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‘Ere she come.’

Glancing to his left, Robert Winter rubs his nose and stares at the fellow next to him. The idiot’s toothless mouth reeks of sour ale as he grins and points, as if it were necessary to confirm the spectacle before them.

‘Dare say her’ll not be a-smiling soon, eh?’ He grins again.

Stepping away, Winter pushes through the crowd towards the corner of the lane where the main procession trundles past. Shouts of ‘there’s the bitch’ and ‘hang ‘er high’ grow more vociferous, as the horde surge forwards to get a better view. Winter watches the Marshall striding down the middle of the road, staff held in front like a flaming torch. Behind, the cart clatters along, its unfortunate cargo clinging to the rail in front of her.

‘Ain’t so clever now, is she?’ says a fat woman holding a sour-faced child. Giving Winter a dig in the ribs, she adds, ‘Serves her right, ay, sir?’

Ignoring her, Winter forces his way between jostling bodies to a stall selling wooden models of the gibbet, a tiny rag doll hanging from each one by a thread. Setting a foot on a broken crate and resting a hand on the corner of the stall, he hoists himself up for a better view.

And there she is, her thin form swaying, struggling to stay upright with the movement of the oxcart, dark hair wafting in the autumn breeze. Her eyes turn towards Winter as if she’d known precisely where he’d be at that moment. A smile slides across her mouth.

He blinks, feels the urge to look away, finds himself unable to move. His gaze fastens on that mouth, the still-red lips and too-white teeth, and he sees her lips moving.

Around her neck, the collar and straps that force her to face the front of the cart, prevent all but the smallest movements one way or another. Encased in handcuffs, her thin wrists seem too frail for the eight and twenty years she’s lived, and her bare ankles bleed where leg-irons chafe against the skin. 

Her carriage rolls past and she turns to face the front. Winter gazes after her, watching her skinny body wavering, struggling to stay on her feet. Across the back of the cart, her coffin rests between the rails in readiness for the burial. Behind, the cavalry trot along, muskets clasped to their chests, ready for action, as if at any moment the prisoner might break free of her bonds and fly up into the air. 

A shout rings out, something about ‘justice for the dead’ and within seconds, the crowd joins in, pouring forwards like a storm tide, carrying those behind beyond the end of the lane and out into the melee that follows the procession. Jostled from his lofty position, Winter cannot help but be carried along with them, a raging torrent, chasing death.

They pass along Holborn, St. Giles, and onto the Tyburn Road, the narrow streets lined with eager onlookers, hawkers and balladeers, making the best of the spectacle. Winter stumbles past one man in a wide-brimmed hat, chanting, ‘Good luck charms and bangles, get em ‘ere ladies and gents.’

He thrusts a hand in front of Winter, shaking a collection of colourful bracelets.

‘Protect ye self, sir, for the witch shall have ye still.’

‘Let’s hope not,’ he mutters, pushing the man aside. 

Twenty yards further on, the cart has reached its destination. It takes a few minutes for the Marshall and his assistants to back up the cart, bringing it to rest directly beneath one of the three beams of the gallows. On a normal day, several prisoners would be hanged at the same time. But this is no normal day. 

Holding the horses steady, the Marshall waits while soldiers clear a path through the crowd in front of the cart, then signals the man standing on the platform above him. The hangman nods and holds up the uncoiled rope like a trophy, prompting a roar of delight from the crowd. Playing to his audience, the man bows then tosses the free end of the rope over the beam above his head, tying it fast to a side beam. 

The cart now stands precisely beneath the main gibbet, the noose hanging loosely near the witch’s shoulder. One of the soldiers unlocks the leg-irons around the prisoner’s ankles and pulls them free, before hurrying back to his place. Stepping across from the platform onto the cart, the hangman grasps the rope. Arranging the loop around the woman’s neck, he adjusts the knot, then steps back to the safety of the adjoining platform. 

As if by some unseen signal, a hush falls over the crowd. The Ordinary takes his cue and approaches, mutters a few words and makes the sign of the cross. The woman gazes down at him and seems to smile. 

The hangman steps forwards again and offers the woman a sackcloth hood, but she shakes her head. The man sniffs and moves back to his perch, checking the knot against the beam. 

With everything ready, the Marshall lifts his staff in the air, holds it until the crowd falls silent once again, then thumps it to the ground. The assistant cracks his whip across the horses and the animals leap away, hauling the prisoner off her feet. A gleeful roar from the crowd, cries of ‘Justice’ and ‘Death to witches’ echo around, while the woman dangles, suspended like a child’s puppet, legs swaying back and forth.

A hushed silence, then a cry of annoyance rings out. The witch isn’t playing fair—her body simply hangs there, refusing to engage in the bizarre death-dance known as the Tyburn jig. Her dark eyes gaze out across the crowd, a baleful stare that seems to force away the eyes of anyone who falls within her gaze. Winter turns away at this, though more from shame than fear.

Once again, a hush descends over the spectators, as if the witch has cast one final spell upon them, depriving them of this last chance of vengeance.

Looking around, Winter sees doubt everywhere. The crowd, as one, recognises the significance of the drop—that it is rarely enough to break the victim’s neck, that her only option will be to dangle there for long, agonising minutes, as the rope slowly strangles her.

‘Is she dead, then?’ sings out a young man on the edge of the crowd. Others repeat the question, over and over, until the Marshall holds up his staff. Soldiers hurry forwards, forming a circle around the gibbet. Here they will stand until it has been determined if the witch is, indeed, dead.

The Marshall gestures to someone behind him and a red-faced chirurgeon makes his way awkwardly through the human boundary. He glances at the Marshall, then, approaching the body, lifts her wrist, the pallid fingers now level with his face. Turning the hand, he holds it for a moment, then dropping it, gives a short nod. The man backs off and pushes back into the crowd, swallowed up like ants devouring their prey.

‘It is done,’ intones the Marshall. The crowd roars, jostling the soldiers as they struggle to hold the line. A small boy crawls through the legs of one man, runs up to the corpse and rips off a sliver of cloth from her dress. Waving it over his head, the crowd rewards him with a triumphant roar before the lad vanishes back into the mob.

The entertainment over, people begin to drift away. Winter stares at the corpse, half-expecting her still-wide eyes to turn towards him once again. But her deathly gaze is focused on the ground below her feet.

Turning, he shoves his way through to an alley and into a less crowded thoroughfare. Reaching the tavern where he’d left Thomas, he gazes about, catching sight of the lad in conversation with a gypsy woman. Crossing to the corner, Winter waves at him. 

Taking something from the woman’s hand, the tousled-haired lad hurries across the lane.

‘Good luck charm, sir,’ he says, showing the arrangement of willow twigs, woven into a star shape.

‘And that is meant to do what, exactly?’ 

He shrugs, a lopsided smile telling all.

‘Sometimes, Thomas, I despair of you.’ Taking his arm, Winter begins to lead him away from the tavern. ‘And how much did you give for this piece of tat?’

He shrugs again. ‘A ha’penny, sir. Nothin more.’

‘Perhaps I should start paying you in willow. Now, where did you leave the cart?’

Thomas points along the lane to a stable yard. ‘Left her wi’ Master Albury.’

They walk up to the stable block at the next corner. Old man Albury busies himself with a hay cart, helping a group of drunken apprentices climb into the wagon. Eight or nine lads squeeze onto benches fitted along the parallel sides of the vehicle, chattering all the while about the spectacle they have seen, as if it were a thing to be praised.

Signalling to the driver, Albury smacks one of the horses on its rear end. The cart lurches away. Seeing Winter, the farrier stuffs his purse into a pocket and offers a rueful smile.

‘Got ter make a penny any ways ye can, ay, Master Winter?’

‘And I suppose if it were not you, it’d be another grasping individual, eh?’ 

The old man makes a face. ‘Weren’t me as accused her, were it?’ He stares up at the younger man for a moment, his mouth open. ‘Anyways, if her were innocent, her’d be a free woman, ay?’

Thomas shuffles uncomfortably. ‘Master?’ 

Glancing at him, Winter sees the reluctance to get involved in another pointless argument. ‘Yes. We should go. It’ll be night afore we reach home.’ To Albury, he says, ‘Our transport, if you please, sir.’

As the old man shuffles away, a cold wind rattles in from the north, scattering dust and straw in front of the stable, swirling it round as if conducted by some wind-commanding magician. A few strands hover in the air, floating off across the lane. A few weeks earlier, the two men had stood at this same spot, except on that occasion, the wind carried the stench of burning flesh. The memory makes Robert Winter shudder. 

As predicted, the cart reaches Spittle Feyldes as night falls. Trundling along the deserted lanes towards the house, the scarcity of neighbours emphasizes the isolation Winter had looked forward to in buying the place. Now, it feels as if that same isolation might prove to be his undoing—if someone, or something aims to seek revenge... 

The cart rocks, dragging him from his ruminations. He shakes his head. Ridiculous thoughts. 

‘Charlie’s still up and about,’ says Thomas, nodding at the miller’s cottage. 

Winter throws a glance at the low structure, the glow from candlelit windows scattering light fragments across the dark track. Ahead of them, the twin chimneys of Northwinds loom up, clearly visible against the sky, the lamp above the door the only light emanating from the front of the house.

A few minutes later, they turn into the yard and Thomas brings the cart to a halt. Winter clambers down, leaving the lad to see to the horses. Crossing into the long shadow cast by the house, he pushes the back door, letting it slam behind him.

‘Oh, ye bugger.’ Sarah looks up from the table, a hand at her mouth. ‘Jesus, Mary and Joseph. Nearly wet meself.’

‘You’ll do more than that if the Reverend Beale hears you.’

‘Oh, fuck him. That man no more has God in him than I have.’

The master of the house gives her a reproving look.

‘Am I wrong, Robert?’

Shucking off his cloak, he lays it across the back of a chair and leans against the corner of the table. ‘Perhaps a little more care in your...exclamations?’

She looks up at him, eyes bright with merriment. ‘Next thing, ye’ll be sayin ye don’t want me in yer bed.’

Winter suppresses a smile. ‘What goes on within these walls—’

‘Stays within these walls. I know.’ She returns to her sewing. ‘Just sayin, that’s all.’

The back door opens, and Thomas looks in. ‘Anythin else, Master?’

‘No, thank you, Thomas.’

‘There’s a jug of ale and some bread by your bed, lad,’ says Sarah, giving him a wink.

‘Much obliged, Mistress.’ 

Winter walks to the door and turns the key, hanging it on its hook at the side. Checking the windows, he tugs at the latches.

‘Done those already,’ says Sarah, without looking up.

‘Never hurts to check.’

Putting her work aside, Sarah inclines her head, a question forming on her lips.

‘Parish constable mentioned a housebreaker doing the rounds,’ says Winter, cutting her off.

‘That so?’ Her smile shows she’s seen through his evasion, but she says no more about it. Instead, she lights a candle from the lantern on the table and disappears into the pantry. Returning, she stands in the doorway holding a covered plate with a jug balanced on top. ‘Come through—I’ve a fire goin.’

Picking up the lantern, he follows her into the darkened passage and checks the locks on the front door before entering the great hall. Setting the light on the table, he slides onto his favourite chair by the hearth and kicks off his boots. Feet resting on the pile of logs by the fire, he gazes into the orangey glow, glad Sarah hasn’t skimped on fuel. The warmth seeps into his bones and he feels himself begin to relax.

Sarah pulls up a stool and sets down the plate and jug. She stands for a moment, one hand on his shoulder. ‘How did it go, then?’

He stares into the fire, gathering his thoughts. ‘It seems I have been the cause of a woman’s death.’

Sarah kneels beside him, stroking his face. ‘Wasn’t only your voice that condemned her, Robert. A dozen or more did that. Besides, the good book do say thou shalt not suffer a witch.’

‘And since when did you value anything the ‘good book’ says?’ 

She lowers her head for a moment, then, ‘Outside of these walls, we must protect ourselves. Haven’t ye told me so a dozen times? In any case, all’s ye did were to tell em what ye saw.’

‘Perhaps. But...’

She squeezes his arm. ‘Come along, eat up. Time we was headin to bed.’

He watches as she closes the door, then listens for her footsteps on the stair. The familiarity of her movements, her voice, her encouraging temperament, make him smile. Twenty years his junior, Sarah had arrived at Northwinds five years earlier, along with her husband—a coachman who, within a few months, had dropped all too easily into the role of drunkard and wife-beater. While Sarah took over the running of the house, her mate descended into depravity, spending whole days in boozy idleness or gambling. Winter frowns at the memory. Admittedly, he has only himself to blame for allowing the man to maintain the role far longer than should have been appropriate. Coming home one night to find Sarah covered in bruises, he took action to remove her husband from his employment, as well as from Sarah’s life.

Picking at a piece of pie, Winter eats a few mouthfuls before pushing it aside in favour of the ale. By the time the jug stands empty, his thoughts have returned to the sights and sounds of Tyburn and the image of the witch and those staring eyes. 

‘Time for bed.’

Her voice makes him start. He lets out a groan. ‘Yes, indeed.’

Sarah blows out her candle and picks up the lantern.

‘In the morning, remind me to ask Thomas to bring another lantern in from the stable.’

She gives him a quizzical look. ‘Scared of the dark, Robert?’

He coughs. ‘My eyesight’s not as good as it once was.’

She sniggers. ‘Could say the same about a few other things.’

He follows her up the stairs to the bed chamber. Though Sarah has her own apartment, she seldom occupies it. And truth be told, Robert Winter has no wish to sleep alone after what he has witnessed.

They perform their individual ablutions via a screened-off portion of the
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