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The golden sliver of waning moon, almost in its dark phase, rose and set quickly. On the roof of the mediaeval tower stood a figure, alone and silent. She breathed deeply of the pure elixir that blew in from the sea and away to the hills beyond. The morning star dimmed further in the clear sky and Leveret closed her eyes, deep in reverie. The sounds of the Hall awakening, the cows lowing in the distance, the birds leaving their roosts to herald the dawn – all noise started to recede. In her mind’s eye she saw a cleft between rocks, an entrance to another realm, and she stooped to enter.


Inside it was dark and dry and Leveret felt entombed. She reached out to touch the walls but the cave ballooned from the narrow entrance and she grasped only air. She could see nothing at all in the blackness, yet she was overwhelmed with a terrible sadness, sadness so powerful and so deep that everything else was stifled. A tiny light flickered up ahead, and shadows began to dance as the sound of sobbing filled the air. Suddenly she felt trapped, buried alive, and she turned to escape the ancient stone chamber . . .


She was out, back on the roof again with the night dissolving around her and the birds singing their welcome to the Stonewylde dawn. Leveret wrapped her cloak tighter in the chill of the March half-light. She made her way back down the stone steps winding around the tower and, at ground level, slipped into the room that had been her sanctuary for the past seven weeks, since the disgrace at Imbolc. Today was Leveret’s last day of seclusion; at the Spring Equinox tomorrow, this cocoon must split open and she must emerge and face the world again.




1


The taxi pulled up at the great wrought iron gates and she sat for a moment in the car, craning her neck to squint up at their height. Ornate and impenetrable, they guarded the prize that was Stonewylde, tucked safely inside away from prying eyes and those who would loot and desecrate her.


She saw the camera up above swivel around and knew she was being watched by the Gatehouse. With a chuckle she paid off the driver and, slamming the car door, hauled a bright woven bag onto her shoulder. As the car pulled away in a puff of diesel fumes, she hoped that her invitation was still good or else she’d be stuck here in Dorset, in the middle of nowhere, with no means of getting back to the station.


A little later, entrance through the massive gates having been successfully negotiated, she paused on the long and winding track leading down from the Gatehouse. She’d refused the offer of transport even though the walk would take ages. She wanted to approach the Hall gradually, on her own two feet, and really savour the moment when the outcrop of chimneys finally came into view. Having dreamed of the place for so long, that first glimpse must be taken slowly, in her own time. So she’d declined a car and set off alone, her bag slung over her shoulder. Her vivid skirts swirled around her calves in the breeze and the sun glittered with morning gold.


After striding along for some distance she stepped off the tarmac and into an open field. The lush grass was spangled with early wildflowers, and with a cry of joy she kicked off her shoes to wriggle her bare toes in the warm softness. It was a perfect spring day with blue, blue skies and tiny clouds. A buzzard soared high overhead, his mewing and keening cries mingling with the shrill lark-song. She heard the refrain of Stonewylde all around, the sacred music of nature that thrummed with the vigour and vitality of spring, the hum of growing, the rush of the wind.


In the field beyond, she saw several brown shapes moving around rapidly and before she knew it they’d passed through the hedge and were heading her way. The hares came into closer view, their long, white-tipped ears laid back and their huge hind legs bunched for speed as they raced through the grass. Then one caught up with another and they tumbled together in a fast and furious fight, rearing onto their back legs to stand upright, their front paws lashing out at each other, punching and batting. She smiled at the sight of the boxing hares as the female, having fended off the unwanted attention of the male, sped away into the distance with the other hares in close pursuit.


Her sea-blue eyes scanned the landscape rolling and undulating before her in a never-ending panorama of curves and hollows. The acres and acres of woodland were still light brown in their winter guise, the buds not yet begun to swell. Green velvet pasture stretched away into the far distance, dotted with white bobbles of sheep and lambs. Ploughed fields like square patches of dark brown corduroy were hemmed neatly with hedges. She took all this in, absorbing the shapes and the colours, the textures and the tones.


And the air! She breathed hugely, lungful after lungful of clean, fragrant air that seeped into her bloodstream and raced around her body, bringing that special energy to every part of her being. She tossed back her mane of wild tawny-blonde hair and laughed again. The chuckle turned to a whoop of pure joy as it truly hit her – she was actually here, right now, in Stonewylde! She’d done it; breached the Boundary Walls. She’d wriggled past those who’d stop her and every one of her kind, and finally made it back into the stronghold. Tomorrow was the Spring Equinox, the festival of the goddess of fertility and her sacred hares, and here she was with her feet on Stonewylde soil and her lungs full of heady Dorset air.


Gazing around at the bright beauty that was Stonewylde in the spring, Rainbow slipped her feet back into their shoes and set off again down the track. She stopped almost immediately to rummage around in the depths of her bag. Pulling out her phone she peered at it, a grin spreading across her lovely face once more.


‘Still no signal!’ she said happily, switching off the device and tossing it back in. Stepping forward, she entered a tunnel of starry blackthorn and began to sing with sheer delight. The exile was finally over and she was back in the place she’d always loved best in the world.


‘You really do something with hares I’ve never seen afore,’ said Merewen, eyes narrowed as she gazed at Magpie’s finished creation. The great Stone Circle was alive with the creatures. After his wonderful idea at Imbolc, when he’d substituted a hare for the traditional arrow that flew from the bow of the crescent moon, Merewen had asked him to design the main pattern this Equinox. She’d expected to modify and improve whatever he came up with, but Magpie had created a design of leaping hares that took her breath away. He’d then drawn the template and every painter had copied the design onto each stone until the entire circle danced with his joyful hares.


Magpie was unable to answer but beamed his delight at her praise. His turquoise eyes sparkled, so very beautiful in their innocence and pleasure, and Merewen wondered again how such artistic talent had remained hidden for so many years. She’d even had the boy in a class up at the Hall School only last year – how had she missed it? But this was a different person from the filthy, dead-eyed creature who’d sat at the back of the Art Room sniffing and stinking in his own private hell. Magpie was a good-looking young man now, his rich golden hair glowing in the March sunlight and his strong, artist’s hand now stained only with paint. He was still a child, despite his man’s body and looks, but a happy and creative one who, unless Merewen was mistaken, had a truly tremendous gift.


‘I’m very proud of you, boy,’ she said gruffly, clapping him on the back. ‘Your hares are so good that I’d like you to come down to the Pottery soon and work on a new design with me – something for this year’s crockery. What do you think, David?’


The art teacher smiled, delighted that he’d been right to push Magpie forward. It was gratifying to know that his protégé found favour with Merewen, who was renowned for her blunt outspokenness and never gave praise lightly.


‘I think that’s an excellent idea,’ he replied. ‘Maybe after the Equinox is over? And of course, Rainbow will be here too. She’s arriving today, I believe.’


‘Ah yes, Rainbow!’ exclaimed Merewen. ‘Can’t wait to see the girl again! There was a time when ’twere she who was my most promising pupil. I was sad to see her go with all the other Hallfolk. The only one I was sad about, mind you.’


‘It’s wonderful that she’s been allowed back,’ said David. ‘I felt a little responsible and I was worried that—’


‘Aye, I heard ’twas you as started the egg rolling,’ said Merewen.


‘It was actually thanks to Rainbow that I heard of Stonewylde,’ said David. ‘I met her at an exhibition and greatly admired her work. She represented nature in a way I’d never seen done before. She told me a little about Stonewylde, where she’d grown up, and I was intrigued. I got in touch, hoping to visit. I was really lucky that Miranda had just decided to recruit another art teacher – one of those wonderful instances of serendipity.’


‘Aye, Rainbow’ll be pleased to see you here, I reckon. Mind you, I’m not sure what sort of a welcome she’ll get. Many folk are against her coming back to visit.’


David’s face clouded.


‘I really don’t understand why. I’ve heard something of the awful business with the previous magus, but it was long ago and Rainbow must’ve been so young at the time. How can people resent her returning? None of it was her fault, surely?’


Merewen bent stiffly to pick up some paint pots lying by a standing stone.


‘As an Outsider you’d never understand,’ she said briskly. ‘Feelings still run deep – she were Hallfolk and we were Villagers and many can’t put that aside, even today. But still – I for one am looking forward to seeing the maid. I’ve heard great things of her work.’


‘Oh yes, she’s so talented! At least Dawn will be pleased to see her, I’m sure. This was really all thanks to her persuading the Council of Elders.’ He turned to Magpie. ‘I want to pop down to the Village School and have a word with Dawn. When Merewen’s finished with you, can you go back to Marigold alone?’


Magpie nodded happily, staying by Merewen’s side as they did a final circuit of the huge arena, checking that every detail painted on the stones was right. The bright March sunshine poured into the ancient circle, quickening the hares and spring flowers that adorned every stone, and gilding the great goddess Eostre painted on the largest stone behind the Altar. The other painters were clearing up their pots and brushes, and Greenbough’s men had finished the bonfire-building and now swept all the stray twigs from the beaten earth floor.


At last the Stone Circle was clear and everyone had departed down the Long Walk, a good afternoon’s work done. Magpie loitered behind, free for once of David’s solicitous care. He crouched down with his back to one of the stones and simply gazed around. His wandering eyes took in everything: the stones, the bright paintings, the oak forest beyond, the blue sky and the shadows that moved across the arena as the small clouds raced in the breeze. He stared around in wonder, as a child might.


Leveret slipped between two massive stones into the Circle, coming up through the leafless oaks that fell away in a shallow descent on one side. Immediately she saw Magpie tucked into the base of a stone and her face lit up with a brilliant smile.


‘Magpie!’


She raced over and dropped down next to him, taking his paint stained hand in hers and rubbing it against her cheek. He grinned back and leaned into her, nearly toppling her over. Their friendship was undiminished, although they’d seen little of each other in the past few weeks despite both living up at the Hall.


‘I know these are your hares, Maggie,’ she said happily. ‘I recognise your style. They’re the best that’ve ever been painted in the Circle. You’re so clever!’


He squeezed her hand and they sat together in silence for a while, the sweet song of a robin filling the air. Then Leveret saw, in her mind’s eye, a rainbow. It was richly hued, spanning the hills of Stonewylde, and she felt Magpie’s confusion.


‘A rainbow? Oh, Rainbow! Yes, she’s a girl – woman now I suppose – who used to live here back in the old Magus’ days. She was banished along with all the other Hallfolk but they say she’s coming back soon for a stay. She’s a famous artist in the Outside World so I guess she’ll be interesting, and I’m sure she’ll love your work, Maggie. Anyway, have you been well lately? Is everything alright?’


He continued to hold her hand and Leveret sensed a succession of images: Magpie eating at the table in Marigold and Cherry’s cottage by the Hall, holding cutlery and using a napkin; Magpie lying in his own bed in the tiny bedroom with his clothes folded neatly in the drawers and his pictures pinned on every wall; Magpie digging manure into the trenched soil in the walled Kitchen Gardens; finally, Swift’s secretive face peering into the Art Room as Magpie stood painting a huge canvas. He squeezed Leveret’s hand then and she nodded.


‘I know – I’m still not sure about Swift. I’d try to steer clear of him if you can, Magpie. And remember what I told you – never, ever eat anything that he or Jay or my brothers give you. It might be poisonous and you’d be very ill. You understand?’


He nodded emphatically and she sighed, releasing his hand and getting to her feet.


‘I’d better go back now. Today’s my last day of solitude – I’ll be at the sunrise ceremony tomorrow and I’ll have to face the community again. I’ll look out for you, Magpie. And soon we must go to Mother Heggy’s cottage together – will you help me clear it up? Clip’s getting me a special new book and I’d love you to draw all the different plants for me. Would you do that?’


He nodded with a smile and Leveret thought for the hundredth time that whatever else had happened, the one good thing to come out of all the horrible events since Samhain was Magpie’s new life.


Bluebell and Celandine skipped along by their mother’s side as they left the Nursery in the centre of the Village, making their way across the cobbled area towards one of the lanes radiating out.


‘If Granny Maizie isn’t in, we’ll see if she’s up at the Hall,’ said Sylvie, nodding to people as they passed by.


‘Oh, I hope she has some honey biscuits in the pantry!’ shouted Bluebell, the iron tips in the heels of her little leather boots clattering on the stones. Her white-blonde curls cascaded out from beneath the bright blue felt hat and her cheeks glowed. ‘I love Granny Maizie’s honey biscuits. And her oat-jacks! And her rosehip drink! And—’


‘We get the idea, Blue,’ said Celandine evenly. ‘The whole Village doesn’t need to know. Mum, why are we visiting Granny now? What’s happened?’


Sylvie glanced down at her elder daughter, nearly seven years old and as perceptive as ever. The child’s deep grey eyes, exactly like her father’s, bored into her and forbade any platitudes.


‘I’m going to ask if we can stay with her for a bit,’ she answered quietly. ‘We can keep her company now she’s all alone in the cottage.’


‘I thought Auntie Leveret was just living with Grandfather Clip for a little while until she was well again,’ said Celandine. ‘Isn’t she going back to her cottage in the Village?’


‘Is Auntie Leveret still poorly?’ asked Bluebell, her hair tangling as she pulled off the hat.


‘No, I think she’s fine now,’ said Sylvie, ‘but she wants to stay in the tower. So, Granny—’


‘So poor Grandfather Clip won’t be lonely!’ cried Bluebell. ‘That’s good. He always looks so sad and his face is all grey and patterned. Auntie Leveret will cheer him up. I wish she could live with us though!’


‘But Granny Maizie will still be alone so we’ll keep her company?’ asked Celandine. ‘Is that it?’


‘Exactly,’ said Sylvie thankfully.


‘But what about Father?’ Bluebell said. ‘Then he’ll be all on his alone!’


‘He’ll have Harold,’ said Celandine drily. ‘Oh Mum, I do hope Granny Maizie says yes. I’d really love to live in the Village with all my friends!’


‘Yes, I always wanted to live in the Village too,’ said Sylvie wistfully. ‘It’s fifteen years since I came to Stonewylde, almost to the very day – it was just before the Spring Equinox when I arrived – and I wanted to be a Villager then. So if Granny Maizie says yes, this will be perfect.’


Maizie was at home, but took some persuading to agree to them moving in with her, even temporarily. She gave the little girls a drink and biscuits, then shooed them out of the cottage and down into the long garden to see the chickens.


‘I still think—’


‘Please, Mother Maizie. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important.’


Maizie shook her greying head and frowned at her daughter-in-law. Sylvie looked pale and drawn.


‘What does Yul say?’


‘I haven’t told him yet,’ Sylvie admitted. ‘But Maizie, please – I can’t spend another day in those apartments. It’s not just that I need a break from Yul – it’s the place too. I’ve never wanted to live in those rooms and the memories of Magus . . .’


‘Aye, but why now? You’ve lived there since you were handfasted – what . . . eight years ago?’


‘And I never wanted to live there! I said so from the start but you know how Yul always gets his own way! Honestly, I don’t want to sound disloyal but he’s awful at the moment. I simply can’t take it any longer!’


Her face crumpled and she started to cry silently, haunted by the memories of Yul’s increased drinking and aggression, and his regular insistence on her fulfilling her wifely duties. Maizie leaned over and hugged her, gazing sadly over her head at the white-washed wall that had once sported a nail and a dark, coiled whip. Her poor son – surely he deserved happiness? But she also knew that nobody loved Yul more than Sylvie and she wouldn’t be asking this lightly.


‘Right enough, you and the girls can come here for a while,’ she said. ‘But you must promise me it’s just for a stay, not forever. You and Yul . . .’


She stopped as sudden tears choked her throat too.


‘I know, I know,’ sobbed Sylvie, trying to pull herself together in case the girls burst back in. ‘Believe me, I want things to be right between us. But it’s been bad for a while now . . . right back since Samhain I think. He’s not my Yul any more. He’s a different man – cold and cruel – and I can’t bear to be with him when he’s like that.’


‘Dry your eyes,’ said Maizie gently, stroking Sylvie’s shoulder and feeling quite horrified at its angularity. ‘ ’Twill all work out in the end, that I do know. You and Yul were destined to be together – ’tis unthinkable for you to be apart for long. Nothing in this life runs smooth all the time and everything goes through darkness as well as brightness. By Beltane we’ll have it all better again between the two o’ you.’


‘I do hope so,’ Sylvie gulped, blowing her nose and brushing the tears from her eyes. ‘I can’t stand this – I just want my old Yul back again. And thank you, Mother Maizie. The girls will be so pleased – it’s been difficult for them too.’


That evening in the Dining Hall, all talk was of the newcomer to Stonewylde. Most of the youngsters had little or no recollection of Rainbow or any other Hallfolk; amongst the adults, feelings were divided about her return. Hardly anyone had actually seen her arrive. Alerted by the Gatehouse, Martin had been waiting and had shown her straight to the bedroom he’d allocated her. Hazel had then taken her down to the Village to Dawn’s cottage, next to the School House, and David had joined them for dinner. They were all still there, hence the excited speculation now in the Dining Hall.


‘I met her,’ said Swift quietly to some of the youngsters on his table.


‘So what was she like? What did she say?’


The girls in particular were agog for details. Swift flicked back his long straight fringe and shrugged.


‘She was okay, but not what I’d imagined. She just stared around her as if she couldn’t believe it all.’


‘What was she wearing?’


‘Was she really beautiful?’


‘Had she brought loads of paintings with her?’


The questions came thick and fast and Swift smiled, enjoying his moment of importance.


‘She’s pretty hot. She’s got wild blonde hair all over the place. She was wearing a long bright skirt and she had bare legs and arms and loads of jewellery. And she can’t have brought any paintings because she only had one bag. She can’t have many clothes, in fact, if that’s all she brought for three months.’


‘Is that how long she’s here for?’


Swift nodded.


‘How come you know so much?’


He smiled again and tapped the side of his nose.


Upstairs in their apartments, Yul and Sylvie glared at each other across the dinner table. The girls were in bed, finally asleep. They’d spent the evening in great excitement packing their knitted animals and rag dolls into a big wicker hamper, along with their books, pencils and paper.


‘You can’t do this.’


‘Yes I can. We’re going tomorrow morning after the ceremony.’


‘I won’t let you. I’ll speak to Mother.’


‘It’s too late – she’s agreed. We’ll be company for her now she’s all alone without Leveret.’


‘Nobody’s even asked me about Leveret.’


‘Why should they? It’s not up to you. Clip and Maizie have agreed between themselves that the best place for Leveret is with him, in the tower. She’ll be out of harm’s way there and he’s going to keep her really busy with her studies. Maizie’s happy not to have the worry of her and Clip’s happy to have a protégée. There’s no need for you to be involved, is there, Yul?’


He frowned and Sylvie resisted the urge to lean across the table and stroke the lines from his forehead. His face was lean and angular, his hair long and rather unkempt. He looked desperate, and so vulnerable. She steeled herself; this had happened before and she’d regret it when he turned off the vulnerability and bit her hand with a snarl.


‘Are you leaving me because of Rainbow?’


His voice had a different edge and Sylvie sighed and closed her eyes, shaking her head.


‘That’s it, isn’t it, Sylvie?’ His accusation sounded almost triumphant. ‘You’re annoyed because for once you’re not getting your own way and—’


‘For once? Yul, I never get my own way!’


‘So because Rainbow’s coming to stay for a few weeks to do some painting, you’re leaving me and taking the children away from their home.’


‘Oh for goodness’ sake! I’m not exactly leaving you and it’s certainly nothing to do with Rainbow.’


Yul stood up abruptly, making Sylvie jump. He abandoned the dinner table and took his glass and wine bottle over to the sofa. Sylvie loaded the dishes into the dumb waiter, realising with a jolt of pleasure that this would be the last time she’d do this for ages.


‘Why are you so against her coming back? What is it about Rainbow that bothers you?’


‘I don’t want to discuss it, Yul,’ she said wearily, closing the panel and pressing the button for the tray to descend. ‘We’ve talked about it too much already and I’m sick of the subject. You know I hated the idea of her coming back. Yet you deliberately went against my wishes in public at the Elders’ Meeting and humiliated me. Nothing we say now will make any difference.’


‘And this is your revenge – moving out and taking my girls away from me.’


‘No, it’s—’


‘It’s your way of humiliating me in return! What’s everyone going to say? The magus can’t even keep his own wife by his side? What sort of a husband is he that she has to go running off to his mother? How do you think it’ll make me feel?’


She looked down at him as he slumped in the sofa, glass in hand and his face mottled now with anger and self-pity.


‘I don’t know and to be honest, Yul, I don’t really care. You haven’t thought about my feelings much in the past few months and I need a break from you. I’m going to have a bath now and an early night. Don’t drink too much – remember it’s the sunrise ceremony tomorrow and you need to be on better form than you were at Imbolc and the Winter Solstice.’


‘Yeah, stick the knife in, why don’t you?’ he muttered to her retreating back, pouring himself another drink. He glared at the ruby liquid, tormenting himself with the image of Sylvie undressing and slipping into the foaming water. He sighed and tossed back the wine. If this was to be their last night together for a while, he’d better make the most of it.


Clip stared into the flames burning in the hearth. He should really be up at the Dolmen now, spending the night in vigil ready to greet the sunrise at the Equinox. He’d half planned to go up earlier this evening but in the end decided against it. He stretched his thin frame, curling his bony toes in their felt slippers and making all his joints crack. Clip was really feeling his years now and looked older than he should. His wispy silver hair, now straggling down his back, added to the illusion of an old wizard but in fact he was only in his fifties.


He sighed heavily and, pulling on his reading glasses, once again picked up the wad of papers recently arrived from his lawyer prior to their intended meeting later in spring. It was all so complicated and made his head ache. He scanned the pages of closely-typed legal jargon and yawned. It was important to get the handover of the estate right. His gaze wandered easily from the paper as his thoughts drifted back to Sylvie’s visit earlier on. She’d seemed jittery, but that was normal nowadays; even he could see that she was thinner and looking careworn. When she’d explained that she’d just seen Maizie and would be moving into the Village with the girls the next day, Clip had felt a strange sense of relief. He couldn’t understand why, but knowing she’d be out of the Hall had made him glad. He didn’t press her for an explanation although her stumbling excuse about wanting to keep Maizie company rang false to both of them.


‘Is Leveret really happy living here with you?’ she’d asked.


‘She is – and so am I,’ he’d replied. ‘The situation after Imbolc was impossible and I couldn’t let the poor child suffer any more. None of it was her fault, you know.’


She’d nodded at this and bowed her head.


‘There are things going on . . . I feel Leveret’s got caught up in it all through no fault of her own. It’s so good to know you’re caring for her, Clip. She’s a strange girl and I’ve never managed to get close to her, but . . .’


‘You should try!’ said Clip. ‘Really, Sylvie, she has a true heart beneath that difficult exterior.’


‘I realised that when Celandine and Bluebell took to her,’ said Sylvie. ‘But she’s never let me in. I did try just after Imbolc, when Yul was ranting and raving and Maizie was so upset and angry. I tried to tell her that I was on her side but she wouldn’t open up to me.’


‘I know,’ he said sadly. ‘She was in a bad way after what happened and she didn’t know whom she could trust. I’m just glad that Maizie agreed to let her stay here with me. If Yul had had his way . . .’


‘Don’t!’ she said with a shudder. ‘Thank Goddess you intervened and took her under your wing. And I’m so pleased you’ve decided to keep her here. Originally it was only to be until the Equinox, wasn’t it?’


‘To be honest, I’d always hoped to keep her with me until I leave this autumn,’ he replied. ‘But I didn’t say so at the time because I thought Maizie might baulk at that. She’s so ambivalent towards the girl – she obviously loves her very much but she won’t recognise Leveret’s innocence in all this business.’


‘I know Maizie’s been very hurt by what she sees as Leveret betraying her trust,’ said Sylvie. ‘But at least this way she knows Leveret’s being well cared for and she doesn’t have to worry for her welfare. We must try to reunite them at some point – the whole situation’s ridiculous.’


‘It’ll be good for Maizie to have you and the little ones living with her,’ said Clip. ‘It’s a splendid idea. Will Yul be staying in the cottage too?’


Sylvie’s face clouded. Her beautiful silver-grey eyes, darker ringed around the irises, met his.


‘No, Clip – not for the foreseeable future. I think you know that things aren’t good between us. I need to get away from here and think about it all.’


He’d nodded, not wishing to pry. And now, scanning the papers in his hand, he wondered about Sylvie and Yul’s future together. They’d always seemed destined for each other, such a perfect pair. But something had changed. Yul was driven nowadays, brusque and aggressive. He reminded Clip more and more of his late brother Sol, which must be hard for poor Sylvie to cope with. She bore the brunt of her husband’s mood-swings and ill-temper. Clip couldn’t begin to imagine how it must feel to be married and forced to put up with another person’s behaviour; in his opinion being single and celibate was one of the joys of being a shaman. He recalled the conversation he’d had about this very subject only recently.


‘Can I really never be married or have children?’ Leveret had asked as they warmed up a pot of soup over the fire in the Dolmen. Living with her made Clip pay more attention to the need for food, which he guessed was probably a good thing. Stomach pains were still the bane of his life.


‘It’s not so much that you can’t, as that you’ll be a better shaman if you don’t,’ he’d replied. ‘Having a partner and children takes an enormous amount of your time and energy, as well as your focus. You could of course have those things and go on to be a successful healer and seer – but I don’t think you’d ever really achieve your full potential as Wise Woman or Shaman. But don’t worry about it now, Leveret. You’re only just fifteen and those decisions needn’t be made yet.’


‘No, but if I’m to be single and childless for the whole of my life, I think I should get used to the idea now, before the normal expectations really take hold,’ she’d replied. And, as ever, Clip was struck by her wisdom.


Knowing that she was asleep downstairs in her room on the ground floor filled him with satisfaction. Clip relished the role of mentor and guide, especially as she was such a brilliant pupil. Hes thought of the workload he’d piled on her these last seven weeks since Imbolc. So many books, so much study, yet she’d kept up with it, reading and learning and – judging by her responses during their discussions – understanding and retaining everything she read.


Tomorrow, thought Clip, that must start to change as she had to reintegrate into Stonewylde society. He’d have a chat with Miranda, as head-teacher, and arrange for Leveret’s classes to be cut significantly in areas where they wasn’t vital. Miranda must understand the importance of what the girl was learning here in the tower and how this would benefit the whole community one day. And now the days would be getting appreciably longer and the weather warming up, Leveret must go out daily to learn more of the Goddess and her ever-changing robes. She must become a herbalist – a cunning woman – and begin to brew her remedies and treat minor ailments. Clip thought of Hazel – he must arrange for Leveret to spend time with her as well.


He gazed once more into the flames as they licked lovingly at the wood. Yes, he should be up in the Dolmen now, but more important was to be here in the tower whilst Leveret slept. Ever since Imbolc he’d been vigilant, fearing for her safety after she’d been fed poison by those who wished her harm. Clip knew there were evil forces at work in Stonewylde and until he fully understood them, he must guard his young ward as best he could. There were challenging times ahead but eventually all would be worth it. This was the year when he’d gain his freedom; the year when he’d finally escape the clutches of this place. Stonewylde had always clung to him like an unwanted and demanding wife; it was a marriage he’d never sought nor agreed to, but somehow he’d become firmly shackled. And now, at long last, he could hand over all the responsibility – the stewardship to Sylvie and the role of Shaman to Leveret. As for Yul . . . hopefully he’d come to his senses and help share his wife’s and his sister’s burdens. This time next year, Clip thought gleefully, he’d be free, roaming the world wherever his spirit took him.
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A crow flapped towards the oak woods beyond the Stone Circle, his bright eyes gazing down at the folk pouring into the arena. It was barely light with the sun not yet risen, and everyone was wrapped in warm cloaks and robes. By the Altar Stone stood the magus, bleary-eyed and pale, and beside him stood his tall, silver-haired wife in her green cloak. The crow circled and then landed on a standing stone in a flutter of black feathers.


More people swelled the crowds already there, murmuring quietly amongst themselves. At a nod from Yul, the drummers ranged around the perimeter began a low, insistent beat that bounced off the huge stones and filled the air. The atmosphere began to change, charging with energy that grew by the minute, amplifying throughout the vast circle and weaving in and around all the people. The amazing pattern of leaping hares painted above their heads on every stone, formed a carousel that seemed to spin with the sound until the hares were alive and dancing. The beautiful goddess of spring painted on the stone behind the altar, an egg in each hand, smiled down on the folk of Stonewylde as they stood, swaying and nodding to the ever growing beat. Hearts thudded in unison with the deep reverberation of the drums, feet tapped in time, heads bobbed and souls synchronised until everyone present became attuned to the common purpose of welcoming in the Spring Equinox.


A large group of singers stood near the entrance, their voices joined in harmonious chant – which raised the energy still further. Yul’s eyes scanned the crowds and he was glad he’d insisted that most of the chanting was now performed by a choir rather than remain his responsibility. They’d been practising since Imbolc and would now do this at every ceremony, leaving him only to contribute the odd verse or two. He hoped this would help him focus on what really mattered – the Green Magic.


Yul climbed up onto the Altar Stone, closed his eyes and concentrated hard. The drumbeats throbbed in and around him and the life force of the folk packed into the arena shimmered. He tried, with all his might, to call up the earth energy that snaked underneath the soft earth floor of the ancient Stone Circle. He remembered lying here paralysed that Samhain, unable to move an eyelash but able to summon the energy to him. And now . . . he felt a flicker, a glimmer, but it wasn’t enough. He knew with a sinking heart that at the moment of sunrise, when the force should gather like a great dragon and pour up through the Altar Stone into his human frame – it would be merely a small, insignificant pulse.


He opened his eyes and looked straight into the eyes of the crow, perched unmoving on top of the stone. Just at the moment when the drumming stopped and the singers fell silent, the corvid opened its black beak and let out a mighty ‘CAW’. People jumped and many made the sign of the pentangle; Yul scowled at the bird’s inconsiderate timing but wondered if Mother Heggy were sending him a message. He scanned the moving lake of faces before him and noted with annoyance that two figures were hurrying down the Long Walk, late for the ceremony. One tall and one small – Clip and Leveret. They stood right by the mouth of the circle and Yul saw them both noting the crow standing sentinel. Sylvie frowned up at him and he realised he’d missed his cue for the chant. He scowled again and cleared his throat. The light was growing by the second and as the words began to fall from his lips, the sun appeared in the gap between the two stones where it rose every Spring Equinox.


Yul saw the bright golden sliver above the skyline and his soul cried out to it, cried out to the Goddess beneath him, begged for the gift of Green Magic to once more bless him. He felt a dart of energy fly up from the great stone under his feet, piercing him in pallid imitation of the massive thrust he used to feel. But, nevertheless, tears of gratitude welled and Yul raised his hands towards the fast-rising sun, the words now tumbling in a torrent of praise. It wasn’t much – it wasn’t enough – but it was something at least. The Goddess hadn’t completely abandoned him.


During the communion part of the ceremony, when the Stonewylders came up to the Altar Stone to receive their cake and tot of mead, Yul decided not to share the little earth energy he’d been fortunate enough to receive. In the old days he’d been doused with magic and was happy to pass on a measure to each person in the community. But now, with so little for himself and certainly not enough to give everyone a taste, he realised his best course would be to store it within. He’d use it to put right some of the wrongs that beset Stonewylde.


The folk began to file up to the head of the circle where the tables were set up around the Altar Stone. One held the tiny cakes baked by Marigold and nowadays entirely free of the extra ingredients once added by Violet. The other was weighed down with casks of mead, again unlaced with the additives that used to bring an added dimension to the proceedings; this was now done only in the wicker dome at Samhain. Very young children were given fruit cordial and everyone present in the huge arena understood the significance of this communion; the fruits bestowed by the Goddess were shared by all. Over the years since Magus’ demise, Yul had enjoyed sharing his own special gift with everyone and they’d now grown to expect the brief touch of magic.


But today, as people young and old shuffled up to receive their cake and mead, Yul stood back from the Altar Stone and merely greeted them. Instead of reaching out to clasp their hands and release a measure of earth energy, he picked up the ceremonial staff standing by the horizontal stone. He jabbed one end firmly into the soil at his feet and held the other end with both hands, as if channelling the energy back down into the waiting ground. Folk looked surprised, quickly dropping their hands when they realised their magus wasn’t going to touch them. Sylvie’s eyes scanned Yul’s face when she saw what was happening and for an imperceptible moment their gazes met. Neither was fooled by the other’s neutral expression; both knew exactly what the other was thinking.


The communion had been going on for some time when a group approached the Altar Stone and one in their midst, still hooded against the chill, came forward. She took the cake and ate it, tossed back her thimble of mead and then moved up to where Yul stood, splendid in his green Spring Equinox robes. His headdress for this festival was a wicker wreath woven with dog mercury, primroses and violets. He stood as straight and handsome as ever, the magus of Stonewylde and leader of the community.


The cowled woman stood before him and stopped, dramatically throwing back her hood to reveal a tangle of dark blonde hair that cascaded down her back. Nobody behind in the great crowd could see her face – but Yul could. His eyes widened and lips parted and in his hands, the staff twitched. Then he smiled and although the renewed drums and singing drowned his voice, he mouthed ‘Welcome’ to the woman before him.


Rainbow’s beautiful sea-blue eyes met his and she gave a little bow. She stood still, holding up those behind her, and stared at him. Her gaze roamed over his face and missed nothing. She took in the hard planes of cheekbone and jaw, the strong nose and firm mouth. She noted the long hair, no different to when she’d last seen Yul as a sixteen year-old youth – a wild mass of dark curls that fell into his eyes. And the eyes; she remembered those so well. They were still deep and slanted, dark grey with long lashes. But now they were hard, no longer shining with hope and passion. There was something steely lurking behind them, something brittle and dulled. And Rainbow was surprised to see they were also somewhat bloodshot.


Sylvie stared at the woman who seemed to be transfixed by her husband. She felt her cheeks flush but Rainbow barely glanced her way. She’d always known Rainbow would be a beauty; the promise had been there in the thirteen year-old girl all those years ago. What she hadn’t expected was the energy that danced around the younger woman. She exuded an animal aura like a sleek big cat; contained, assured and ready to pounce. Rainbow moved her head deliberately and the angle between her neck and jaw was perfect. Slowly she raised her eyes to Yul’s, every beat counting. She twitched her beautifully curved lips into a cheeky grin that was both disarming and provocative. Rainbow radiated earthiness and an enveloping femaleness, and Sylvie felt every hackle in her body rise in antipathy.


Clip and Leveret, having arrived so late, were near the very end of the queue. Almost every other person had filed up to the Altar Stone and taken part in the sharing of cake and mead. Even the babies had their lips wetted with fruit juice in this ancient ritual that bound everyone together in an act of unity – giving thanks to the Goddess for the means of survival. Leveret had been nervous about attending the sunrise ceremony but it wasn’t the cause of their lateness. That lay in a hedge awaiting their return.


Leveret, like most other people present, was bundled up in a cloak over her festival tunic. She still had almost a year to go until her Rite of Adulthood, which included the presentation of her own ceremonial robes. Her cloak was plain, the ordinary homespun dyed a muddy green, and her tunic underneath was similar, although a brighter green as befitted the calendar. A vast supply of tunics for all the children at Stonewylde was held in the central store in the Village, and as each garment was out grown, it was returned and a larger size taken until adulthood was reached at sixteen. Leveret had realised that morning, as she pulled the linen tunic over her head and fastened the braided sash around her waist, that she’d had this same green tunic for at least a couple of years now. Clearly she’d stopped growing and would never be tall like Yul, Geoffrey or Gefrin. Gregory and Sweyn weren’t particularly tall and neither was Rosie, but Leveret was by far the smallest in size, with a slight frame that made her seem even younger than she was. She longed for stature such as Sylvie’s, which would have made her feel more powerful and a force to be reckoned with.


She shuffled forward with Clip close by her side, her old brown leather boots made in the traditional Stonewylde style scuffing the ground. She didn’t look around, reluctant to catch her mother’s eye or the attention of her brothers and Jay. She and Maizie were locked in a silent, resigned truce. No further accusations were hurled, but neither was there evidence of any affection between them. So be it, Leveret had decided grimly, when she understood how it was to be. Trust nobody other than Clip, and learn, learn, learn. That was her mantra as she endured the days and nights, gradually distancing herself from the terrible disgrace of Imbolc. She’d barely set foot in the Village since her move up to the Hall, breaking with tradition and not joining the menstruating women in the Great Barn on the previous Dark Moons. Today too was a Dark Moon, but as it fell on the Spring Equinox nobody could gather in the Barn for crafting work and gossip.


Leveret felt many eyes on her although most people were gazing in open amazement at Rainbow. She still stood near the Altar Stone, for the crowd inside the Circle had to circulate in order to take part in the communion. Rainbow, however, rather than facing the Altar Stone and the goddess Eostre, had chosen to stand facing the throng, thus giving everyone the chance to gawp. Leveret too stared at Rainbow, now she was close enough to see her clearly. The woman glowed with golden ripeness, like a perfect sun-warmed peach, and Leveret was fascinated. Clip, by her side, was also gazing at the newcomer and as they edged forward, the last in line to receive a little cake and sip of mead, he nodded to her. Her pretty face split into a massive smile and Leveret was reminded of the tiny sundew plants that grew in the marsh; they too reacted instinctively but uncaringly to any stimulus.


Leveret had noticed that Yul wasn’t bestowing the gift of Green Magic to anyone and was glad she wouldn’t have to put her hands in his. He was still glancing surreptitiously at Rainbow despite ostensibly greeting every communicant with a blessing, and then Leveret noticed Sylvie’s face. It had shrunk back into a mask of dislike, her white, white skin unnaturally taut and her cheekbones and the tip of her nose delicate but very pronounced. Sylvie’s strange eyes glittered in a way Leveret had never seen before. She looked like a silver snake and when her tongue darted out to moisten her white lips, the illusion was complete. Leveret shuddered and moved slightly closer to Clip.


They’d finally reached the table of cakes, almost empty now as Marigold knew the quantity required and didn’t waste resources on baking extras. Clip ushered Leveret in front of him and she took her morsel of cake in both hands. She bowed and bent her head to take it into her mouth as Clip next to her held out his cupped hands. Martin, presiding over the Goddess’ gifts, reached out to place a cake in Clip’s waiting hands. At that moment, the crow on top of the stone jumped down in a noisy flapping of feathers and wings and landed on the table between the two men. Both jerked back in surprise and the crow immediately jabbed forward to snatch the cake from Martin’s fingers. Its great black beak closed around the tiny golden cake and an eye swivelled to Clip. Hopping along the table it launched off, the prize still clasped in its beak, and then they saw its very strange tail. It had one long white feather amongst the mass of glossy black ones.


The crow’s theft caused a ripple of surprise amongst everyone close enough to witness it. Clip smiled amiably and held out his hands for another cake, whilst Martin cursed its ill manners. Leveret felt a strange prickling and held onto the table as the two men, the painted stones and the crumb-covered table began to tilt and sway. She swallowed hard, trying to hang on to consciousness, and looked up at the nearby stone where the crow had taken refuge. As it gobbled down the morsel, pecking at stray fragments, it sidled round so that once more the startling white feather was visible. And then, sitting beside the crow on the megalith, she saw the shadowy outline of a tiny woman with long white hair, dressed in tatters and rags. The strange creature smiled and nodded to her, calling across the gap between them in a silvery voice, ‘Leveret! Bright blessings, little one.’


‘Will she still be there, do you think?’ Leveret asked anxiously, as she and Clip hurried back along the Long Walk.


Everyone else was now making their way down to the Village for breakfast in the Great Barn. There’d be huge baskets of warm spiced buns awaiting them, their tops marked with a cross to denote the four fire festivals and the four seasons. There’d also be hard-boiled eggs with the shells dyed in pretty, natural hues, hunks of cheese and fresh milk. The Spring Equinox breakfast was always lovely, and Clip had thought this would be a good way of easing Leveret back into the community and in particular back into the Great Barn, the scene of her ignominy at the last festival.


After breakfast, the Village would be alive with activities: the display of exquisitely decorated eggs in hand-woven nests of spring flowers, the Spring Bonnet competition in which every child in the Nursery and Village School proudly took part, the drama and dance that the older children and young adults always presented, involving Eostre and her hares and the vanquishing of winter, and the men’s hurdle-making competition. The day was packed full of events and of course the dance was held in the evening in the Great Barn, after the sunset ceremony. Despite her reluctance, Clip had imagined himself and Leveret spending at least some of the day with the community.


However this was not to be. They hurried back up the lane branching off from the Long Walk, and then forked off again onto a quiet, overgrown path that bordered open fields. They’d come along this circuitous route earlier as Clip had hoped to avoid bumping into the crowds of people walking down from the Hall. He hadn’t wanted Leveret bolting back to the tower if anyone made an unpleasant comment.


‘We’re almost there,’ said Leveret quietly. ‘She crawled off to hide by that birch. I wonder if she’s still about?’


Clip stood back as Leveret carefully picked her way through the dense undergrowth of heavy, wet grass, old brambles and new shoots of greenery. She paused and stood completely still, staring intently into the tangle. Then she bent, pushing the clinging brambles aside, and reaching into a thicket, she pulled out a tiny brown bundle. Lifting a corner of her cloak, she gently wrapped up the creature and, cradling it against her stomach, picked her way back out of the vicious thorns that clung to her cloak.


‘She’s still alive!’ Leveret whispered, her green eyes shining with joy. ‘Look!’


Carefully she peeled back the protective wrapping of her cloak to reveal a tiny leveret, a mere ball of fluff and ears. She stroked the flecked, baby-soft fur as the little animal’s nose twitched in panic.


‘See, Clip – it is her hind leg that’s damaged. She seems to have lost half the paw.’


Leveret tried to examine the mess but the hare’s leg was dark with dried blood and she was obviously in distress. Covering her up again within the warm material of the cloak, Leveret gazed up at Clip.


‘We gave her the opportunity to disappear,’ she said quietly. ‘But she’s obviously injured and won’t survive in the wild. Even if her mother does return this evening to feed her, she wouldn’t stand a chance of reaching adulthood with an injury like that. And if it were a fox that did this to her paw, maybe he’s already finished off the mother?’


‘I’m sure you’re right,’ he said.


‘So we’ll have to take her home, won’t we? We can’t leave her here for a predator to find.’


Clip nodded, knowing that Leveret was longing to tend and heal the tiny creature. They walked back to the tower steadily so as not to jolt the hare, all thoughts of joining the celebrations in the Village now forgotten. Leveret’s head was teeming with how she should splint the leg if it were broken and which herbs would best speed the healing of the wound. Clip was wondering who to ask for some ewe’s milk. Both were very happy to have found the tiny thing before it met almost certain death. And both were conscious of the significance of finding a hare on today of all days; it was as if Eostre herself had sent one of her creatures to them.


Down in the Village, folk were sitting at long trestles in the Barn eating breakfast. Yul had invited Rainbow to sit with him and Sylvie, and Dawn and David had joined them. The noise in the enormous barn was loud as everyone tucked into their hot crossed buns and cracked the prettily coloured hard-boiled eggs. Pitchers of milk were passed around and the atmosphere was buzzing.


Rainbow bit hungrily into a spiced bun and her gaze roamed the building, from the high vaulted ceiling with its massive rafters to the well-worn stones that formed the smooth floor. The rough trestle tables and benches, all made by the Stonewylde carpenters, were a far cry from what she was accustomed to nowadays. Her eyes were as round as the pendants that hung around every adult’s neck. Every neck except her own.


‘We’re really looking forward to seeing your work,’ Yul was saying, trying to compensate for his wife’s lack of conversation.


‘I haven’t brought any with me,’ laughed Rainbow. ‘Most of my stuff’s pretty big – I like a large canvas.’


‘From what I’ve seen online, your paintings look very good.’


She smiled and laid her hand on his.


‘Thank you! And I can’t tell you how happy I am that your Council of Elders – or whatever it’s called – decided to let me come,’ she said. ‘I’m very grateful indeed.’


‘It wasn’t unanimous,’ said Yul a little awkwardly. ‘You may encounter some hostility and—’


‘Oh, don’t worry about that!’ she laughed again, tossing her tangle of hair. ‘I’m quite capable of dealing with any opposition.’


Sylvie was talking to someone across the table but all the time trying to hear what was being said.


‘What are you intending to work on first?’ asked David eagerly. ‘Have you brought materials?’


‘Only sketch pads and pencils,’ Rainbow replied. ‘When I’m ready I’ll have canvases and my paints and brushes sent down. I’m planning on spending the first week just roaming about and catching up with everything. There’s so much to see!’


‘You’ll find it all very different now,’ Sylvie said stiffly, leaning across Yul.


‘Yes, I can see that,’ said Rainbow. ‘And it’s been so long – over thirteen years. I keep expecting to bump into Magus around every corner.’


Sylvie was tight-lipped at this.


‘You’ll find that my husband is magus now and you won’t bump into him at every corner,’ she said.


‘We’d really like you to do some work with the children,’ said Dawn quickly. ‘As I said in my e-mails, David’s hoping to start a new project with—’


‘Good grief, I’m useless with children!’ Rainbow said with a throaty chuckle. ‘Don’t let me anywhere near kids – I can’t stand ’em.’


Dawn frowned at this but David smiled encouragingly.


‘You’ll be great with them, Rainbow. And there’s one I especially want you to meet. I think the boy is destined to be a great artist and I’d like your opinion.’


‘Sure,’ said Rainbow. ‘But my real hope for this visit is to get a lot of sketching done and to start work on a series. I want to do an entire exhibition with the elements as the theme, and that’s just for starters. And I also want to catch ordinary Villagers going about their business, dressed in their quaint clothes and practising their crafts.’


‘We don’t call anyone “Villager” any more,’ said Yul sharply. ‘That’s all finished now.’


‘So what are they called then, all these people?’ She looked around artlessly. ‘Have you promoted everyone to Hallfolk?’


‘We’re all the folk of Stonewylde,’ said Sylvie, her heart thumping with annoyance. ‘As I said, I think you’ll find many things very different now. And you’d better be on your best behaviour too, because if there’s any trouble you’ll be asked to leave immediately.’


Rainbow leaned over and her blue gaze raked Sylvie’s flushed face. Her eyes were wide with innocence but her lip curled derisively.


‘Well, I’d be very grateful if you’d take me under your wing, Sylvie, and make sure I stay on the straight and narrow path. You know I always was a bad girl and trouble is what I do best.’


She scanned their affronted faces and threw back her head, roaring with laughter.


‘Oh come on – I’m only joking! This is the festival of spring – when are we going to start having some fun? Since when did Stonewylde become so deadly serious?’


‘Where’s our little Harebrain today?’ asked Gefrin later on, as he stood out on the Village Green with a tankard of cider in his hand. ‘I thought Mother said she’d be coming down to the Village today?’


Sweyn shrugged. ‘She were at the Stone Circle this morning but I ain’t seen her since. Clip’s got her well and truly guarded.’


‘At least we don’t have to put up with her any more,’ said Gefrin, ‘and she’s not upsetting Mother.’ He was busy watching a group of girls hanging around by the duck pond.


‘Yeah, but she never did get her comeuppance after what she did at Imbolc,’ growled Sweyn, his red face as belligerent as ever. ‘We ain’t letting her off the hook just ‘cos Clip’s keeping her under lock and key. We told her we’d get her and we will. Imbolc was just the start of it. And where’s Jay today?’


‘He went off to get the crones,’ said Gefrin. ‘He’s got to help ’em down the lane. They want to join in the feast again like they did at Imbolc.’


Sweyn chuckled at the memory. ‘Yeah, do you remember it? That were such a good day, especially when Yul asked us to take Lev off for a walk and get her to drink something! I’ll never forget that. Pity she’s not about today.’


‘Maybe she’ll come down later,’ said Gefrin, nodding across at the girls who were staring his way. They burst into loud peals of laughter at this and he blushed scarlet. ‘Do you think Meadowsweet likes me?’


‘I don’t know!’ said Sweyn. ‘She’s as daft as the lot of ’em. What are they laughing about? Is it me?’


‘No,’ said Gefrin glumly. ‘I think it’s me. I don’t understand. At the farm she’s as nice as pie to me. It’s all “Ooh Gefrin, this” and “Gefrin, that”. She’s always coming out to find me and talk to me. But now, when all her mates are with her . . .’


‘Who cares?’ said Sweyn gruffly. ‘They’re all bloody stupid, the whole herd.’


‘Not Meadowsweet!’ said Gefrin. ‘She’s alright. I just wish they’d stop laughing at me.’


Later in the day, Martin stood in a corner of the Barn, his arms folded, surveying the scene. He’d always been a dour man, not given to smiles or softness, but lately he’d become even more grim. The ceremony in the Stone Circle last Samhain had been the start of a new regime, a turning point in the recent sorry history of Stonewylde. Since then things hadn’t moved fast enough for his liking, but he recognised that changes were afoot and had been ever since that wild, terrifying night when he and the others had dared to meddle with the Otherworld.


Martin was a patient man and had bided his time. But this year would see the end of the travesty that Stonewylde had become. This year, the rightful leaders would take their place again and the dark-haired bastard-brat would be out, along with his shrew of a wife and her bossy ginger mother. Order would be restored, and Stonewylde would once again enter a golden age. Martin knew the part he must play in all this and relished it.


His slate-grey eyes darted about, missing nothing. There was Yul storming around and upsetting folk, in another of his foul tempers again. But Martin knew why and he chuckled to himself, his bitter mouth twisting with mirth. He had personally assisted the bitch-wife and her spawn in moving their things down to the Village, despite her protestations. He’d ordered the horse and cart from the stables and made a big show of getting youngsters to help carry downstairs the wicker baskets of children’s toys and woven bags of clothes and shoes. If she’d hoped to sneak out quietly with her tail between her legs, he’d ruined that plan. Thanks to him, everyone had seen what she was up to – leaving her husband. And now she was out of his master’s beautiful rooms that she’d destroyed with her stupid remodelling and redecorating, and down to the Village where she belonged. Or rather, didn’t belong, because if Martin had his way she’d be out of Stonewylde in a flash. And those who rightfully should be in charge would finally take the reins.


Martin’s face twisted further as he thought of the years of misrule they’d all had to endure. But not for much longer! As he thought this, he noticed his mother, aunt and cousin arriving in the Great Barn, accompanied by Jay. Where was Swift? He should be helping his grandmother too – no need for Jay to get all the perks that came with being favoured by Violet and Vetchling. For all his cleverness, Swift was getting a bit too high and mighty lately, Martin thought with a frown. In the old days he’d have given his son the strap and sorted him out in time-honoured fashion. That was all youngsters needed to bring them back to heel. But of course that sort of natural behaviour – a parent disciplining his child as he saw fit – was banned, thanks to Yul. And that was one of a very long list of reasons why Martin would be over the moon to see the end of the upstart’s regime, and the start of the bright new era at Stonewylde.
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Yul surveyed his little girls gravely. They sat together at the large scrubbed pine table in the parlour of the cottage where he’d grown up. Maizie and Sylvie were out and he had them to himself. The girls’ pencils and paper were spread out, Maizie’s tiny jar of violets pushed to one side.


‘So you don’t want to come back home to the Hall?’ he asked.


Bluebell continued to draw her picture, tongue peeping from between her lips, whilst Celandine paused to regard him. Her deep grey eyes seemed to bore into him and suddenly he felt unworthy, wrong to try to manipulate his children like this.


‘I’m sorry, Father,’ she replied. ‘You need to talk to Mummy about that, not us. But please don’t worry because we’re really enjoying staying here in the Village.’


He nodded, the lump in his throat making his eyes prickle.


‘Are you alright, Father?’ asked Bluebell. ‘You must be a bit lonely and small in those big rooms. Are you scared?’


‘Scared? Why would I be scared?’


Bluebell shrugged and continued drawing a faerie emerging from a flower.


‘ ’Cos I was scared there. That’s why I had my nightmares and screaming. But I don’t get it here, in Granny Maizie’s cottage. It’s safe here and nobody creeps about at night-time.’


Yul frowned at her.


‘We’re very busy here,’ added Celandine. ‘We have to do lots of jobs for Granny and it’s just like when you and Auntie Rosie and Auntie Leveret and all the uncles were little.’


Yul smiled at this, just a little bitterly. Bluebell looked up and caught his eye. She carefully put down her pencil and, climbing down from the old chair, trotted round to be pulled up onto his lap. He buried his face in her curls and fought back the tears. He missed them so very much. Having spent so little time with them over the past few months, he’d never imagined it would be as painful as this.


‘I miss you too, Father,’ said Bluebell. ‘Why don’t you come and stay here as well? Then we could all be together.’


‘I want us all to live together at the Hall in our rooms,’ said Yul. ‘That’s our home, not here.’


Celandine looked at him steadily.


‘I don’t think Mummy feels that,’ she said. ‘She’s been sleeping better here, and she’s so busy and much happier. She weaves cloth every night and does knitting and quilting, and Granny’s teaching her how to cook. She really loves it.’


‘Yes, and we’re in charge of all the chickens!’ cried Bluebell. ‘And we have to feed them and do the water and collect the eggs and tuck them in their bed at night-time nice and safe so the foxes don’t get ’em!’


‘We do lots more than that,’ said Celandine. ‘I’m learning to weave at the loom too, and Granny’s teaching us all how to knit, even Blue. And we sweep the floor and bring in logs for the range and the fire.’


‘And make our own beds! And we have to go to the Bath House for a proper bath but not every day ‘cos we can just have a bowl of water and a cloth to wash here, Granny said. And guess what, Father – we all have to use a potty at night time if we need a wee!’


Celandine nodded at this.


‘I don’t really like the baths in the Bath House,’ she said. ‘They’re not that clean and private. But if we’re going to live in the Village we need to get used to it. The toilet in the garden isn’t so bad, as it’s like the one at Nursery. I don’t mind throwing sawdust down the hole. And I don’t mind not having lights here either. It’s really cosy with the candles and oil lamps.’


‘And if we’re shivery cold we just put on another woolly like Granny told us to!’ said Bluebell. She turned in Yul’s arms and took his face in her chubby little hands, gazing intently into his eyes. ‘But I miss you, Father, and I wish you were here too. Then it’d all be perfect for me.’


Clip left the tower through the door on the ground floor that led into the mediaeval part of the Hall. The silver-blue robes hung off his scarecrow frame as he strode through the Galleried Hall. His soft boots were silent on the ancient flagstones and he paused, gazing up at the gallery that ran along one side of the vaulted hall. Above his head, the carved Green Men and triple hare motifs went unnoticed as he remembered the time all those years ago when he and Miranda had announced to the world that it was he who’d fathered Sylvie. He’d never, as long as he lived, forget that moment of supreme joy as he saw his brother Sol’s face turn dangerously white. All Sol’s plans had come crashing down at that moment, whilst Sylvie’s and Yul’s lives had, in the space of those couple of minutes, soared from the depths of despair to the pinnacle of hope. Clip’s lined face creased into a small smile at the memory and he shook his wispy white head ruefully. The emotion in this hall had been super-charged that day; he hoped there’d never be a repeat of that dreadful intensity.


Although not at quite the same level of passion, the Galleried Hall had seen many a struggle since then. He thought back to the last two Council meetings, held near the Moon Fullnesses of February and March, when things had become very heated. First there were all the terrible recriminations following the disastrous Imbolc. Maizie had been torn between anger and humiliation in equal measures, and Yul had made everything much worse with all the accusations and reproach aimed at Sylvie. Clip had been forced to intervene as his daughter was subjected to Yul’s cruel bullying. Martin had added fuel to the fire throughout the whole meeting, making pointed remarks about the fact that it was Yul’s sister who’d failed in her role as the Bright Maiden and who’d ruined the event for the entire community. He’d also brought up the issue about the computer network crash and Harold’s failure to avert a crisis that had caused Stonewylde.com to disappear for the foreseeable future. Martin just wouldn’t let it drop, and, as Yul’s temper had risen, Clip had wondered what exactly was going on.


Then, at the last meeting barely three weeks ago, Yul had announced that Rainbow had been invited to spend the next few months at Stonewylde. At that point Sylvie had almost walked out of the meeting and Clip had been obliged to exercise his utmost skills in diplomacy to diffuse the situation. Again, Yul had launched an attack on Sylvie for her reluctance to allow Rainbow back into Stonewylde. When she’d dared to stand up to him and fight back, he’d hinted that her sanity was in question. Clip had been furious and had taken the unprecedented step of reprimanding Yul in full view of the whole Council, which had caused even more unpleasantness. He hated the politics and manipulations that riddled Stonewylde at present, and it was from all this that he longed to escape. If he were to leave by Samhain of this year as promised, he now had only seven months left. He was torn between euphoria and guilt at the prospect.


Clip left the ancient Galleried Hall and strode through the corridors and passages until he came to one of the wings at the back of the vast complex that was the Hall. The nurse he bumped into directed him to where Hazel sat, with a group of patients, in a bright and cheerful sitting room. All were busy with needlework or model-making, save one very elderly lady who was propped in a chair snoozing by the window. Hazel looked up from her conversation as Clip appeared in the doorway.


Soon they were drinking tea together in Hazel’s office, and Clip felt at ease. He liked this woman; one of the original Hallfolk, she too had been enamoured with his brother, but it was Hazel who’d first recognised something in Sylvie and had brought her and Miranda to Stonewylde. She’d been an excellent doctor over the years and worked so hard. She’d managed somehow to integrate her up-to-date medical practice with the traditions of Stonewylde, and not upset too many people in the process.


‘It’s about Leveret,’ he began, his silver-grey eyes twinkling at her.


‘Is she in more trouble?’ asked Hazel. ‘I thought she was now tucked firmly under your wing.’


Clip chuckled at this.


‘Very firmly. But there are two things I’d like to ask you to do for the girl, and you know I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t important.’


‘Absolutely,’ said Hazel, thinking how Clip looked rather haggard and wondering how to persuade him to have a check-up. He always managed to avoid the annual Stonewylde health-check that everyone else had. She respected Clip and had always sympathised with him in his predicament; he clearly had no wish to lead Stonewylde but battled to fulfil his duty.


‘I’d like her to be allowed to come in and sit with the elderly patients and residents from time to time, and talk to them about their herbal knowledge,’ he said, sipping his tea. ‘Now you’ve had the go-ahead to start moving the more frail folk up to the Hall into their own special accommodation, I’d like her to record some of the old lore before it’s forgotten.’


Hazel nodded at this, her blonde bobbed hair brushing the stethoscope around her neck. She knew that Clip had supported her idea to introduce a geriatric wing at the Hall in a bid to provide better care for the elderly, and also to free up cottages in the Village where space was at a premium. Many of the Council of Elders had strongly opposed the idea. It went completely against long-standing Stonewylde principles of living and eventually dying in your own cottage with your family caring for you until the end. Hazel knew too that the scheme would meet with a great deal of opposition amongst the old folk themselves, many of whom still thought of the Hall as somewhere out of their domain.


‘Good idea, Clip, and the old folk will love it I’m sure. One of the things I’m concerned about is that they’ll lose touch with the lifeblood of Stonewylde and feel themselves packed away up here. I want there to be lots of interaction between the elderly living here and the Village. Having our youngsters sit and chat with them regularly is a brilliant idea and I’ll set that in motion from the start. I have no objection to there being another agenda in this case!’


Clip smiled at her and she thought again just how thin and almost desiccated his face had become.


‘Forgive me, Clip, but I know you missed your check-up again. How are you feeling nowadays? If you’re to leave us later this year we need to make sure you’re completely fit and healthy, don’t we?’


‘Don’t worry, I’m as fit as a fighting cock . . . or a flea, or whatever the expression is,’ he said blithely. ‘And the other thing please, Hazel, is each week I’d like you to give an hour of your time – or more if you could – to teaching Leveret. No,’ he said as she started to speak, ‘this is nothing to do with what Miranda or Maizie or anyone else who controls the child’s life wants for her. Please, Hazel, you must trust me in this.’


Hazel looked into his kindly, careworn face and nodded, having complete faith in him.


‘Leveret is destined to become our Shaman, our Wise Woman and our healer,’ he continued. ‘It’s a huge responsibility and she’s so very young and so very powerless. There are a number of forces at work against her which manifest themselves in many ways – not least through her own mother. I’m talking deep Stonewylde magic here, Hazel. Do you understand?’


Again Hazel nodded.


‘I remember,’ she said slowly, ‘when I first realised how hoodwinked I’d been by Magus, and how Sylvie was in such danger from him. I remember too that incredible sense of destiny that surrounded Yul and his plans to fulfil the old prophecy. Is that the sort of level we’re talking about here?’


‘Exactly so. Leveret needs support if she’s going to win through and fulfil her destiny. She needs a sound medical knowledge as well as all the herbal and folklore remedies, and her magical understanding. She needs—’


‘Yes, Maizie spoke to me a while ago about this. She’s very keen for Leveret to become a doctor and she spoke of the girl’s tremendous healing gifts.’


Clip took Hazel’s hands between his and looked into her pretty brown eyes.


‘Hazel, she’ll never become a doctor, despite Maizie’s dreams. Leveret can’t leave Stonewylde and she’d never survive in the Outside World for all those years of study and training. She’s under my tutelage at the moment and she’s like a sponge, absorbing everything I’m putting her way. But what she really needs is to learn some of the underpinning principles of modern medicine. She’ll never learn enough to become a doctor like you, but if you could teach her the very basics then she’ll be better placed as a traditional healer at Stonewylde.’


Hazel squeezed his bony hands and gave him a warm smile.


‘I’d be honoured to teach Leveret,’ she said. ‘She’s a special girl and someone who’s long been misunderstood. I’d be glad to help.’


‘Thank you, Hazel. And I know you’re busy, but just one more question. It’s about what was said at the last Council meeting. Yul’s wrong, isn’t he? Sylvie isn’t losing her sanity again?’


Hazel grimaced as she gathered their cups and stood up.


‘It’s Yul I’m concerned about, not Sylvie. She’s fine, but he seems to have lost his reason. There’s a look in his eyes sometimes . . . I know he’s like his father, but there are moments when I feel almost as if I’m dealing with the man himself again.’


Magpie trailed behind Leveret along an overgrown path by the stream. The sun shone down on them as they wandered under the bare branches of the trees, the buds still tight. A robin sang gloriously and Leveret paused, listening to the music. A smile spread across Magpie’s face at the jubilant notes pouring from the small bird’s throat. He pulled a sketchbook and soft pencil from his canvas bag and within a couple of minutes had created a vivacious little robin on the white page. Something about the angle of the bird’s head and his open beak conveyed the intensity and beauty of his song even though he was simply marks on paper.


They continued for a while, Leveret with her wicker basket and Mother Heggy’s gathering knife, and Magpie with his sketch book and pencil. Yellow celandine stars twinkled amongst the brilliant white wood anemones covering the damp leaf-mould underfoot. All around them the world was unfurling into spring.


‘We’re going to harvest some comfrey,’ said Leveret to Magpie. ‘I know it grows at the Hall but I want to gather some from up here, where it feels wild and free. It’s to heal the hare, you see.’


Magpie nodded at this, having seen the wound.


‘She’s doing very well,’ continued Leveret, ‘and luckily she doesn’t seem to have any broken bones. But it’s a horrible wound and although I keep cleaning it with distilled witch hazel, I really want to put a nice poultice of comfrey on it. And I’d like to make some ointment too. Look, Magpie, I’ll show you comfrey – I’m not sure if you remember it.’


She pulled a small battered book from the basket and flicked through the pages.


‘Here – this one,’ she said, pointing to the plant in question. ‘Remember it in the Kitchen Garden? We really must do some work on the herb garden this spring. Clip has said he wants me to spend time in there cultivating, and you and I can do that together, can’t we?’


He nodded happily.


‘I’m sure there’s a big patch of comfrey along here; I remember it from last year. Both the creamy white one and the lovely mauve-pink one too, I seem to recall. Comfrey’s a great healer of wounds and makes the flesh knit together well. That will help our little hare, won’t it?’


Since discovering the leveret at the Spring Equinox, Leveret had devoted herself to ensuring the tiny creature survived. She was kept warm and safe in Leveret’s room in a nest of hay, with regular feeds of ewe’s milk. Her damaged paw had been thoroughly cleaned and tended, but Leveret wasn’t happy with the healing process and wanted to speed it up. The tiny bundle of soft fur no longer trembled but greedily guzzled at the milk she provided and sat contentedly in her lap whilst she read.


They came to the place she’d remembered and sure enough, there was a fine crop of comfrey growing thickly. It was too early in the season for the plants to be in flower, but it was the large hairy leaves and the roots that Leveret wanted anyway. Whilst she gathered leaves and dug up some pale roots, Magpie sat on a fallen log with Clip’s old book of wildflowers and started drawing in his sketchbook.


‘There, that’s enough for now,’ said Leveret after a while. ‘We can always come back for more if we need to. I must dry some actually – there’s so much I must do. Have you drawn the comfrey, Magpie? But there aren’t any flowers yet, so – oh!’


She stared at the bold pencil strokes on the page, the drooping, pointed leaves with their down of fine hair. But what made her throat constrict in sudden excitement wasn’t the exquisite botanical accuracy of the drawing – it was the marks underneath it. Magpie had written “Comfrey”. She gulped and stared at him. His eyes danced as he smiled at her.


‘Magpie, you’ve written the word! Do you understand what you’ve done? You’ve copied it from the book, I know. But do you understand what that means?’


He simply gazed into her eyes and sighed.


‘Magpie, listen! This is really important. Do you understand? Those marks, that word . . .’


He pointed to the word he’d written, albeit a little clumsily as if the letters were part of a picture, and picked up a leaf from the basket.


‘Maggie, I think you do understand!’


Leveret was suddenly beside herself with joy and hugged him fiercely, spilling half her leaves on the ground. The implications started to dawn: the prospect of Magpie learning to read and write, even if he couldn’t speak, and what that could mean for his future.


‘Come on, Maggie, let’s get back to the tower so we can tell Clip! And Marigold and Cherry! Oh they’re going to be so proud of you! I need to get my poultice going for Hare, and as soon as that’s all bubbling away, we’re going to see just what you can do. I’m so excited I might burst!’


Sylvie looked slightly incongruous in her mother’s elegant little sitting room in the Tudor wing of the Hall. It was the weekend and there was no school today, so Miranda was still in her dressing gown and slippers. Sylvie was dressed like a Villager of old, a coarse linen skirt covering the tops of her traditional Stonewylde boots, a green knitted jacket over her plain blouse. She’d even arrived carrying a wicker basket. Rufus sat in his armchair engrossed in a book whilst his mother and sister chatted, his foot swinging repeatedly and kicking the table leg.


‘So where are my little grand-daughters?’ asked Miranda. ‘I miss them now they’re down in the Village all the time.’


‘Come down later and see them,’ said Sylvie. ‘I was going to bring them up with me but they’re playing with their friends on the Village Green and they didn’t want to come. It’s still such a novelty to be in the Village at the weekends when there’s no Nursery.’


Miranda surveyed her daughter carefully; at least Sylvie’s eyes were a little brighter now.


‘And you’re still enjoying being a Villager?’ she asked. ‘No problems living with Maizie in the cottage?’


Sylvie sighed heavily and met her mother’s eye.


‘You may recall, Mum, that I always wanted to be a Villager. Remember?’


Miranda nodded ruefully.


‘Yes, I should have listened to you! And it’s really okay with Maizie?’


‘It’s lovely. Obviously it’s all very different and it’s her home – I’m very aware of that. But the whole way of life is wonderful and I really love it. The busyness of it, the sense of purpose and achievement. And of course now I’m starting the student counselling up here, I’ll be really busy.’


‘Yes, Martin said the room we wanted for you is available now, although I must say he’s dragged his heels about it. He can be so very awkward at times. But it’s ready now – do have a look in a minute – and we can start to timetable some sessions for the older students to come in and have a chat with you.’


‘I’m really looking forward to that. Thanks for organising it all.’


‘My pleasure – it’s certainly much needed. I can’t understand why Yul was so against it anyway.’


Sylvie’s face darkened and she looked down at her hands.


‘He’s just being awkward too. I don’t know what’s wrong with them all. I just want to help and giving the students some careers advice isn’t going to exhaust me, despite his worries. But it’s more than that and we both know it.’


She glanced over to where Rufus sat, his bright red hair hanging over his eyes as he continued to read and kick. Miranda took the hint and nodded.


‘And the girls? They’re happy?’


‘Oh yes! Maizie’s working them quite hard really, considering they’re so young, but they love it. She says they need to learn all the things that Village children do. Celandine loves weaving and little Bluebell adores the chickens. And soon, we’re—’


‘I wish I lived in the Village too!’


They both stared at Rufus in astonishment. He’d stopped kicking and glared at them both from beneath the red fringe. His jaw was stubborn but Sylvie noticed his mouth quivered.


‘I don’t want to lose you both!’ laughed Miranda.


‘I’m not joking, Mum,’ he said gruffly. His voice was in the process of breaking and he had little control over it.


‘But that’s silly,’ she said. ‘You can’t live in the Village, darling. Who would you live with?’


‘Sylvie and the girls,’ he replied.


‘But they’re in Maizie’s cottage, and she’s no relation to you.’


‘It’s not fair!’ he squeaked. ‘I don’t want to be stuck here. I want to be a Villager too! Celandine and Bluebell are, so why can’t I?’


‘Come on, Rufus, you know—’


‘Actually, there may be the perfect solution to this,’ said Sylvie. ‘I understand your feelings, Rufus, really I do. Everyone else at Stonewylde is busy and you feel so idle. That’s how I’ve always felt. But even though you couldn’t move down there like we have – or not now, anyway – I know that Maizie is quite desperate for some male help.’


‘Is she?’ His deep brown eyes were hopeful.


‘Oh yes. She can’t do the heavy stuff like chopping the wood and fetching the water, nor the deep digging in her garden. She was only complaining about it yesterday, saying how she wished she still had a young man about the place. Gefrin and Sweyn both live up here and they won’t visit her every day to help. I’m sure she’d jump at the chance of having you down to help her out.’


‘But he’s not moving in there too!’ protested Miranda. ‘Really, I couldn’t—’


‘No, not move in, but he could come down at the weekends and maybe after school a couple of days a week? Honestly, Mum, it would do Rufus the world of good and I know Maizie would be so grateful. He wouldn’t have to sleep there or anything – just spend a few hours helping her out, and maybe have supper with us sometimes. And it would build up those muscles, wouldn’t it, Rufus?’


Their eyes met and he gave her a beautiful smile, his teeth very white in his freckly face.


‘Please, Mum! I want to help and it would be great to be in Yul’s old cottage as well – where he used to chop wood and stuff. Please?’


Miranda nodded slowly, seeing the merit of such an idea. She braced herself as he leapt up and almost knocked her out of her chair in a great hug.


Rainbow stood by the river bank watching the water rush by. She noticed the brilliant blue streak as a kingfisher darted downstream, and then saw it perch on a reed. She breathed deeply of the air, still very much aware of how precious it was. She wore her own long, brightly-coloured skirt with a pair of old Stonewylde boots and a linen smock that she’d found in the clothing store in the Village. She found it amusing that the prospect of wearing old Villager things should make her feel so happy. Her thick mane of hair had become even wilder since her arrival as she no longer bothered to tame it at all.


She accepted the mug of tea from Merewen who’d emerged from the Pottery, and together they sank down onto the bench on the riverbank. Merewen was covered in paint and her wiry hair sprang out around her face. She sipped her tea thoughtfully as they sat in companionable silence.


‘So David and Dawn have got it on?’ said Rainbow finally.


‘They’re walking together, if that’s what you mean,’ replied Merewen. ‘Seem suited to me, more or less. He’s an Outsider o’ course, but not a bad ‘un.’


‘He’s a nice guy, I believe,’ said Rainbow. ‘I don’t know him well but he seems to be making Dawn happy.’


‘Aye, she’s content. Shouldn’t wonder if they got handfasted.’


‘Really? How lovely!’


Merewen drained her cup and threw the dregs to the ground.


‘Come on, girl, there’s work to be done. I’m firing tomorrow and the kiln needs to be prepared.’


‘That was never part of the deal!’ laughed Rainbow, following the older woman into the ancient building. ‘I need to be out and about drawing. I want to see the children playing on the Green and I need to take some photos too.’


‘Photos? I thought you were an artist. Why d’you need photos? I never liked the things much, what I seen o’ them. Cold and flat, no life to ’em.’


Rainbow shrugged and picked up a bag containing her things.


‘Just something I promised. Give me a couple of hours, Merewen, and I’ll be back for some lunch and then I’ll help with the kiln. And I want you to show me how you mix your paints. You never did get round to that all those years ago.’


‘No, but I never realised you wouldn’t be stopping here,’ said Merewen. Her rather piercing eyes searched Rainbow’s face. ‘And I want to paint you, girl, afore you disappear from Stonewylde again.’


‘Disappear?’ laughed Rainbow. ‘Not if I have my way! I’m planning on staying if I can wangle it, or at least keep the gates open for regular visits. This is my idea of paradise.’


‘You’re not a force that Stonewylde needs,’ said Merewen slowly. The lines around her mouth deepened as she pursed her whiskery upper lip. She shook her grizzled head and sighed deeply. ‘I may be wrong, but I don’t think you’ll be here very long. So all the more reason to get on with it now, afore it’s too late.’


Rowan stood behind her daughter, seated at the dressing table, and rhythmically brushed the girl’s blonde hair with a pure bristle hairbrush. Faun studied herself carefully in the mirror, slightly turning her face this way and that whilst her mother brushed and brushed. Soon the thick pale tresses were crackling with life, swarming down the girl’s back and curling up on themselves at the end. Rowan’s eyes softened with pride.


‘There, one hundred strokes,’ she said, laying down the brush.


‘Are you going to do something with it or leave it loose?’ asked Faun.


‘Loose I think – we want her to see you and see pure Stonewylde, and of course recognise Magus’ darling daughter too,’ said Rowan.


She picked up the fine white blouse and started to dress her daughter as if she were a helpless child and not a tall and nubile teenager. Fastening the buttons for her whilst Faun stood impassively, Rowan then helped her into the filmy white skirt.


‘Are you sure this is the best outfit, Mother? It’s not very glamorous, is it?’


‘That’s the whole point, Faun. She’s probably used to glamour. What we’re going to impress her with is your pure, natural beauty and your Stonewylde roots.’


‘And she’ll really be interested in that?’ Faun was doubtful.


‘That’s what Dawn was saying the other evening. I went round to the Village School for the weekly meeting and she told me all about Rainbow and why she’s here. I knew some of it from the Council of Elders’ Meeting of course, but Dawn told me a lot more.’


They clumped down the stairs to the parlour where Rowan’s parents sat comfortably by the fire. Faun went across to the cupboard by the door to survey her choice of footwear, unsure what would come across as pure Stonewylde. All of it, she supposed, as she’d never had any clothes or shoes from the Outside World. Not yet, at least.


‘Definitely the boots,’ said Rowan. ‘ ’Tis what Stonewylde women wear in the winter and nothing else would look right. Pity though as you have lovely smooth legs and your feet are so pretty.’


Rowan’s mother looked up from her needlework.


‘You’re going across to the Barn then?’ she asked, not entirely approving of the mission. ‘Make sure you stay warm, Faun. That wind has a chilly edge to it.’


Faun rolled her eyes at this and she and Rowan exchanged a conspiratorial smile.


‘Mother, you know we’re going to find Rainbow and why we’re doing it,’ Rowan said.


‘Aye, but seems daft to me. O’ course I’d love to have a painting done of our Faun, right enough. Nobody at Stonewylde is as beautiful as our precious girl. But ’tis the other plan I don’t understand. Why would this Rainbow be so taken with our Faun as she’d want to—’


‘Oh Granny, do stop fussing!’ Faun was petulant, her deep brown eyes cold with irritation. ‘She’ll see me and want to paint me and then one day I’ll be famous. That’s all there is to it.’


‘That’s right! We know Rainbow’s looking for people to paint. She’s out and about looking for lovely things to sketch and interesting folk to draw. And our Faun is the loveliest thing here.’


Rowan pulled on her own boots and then tweaked at Faun’s waistband, tucking the blouse in more so it pulled tighter across her daughter’s breasts.


‘So ’tis natural her eyes will fall upon our girl and she’ll be smitten! And she’ll paint our Faun and put her in all the exhibitions she has up in London and somebody important will see our girl and realise that here, at last, they’ve found perfection. And she’ll go on to—’


‘Pah!’ said Rowan’s father, roused from his usual docility where the womenfolk were concerned. ‘ ’Tis a load o’ nonsense, Rowan, and you know it! And besides – do you really want our Faun to be taken away from us? Seems to me all that there film and TV stuff is a pile o’ horse-dung anyway, and I don’t want my granddaughter mixed up in any o’ that rubbish!’


Rowan wrapped Faun’s soft mallow-pink shawl around her shoulders, tight-lipped with exasperation, then pulled the girl’s hair free so it rippled in shining waves over her shoulders.


‘Neither of you old ‘uns has a clue!’ she said hotly. ‘I knew from the minute that Magus searched me out in the laundry fourteen years ago that one day, I’d achieve something great and special. I just knew it! And I done that – our Faun! And this now, ’tis our chance to push her forward at last and let her take the honour and praise that she deserves. She’s our Magus’ only daughter and she’s a goddess. Look at her! She should be in films and TV – ’tis her rightful due! You wouldn’t know as you don’t ever watch anything, but I know. And nobody will ever say our Faun didn’t achieve her potential ‘cos her mother never bothered to push her to the front!’
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Leveret entered the Village as dusk was falling. She carried a lantern to guide her home again later and was looking forward to the walk back. She enjoyed being out at night time with the owls calling and the foxes barking, though the bats were still in hibernation so no dark shapes flitted around as she walked briskly. She loved this freedom and thought how happy she was living with Clip, despite missing her mother. Every day was a kind of adventure for her, with books piled up by Clip for her to study, or a walk planned to look for certain plants, or a set of instructions to be carried out. She felt that Clip was enjoying teaching her as much as she enjoyed learning.


Luckily he’d overcome the head-teacher’s objections about her missing school, promising she wouldn’t neglect her coursework and would study everything she should under his supervision. Leveret knew from Clip’s expression that Miranda had been unhappy about the proposal, but there was little she could do in the face of Clip’s determination. Leveret was also delighted about visiting the old folk so she could take notes. She was really excited and they’d discussed the Book of Shadows she needed. Clip had ordered it from a little shop he knew in the backstreets of London where they made books by hand, along with a special fountain pen and ink. He’d also promised her a great batch of equipment; bottles, flasks, corks, pans and everything she was likely to need to make herbal remedies for the community.


During their discussion Leveret had decided to tell him about Mother Heggy’s cottage. Much as she loved living with Clip in the tower, she knew that it was in the tumbledown cottage that the magic was strong. She’d always been drawn to the place ever since Yul had taken her there as a child and it was where she felt Mother Heggy’s presence the strongest. She knew that Clip would never permit her to live there alone but that wasn’t what she wanted, especially with the issue of her brothers and Jay still looming large. She wouldn’t be safe alone up there. But she wanted to use the cottage for preparing and making medicine. In the tower she’d train to be a shaman, and in the cottage she’d learn how to be the Wise Woman. However they’d been side-tracked by choosing her book and Leveret resolved to speak to Clip soon about tidying up and possibly renovating the cottage. The winter had been mild but even so, the roof was leaking and the door was loose, and the range would never light unless the chimney was swept properly first.


Leveret walked into the Village and glanced down the lane leading to her cottage. She imagined Sylvie and her little nieces sitting with Maizie around the fire and her heart wrenched slightly. But she pushed those feelings aside and marched past the Jack in the Green and the merriment that spilled from its open door. She glanced into the Barn and saw it was as busy as ever, with groups of people her own age and younger engaged in activities or just sitting around chatting. She’d never been one to join in the craft and hobby groups in the evenings, preferring her own company or a good book. She wondered if her mother was in there but resisted the temptation to look inside properly; if Maizie were in there, what could they say to each other?


She continued on to the Village School and the cottage nestling against it like a shy child to its mother. Light glowed from the windows as she walked up the path, past the bright faces of the daffodils still visible in the fading daylight, and knocked on the front door. Dawn was surprised but gave her a welcoming smile and invited her in. Leveret was relieved that Dawn was alone and accepted a cup of rosehip tea. They sat in the comfy old armchairs by the fire and Leveret launched into the purpose of her visit.


‘Yesterday I discovered that Magpie understands about writing,’ she began.


‘Magpie?’ Dawn frowned. She hadn’t had any dealings with him for years as he’d left the Village School long ago. She recalled the filthy little boy sitting mutely in the classrooms, unable to listen or engage with anything. She’d always felt that they’d failed Magpie. She’d done her best but he’d been born during the baby boom and there’d been no extra time or resources for a child such as him. The staff in the Nursery had warned her she’d get nowhere with him, and he was kept off school so often that in the end she’d given up trying. She recalled guiltily how relieved she’d felt when he finally moved up to the Hall School.


‘Yes, Magpie!’ said Leveret sharply. ‘I know it’s unbelievable but really, he understands that the marks on a page represent a word. Which proves that he’s capable of learning to read and write.’


Dawn looked doubtful and Leveret scowled at her, even though she’d always liked Dawn. She remembered being taught by Dawn in the Village School and knew her to be both kind and patient. Leveret sighed.


‘It doesn’t matter if you believe me or not, but—’


‘No, I haven’t said that,’ interrupted Dawn. ‘Of course I remember poor Magpie as a youngster at school, and how he struggled with everything. I’ve also seen his almost miraculous transformation since he was taken out of his home and sent to live with Marigold and Cherry. I gather that was thanks to you?’


Leveret nodded, sipping her tea and studying Dawn carefully. Clip had told her she must learn to watch people, not leap in before she’d got their measure. A Wise Woman, he’d said, must bide her time, hold her tongue and allow others to reveal themselves. Leveret found this lesson a hard one to learn.


‘And David has told me about Magpie’s incredible artistic talent,’ continued Dawn, and Leveret realised that in her haste to get help for Magpie, she’d forgotten about that connection. It was now common knowledge that David and Dawn were walking together, even though they were a little old to be canoodling on the Village Green or in the maze up at the Hall.


‘That’s right,’ said Leveret.


‘And you think he’s capable of learning to read?’


‘Yes I do. He copied the word “Comfrey” yesterday from a wildflower book, when he was drawing the plant. I thought at first it was just copying, but he pointed to the plant and the word and honestly, Dawn, I really think he understood the link. Can you imagine the breakthrough for poor Magpie if he could learn to read and write? It wouldn’t matter that he was mute if—’


‘Hold on, Leveret!’ said Dawn with a smile. ‘We need to take it slowly. If that’s all true, then it’s really exciting. But we mustn’t pin too much on it at this stage. Tell me, why did you come to me rather than Miranda? Surely if he’s up at the Hall . . .’


Leveret’s face closed up at the mention of Miranda.


‘You’re used to teaching children to read and she’s not. You’ve got resources here for that sort of thing.’


‘Well, yes, but I don’t think—’


‘But anyway, I don’t want you to teach him, Dawn. I want to. But I’d like your advice and maybe some books or something that I could use?’


Dawn was happy to help and they went through to the School House to find some suitable early learning books. Children weren’t formally taught to read until they’d left the Nursery aged seven, though of course many learned long before then out of curiosity. Leveret couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t been able to read as Yul had taught her at a very early age, anxious to share his skills.


When they returned to the cottage, Dawn gave Leveret a potted lesson in how to teach reading, explaining about the double-pronged attack of sounding out the letters and recognising the whole word. Leveret became very excited at the prospect of opening up Magpie’s world, but Dawn urged caution.


‘Remember, decoding and encoding – or reading and writing if you prefer – are two completely separate skills. And with Magpie it’s further complicated by the fact that he can’t speak, so he can’t sound out words. Nor can you check if he’s read them correctly other than by picture matching. We have no idea of his conceptual abilities, so don’t rush him, Leveret. His brain’s obviously wired up differently from the norm and he may need a huge amount of patience.’


Leveret nodded; she’d spent all her life being patient with Magpie, giving him time and space to relax and express himself. If there was anyone in the world who could teach him to read and write, she knew it was her.


She stowed the books safely in her basket and was just thinking of leaving when they were interrupted. Rainbow came tumbling in from the dark, her hair like a ragged cape around her arms and her cheeks rosy from the night air.


‘Well!’ she exclaimed at the sight of Leveret. ‘I can guess who you are!’


Leveret scowled up at her, shaking her hair over her eyes to obscure her face. She hated being the centre of attention, but more than that, she hated being likened to Yul. She muttered something incoherent and tried to get her shawl from the peg, but Rainbow took her arm and dragged her back into the light.


‘Oh no, missy, I want a proper look at you.’ She turned Leveret this way and that, scanning the girl’s truculent face. ‘If Yul were a girl he’d be you. Except for the green eyes. What’s your name?’


‘Leveret.’


‘Ah yes, now I see. You’re living with Clip in his tower, I’ve heard? How strange. And how old are you? You’re tiny, but I don’t think you’re as young as you look.’


‘I’m fifteen. And I’m leaving now.’


But they persuaded her to stay a little longer as Rainbow was quite fascinated by Yul’s little sister.


‘You know, Leveret, somewhere at home I have a sketch book from when I used to live here. I did a drawing of Yul standing on the Altar Stone as the sun rose, and it really could be you. He must’ve been fifteen at the time too, the same as you are now. I’ll dig it out and show you when I next come to visit.’


‘What? You’re not leaving already?’ Dawn wailed. ‘You’ve only just got here, Rainbow, and after all the trouble I—’


‘Hell, no! I’m planning on staying for the summer at least, and maybe longer. We’ll see. Though I must find alternative accommodation – the room they’ve given me in the Hall is dreadful, all dark and poky and that miserable old git Martin won’t change it. Don’t suppose I could move in with you, Dawn?’


‘Well, you could,’ she said slowly, ‘but with David popping by most evenings . . .’


‘I’d be playing gooseberry!’ Rainbow laughed, and Leveret looked at her askance, having never heard the expression before. ‘How about your tower, Leveret? I bet the light’s wonderful on the top floor and you must have loads of room, just you and old Clip rattling around in there.’


‘I don’t think he’d want that,’ said Leveret stiffly. ‘You’re much too . . . noisy.’


Rainbow laughed again and sank back in the armchair with a groan of pleasure, wiggling her toes at the fire and stretching her arms luxuriously above her head. Leveret was quite mesmerised by her; she’d never seen anyone so naturally at ease and so overtly sensual. Rainbow was lithe and moved gracefully, and something about her made Leveret very wary.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ Rainbow said, sitting forward and throwing another log onto the fire. ‘I found somewhere perfect today that I want to make into my studio. It’s a hovel but with a bit of renovation it would be wonderful.’


Leveret’s heart started to thump in her chest.


‘Really?’ said Dawn. ‘I can’t think of anywhere in the Village that’s—’


‘No, it’s out of the Village on the path up towards the cliffs.’


‘Oh, you must mean old Mother Heggy’s place? Goddess, I wouldn’t want to go there! She was found dead in there, you know!’


‘Really? How intriguing – so it’s haunted as well. I wonder who I should ask about it?’


‘But surely it would be too dark,’ said Dawn. ‘I’ve never been inside – nobody goes in there – but it looks so gloomy and the windows are tiny.’


‘Well, I’d get a skylight put into the roof or something. And I—’


‘NO!’


They both turned to stare at Leveret in astonishment.


‘What? Why not? It’s a tiny little place and it’s in dreadful disrepair, but I’m happy to pay someone to do it up for me. And I’m not scared of ghosts!’


Leveret stood up and, grabbing her shawl, made for the door.


‘Are you off? I’ll come and visit you in your tower tomorrow, Leveret,’ said Rainbow cheerily. ‘I want to say hi to old Clip anyway.’


‘We’ll be busy,’ mumbled Leveret, dreading the thought of this loud, pushy woman invading their space.


‘Well, I’m sure Clip will spare me five minutes. I’ve got to see some boy tomorrow too – some half-wit who can’t even talk. I can’t say I’m wildly enthusiastic but David says he’s brilliant and—’


‘Half-wit?’ Leveret’s voice was shrill with fury. ‘How dare you!’


And she stormed off into the darkness whilst Dawn explained to Rainbow just what a gaffe she’d made.


The air was thick with wreaths of smoke that hung overhead like sinister haloes. The three women sat as usual in their chairs around the fire, the two old ones rocking gently and the younger one with her massive legs propped up on a log. There was a stench of unwashed bodies and sour clothing only partially masked by the aromatic smoke. One of the crones started to cough, a deep croup that lasted for ages, but the others ignored it and continued to puff rhythmically on their clay pipes.


‘I need some more o’ your tincture,’ croaked Vetchling eventually, when the cough had abated. ‘This’ll be the death of me, Violet.’


‘Don’t tempt the Dark Angel, Mother,’ said Starling, making the sign of the pentacle on her chest. ‘ ’Tis a nasty cough but it’ll shift now that spring’s here.’


‘Aye, warmer weather is on its way,’ said Violet. ‘I know – we’re in for a scorching summer, you mark my words. I seen all the signs.’


‘That don’t help me now,’ said Vetchling. ‘Feels like I’m coughing up my poor old lungs. Ain’t you got none o’ that special syrup left, Violet? The honeysuckle and poppy one? That one did me proud, right enough.’
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