at the same time. To Martha, her mother had always been vague and shapeless. This woman had known her as a real person, with a face and a voice, and skin you could touch.

“Your mother was my friend,” Alice said. “We lost touch.”

“She died of a fever,” Aunt Freya said.

“It burned her up completely.” Alice’s mouth twisted into a half-smile.

“That was a long time ago,” Aunt Freya said, tapping her fingers on the workbench next to the knife handle.

“Six years is not so long,” Alice said. “It took a while to find you.”

“Some things are best kept hidden,” Aunt Freya said.

“And I’m not here to expose them,” Alice said, holding her arms wide with her palms up. She turned to Martha. “I only want to know that you’re safe and well.”

“I’m well,” Martha said. She wanted to say she was safe, but that would have been a lie. If people found out she was a witch, they would kill her.

“She is safer here than living in the forest,” Aunt Freya said. Her fingers stopped tapping and settled on the handle of the knife.

“I don’t want to live in the forest,” Martha said. Her voice came out louder than she had intended. Things that had seemed solid a short time ago had now become fluid, and she was frightened. 

“Home isn’t always where you want it,” Alice said. “Sometimes, it’s the only place that will accept you.”

“Martha is accepted here,” Aunt Freya said.

“I dare say you’re right, but things can change,” Alice said. “I’ve brought you a gift.”

She rummaged in her sack and produced a polished wooden whistle, holding it out to Martha. Aunt Freya plucked it from the palm of her hand and examined it.

“Try it,” Alice said.

Aunt Freya put it to her lips and blew. No sound emerged.

“It’s a special whistle,” Alice said. “If you’re lost in the forest, you can summon help.”

“And if you’re smart enough not to enter in the first place, you won’t need it,” Aunt Freya said, pocketing the whistle. “How much do you want for the mushrooms?”

“Nothing.” Alice smiled. “I’ve seen Willa’s little girl. That’s enough.” She bent down and hoisted the sack onto her back, grunting as she adjusted the wooden frame until it was comfortable. “I won’t trouble you again, but don’t forget the whistle.”

Martha realized she did not want Alice to go. Events had swirled by so fast; they had slipped through her fingers. “What was my mother like?” she asked.

Alice paused in the doorway. “She loved you, Martha. She loved you a lot.” She turned and left, shutting the door behind her.

Martha moved to run after her, but Aunt Freya grabbed her arm. She struggled, but her aunt was stronger.

“Let her go,” Aunt Freya said. “If she had wanted to stay, she would have.”
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Chapter 5 – Ten Years Later
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Martha stirred beneath her blanket. Ten years had passed since Tom Carpenter had fallen out of the apple tree, and Martha had healed his broken arm. She was a young woman now, seventeen-years-old.

Dawn would break soon. Outside, the land was waking to a cold winter morning. A pair of robins were singing in the yard at the rear of the cottage. Aunt Freya snored gently, sleeping beside her on the straw-filled mattress. It was a cozy fit even though Martha was much smaller than her aunt.

Had she been born a lady, Martha would have been slim and dainty. Instead, years of hard work had left her tough and wiry. Tom Carpenter had called her a robin because of her build and her red hair. He was always saying silly things, and anyway, only the male robin had a red breast.

Martha relaxed and let her spirit slip free, gazing down on the outline of their bodies filled with light, a bright pulsing yellow for her, and a steady orange glow for Aunt Freya. Had Aunt Freya’s glow dimmed a little with time? It was hard to tell.

The bugs in the mattress were bright yellow sparks and the hibernating mice in the thatch a pale pink glow. Many generations of bugs and mice had lived and died since Martha had first seen them ten years ago, but the picture remained unchanged. Life was in a state of flux, but the World Spirit stayed constant.

Her spirit floated beyond the walls of the cottage and out into the yard. The hens in the henhouse, blobs of yellow, were beginning to stir. Molly and Dolly, the goats who had replaced Maisie and Daisy, were sleeping orange glows in the barn.

The robins were a pair of dancing red lamps, a different pair to the one that had awakened her ten years ago, unique and yet the same. They flitted over the solid clumps of green light that were the winter cabbages.

Beyond the garden was the apple tree. Martha seeped into the frozen earth at the base of its trunk and followed the web of branching roots to their tips. They sparked with green fire and hummed with life. Spring was coming.

She returned to her body. Once she chose to go back, it happened in the blink of an eye. Her aunt was stirring beside her. Martha hid her excitement at the return of spring, wanting to avoid a lecture from her aunt. In the ten years since she had healed Tom’s arm, she had not used her healing gift once. She had flown with the birds many times, but that was her special secret.

Martha scrambled out of bed and shivered. She straightened her woolen dress and pulled her thick shawl tightly around her. 

She stepped around the wattle screen that separated their sleeping area from the rest of the cottage. The remnants of a fire glowed in the hearth. It lit a room as sparsely furnished as it had been ten years ago, but it felt much smaller now that she had grown.

Behind her, Aunt Freya grunted as she struggled up from the mattress and padded over to the fire. Her movements were slow, and she winced as she knelt by the hearth.

Aunt Freya was growing old and slowing down. Over the last ten years, she had taught Martha everything she knew about healing. The village expected Martha to take over from her. Idle daydreams of going to Duneald to study at the hospital would have to remain unfulfilled.

A good and rewarding life of duty stretched ahead, hemming her in. The thing she loved most about flying with the birds was the sense of being free.

***
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Martha’s mood lightened as she did her chores. It was hard to stay grumpy when she knew that spring was coming. The wind was cold and gusty, and icicles hung down from the eaves, but that would change. In the snug warmth of the barn, she perched on a small stool and milked the goats, Molly and Dolly. The stool was the one she had sat on as a child in the cottage; they wasted nothing.

She had finished milking Molly and was about to give Dolly her turn when there was a knock at the barn door.

A strained, high-pitched voice announced from outside: “It is I, Lady Sallow, in need of a healer. I smiled at my serving maid, and she collapsed with shock.”

“Give over, Tom Carpenter,” Martha said, laughing. “Come in out of the cold. I think your wits have frozen.”

Tom entered, shutting the door behind him. The skinny, gangly lad that Martha had grown up with had filled out and had become a man in the last year or so. He wore one of his father’s old smocks, which this time last year had hung off him like a tent, but was now a perfect fit, even a little tight. That was especially true on the right side of his body, which was far stronger than his left. Archery was a prized skill, and like many village lads, he spent hours practicing. 

The broad cheerful grin he gave Martha had not changed. It was still the one she remembered from childhood.

“That wind has ice on its breath,” Tom said, hugging his arms around his chest.

“Spring is coming,” Martha said.

“Are you sure?” Tom asked. “I thought it must have been canceled this year.”

“I’m never wrong,” Martha said. “What are you working on today?” Tom would be warm and out of the wind if he was helping his father in their shed.

“I’m repairing Squire Sallow’s roof,” Tom said.

Dolly bleated with annoyance as Martha squeezed too hard. “But, you’re not a roofer?”

Tom shrugged. “I’m good with my hands, and at this time of year, Father does not have enough work. I’d be twiddling my thumbs watching him and not earning my keep.”

“Does it have to be done today? Only a fool and you, Tom Carpenter, would think of going up a ladder with the wind blowing like it is.” Martha forced her hands to relax. Dolly was giving her a hard stare.

“Walter Sallow is supposed to be coming home today,” Tom said. “Everything has to be perfect for Lady Sallow’s one and only child.”

Martha sighed. “I was hoping he’d marry a lady from a distant land and invite his family to live with her.”

“Talking of marriage ...” Tom said. He let the unfinished statement hang in the air like a cloud of condensed breath.

Last spring, Martha had realized that she and Tom were growing close in a way that went beyond being childhood friends. Girls her age were planning weddings, and one or two already had a husband and a baby. She and Tom had discussed marriage sitting beneath the apple tree, laden with pale pink blossom.

Tom had wondered if they were falling into each other’s arms from familiarity rather than love. They had agreed to wait a year to see if any other potential partner played a louder tune on their heartstrings. The year had almost passed, and the time for answers had arrived.

Martha had known that Tom was the only man in the village for her even as they sat talking beneath the apple tree. She had hesitated to commit herself because part of her still clung to the dream of traveling to Duneald and studying at the hospital. Today, she had let that dream go. Yarrow was where she belonged, sharing her life with Tom.

“Have you met anyone?” she asked.

“Can’t say I looked too hard,” he said.

She had expected his answer but still felt a warm surge of relief. Even so, she was not going to let slip the chance to tease him.

“For someone who wasn’t looking, you walked out with a lot of girls,” she said. “What about you and Bet and Meg and Jess and Daisy, and I don’t know how many others, I’ve not heard about because I never listen to village gossip.”

“And who danced with Garth, the blacksmith’s apprentice, at the harvest fair,” he said, folding his arms and putting on a stern voice.

“All the girls did and half their mothers,” Martha said. “He’s the best dancer for miles around.”

“But you danced with him three times,” Tom said.

“Has someone been teaching you to count, Tom Carpenter?” she asked.

“I was hoping you’d teach me,” Tom said. “We’ll keep a tally of our kisses.”

Martha finished milking Dolly, who ambled over to a manger filled with straw where Molly already had her head down, guzzling away. She put the milk pail carefully to one side and stood up. Tom put his arms around her. They kissed. After a while, they let go of each other, breathless.

“Does that count as one or one hundred?” Tom asked.

“Just one,” Martha said. “It’s quality, not quantity that matters.” Her whole body tingled, and her face was flushed.

“I’ll be thinking of you when I’m up that ladder,” Tom said. He opened the barn door, and a gust of wind darted in and made the straw dance.

“Just think of hanging on,” Martha said. “Better yet, stay on the ground.”

He grinned at her then left, shutting the barn door behind him.

***
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Later that morning, Martha was working with Aunt Freya in the brewhouse. Martha was stirring herbs in the cauldron, and the smell of mint was dominating the room. It was warm work so close to the hearth. Martha let her thoughts drift as she stirred the mixture. She was still rehearsing how she felt inside about marrying Tom Carpenter and had not yet told her aunt about it, though it would need her permission.

Tom’s looks were no better or worse than most lads in the village, and being handsome was not that important. He was honest, energetic, and had always been able to make her laugh. He also knew about her healing gift and accepted it rather than feared it, though they had never spoken of it since that day ten years ago. When he took an oath, he kept it, another point in his favor.

Garth, the blacksmith’s apprentice, was a much better dancer than Tom, and if she was honest, a touch more handsome, but as soon as the music stopped, he was gruff and taciturn with the personality of an anvil.

Tom was someone she could talk to, and unlike most of the lads his age, he listened to what she said, most of the time. Today, her suggestion that going up a ladder when it was blowing a gale was beyond stupid had gone in one ear and out the other. Tom was stubborn and over-confident, but they were small faults, which she would help him mend.

Tom’s father, Master Carpenter, was a good man and she liked and respected him. He was doing an excellent job of teaching Tom his trade. Mistress Carpenter was a pale shadow. For someone so weak and sickly, she had outlived a great many healthy people. Perhaps, when she was Tom’s wife, she would get to know her better and like her more. Becca, Tom’s sister, was her best friend, and she did not expect that to change any time soon.

If she wanted a husband and children, and she did, then Tom was the best man in the village. Was that the problem? She only had a village to choose from. If she could fly like a kestrel and survey the whole of Wikland, would she find a better man? And, if she discovered this wonderful man, would he even bother to look at her? Imagine if the village didn’t have Tom. She was lucky to have him in her life.

“Are you stirring that pot or just holding the spoon in it until it dissolves?” Aunt Freya said.

Martha grinned at her aunt. The news was too good to keep to herself. “I talked with Tom Carpenter this morning. If you and his father approve, we want to marry this spring.”

“That’s good.” Aunt Freya smiled and continued grating a burdock root into a mixing bowl. “We were wondering when you two would get around to it.”

Martha was stung by how matter of fact her aunt was. Announcing a life-changing event like her marriage ought to be a momentous occasion. “Aren’t you happy for me?”

“I am.” Aunt Freya took a jar of dried dandelions from the shelf. “Tom is both a good man and the right man for you.”

Martha agreed with her aunt’s words but wished she had said them with more enthusiasm. It would have helped clear away her lingering doubts. “Don’t you like marriage?” 

“The World Spirit wants it, and who am I to argue,” Aunt Freya said, adding the dandelions to the mixing bowl.

“Why did you never marry again?” Martha asked.

“As a widow, I’m allowed to continue my husband’s trade as a brewer, and I retain ownership of this land,” Aunt Freya said. “If I’d remarried, it would have become my husband’s property.” She stirred the ingredients in her mixing bowl.

Aunt Freya’s attitude irritated Martha, and she thought a bit of teasing might be a good idea. “I think you’re a romantic at heart,” she said. “No other man could ever be as good as your first husband, Master Brewer, the hero of the Battle of Silbury Common.” She winked at her aunt.

Aunt Freya became still, a terrifying absence of movement as she sucked the energy from the room, like a storm about to break.

I’ve done it, now, Martha thought. Aunt Freya seldom lost her temper, but it was spectacular when she did.

What happened next astonished Martha. Her aunt bellowed with laughter. The workbench rattled as her whole body shook with it. At length, she subsided and mopped at her eyes with the sleeve of her dress.

“Are you alright?” Martha asked.

Aunt Freya took a deep breath and smoothed out her dress. “Some myths are easier to tell and more pleasant to listen to than the truth, but I reckon you’re wise enough to hear an honest tale.” She covered her mixing bowl with a cloth. “Put a lid on the cauldron. We’ll let the mixture cook and take an early lunch.”
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Chapter 6 – Walter

[image: ]


Lady Sallow snatched the thick green woolen cloak trimmed with sable from her maid, Yasmina, and flung it around her shoulders. A fire was roaring in the main hall of the manor house. She should have been standing in front of it, giving her servants orders like a general on the battlefield.

Her beloved son, Walter, was arriving today, after two years away in the household of his Uncle Clifford, learning to be a gentleman. He had left as a beautiful boy of eighteen, and he would return as a handsome young man of twenty. His servant had been sent ahead to announce his arrival and had turned up yesterday.

It gave her little time to prepare for him, and she wanted everything to be perfect. A leaky roof was unacceptable. She stalked out of the manor house to check on whether Tom Carpenter had fixed it yet.

The wind whipped at her hair, still glossy and black though she had passed forty. It raised spots of pink on her pale white face, below her high cheekbones. Before they were married, her husband, Squire Sallow, had written her a poem comparing her to an exquisite sculpture. That had been a long time ago. Good bone structure lasted far better than romance.

She scowled at her stable boy, Guthrie, standing at the foot of the ladder then raised her frowning face to the roof where greedy Tom Carpenter was fiddling with the slate tiles. He had insisted on being paid double the agreed amount because the breeze was a little brisk today. His talk about safety was a thinly disguised ruse to empty her purse. Worse than that, he had insisted on someone holding the bottom of the ladder steady at all times. Guthrie had spent the whole morning engaged in this duty instead of working in the stables.

How long did it take to repair a few loose slates? The boy, Carpenter, was incompetent as well as dishonest. What would happen when he took over his father’s business? The village of Yarrow would be cursed with collapsing chairs and tables, only useful for firewood. That driveling simpleton, Father Cuthbert, was always bleating about how the World Spirit rejoiced in charity. Perhaps, if he spent more time encouraging honesty among tradespeople, decent folk might have a few more coins to donate.

“How much longer?” she called up to him.

“One more tile, your ladyship,” Tom Carpenter replied. “My hands are numb from the cold.”

And no doubt, his brain was numb from too little use, Lady Sallow thought, but he still managed to dredge up a pathetic excuse to justify being slow and clumsy. Staring at him would not speed him up. She turned to go back inside, then stopped. The sound of distant hooves carried to her on the chill wind.

A figure was approaching on horseback. The magnificent black steed seemed to glide over the frozen ground.

Lady Sallow’s heart thumped with pride, and she glowed with elation. The handsome man on the splendid horse was her son, Walter. His long black hair and his deep-purple riding cloak streamed out behind him. Lady Sallow stood on tiptoe and waved to him as giddy as a young girl. What a glorious sight he was.

He closed swiftly and reined in the galloping horse.

“Walter, darling, you are the epitome of the knight from a romantic ballad,” Lady Sallow trilled.

“Steady, Vanguard,” Walter said, ignoring his mother. The powerful stallion was skittish, snorting, and prancing from side to side. “Where’s that turnip, Guthrie?”

“Guthrie!” Lady Sallow called out, her commanding voice piercing the cold air. “Come here now and attend your master.”

Guthrie hesitated. He looked back and forth between the ladder and her ladyship.

“Now!” Lady Sallow bellowed. He was their stable boy, and this was his responsibility. Any more delay, and she would have him thrashed.

Guthrie dashed over, slowing as he approached the horse. Vanguard tossed his head and danced away. Guthrie closed again, and this time got a hand on the bridle. He brought his head close to Vanguard’s ear and whispered. They shared a secret conversation, and the horse calmed down.

“Isn’t he splendid,” Walter said. “Uncle Clifford gave him to me as a parting gift.”

A sudden gust of wind whipped his riding cloak around him. From behind them came a scraping sound followed by a loud crash. They turned and looked. The ladder no longer stood against the side
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