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Aftermath


His spirit soared within him and flew up into the storm-clad sky as blackness descended and the rain became a tempest.

He flew. Lost in a maelstrom of swirling mists. Somewhere a baby cried until its sobs became distorted, tortured roars. Beyond, a black void loomed. He saw Alizon’s spirit just ahead and tried to call out to her, but his voice couldn’t reach her.

Beside him, another spirit cried out. His mother. He flinched at her screams before they were drowned in the mass—that terrible parody of some hideous child.

The blackness metamorphosed. An amorphous shape formed as his eyes struggled to see with their new vision—the gift of death. Small baby limbs flailed towards him. Eyes of fire flashed as a toothless mouth opened. Screeching, roaring and demanding to be fed. Demanding its mother.

His spirit reached out for his lover. Tried to pull her back. “Alizon!”

She turned anguished eyes to him. “It calls to me.”

He recognized it instantly. The blazing fire. The devil child. That cursed infant had come for them.

Again he reached out with arms that no longer felt connected to him, but he was powerless to stop Alizon being swept away, deep into the abomination’s maw.

“No!” His cry reverberated around him—a wail of anguish in a sea of torment. Then…silence. Only he remained, drifting in swirling gray mists of time.

“I will find you, sweet Alizon. One day I will find you. And I will find the one who betrayed us.”

From somewhere, he heard an echo…


Chapter One



Heard the expression, “mad with grief”? It can make you do strange things. I should know. I once lived a happy life, married to a man I adored. I had a career, holidays in the Caribbean, even the perfect apartment.

Then in one short evening, that all changed. Rich died.

I fell into a pit of grief. And that’s when I became vulnerable. You see, I let my guard down. I didn’t know what I was doing half the time, and to say I made bizarre decisions… Well, certainly, they weren’t the most rational of my life. So they took advantage of my grief-madness. And stole everything I had left of me.
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The dream clung to me. It called me back. In that half-life between sleep and consciousness, I felt its presence, like talons clawing at my throat. I saw blackness, pierced by flashes of bright, white light. I was dying. Someone—something—choking me. I had to break free before it strangled the life out of me.

I woke, panting and gasping for breath. My throat hurt and the skin felt tender to my touch. I struggled to remember, forced myself to breathe deeply and calmly. Finally my heart steadied down to a safe, rhythmic beat.

I peered over at the clock: 3:05 a.m. Moonlight shone through the bedroom window so brightly I didn’t need to switch on the light. In the bathroom, I caught sight of myself in the mirror. The silvery light from outside the frosted window cast shadows, making my face appear ghostly. Almost as if someone else peered out at me. I shook my head and saw the reflection of my long, blonde hair, ruffled and sleep tousled.

Something about my expression disturbed me. I looked haunted, somehow. My eyes lacked the shine and sparkle Rich used to love so much. But then they would, wouldn’t they? After what happened six months earlier.

I closed my eyes, gave myself up to his phantom touch, felt his fingers stroking my cheek. I nuzzled his hand, opened my eyes and lowered my arm. A sudden pang of longing hit me with familiar force. I closed my eyes again, desperate to regain the tender moment. This time it wouldn’t work. The thread was broken. I opened my eyes.

I stared at myself for a few more seconds, growing inexplicably anxious, until a wave of anger shot through me.

“Laura Phillips, for God’s sake, get a grip!”

I snapped the light off and started back towards the bedroom. Then stopped. Something felt wrong. That bloody dream again, making me jittery. I sniffed the air and shivered. It had been warm in the bedroom, but I was dressed only in a pair of short pajamas and the sudden chill raised goose bumps all over my skin. My breath misted. I hugged myself. It had been a lovely, sunny June day that had sent temperatures soaring, so it shouldn’t be freezing like this.

I half ran into the bedroom. The cold followed me. I dived into bed and pulled the duvet high up under my chin and curled myself, fetus-like, as I tried to stop my teeth from chattering. I stared out into the darkness. My heart hammered.

There was a movement in the corner. I held my breath. A shadow moved across and back again. It couldn’t be there. A trick of the light.

The damn curtain! I’d left the window open earlier, to air the stuffy room. That’s why it seemed so cold. I leaped out of bed, raced to the window and pushed the half-open curtain farther aside. A gentle, warm breeze from outside caressed my face, soothing me until I stepped back into the chill of the room.

But how could that be? How could the cold be coming from inside?

My heart thumped again. I peered at the clock. Three fifteen.

I crept back into bed. This time I pulled the duvet over my head, ensuring every bit of my body and every strand of hair were covered. Each second that ticked by, I imagined something moving around the room, ready to touch me. I say I imagined it. The trouble was, I felt its presence, although what it was, I didn’t have a clue.

I told myself I’d lived here for over twelve months now—six of those alone. I had nothing to be afraid of here, in my sanctuary. All the same, cocooned, with my knees tucked right up and my arms drawn in to my sides, I listened to the sound of my own breathing and prayed that would be the only sound I heard for the rest of the night.

I fell asleep to the sound of a howling wind and driving rain. It never occurred to me how odd that was, on such a balmy night.
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The next morning, everything seemed normal in the light of a brilliant summer day. I told myself to stop overreacting. Then the phone rang and my best friend, Dawn, was in chatty mood. At least she would take my mind off things.

“Terrible storm in the early hours, wasn’t it?” I said. “I was surprised not to see pools of water when I looked out of the window this morning, but it must have dried up. It’s a lovely day.”

“Storm? Are you sure? I never heard anything.”

“Yes, in the early hours? I got up to go to the bathroom just after three and the flat was freezing. Then I came back to bed and this dreadful storm started a few minutes later.”

“Well, all I can say is, I must have slept heavily because I never heard a thing. You’re right though, it must have dried up quickly, because I got up at seven and there wasn’t a breath of wind and no puddles. I’ve even had to water the garden. My new plants were looking a bit droopy.”

What? “Maybe I dreamed it,” I said, knowing I hadn’t. “I didn’t sleep too well.”

“Are you sure you’re okay, Laura? I can always pop over if you want.”

Why didn’t I want that? Normally, I would have welcomed Dawn’s company, but I heard myself say, “No, really. I’m fine. Just a bit tired.”

“You know you can always talk to me.”

Without warning, tears sprang to my eyes. These past months, I’d taken Dawn up on that offer more times than I could count. Ever since the awful night of Rich’s sudden death. I struggled to keep my voice steady. “I know, and I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done.”

“No need. What are friends for? You’d do the same for me.”

For no apparent reason, the nightmare flashed back into my mind. I touched my throat. It felt tender, as if… Why did I feel as if the dream had really happened? What was the matter with me today? I lost all desire for conversation and wanted to get off the phone, but Dawn had moved on to talk about something else.

“Have you thought any more about going back to work?”

A picture flew into my head. The school gates. Hormone-fueled teenagers texting on cell phones, chattering, flirting. In every direction, a sea of faces, younger than they thought they were, rebelling against anyone or anything that smacked of authority. Then another image. A classroom. Thirty fourteen-year-olds, most of whom cared nothing for the great reform acts that had given their ancestors the vote. My life. Teaching history to schoolkids. A shudder coursed through my body.

“No, not yet,” I said. “I’ve kept my options open. They’re keeping my post vacant, but I need to let them know before the end of term. They’re being very generous, all things considered.”

“Yes, but given what you’ve been through, it’s only fair. And you’re a damn good teacher.”

Despite my misgivings, I smiled. I’d always put everything into my work. Since last December though, the mere thought of throwing myself back into teaching had filled me with dismay. Now, I had four weeks left to make my decision about whether I would stay at Charnock Grove, the inner city comprehensive where I’d taught since I qualified ten years earlier. The longer time went on, the more convinced I became of what that decision would be.

I hadn’t the vaguest idea of what I would do with the rest of my working life, but at this moment, it barely registered on my list of concerns.

I forced a smile onto my face and hoped it transmitted itself down the phone. “Tell you what,” I said, “let’s get together for lunch tomorrow. How about Costa’s at one? Right now my head’s full of cotton wool.” I laughed and hoped it didn’t sound false. I needed to sit down. I could hear my voice, but somehow felt disconnected from it. As if I were in a tunnel. It echoed around me.

Dawn’s voice floated into my ear. “No problem.” She paused. “You sure you’re okay?”

My response came from some autopilot in my brain. “Nothing a decent night’s sleep wouldn’t cure.” Maybe I would be nominated for an Oscar this year. Perhaps not though, as Dawn sounded hesitant.

“Well… if you’re sure.” Then she seemed to decide. “Okay, see you tomorrow then.”

I replaced the receiver on its charger, and pushed a long strand of hair over my ear. I touched my sore neck again and remembered. The choking. Strangling. The tenderness circled my neck. Like a necklace. Or a noose. I shook my head. Crazy thoughts.

I cast a brief look around the tidy living room. The glass table could do with a dusting and the laminate floor needed a going-over with the floor mop. Housework. Normal stuff that I had always done without a thought. Get on with it, girl, I told myself as I grabbed a large cushion and pummeled it into submission. I caught sight of the photo of Rich on the little occasional table and burst into tears.

“Oh Rich, why? Why? I can’t do this by myself. I’ve tried, but I just can’t. I need you back. I need you so badly…” Tears streamed down my face. I clutched the photo and sobbed. So many things I wanted to say to him. So much love I wanted to pour out to him. The physical pain that invaded every pore of my body made it difficult to breathe. I sucked in air and it fed my tears. I squeezed the photo frame so hard I heard a crack. Fresh tears flowed when I saw the glass, broken cleanly in two. Through the mist in my eyes, I saw Rich’s smile, spoiled by the damaged frame. I set the photo down on the table, picked up a small ornament and hurled it against the wall.

It smashed into tiny shards of crystal. It should have made me feel better. But, as always, it didn’t.

An hour later, I’d recovered my senses a little and sat, coffee in hand, at the long breakfast bar, which separated the kitchen from the living room. As I sipped the strong, black liquid, my thoughts drifted back to the previous night. For once, my rational side kicked in. I must have imagined the cold, maybe even the storm. After that bloody nightmare, anything was possible. After all, dreaming about a noose around your neck didn’t happen every day, did it?

I took my empty coffee mug to the sink and checked the wall clock. Eleven thirty. What would I do for the rest of the day?

I heard Rich’s voice in my mind. You always enjoyed a good book. Try it. Take your mind off things.

“I haven’t read a book for months. Not since before you…”

High time you started then.

I smiled. Always practical, my Rich. I wandered over to the bookcase, but stopped to glance out of the window at the street below.

Seen from three floors up, the people moved around like animated dolls, crammed into a narrow thoroughfare they shared with traffic going one way. Fifty years earlier, this apartment building had been a brewery, supplying employment for hundreds of people. Now it provided two-bedroomed, open-plan living for thirty households.

I looked up. Not a cloud to be seen as the sun dazzled in a clear blue sky. A picture postcard day, set in an urban landscape.

Rich and I had thought long and hard about moving out of the suburbs to come and live in the center of the city, but it made all kinds of economic sense.

I smiled as I remembered our celebratory meal on the day we signed the contract for Number 18, Lane’s Brewery. Delicious poached salmon and a bottle of Bollinger at Piccolino’s.

How much had happened since. Twelve months—seemed like a lifetime.

Seemed like yesterday.

I felt the heat of the sun through the glass and opened the window a notch. The sounds of the street floated up. Indistinct calls, the occasional car horn and the general incessant thrum of city life. Smells too wafted up in the still, warm air. Garlic from the Italian takeaway as its lunch trade began—close your eyes and you could swear you were in Milan. Traffic fumes and even the occasional hint of tobacco smoke drifted up to me.

God, that took me back years. Rich and I—happy, laughing students who met at university during Freshers’ Week and became inseparable ever after. We joined the drama society and the table tennis club, got drunk on cheap white wine and dipped our toes in the river on warm summer picnics. And all the while, Rich would smoke those damned French cigarettes. Gauloise or Gitanes. They stank like moldy cigars and I begged him to give them up. Every time I opened my wardrobe, my clothes reeked of them. So he switched to Benson and Hedges, but he didn’t like them much. For a while he tried a pipe, which really didn’t suit him, so he quit altogether. He didn’t want to contract lung cancer, emphysema or any of the other sinister diseases that threatened to cut his life short. Ironic.

I turned away from the window, wandered over to the sideboard and picked up a wedding photograph. My ten-years-younger self smiled up at me, dressed all in white, with a traditional lace veil, my hair swept up into an elaborate chignon. My eyes, shining blue and sparkling with happiness, as I held the hand of the only man I’d ever loved.

I sat down with the photograph, kissed two fingers and placed them on the cold glass over Rich’s mouth. More tears trickled down my face.

“Oh Rich, you said we’d be together forever. You said we’d grow old together. You promised…” I slipped off the sofa and onto the floor as I gave way to uncontrolled sobbing, even worse than earlier. My breathing quickened, but did no good. Hysteria. Another panic attack. I had pills for that, of course, only I hated to take them. I was frightened I wouldn’t be able to stop. But some days I wondered, why stop anyway? Why not just slip away into peaceful oblivion? Maybe then I could be with Rich again. So one rational day, I hid the bottle. Now I couldn’t even remember where it was.

My mind filled with the awful memories of that stormy night six months ago. Rich—an hour late. My casserole bubbling away in the oven.

“I kept calling you, but you didn’t answer your phone. It just kept ringing out. And then the police came. They told me…”

It all flooded back. The policeman and woman had spoken. I had listened, but their words floated into me from far away. It couldn’t be real. In a moment, they would tell me they had come to the wrong apartment. Rich wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. What about all our plans? What about our life?

But of course, they were at the right address. The cushion of surreality deflated and the reality of gut-wrenching, incomprehensible loss took hold.

Rich had pulled in to a service station on his way home, started to fill up with petrol and collapsed onto the forecourt. The aneurysm had exploded in his brain, killing him before his body hit the ground. It took them less than a minute to tell me all this. By the time they’d finished, my world had ended.
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The minutes ticked by, but I was oblivious to them. On top of my grief, I added anger at myself. I really thought these uncontrollable outbursts had stopped. After all, I hadn’t experienced one for a few weeks, but it seemed the tidal wave of grief still bubbled so close to the surface, it could erupt at any time.

Why today? I grabbed a handful of tissues, blew my nose and scrubbed at my tear-stained face.

“God, Rich, what would you say if you saw me now? ‘Silly bitch, what are you crying for? Pull yourself together.’”

Fresh tears threatened to burst the dam but I forced them back. No more now. I must stop this. Got to take my mind off it.

I turned to the bookcase and scanned the shelves. Philippa Gregory. That should absorb me and take my mind away from dark thoughts. I carried her novel over to the sofa, where I curled up and leaned against the large red cushions.

Rich’s voice soothed me. Concentrate and lose yourself in the story.

I opened the book and found the first page, but my eyes stung from all the crying and I missed the sleep from my disturbed night. Gradually, my eyes closed before I’d even finished the first chapter. The book fell out of my hands, the street sounds faded and I fell into a deep sleep.
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Rain whipped my hair, lashed at my thin top and streamed down my face. I struggled to keep my eyes open against the force of the howling wind that pushed me back down the hill I seemed to be struggling to climb. Ahead of me, through a billowing mist, a much larger hill loomed, colored charcoal by the storm, naked and exposed to the elements.

Where am I? What am I doing here? I looked down at my soaked jeans and T-shirt.

I fought against the force of the gale and kept trying to turn around and see where I’d come from. How had I got to this unfamiliar place? What had happened to the apartment? If I called for help, would anyone come—or even hear?

“Help me!”

But the wind caught up my words and turned them into little more than an agonized squeak.

My clothes were plastered to me like icy swaddling. My teeth were chattering. I had to find shelter, but I couldn’t see any anywhere. Not even an old shed. In a distant field, sheep, huddled together by a hedge, while I stood here, exposed to the elements in the middle of this field. The animals had the right idea; a hedge had to be better than nothing. At least I could crouch down beside it.

I tried again to move, but could only manage a stagger. I kept being blown off course and my skimpy sandals were hardly adequate for this bleak, muddy ground.

I heard a male voice behind me. I pushed my dripping hair out of my eyes, turned and saw a dark shape moving closer. I couldn’t distinguish his features, but he seemed to be telling me not to move any farther. How did I know that? I couldn’t hear him speak, but somehow I sensed his thoughts. I stopped struggling against the elements and waited, swaying slightly as the wind gusted and threatened to blow me over.

The gale didn’t seem to bother him. His voice drifted over on a gust of wind. “At last I have found you. After all these years.”
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I awoke in the same position in which I’d nodded off, the dream crystal clear in my mind. My watch showed ten past two and a gnawing pain in my stomach reminded me I hadn’t eaten.

As I went through the motions of buttering two slices of bread and slapping a slice of ham between them, the dream wafted back—so real I could have been there, except I hadn’t smelled anything. But then you’re not supposed to smell anything in dreams. Everything else had been as if it had really happened. And I would know that hill again if I saw it. Assuming it existed. An involuntary shiver reminded me how cold and wet I’d been.

I looked down at myself. I saw the same jeans, top and sandals I’d been wearing on that hillside. I half expected my clothes to be wet and clinging to me, but that would have been ridiculous. Wouldn’t it?

Back in the living room, the Philippa Gregory lay where it had fallen. No matter. I could find the page later. Besides, I no longer felt in the mood to lose myself in historical fiction. Maybe I’d watch some TV, but ancient reruns of Diagnosis: Murder, talk shows, old films, and comedies that hadn’t been especially funny the first time around reminded me why I rarely switched on the TV before the news at six.

I sat on the settee and memories swam into my mind. Rich and I curled up together, watching our favorite old films like Casablanca, or even a football match. We fitted so perfectly together. I couldn’t imagine ever finding anyone I could feel so alive with. Hell, I didn’t want anyone else. An old saying drifted into my mind: “Why go out for chopped liver when you’ve got steak at home?” Well my “steak” might not be at home anymore, but he still filled my heart and soul.

Always and forever, Rich.

I hit the Off button and tossed the remote onto the settee beside me. Now what?

I should go out. I could go for days without leaving the apartment, until an empty fridge forced me into action.

“You and I used to enjoy our walks. And the exhibitions we went to. Do you remember the Titanic centenary? Of course, that was before we moved here. Do you remember…”

Talking to myself again. It had become a habit. One I couldn’t break. I picked up the broken frame and removed the photograph. An old photo of a group of friends sacrificed its frame, and Rich was once more restored to smiling out from behind a small sheet of unbroken glass. I stroked it and Rich sighed in my mind.

Now, how about that walk?

The sunshine tempted me but the thought of squeezing into the milling throng on the city streets didn’t appeal in the slightest. Antisocial. That’s what I’d become. Not that I’d ever been what you might call a party person.

Then my latest dream swirled back into my mind, along with a clear vision of that distinctive, glowering hill I’d seen in the distance, dominating its landscape.

What if that hill existed? Maybe I’d seen it somewhere and my mind had retained the information in my subconscious. Here, at last, was something that grabbed my attention away from my grief.

I crossed over to the desk and booted up my laptop, entering my password when prompted. Richgirl79. I sighed. It had been funny at the time. A little play on words.

My home page appeared and I clicked onto Google. I hesitated. What the hell should I search for? A hill? I hadn’t the faintest idea where I would find it, even assuming it really existed. Okay, I could narrow the search down to pictures only, but even so a massive search engine like Google would probably throw up hundreds—if not thousands—of entries. Why not try something smaller? I selected a more obscure one from my menu of search engines and typed in “big hill UK” in the query box before clicking Images.

The first of what appeared to be two pages flashed onto the screen. Some of the pictures weren’t even of hills, let alone big ones, but I recognized the Neolithic, man-made Silbury Hill in Wiltshire before moving on to page two. Only a few images here. I dismissed each of them before settling on one—just an artist’s representation. But…

I hovered my cursor over it and clicked. A website appeared, with different landscape paintings, and I found the one that had caught my eye. It looked familiar, but I needed to see photographs. The caption read Pendle Hill. Somewhere inside me, a distant memory stirred.

I returned to the search engine, typed in “Pendle Hill” and clicked. As the page filled up in front of me, I gasped. Image after familiar image flashed up.

I stared at them. It did exist.

I had found the hill in my dream.


Chapter Two



March 1611

James Device pulled his coat closer around him and buttoned it tightly against the icy blast he knew would greet him. He opened the heavy oak door. Even through the thick stone walls of Carre Hall, he could hear the wind howling over the grasslands of Pendle. He turned the handle and the door creaked a little. No doubt she would have him oiling those hinges tomorrow. If he came back tomorrow.

The force of a fierce, whistling gale snatched James’s breath away. He pulled up his high collar and bent his head into the wind. Through the yard and down the lane, he fought against the strength of the natural force as it threatened to knock him off his feet. He squinted over at the long, brooding rise of Pendle Hill and the maelstrom of dark clouds swirling over it. Hard to tell how much of the encroaching darkness belonged to the approaching storm and how much was due to night drawing in. At some time after six on a March evening, it could be either.

He had half a mile to walk and kept up the best pace he could as the wind fought him for every step. James had youth, strength and his stout leather boots on his side. A smile curled his lip. This year he went about dressed for the elements. At least those hours of pounding away at Mistress Towneley had not been for naught.

The thought of her froze his smile. Six months had passed since she first made her desires known to him. He could remember that first time as clearly as if it had been yesterday. He had been chopping logs for her fire, stripped to the waist in the heat of an early September afternoon. Intent on his labors, he hadn’t heard her approach until her soft voice had caused him to halt his ax.

“You have grown, James. You’re no longer the little boy who used to play around my cook’s skirts and beg her for tidbits.”

He laid the ax down on a tree stump and turned to her, making no attempt to cover himself. He smiled. What did she want? It didn’t take him long to guess; he could see it written in her eyes. He knew his dark eyes and even white teeth would raise the heat in her blood still further as he continued to smile at her. She caught her breath and touched her throat self-consciously. Was that a blush creeping up from her bosom? The woman must be nearing fifty. Maybe the heat that signaled the end of her monthly courses had given rise to that unnatural flush.

“James, I have a fancy that we could be of great benefit to each other.”

He made his eyes grow wide in a feigned attempt at innocence. “Benefit, Mistress Towneley? How so?”

She advanced towards him and her podgy, bejeweled fingers stroked his arm. Her breath came in short bursts and her eyes half closed. Oh yes, she had wanted him then and she wanted him now. Just like this. Hot and sweaty from his labors.

“I can improve your lot, James. I can give you food, clothes, money. If you will do me a kindness in return.”

He maintained his innocence. Let her work for it. “Kindness, Mistress? What kindness could I do for you?”

Her eyes opened wide and a questioning look appeared on her face, her head slightly on one side. She searched his face and then gave a light laugh. “Oh James, you would have me think you such a naive young man, but I believe you know exactly to what I refer. Master Towneley is away at his business a great deal and I am left here all alone.” She had lowered her eyelids in what she must have believed to be a demure gesture. Such a look might have been appropriate on a girl of sixteen, but her face, with its sagging jowls and crow’s feet, rendered it an ugly parody. “I have certain—needs. And I am quite sure you can help me to, shall we say, satisfy them?”

He had laughed with her then, thinking of what he could gain from this alliance. Then he had picked up his shirt and followed her and had chopped no more wood that day.

At first he hadn’t minded too much. She would call on him maybe once in a week, whenever Master Towneley went away to attend to his business. But for the past six weeks or so, her demands had become more frequent. Now she took risks, coming out to the fields to find him, in full view of the other laborers, ordering him to go with her to the barn. He knew all eyes followed them and he knew what they said behind his back.

But she remained true to her word. Unlike his neighbors, his family had meat most days, cloth for his mother to make skirts and blouses for Alizon and shirts for him. Mistress Towneley had even bought him the good, thick coat he wore now, woven in Halifax from the finest wool. She provided him with the leather boots that kept his feet warm. And the breeches.

Now, on this freezing night, James trudged on, growing weary. The wind still howled around him, lashing at his face, stinging his cheeks. And then the rain came, sheeting off the hill, soaking him in minutes. No point in seeking shelter. Nothing would stop the relentless blast in Pendle Forest—a forest without trees.

He struggled to raise his head against the force of the wind. Ahead of him he thought he saw the figure of a woman, dressed strangely. The rain dripped into his eyes and blurred the image but, like him, she was battling against the elements. By her stumbling gait, it looked like she was losing too. A sudden stab of pain in his gut doubled him over for a second. He must go to her. Something told him she needed him to help her find her way. He pushed his dripping hair out of his eyes and tried to focus, but she seemed faint somehow, wraithlike. Out of time and out of place. He stood as still as the buffeting wind would allow, peering into the gloom. Surely she had seen him? From deep inside his soul, he felt a strange connection with her, even though he knew for certain he had never before laid eyes on her.

At last I have found you. But he had no idea why he thought that.

He blinked hard, and each time he did so, she faded still further. She must be an apparition. Nothing new in that. He had seen them before. All his family had. All except Jennet maybe, and little William.

One more blink and she had gone. If she had ever been there in the first place.

The darkness closed in all around him and the rain poured heavier. Ahead a hundred yards or so, he could see the lights of the cottage. Despite the freezing cold, a warm glow crept up his body. Soon he would be home. His mother would be sewing. William, his five-year-old half-brother, would be playing with his ball. The living room, its hearth burning with turfs from Mistress Towneley, would spread its smoky warmth, and a pot of rabbit stew would be simmering away, ready for James’s homecoming. He wouldn’t ask where the rabbit had come from.

Alizon, with her dark eyes and flowing black hair, would be waiting for him. The thought of her stirred his groin.

I am almost here, sweetness.

She would hear his thoughts and make ready.
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Mistress Towneley tugged at James’s sleeve. Two of his fellow laborers smirked and giggled, but she seemed neither to hear nor care.

“I need you now, James. You must come. He is away for the rest of the day.”

James inhaled. “Mistress, I must finish these staves before the master returns.”

She waved her hand. “Let Robert do them. I have need of you urgently.”

“Go and do the mistress’s bidding, James.” His fellow laborer’s voice held more than a hint of a smirk. “I’ll chop those for you.”

The giggles became raucous guffaws, but still Mistress Towneley took no heed.

James’s anger welled up inside him, twisting and coiling around his intestines. He had an urge to silence these upstarts with the power that strained for release inside him, but that would have to wait. Besides, in their place, he might well have behaved in the same way. He bit back his fury, nodded and set down his ax.

He followed Anne Towneley across the yard and through the front door, knowing the others were still watching him, knowing also that they resented him. But then his whole family was hated, even feared by many. What should he
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