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Sybille glanced at the window for the tenth time. It was growing dark and she felt that anxious knot in her stomach that always seemed to occur when her husband, Sir Randall Carlyon, was coming home from London. Manningtree Manor was so peaceful without him and, although she knew it was wrong of her, she sometimes wished he would never return. That some accident would befall him and she would be a widow.
Afreda, her godmother, had visited Manningtree Manor the previous week. When Sybille’s mother had died, she had asked her cousin Afreda to watch over her daughter.  
“Sometimes men change,” Afreda had told her. “Sir Randall might change into a better man.”
Sybille shook her head. 
“He changed before, he can change again,” Afreda reminded her.
“I know, Godmother, that when my father arranged for our marriage he had heard such good things about Randall, what a fine man he was, honest and generous, to be trusted with the running of the manor . . . But after the wedding we realised we had been duped. Sir Randall was none of those things. He is dishonest and greedy and cruel, and I cannot love him. I can never love him.”
Afreda was old, her face creased, her hair white, but her eyes were bright and young, the colour of stormy skies. Some people said she was a witch, and perhaps she was. She lived in the woods with the people who camped there, the homeless and dispossessed, the folk who had not prospered under Prince John’s rule.
John had picked a match in Sir Randall; they were two of a kind, and Sybille was sure that Randall had promised to increase the rents and so increase the taxes he gave to John. In return John had made his own promises for Randall’s future when he became king.
Sybille only hoped the day would come when King Richard returned from France where he was being held captive. Then both John and Randall would be put back into their cages and England could be free of tyranny once more.
There was the sound of a horse approaching and Sybille ran to the window and opened the shutters wide. A rider had halted in the stable yard beneath her window and was dismounting. She saw the stable boy run to take the horse, no doubt frightened any tardiness would earn him a clip over the ear from his master. For it was Sir Randall; she knew his form too well to be mistaken.
As she watched, holding her breath, Randall handed the reins to the boy and patted him briefly on the head. The boy froze, staring in wonderment, and then he turned and led the animal away. Randall stood a moment, looking about him, as if he were a stranger rather than the man who would, one day, be master of this manor. There was something odd about his behaviour, something unusual.
Sybille went to close the shutters again, and her movement caught his eye. Randall looked up, straight at her. She could not see his face properly; it was too dark, but she knew he was staring at her and there was a quality in his stare that was different. Her heart jumped with fright and she slammed the shutters closed. 
Her husband was home and Sybille would not be going down to welcome him.  

      ***Where was he? He’d been on the way home to Manningtree Manor and now he lay and stared at tree branches criss-crossing above him. He thought he should know where he was and why, but he couldn’t remember. Not yet. The old woman with the strange grey eyes had trickled some soup into his mouth and he’d managed to swallow most of it, but now she had left him alone again.
Hadn’t he been in London? He saw himself laughing in a room somewhere, women all around him, the air hazy with wine and sex. He liked women; he liked to hurt them. One day soon he would hurt Sybille, his wife, and take that sanctimonious expression from her face. There had been women in London whose lives he had snuffed out, in the height of his excitement, but they didn’t matter. They were nothing.
Perhaps this was all a dream and he was still in London? But he didn’t think so. He felt his eyes closing, sleep reclaiming him, and was glad for it. He didn’t like this place. It felt wrong. His body felt wrong, too, as if he was wearing the skin of a stranger.
He was Sir Randall Carlyon. Wasn’t he?

      ***Lady Sybille held her breath as she peered through the doorway into the room. It was very late and there was only one candle burning in the sconce on the wall, but she could see the shadow in the chair by the table.
Sir Randall was in there.
She tried not to shiver. Sir Randall was her husband but she could not love him; she could barely tolerate him, and there were many times when she wished she had never allowed her father to persuade her to marry him. But then again she could not blame her father; she had been fooled too. He’d portrayed himself as a good man, a kind man, a man who would run Manningtree Manor with honesty and good sense. All lies. The Sir Randall who had come to marry her was greedy and cruel and he did not know how to love.
Since he’d come home several days ago she’d taken to avoiding him. In truth she’d hoped he would never return. She was so lonely and so miserable. She longed for a man who would love her and lie with her in her bed, satisfying her as she’d once seen her groom satisfy her maid. She could never forget the ecstasy on the girl’s face and her cries had been cries of joy, not of pain. 
Why, Sybille asked herself, could she not find a man to love and who would love her? And yet it seemed her life was to be spent in loveless misery.
The dark shadow in the room had not moved. Perhaps he was asleep? Although he rarely seemed to sleep; it was as if he always kept one eye open and watchful. She had come here to beg for some of their tenants who could no longer pay the exorbitant rents Sir Randall wanted to impose upon them. They would lose their farm. She had promised to try to persuade him to change his mind, but she already knew he would refuse her. He always refused her.  
And now here she was, outside the room, and although she had gathered all her courage to come here, to confront him, it seemed as if he was asleep. She couldn’t help but feel relieved as she moved away. 
“Who is there? I don’t much like being spied upon.”
The deep voice made her jump. Sybille took a breath and told herself to be brave. What could he do? Slap her, as he had done before, or mock her to tears; he had done that too. She had nothing to lose in trying, she told herself, as slowly she turned and walked into the darkened room.
This was the room where estate business was done and usually their steward worked in here. When it was time for the tenants to make their payments to the estate, this was where they would all come to line up and have their names ticked off in the ledger.
Secretly Sybille was glad her husband had locked himself away after his return from London. She did not want him at her table or to have to make conversation with someone she despised. As for her bedchamber, no, she would not let him in there either. Sybille still cringed when she remembered the night, shortly after their marriage, when she had spoken of him touching her, spending more time loving her, before he took her and pounded violently into her body to find his own satisfaction. He’d informed her that her pleasure was immaterial and if she preferred he would find a whore in the village and leave her alone entirely.
She’d been too humiliated to ever speak to him of it again, and anyway he rarely came to her these days so perhaps he had found himself an accommodating whore. Despite her relief some nights she felt so desperately alone.
“I’m sorry if I disturbed you,” she said now, in her coolest voice. “I wished to speak with you on a particular matter.”  
He was lounging in the big wooden chair, legs sprawled out in front of him and his arms behind his head. She could see the gleam of his eyes and, as she drew nearer, the faint smile on his handsome mouth. 
Her heart began to bump unevenly in her breast.
There was something about him that was different. The way he was looking at her, almost as if he admired her fair hair and sweet face. His eyes ran leisurely over her plump bosom and trim waist to the curve of her hips, lingering. Suddenly she felt the strangest sensation, as if smoky heat was whispering through her. Her gaze glided to his long legs and up to his broad shoulders and handsome face. Her skin prickled and she folded her arms over her chest, as if for added protection from this new and dangerous development.
“You are up late, my dear,” he drawled. 
“Yes. I . . . had difficulty sleeping.”
“Perhaps there is something occupying your thoughts?”
Yes, there is, she thought. You. “The household requires a great deal of my time.”
“You did not come to greet me when I returned, Sybille.” 
Was he being sarcastic?
“I did not realise I was supposed to wait on you hand and foot, Sir Randall.” She could be sarcastic too.
His smile widened. He reached out his hand and brushed hers, making her jump. “I missed you while I was away,” he said, ignoring her start.  
She peered at him suspiciously. Surely he could not have said what she thought he did? “Has your whore grown tired of you?” she blurted out. “I’m sorry but I will not take her place. We tried to be bedfellows once before, Randall, and neither of us found the other to our liking. Don’t you remember?”
He smoothed his sleeves and she had the odd impression he was trying to remember but couldn’t. “Why do you think that was?” he said at last. “That we were not to each other’s liking?”
Sybille felt her face flush and was glad of the darkness in the room to hide her discomfort. “You cannot want me to say it!” she burst out.
He looked at her, dark eyes searching hers in the most disconcerting way. “But I do, Sybille. I want you to say it to my face.”
She knew she should refuse and walk out of the room, but suddenly she needed to say how she felt. All of her misery and unhappiness welled up within her, the sensation that she was missing out on so much. It was probably because she had seen the groom and maid again this afternoon during their liaison in the stables, seen what sort of satisfying relationship she might have had, and the words spilled out of her.
“You are a selfish lover, Randall. You take your pleasure on a woman and leave her cold and empty. You love no one but yourself.”
There was an even deeper silence and her heart was pounding in her breast, her hands shaking. She clasped them together tightly and blinked back tears. She’d been a fool to tell him. Now he would use all of her emotions against her for his own
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