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PROLOGUE


IN THE DARKNESS something scuttled. The girl shivered in the chilling damp of the small room. The dead grey stone of the walls seemed to drain the warmth from her body. Even in her heavy velvet gown she felt naked, exposed, vulnerable. She ran her hands over the dress, as if she might gain some heat from the rich, fox-red fabric. She looked down at the unfamiliar garment, puzzled, in her distress, to see such fine clothes on her body. The feeble, flickering light from the entrance to the room caught the amethyst on the ring finger of her left hand. Its brilliance jarred in the frightening gloom. The girl worked at the ring, struggling to free it. Her hands were cold, but made clammy by fear, so the ring clung to her flesh as she pulled. Panic began to rob her of air. Fear tightened its grip around her throat. She took a steadying breath, but it left her in broken gasps which clouded in the bitter air of the room. Her nostrils filled with the musty smell of the wet walls, of a space unused and unlived in. A space that rejected human presence. A space that spurned life.


The workman in front of her labored at his task without once looking up. With every scrape of his trowel the girl flinched as if he were administering blows. She watched him work on, at once both fascinated and appalled at his detachment, his lack of compassion. But then, she knew he was no more free than she. That his life was ransom in the same way as hers, should there be any person living whom he cared about. Whom he loved.


He will find me, she told herself, he will come. He must come.


The sound of approaching footsteps shocked the girl from her thoughts. The dim light was momentarily brightened by the lantern in the hand of the man who now stood in the doorway. He held up the light, its rays falling on his face, casting heavy shadows beneath his eyes.


The coldness of this fearful place, the girl thought, is as nothing when compared to those eyes. And though the sight of the man worsened her state of fear, it also brought hatred. And anger. And in these she found a small, powerful kernel of strength. She straightened her back. She would not show her suffering.


“I see that even in this wretched gloom,” said the man, his voice low, “your radiance remains undimmed. Such a waste.”


He took a step toward her, his gaze sliding the length of her body. The girl stepped back, feeling herself trapped against the rough wall. Nowhere left to run. The man sighed.


“Just remember, my dear, in the long hours to come, remember who is responsible for the … lamentable position in which you now find yourself.” He turned to leave, then added, “I know you are certain he will risk all to come heroically to your rescue. I suggest sightings of him riding west from here an hour ago indicate otherwise. How will love fare when a lonely death comes close, I wonder? Will you cry out for your precious lover then, d’you think? Or will you curse him for abandoning you with such ease?”


The girl held her breath as the figure stepped out of the opening and disappeared without a backward glance.


The mason quickened his pace, as if eager to be done. The girl felt fear growing to unmanageable terror. The horror of the fate that had been chosen for her was too much to bear. Her knees weakened as if they could no longer support the weight of her dread. As the last stone was put in place the mason’s eyes met hers for a brief, painful instant, then he was gone, and with him the last of the light. A scraping sealed the gaps around the rock and the deathly, suffocating blackness swamped her. In the unnatural silence and stillness she was left, shaking, alone.




 


1


“AND THROUGH HERE, we have the fourth bedroom, again with the exposed beams and rather charming, sloping ceiling.” The estate agent pointed as he spoke.


Laura wondered if he thought all viewers needed hand signals as well as endless commentary to fully appreciate a house, or if he were making a special effort because they were from London. She still hadn’t forgiven Dan for letting slip the fact they were selling their house in Hackney. She had seen the way the agent rubbed his hands together at the thought of getting commission on the full asking price.


“A small room, but plenty big enough for a nursery.” The man was unstoppable.


She could feel Dan looking at her but refused to meet his eyes. Did he think she was going to fall apart every time someone mentioned babies? It was ridiculous.


The agent tried another tack.


“And, yet again, gorgeous views, I think you’ll agree.”


Laura and Dan stepped toward the little window, both having to stoop to avoid the low beams. Even if Laura had not been tall, she would have had to duck. Dan took her hand and gave it a firm squeeze. She smiled back at him, a practiced, stop-fussing-I’m-fine smile. She gazed out at the seductive vista. The countryside was dressed in its prettiest May garb—everything budding or blooming or bursting out in the exuberance of late spring. For Laura, the landscape at thirteen hundred feet up a Welsh mountain was the perfect mix of reassuringly tamed and excitingly wild. In front of the house were lush, high meadows filled with sheep, the lambs plump from their mother’s grass-rich milk. Their creamy little shapes bright and clean against the background of pea green. A stream tumbled down the hillside, disappearing into the dense oak woods at the far end of the fields, the ocher trunks fuzzy with moss. On either side of the narrow valley, the land rose steeply to meet the open mountain on the other side of the fence. Here young bracken was springing up sharp and tough to claim the hills for another season. Beyond, in the distance, more mountains rose and fell as far as the eye could see. Laura undid the latch and pushed open the window. She closed her eyes. A warm sigh of a wind carried the scent of hawthorn blossom from the hedgerow. She breathed in deeply. The breeze moved the wisps of dark hair at the nape of her neck that had escaped being tied back. As they tickled her skin she felt a sharp quiver travel over her scalp. She stood for a moment, eyes still closed, listening to small birds toiling to feed their young, and the far-off mewing of a soaring buzzard.


This is what I’m going to paint, she thought, not just this place, but the essence of this place.


She felt Dan’s breath on her ear.


“Go on, admit it, you’re in love.”


She opened her eyes slowly. His boyish, familiar face wore a knowing grin. She smiled back at him, a genuine, connecting smile this time. The first in a long while.


“This is the place,” she said.


“You really want to live here?” he asked, raising a doubting eyebrow at the idea.


“I really want to live here,” she said. Then, seeing his reluctance, she took his hand. “Please?” she said quietly. “I need to try this.”


Dan hesitated, then sighed and shrugged. He nodded toward the fidgeting estate agent, “Come on, then,” he whispered. “Let’s make his day.”


Laura was about to step away from the window when a movement outside caught her eye. She squinted against the light, down into the far corner of the meadows. A figure—a man—was striding toward the woods. He was tall, dressed in dark clothing, and carried a heavy stick which he pushed hard to the ground with each step. He walked purposefully, head down, intent on his destination, and beside him loped a shaggy grey dog.


“Laura?” Dan touched her arm. “Are we going to do this thing?”


She turned to look at him, nodding decisively, “Yes,” she said. “Let’s.”


As she moved from the window she glanced back, but the walker had vanished into the dense woodland.


*   *   *


THREE MONTHS LATER, sitting cross-legged on the wooden floor of her London home, the chaos of last-minute packing around her, Laura was doing her best to stay calm as she swaddled yet another wineglass in bubble wrap. Despite a ruthless purge of all cupboards and several trips, laden, to the local Red Cross shop, she remained overwhelmed by the endlessness of the packing. She sighed. Sorting and organizing and efficient planning were not her strong points. She had always known the major part of the move would fall to her, and it niggled her that Dan would have done a better job of it. But he couldn’t possibly take time off. She frowned as she thought of him now, happily ensconced in the Blue Boar with his work cronies, enjoying his habitual Friday-night wind down. It was just typical of him to have worked up until the last minute, and yet not be here now to lend a hand. The moving van was due early the next morning and there was still a daunting amount to do. Her shoulders sagged as she gazed at the mess that had been their living room. To make matters worse, she could already hear Daniel berating her for not labeling things properly. Unpacking was going to be equally stressful. Well then, he shouldn’t have left it all for her to do. He was the one with the organized mind, the one who liked order and logic and everything in the right place. And he’d have a hangover on moving day. How sensible was that, for heaven’s sake? It was as if by carrying on as normal until the actual moment of leaving, he was putting off accepting that they really were going. This was her dream, her idea, her choice. Dan had paid lip service to the plan for weeks before having to declare his true feelings when Laura had started to push property details under his nose at mealtimes. He had admitted, then, that he couldn’t imagine living out of London, moving to somewhere remote and rural, starting a new type of life. But Laura had been as persuasive as she knew how. She could work anywhere, and he could take his time finding the right job near their new home, staying in a rented studio flat on weekdays in the meantime. He would get used to the idea; he would surely come to see how much better, more relaxed and less stressful their lives could be. And how that might, just might, give Laura a chance to conceive. And hadn’t they tried everything else? Could they really give up without trying this one last thing?


She swore under her breath and picked up another glass. As she leaned forward her hair swung down, wet and heavy. She had found a moment to wash it, and now it hung about her shoulders in glossy black ringlets. It would take hours to dry naturally, but she hadn’t the time to deal with it, and in any case, the hair dryer was already nestled in the bottom of a box somewhere.


The telephone rang. Cursing the interruption she searched for the handset, eventually spotting its flashing light peeping out from under a pile of newspapers.


“Hello, Laura, darling. Just thought I’d ring to see how you are.” The tension in her mother’s voice was unmissable.


“I’m fine, Mum. Just sorting out a few last-minute details.” She wedged the phone under her ear and continued to wrap as she spoke. “How was your lunch with Miriam?”


“What? Oh, noisy and fattening. I can’t think why she insists we try out a new restaurant every time we meet. Will someone tell me the point of enormous plates when you are given a silly little table? We had to put the cruet on the floor…”


Laura let her mother chatter on, relieved she had so easily deflected her from talking about the move. She knew Annabel hated the thought of her only daughter leaving London, and she was having to learn to live with niggling guilt at moving so far away from her lone parent. It would have been easier if her mother had been more open in her objections, but she confined herself to the well-placed sharp observation. To this she added a near-constant expression of hurt and quiet insistence that she would get used to the idea. In time. Laura closed the box of glasses and walked over to the mantelpiece. The room was clear of breakables now, save for a heavy vase and a photo in a silver frame. She picked up the picture and gazed at it. Younger, happier versions of herself and Dan beamed back at her. She remembered it had been taken just before they had started trying for a baby. Before they had realized there was a problem. Before her heart had been broken.


“Laura? Laura, are you still there?”


“Yes, Mum, I’m here. Look, I’d better go. There’s still a bit to do. I’ll ring you before we leave, OK?”


Even after she had hung up, the sadness in her mother’s voice as she said good-bye lingered. Laura bit her lip and closed her eyes. Were they doing the right thing? Giving up everything they knew, everything comforting and familiar, to chase some flimsy notion that a more peaceful, rural environment might just convince her stubborn body that it was safe to make a baby? Non-Specific Infertility. With those few words the doctor had finally shrugged, sighed, apologized, and sent her away. It seemed a cruel trick of nature to condemn her to childlessness with something so vague. Of course, they had tried every possible remedy, from crackpot diets, through medication, meditation, homeopathy, and psychotherapy, to the emotional trauma of IVF. As wide and varied a course of treatments as it was possible to have, all with one thing in common: They hadn’t worked. Laura found a space in a box for the photo and was brushing away an infuriating tear when the doorbell rang. She had never been more pleased to see Steph. Steph, whom she had known since she was five years old. Steph, whom she had shared digs with at University. Steph, who had supported her so stoically over the past, long, barren eight years.


“Thought you might be in need of this by now.” Steph waved a bottle of champagne under Laura’s nose as she stepped into the hall.


“I always said you had a spooky talent for mind reading.” She led the way back into the sitting room and unpacked two of the wineglasses she had just wrapped. “Don’t ask me to find a champagne flute, unless you want to see a grown woman cry.”


“I can slum it, for a good cause.” Steph kicked off her sandals, ran a hand through her choppy magenta hair, and curled up on the leather sofa.


Laura popped the cork and poured the drinks, handing a glass to her friend.


“Most people would rush round and offer to help pack at a time like this, not come here and get me sozzled with the job half done.”


“As if you’d care about a bit of muddle, Laura Matthews. I’m surprised you’re here, actually. I felt certain you’d still be fiddling about in your studio—you never know what day it is.”


“I resent ‘fiddling about.’ Mmm, half decent bubbly. I’ll have you know the studio was packed up, done, and dusted ten days ago.”


“You mean to say you haven’t picked up a paintbrush in all that time? My God, this is the end of life as we know it. First you decide to take to the hills. Next you stop painting so that you can wrap up knickknacks. It’ll all end in Laura Ashley, you mark my words. Just as well I came to get one last look at the chic, city you before you go bush.”


Laura laughed, reassured to find that even now Steph could rid the room of tension in minutes. Many times her friend’s ability to get her to lighten up and not take herself too seriously had just about saved her sanity.


The two drank in companionable silence for a moment until Laura said with a small smile, “I’m going to miss you.”


“Now, before you go getting all slushy on me, I have to warn you this is not waterproof mascara. I don’t want to be frightening taxi drivers out of their socks on the way home.” She took another swig of champagne, then added, “Besides, you won’t get a chance to miss anybody. Me, Angus, and the Terrible Two will descend on you with alarming frequency. In fact, you’ll probably see more of us than you do now. It’s a win-win situation—Angus will be leaping out of bed early to drag the kids up some craggy rock or other, so yours truly can fester under the duvet until noon. Then your Dan can cook us up a full English, or full Welsh, whatever the hell that is.… I can’t wait. Come on, don’t hog the booze.”


Laura passed her the bottle. Steph topped up both their glasses then looked at her, frowning a little.


“So, you’re sure this is the right thing for you both, yes?”


“No. How can I be sure? But it does feel … worth doing. We need to change something.”


“You’ve had a rough trot these last couple of years, Laura. I only hope this isn’t going to prove more difficult than you expect. And you’ve worked so hard to get the recognition you deserve as an artist. Are you sure you’re going to be able to work properly, stay in touch and, in fashion, keep networking and whatever it is you do in your arty circles?”


“Of course. In fact, I expect to be able to raise my prices once I’m a bona fide harum-scarum artist living in the wilds! And besides, Penny is not known as the bossiest artists’ agent in Chelsea for nothing. She’s invested too much time in me to stop nagging now. She won’t let things slide. She’s determined I’m going to have a show before Christmas.” Laura wished she felt as confident as she sounded. That the move might have an adverse effect on her career was a secret fear she was loath to admit even to herself. She was already missing the thrill of starting a new painting. That suspended moment before beginning, where the image lived in limbo, somewhere between the reality of the subject and the realms of imagination. It was a moment of perfection, which no artwork could ever hope to live up to. All that could be done was to strive to get as near to that early vision as possible, and feel blessed if the result came within a hundred miles of it. How long would it be before she could settle enough to produce worthwhile work again? And would being out of the loop of the London art scene cause problems? She refused to be cast down by the thought. She waved her glass at Steph. “And before you ask, I’m already resigned to the fact I won’t be able to get a decent latte or watch a good movie or find any clothes I’d want to buy.” She smiled. “I’m ready to give it all up for…”


“For? What, exactly?”


Laura raised her eyebrows and shrugged, not quite able to meet her friend’s questioning gaze. “We’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we?”


*   *   *


BY THREE O’CLOCK the following afternoon Laura was weary from driving and on the point of losing her temper with Dan. The loading of the van had taken an age, and Dan had been working at half speed, nursing his inevitable hangover. As she negotiated another roundabout, Laura squinted into the strong summer sun, reminded that they were most definitely heading west. She thanked God and Audi for the car’s efficient air-conditioning system. Beside her Dan flapped and crumpled the map as he tried to fold it.


“Dan, if you’re not going to be any use at reading that thing for pity’s sake put it away. You’re driving me mad with it,” she told him. “I thought women were supposed to be the ones who couldn’t navigate.”


“You’re the one who wanted to do the driving.”


“Because you’re the one probably still over the limit, judging by the amount of aspirin you’ve had to take so far today.”


“All right, don’t go on. We must be nearly there by now, anyway.”


“Nearly where?”


“Oh come on, it’s not that bad. Look, we’ve been through Abergavenny…”


“Yes, thanks for that. Always wanted to sit in a traffic jam beside an abattoir when there’s a cattle market on. Who wants to just sail round the bypass?”


“… and we’ve done another twenty miles or so. I reckon that puts us about … here.” He stabbed decisively at the map. “Very close to a pub, as it happens.”


“Don’t even think about it.”


“Just my little joke.”


“Very little.”


Laura changed gear pointedly and overtook a smoking Land Rover. Dan reached out and put a hand on her knee. She took a deep breath and made a conscious effort to be more tolerant. They were doing this because of her, a fact Dan was not above reminding her of with irritating frequency. She wanted him to want it, too, but that would take time. And patience. She was so bewitched by Penlan, so excited at the prospect of settling there, it was hard for her to deal with Dan’s lack of enthusiasm. But it was up to her to win him over.


“Never mind,” she said with a smile. “We’ll soon be in our lovely new home, starting our lovely new life, on this lovely sunny day.”


Dan forced a thin smile back.


“How…”


“Lovely?” Laura suggested. She grinned at him now and felt his hand work its way up her leg. She must not let him see how daunted she was beginning to feel. However much she wanted to start afresh in this wonderful place, she still harbored doubts and questions of her own. Suddenly, everything seemed very real and irreversible and daunting. She was tired and hot and fed up with driving, and completely flattened by the thought of all the unpacking and sorting that lay ahead of them. And under it all was the nagging dread that neither of them dared talk about. The continued longing. The rekindled hope. The aching wish for a child that might, just might, by some bucolic miracle, be granted. Or might not. She wouldn’t let herself think about it. That was a tactic she had become pretty good at lately. There were plenty of other things to keep her occupied right now. Keeping busy was just about the only strategy for coping she knew of that actually worked.


“Turn left here,” Dan told her.


“You sure?”


“Sure I’m sure. Left fork, up steep hill, over small bridge. This is it. I recognize it. A few more miles and we’re there.”


For once Dan’s directions were accurate. They drove through the village and pulled up the hill, following a narrowing lane which seemed to twist back on itself every few yards. At last Penlan came into view. Laura and Dan fell silent as the place cast its spell over them once more. The low, white house nestled at the top of the meadows, its back against the hill that rose behind it, protecting it from the north winds. The slate roof shimmered under the late August sun. Honeysuckle twisted up over the front door, knitting its way across the wall, heavy with butter-yellow blooms. A barn and a short run of stables formed a farmyard, which had mostly been put down to grass. Foxgloves grew at will. Dog roses spilled from the hedges and tumbled over the Payne’s grey of the stone walls.


Laura slowed the car as they skirted the oak woods before the final stretch of bumpy lane. Fractured light fell through the high canopy of leaves, picking out lemon yellow celandines and glowing violets on the dry forest floor. She felt tension and doubt melting away as she stopped the car in front of the house. She turned to Dan, beaming.


“We’re going to be happy here, Mr. Matthews. I feel it in my bones.”


Stepping out of the car she felt the strength of the sun on her bare arms. They could not have chosen more glorious weather for their first day at Penlan, and she knew this moment would be imprinted on her memory forever. The thought of painting this magical place excited her.


Dan fumbled with the chunky key in the old lock. At last it worked, with a satisfying clunk, and the weathered door swung open.


Laura squeezed past him, barely able to contain her excitement at crossing the threshold of their new home. Inside the house was a blissful temperature, the dense walls successfully keeping out the heat. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the low level of light, so that the room revealed itself to her slowly, as if in a dream. The front door opened directly into the living room, which looked even bigger now without any furniture. She walked over to the cavernous inglenook and ran her fingers along the gnarled beam above it. There was still a smell of wood smoke, so distinctive she could almost taste it. Kicking off her sandals, she let the smooth flagstones refresh her tired feet. She wondered about the person who had laid those stones, and the man who had built the fireplace, and the one who had found the oak for the lintel, all those hundreds of years ago. The house had been dated as being built in the thirteenth century, and Laura found endless fascination at the thought of all the people who had lived there before her. So much time, so much history. So many lives, and loves, and losses. So many secrets, all stored in the fabric of the house, in the two-foot-thick stone walls, in the worn flags, in the charred fireplace. How many women had stood as she was, gazing into the hearth, wondering what life at Penlan held in store for her?


Behind her, Dan was flicking a light switch repeatedly.


“Ah,” he said. “Seems we do not, as yet, have power.” He went to the telephone on the floor in the corner of the room. “No, nothing here either. I thought this was all supposed to be working.”


“I was told it would be.”


“Did you check?” Dan wanted to know. “I mean, did you chase after them? You can’t just expect people to do this sort of stuff. You have to keep on top of them.”


“Like I said, I was told everything would be connected. If it was so important to you, why didn’t you chase them?” Laura folded her arms defensively. Here he was, Mr. Organized, with a hangover, about to pick holes in everything she’d done.


“You were dealing with this sort of thing,” Dan pointed out. “We agreed. You know it was impossible for me, being in the office.”


“Oh yes, of course. Your job had you in an office, sitting right next to a telephone, but you couldn’t possibly pick it up and call the estate agent, or the electric company. My work, on the other hand, could be interrupted anytime. It was the sales from my last two exhibitions that made this move possible. Wouldn’t hurt you to admit that, you know.”


“Seems only fair,” he snapped. “As you were the one who wanted this so much.”


Laura opened her mouth to speak but thought better of it.


Dan ran a hand through his hair with a sigh.


“OK, OK, let’s not bicker. Let’s just sort it out, shall we?” He looked at his watch, “Four thirty. I suppose someone might still be working, even on a Saturday.” He took his mobile from his pocket and switched it on. “Great. No signal.” He frowned at Laura, who stared back levelly. “Right,” Dan said. “I’ll drive back to the village and call from there. OK?”


“Fine. You do that.”


She watched him go, biting her lip, cross with herself for getting short-tempered over nothing. She didn’t want anything to spoil this special day. Taking a steadying breath, she decided to explore. She climbed the stone spiral stairs, which led up out of the sitting room. Upstairs was warmer, being in the roof, the windows set low. She had to walk slowly, ducking to avoid beams, not yet accustomed to the layout of the house. The main bedroom was light and roomy, with two south-facing windows and a small, working fireplace. Plenty of space for her beloved four-poster bed, so long as they positioned it in the center of the room, where the ceiling was highest. Laura wandered around, arranging furniture in her mind. As she reached the far side of the room, she sensed rather than saw a movement near the door. She turned, half expecting to see Dan standing behind her, but there was no one. No sound, no shadow, nothing, save for the persisting feeling that she was not alone. She found herself contemplating the strange experience with some detachment. She didn’t feel scared, or even spooked, just quietly curious. She held her breath, standing as still as the house itself, waiting. Though for what she did not know.


Then, quite distinctly, she felt someone stroke her cheek. It was mad, impossible, ridiculous, but she was absolutely certain that was what it was. She raised her hand to her face and found a coolness, but nothing more. She had a second to wonder why she was not terrified before another sensation startled her. A scintilla of excitement, raw, real, sexual excitement, shot through her body. Laura gasped at both the strength and the unexpectedness of the feeling. She turned, searching the room, wanting to leave, and yet, at the same time, not wanting to. Then, as suddenly as it had started, the feeling went, and she knew she was alone again. She stood motionless, waiting for her ragged breathing to return to normal.


The sound of a blaring horn pulled her from her stupor. Looking out of the window, she saw Dan driving back up the hill toward the house, flashing his lights, the moving van growling up behind him. She realized she had lost all sense of how much time had passed since he went. She shook her head and hurried back down the stairs, putting the incident down to fatigue and the excitement of the move.


Four exhausting hours later, Laura sat on a heap of rugs, cushions, and throws in front of the inglenook and gazed into the dancing flames. They had pushed through the exhausting process of unloading of the van and crucial unpacking for as long as the light lasted. Then they had watched the men driving the empty lorry away, squeezing down the narrow lane. The thought of assembling beds was too much, and they opted instead for a night sleeping in front of the fire. Dan arrived at her side clutching wine and glasses. He sat down next to her.


“Voilà!” he said triumphantly, pulling a corkscrew from his pocket. He set about opening the bottle.


Laura snuggled into him. “How’s this for a romantic first night?” she asked. “Crackling log fire…”


“Logs being an old chair you found in the barn.”


“… wine, finger food…”


“Two Mars bars and a packet of cheese and onion crisps”


“… and animal skins to recline on. Well, OK, a picnic rug and a random selection of cushions. But, hey, how much perfection can a man stand?”


The idea of bedding down in front of a real fire had seemed lovely, but now Laura feared an uncomfortable night lay ahead. She took the glass Dan was offering her and downed a thirsty swig. Dan slipped his arm around her waist and they sat quietly together. Laura considered telling him about her strange experience in the bedroom earlier but decided against it. She knew it would sound silly and didn’t feel like having him laugh at her. As the wine began to do its work she felt herself relaxing once more.


Dan put down his glass and began to rub Laura’s shoulders. She closed her eyes, enjoying the soothing, sensual feel of his hands. He undid her hair and let it fall loose and heavy. He stroked the back of her neck softly, then pushed her T-shirt straps to one side, letting them fall. He kissed her tanned shoulders, moving slowly around until he was sitting in front of her. He took the wineglass from her hand and put it to one side, then leaned forward and kissed her throat, wandering slowly down toward her breasts as she let herself fall back against the cushions.


Laura lay passive, allowing herself to take pleasure from Dan’s attentions. It seemed the right thing to do, to make love now, here, like an affirmation of their new life. A wordless statement of intent. Unbidden, her thoughts strayed to what she had experienced upstairs that afternoon. There was a world of difference between the comforting, familiar nature of her arousal now, and the powerful intensity of the mysterious sensations that had so surprised her earlier. The memory of it excited her, and she responded more eagerly to Dan, aware of a peculiar sense that she was in some way being unfaithful to him. Then pleasure took over, and all such thoughts vanished.


*   *   *


THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Laura awoke soon after dawn, as light fell through the uncurtained windows. She slipped from beneath the throws, leaving Dan sleeping peacefully. She pulled on jeans and a T-shirt, stepped into her sandals, and went outside, shutting the door as quietly as she could.


The air was pure and still, and early sunshine sparkled on the heavy dew. In the valley sat cotton candy mist, and the distant hills stood softly, their edges blurred and colors muted by the moist air. Swallows and house martins swooped and dipped, hungry for their breakfasts, catching the first rise of insects of the day. The honeysuckle and roses had not yet warmed to release their scent, so the strongest smell was of wet grass and bracken. Laura smiled, breathing deeply, and walked lightly through the gate into the meadows. She hadn’t the courage to head off onto the mountain on her own just yet but could not wait to explore the woods at the end of the fields. By the time she reached the first towering oaks, her feet were washed clean by the dew. She felt wonderfully refreshed and awake. As she wandered among the trees she had the sense of a place where time had stood still. Where man had left only a light footprint. Here were trees older than memory. Trees that had sheltered farmers and walkers for generations. Trees that had been meeting points for lovers and horse dealers. Trees that had provided fuel and food for families and for creatures of the forest with equal grace. As she walked deeper into the woods she noticed the quality of sound around her change. Gone were the open vistas and echoes of the meadows and their mountain backdrop. Here even the tiniest noises were close up, bouncing back off the trunks and branches, kept in by the dense foliage. The colors altered subtly, too. With the trees in full leaf the sunlight was filtered through bright green, giving a curious tinge to the woodland below. White wood anemones were not white at all, but the palest shade of Naples yellow. The silver lichens which grew in abundance bore a hint of olive. Even the miniature violets reflected a suggestion of viridian.


Laura followed a narrow, meandering sheep track. Passing through a sunny glade she was surprised to find the ground muddied and churned. Looking closer she could clearly make out the tracks of a small-wheeled vehicle.


Who would be driving around in here?


Her silent question was soon answered, as the peace was broken by the roar of an approaching engine. She was suddenly conscious of the fact that this was not her land. She had no idea where the public footpaths might be, if indeed there were any. She thought of disappearing into the undergrowth, but within seconds a quad bike sped into view. Its driver slewed the ugly machine to a halt in front of her. A sheepdog with a matted coat kept its precarious grip on the back of the bike.


Laura felt wrong-footed at being discovered somewhere she had no business being. She had intended to talk to the local farmers and ask permission to walk on the land near Penlan. She did not want to upset her neighbors on day one. She put on a sunny smile.


“Good morning,” she said brightly, raising her voice above the noise of the engine.


The man on the quad stared hard at her. He was small and wiry and, Laura reckoned, would not see seventy again. His scrawny face jutted out beneath a grubby flat cap. Despite the time of year he wore a heavy tweed jacket, tied around the middle with baler twine. His hands were as gnarled and wrinkled as the roots of the trees around them.


Laura tried again.


“It’s a beautiful day, isn’t it? I couldn’t resist exploring. Sorry if I’m on your land.” Still he did not answer, so she added, “We’ve just moved in up at Penlan.”


The man’s face twitched slightly. He leaned forward and switched off his engine. The peace of the woodland was even more noticeable now. Laura stepped forward, hand outstretched.


“I’m Laura Matthews.”


The man stared at her hand, then cleared his throat with a stomach-churning gurgle and spat at the ground, thankfully on the other side of his quad bike from where she stood. She dropped her hand awkwardly. He frowned at her, and when at last he spoke his voice was as thin and spindly as the man himself.


“There aren’t any footpaths through these woods,” he informed her.


“Oh. I see. I haven’t studied the map yet.” She was beginning to feel cross now. There was no need for him to be so rude. She had hoped for friendly locals. This was far from what she had imagined.


The man looked around, then turned back to her.


“’Ave you got a dog? I see a dog near my sheep, I shoot it. I’m tellin’ you now.”


“No. I don’t have a dog.”


The old man stared at her again, then turned on his engine once more. He nodded toward the fields.


“There’s a path across the top of the meadows. You can walk there. Without a dog,” he said, then tore off into the woods, sending up dust and twigs and stones in his wake.


Laura watched him go, not moving until he was out of sight and the noise of the quad was fading into the distance. The mood of her walk was ruined. Still seething at his unnecessary rudeness, she turned and strode off in the direction of home. As she did so her swinging hand grazed against the bark of an enormous, slanting oak.


“Ow!” she cried, instinctively sucking at her knuckles. When she checked the wound, it was bleeding quite heavily, as knuckles can. “Damn,” she said, fighting back stinging tears. She glanced up at the tree, barely noticing the curious angle at which it stood. Cursing herself for her carelessness, and her new neighbor for his rudeness, she headed for home.


*   *   *


MEGAN LEANED BACK against her favorite oak, gazing up at the sky through its sloping boughs. She closed her eyes and listened to the birdsong and the laughter of the two boys as they played nearby. It was wonderful to be out of the dark castle, to have some time away from Lady Rhiannon, and to be well out of the way of Lord Geraint. She opened her eyes and scanned the trees for the children. She always enjoyed spending time with them without their parents. Watching them now she could almost forget what family they belonged to.


“Don’t go too near to the edge,” she warned as they dropped sticks into the stream. It would be a rare outing where at least one of them did not get wet or muddy or both. Out here, in the woods where she herself had played as a child, they weren’t the sons of the most powerful noble in the region, they were just two little boys having fun the way all little boys should. Megan stepped away from the oak, brushing down her long skirts, seeing that the hem had collected moss as green and as soft as the worn wool of her dress. She noticed wild garlic growing a few paces away. She stooped to study it closer. A good garlic plant was a valuable part of her herb store; the stronger the specimen, the better its calming and cleaning effects on the blood. No doubt her father would have need of it for one of his animals soon enough. As she bent forward her waist-length plait of copper red hair fell over her shoulder. She flicked it back absentmindedly. People often commented on her glorious hair, but to her it was only important as a reminder of the mother she had lost when only a small girl. The wistful way her father looked at it sometimes tore at her heart. Not for the first time she wished that one day she could know a love like that.


Megan walked across the dry woodland floor to where Dafydd stood holding the horses. He, too, seemed to enjoy these outings, and he looked relaxed and happy leaning against his bay mare, watching the children. He straightened up as Megan approached. She would never get used to people reacting like that to her. Her position in the household was, technically, superior to his, but she could not think of herself that way. Besides, to her mind, his job was wonderful. If she had been born a boy she would have spent her life with horses, as her father had done. She smiled at Dafydd, taking the reins of her palfrey from him. The old courser was plain and brown and unremarkable, but had a good nature and a willing heart. She patted its neck.


“Now, Hazel, how about a quick trip across the meadows to pay Father a visit?” She raised her eyebrows at Dafydd as she spoke to the animal, not asking his permission, but seeking his agreement.


“Right you are, Mistress Megan,” he said with a nod as he set about tightening girths.


“Huw! Brychan! Come, now, boys. It is time to leave,” she called to her charges, who ran to her, giggling, and climbed aboard their patiently waiting ponies.


In moments they were out of the shade of the woods and under the strong summer sun. Megan let Hazel plod slowly across the fields, both of them savoring the warmth and peace of the moment. Now she could see Penlan, the low white farmhouse that had been her childhood home. The sound of ax on wood echoed around them, and she could soon make out her father in the yard, chopping and stacking fuel for the coming winter. As if sensing her approach, he stopped his work and raised a hand to shield his eyes from the sun, as he looked toward the meadows. Megan waved, and the boys kicked their ponies into bumpy trots.


“Well, well, well, who are these two fine knights I see charging toward me? Why, it is young Master Brychan and Master Huw!” Twm laughed as the boys came to untidy halts beside him. “I feared for a moment I might be under attack.”


The children jumped down and hugged the old man, having grown close to him during their visits with Megan.


“Can we go and search for eggs, please, sir, can we?” asked Brychan, his younger brother clamoring behind him.


“You’d best ask Megan about that,” Twm told them.


Megan nodded.


“Go on then, run along,” said Twm. “But don’t go finding fleas’ nests and mice, mind, or you’ll have us all in trouble.”


As she watched him with the boys Megan thought how much he must have longed for a son of his own. It still warmed her heart that he had shown no disappointment at his only child being a girl, and that he had treated her with no less love and respect than he might have shown her brother, had she had one. Megan slipped lightly from the saddle and embraced her father. She was never more homesick than when he held her close and tight, as he had done for so many years, being all the family she had.


“Let’s look at you,” her father demanded, holding her at arm’s length again. “As I thought, paler and thinner than last time. Is Lord Geraint short of food this summer? I’ve a barn full of corn.”


“Which you would rather burn than give to anyone but your precious horses, Father.”


“True enough. Ah well, come inside and have a bowl of cawl at least. Will you join us, Dafydd?”


“Thank you, no, Twm. I shall stay with the horses.”


“As you will. Now, daughter, while you eat I shall tell you of my bay colt. You have never seen such a fine animal in your life,” he said as he led her indoors. “Though the silly creature tore his stifle on a briar. The wound is healing, but I fear the scar will be a bargaining point for a buyer come next spring. But I’ll wager you can work your magic on him for me.”


The thick walls of the old house kept the rooms wonderfully cool in the summer heat. Megan was always impressed at how clean and tidy her father kept his home, and a pot of cawl was always ready, hanging above the fire in the broad, low fireplace. He had had to be father and mother to her, and he had taken to his tasks with determination, seeking perfection in everything he did. Now, as an adult, she realized how hard her mother’s death had been for him, understood the enormity of his loss. The love that her parents had shared had been a beacon of light for her in a dark and dangerous world. She wondered if she would ever have the chance to find such a love herself. As her father talked excitedly about the latest young horse he had bred, Megan saw the years fall away from his face and the lingering sadness lift a little. She owed him everything—her resourcefulness, her skills as a horsewoman, her knowledge of medicinal herbs, as well as her undeniable stubbornness. Leaving him to take up her position at Castle Craig had been hard, but she had, in truth, had no choice in the matter. When Lord Geraint took an idea into his head it was not wise to go against him. It was he who, while inspecting a new courser one day at her father’s home, had seen Megan and suggested she would make a good nursemaid for his young sons. Lord Geraint was not only the most powerful noble for many miles, he was Twm’s landlord, and as such held great power over him. Twm had no sons to inherit the tenancy, but it was his wish, and Megan’s, that she be allowed to take it on, with her husband, should she be married by then. It was her dearest hope that she would one day be permitted to return to her true home and breed and train horses as her father had done. But she recognized this could only happen with their landlord’s goodwill, and she was worldly enough to see the precarious position in which her employer’s interest placed her. In the meanwhile, Twm paid his rent promptly and gave his landlord first pick of his best mounts, at a reduced price, naturally. Almost two years had passed since Megan had moved to Castle Craig. She had grown up quickly and had learned that her wits were all that stood between her and Lord Geraint’s baser desires.


As if the thought of the man had summoned him, the sound of approaching horses jolted Megan and her father from their precious moment together. Twm squinted out of the window.


“Riders. It is Lord Geraint.”


They hurried outside. The sunlight seemed harsh now, its glare illuminating Megan, leaving her no place to hide her awkwardness at being found visiting when she should be taking the children home.


Dafydd struggled to hold the horses and ponies as the entourage thundered into the little yard. Lord Geraint had been out hawking, and the mounts in his party were slick with sweat. They made a spectacular sight, a sudden carnival of color, jangling tack, and regal birds. He reined in his destrier a few feet from where Megan stood. He rode one of his favorites, Midnight, a colossal black stallion with arched neck and flowing mane. This was a mount built for speed and endurance, trained for sport and battle. It fidgeted as it stood, restless, ready to be off, listening for the slightest signal from its master. As it tossed its head foam from its mouth flecked Megan’s dress. She made no move to wipe it away but stayed still, waiting for Lord Geraint’s reaction to finding her there. He gazed down at her, a small smile playing on his lips, enjoying her discomfort. Even now, at his sport, he looked every inch the nobleman. His clothes were of the finest leather and wool. The saddle on which he sat so proudly and at ease would have taken a year to make and cost more than Megan’s father would earn in twice that time. The hawk on his gauntlet was one of a number kept for his amusement and trained to kill. He held out his arm and an aide took the bird from him. He shifted in his saddle, leaning back, reins in one hand, relaxed, taking no notice of the nervousness of his horse.


“Megan, I must say I am surprised to find you here. I understood you were taking my sons out riding. But then, you must have gained permission for your visit from Lady Rhiannon, am I right?”


Megan kept her voice level. “No, my Lord. That is, I did not think to ask for permission.”


“Oh. Is that so? Then you thought it of no account where you wandered with my children in your charge.”


“I would not have brought them here had I believed this to be in any way against their best interests, my Lord. We were passing on our return journey.”


“Indeed?” Lord Geraint dropped the reins and swung his leg forward, springing down from Midnight’s back with casual ease. He stepped forward until he was close enough to Megan for her to feel his breath on her face as he spoke. Although she was tall he loomed above her. She stood firm but lowered her eyes, not wishing to provoke him further.


“Have a care, my dear Megan. Liberties taken may one day have to be paid for,” he said. He placed a finger beneath her chin and tipped her face up. Now she looked at him, her defiance visible to no one else but clear to him.


Megan held her breath, letting the silence between them be her only answer. At that moment the children came running from the barn.


“Father! Father!” they cried as they ran to him.


His harsh features softened as he smiled down at them and ruffled their hair. “Ahh, my little princes, what have you been about?”


“We’ve been searching for eggs, Father, look,” said little Huw, holding out his finds.


“And there are swallows nesting in the roof. I climbed up to see them,” said Brychan.


“Did you now? Such courage deserves a reward, wouldn’t you say?” With that he swung the boy onto his saddle and sprang up behind him. Brychan’s face lit up with pleasure and excitement. Huw backed away as his father’s horse began to prance.


“Don’t look so disapproving, Megan. A son may ride with his father, may he not?” And with that, one arm clutched around the boy, he wheeled his horse around, dug his spurs into its flanks, and galloped away, his men charging after him.


Megan looked down at Huw, whose scowl and brimming tears gave away his hurt and jealousy. This was not the first time he had been overlooked by his father. Megan was certain the favoritism shown for his older brother would one day cause a serious rift between the boys.
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