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Slowly, silently, the moon rose over Stonewylde, flooding the land with ethereal light. Velvet shadows deepened as the hills and valleys welcomed the Bright Lady’s quicksilver kiss. Moonlight tiptoed down ancient paths, danced in fields and on hilltops, shimmered over rivers and pools. She was everywhere, bestowing her cold caress on the waiting landscape.


She sent a path of rippling silver across the sea and onto the white disc of stone at Mooncliffe. The eerie cliff-top was deserted; no moongazy maiden stood on the circle feeding her magic to the hungry snakes. At Quarrycleave, the Lady glanced over the carved pillar and peered into the canyons of stone. Her beams rustled through the ivy but her magic failed to banish the greedy shadows that lay below.


On silver feet she swept across the curves of the land and brushed the entrance to the Dolmen. The ancient gateway stood as it always had, a portal to the world of myths and dreams. A small fire smouldered at the entrance and a lone figure sat sentinel, entranced by the moon’s magic.


The Stone Circle embraced her, gathering her into the arena where the great stones stood guard around the heart of Stonewylde. She pirouetted on the soft earth floor and stroked the Altar Stone with silver fingertips, tingling as she encountered the Green Magic that eddied here.


The great megalith on top of the hill stood in lonely glory. Hares, their tawny coats bleached to dull pewter and their eyes gleaming in the moonlight, danced the sacred spirals around the single stone. Bats flickered against the starry skies and a silver-feathered barn owl glided from the woods to perch on the stone that marked the spiral’s vortex. These creatures knew the ancient power here; they instinctively understood the magical patterns of the land and this mysterious monthly alchemy. For millennia the moon-dance of Stonewylde had been honoured at this special place on the hill. Here the Bright Lady kissed her sister the Earth Goddess, enchanting her with quicksilver magic.
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The girl slipped down the path, her cloak flaring behind her as she hurried on light feet. She clutched the wicker basket containing the precious fruits she’d gathered. Her eyes still shone with the moonlight and she wished she’d had longer in the woods under the Hunter’s Moon. She loved the Moon Fullness, the magic that thrilled all around in the crisp October night. It was so bright that even in the depths of the woods she’d had no need of her lantern. Carefully she opened the cottage back door; it was late and she should’ve been home long ago. A faint light glowed through the curtains but hopefully her mother would be asleep by now.


Golden candlelight from the lamp on the dresser dazzled her as she tiptoed into the kitchen. In the sitting room, Maizie looked up from her papers and removed her reading glasses to glare through the kitchen doorway at her daughter, still oblivious of her presence. The girl blinked in the golden brightness and quietly shut the heavy wooden back door behind her. She placed her basket on the scrubbed kitchen dresser, and shrugged off her cloak, hanging it on the peg. So far, so good.


‘Leveret! Come in here this minute!’


The sharp voice made her jump and her heart sank.


‘Where have you been, my girl? ‘Tis almost midnight! What’ve you been doing?’


Maizie’s face was pinched with anger as she glared at her daughter. This girl, her seventh child, was more trouble than the other six put together. Even in his wildest days Yul had been more obedient than she was. Although, Maizie thought ruefully, Alwyn’s reign of terror had probably been responsible for that. This girl was different – unruly, wilful and a law unto herself, and she had no father to keep her in check.


Maizie took a deep breath and gathered the papers into a tidy pile, not wanting to think of the man she’d been forced to wed all those years ago. He’d ruled his family’s lives with brutality and she wouldn’t wish that on anyone, not even this wayward daughter of hers. Alwyn had collapsed in this very room, choking and spluttering on a piece of cake whilst the petrified children gaped at their father foaming at the mouth. She remembered the terrible silence so clearly and could still picture their shocked faces, eyes round with terror – Rosie, Geoffrey, Gregory, Gefrin, Sweyn, even Yul – all frozen at the awful spectacle. Only Leveret had watched without fear and then broken the spell with her gurgle of laughter. Little Leveret – Maizie’s lastborn, Maizie’s moment of madness. And now, at fourteen, she was a nightmare.


‘Answer me, Leveret! Where have you been?’


The girl sighed and shook her dark curls further over her eyes, frowning at her mother from beneath them. Should she tell the truth? Would her mother understand or would it be better to lie?


‘It’s the Moon Fullness tonight, Mother, the Hunter’s Moon.’


‘Yes I know, Leveret. That’s all the more reason for you to be safely indoors by the hearth and not out cavorting. I know exactly what goes on at Moon Fullness and a girl shouldn’t be out and about with all that moon lust flying around. You’re far too young for such things.’


Maizie of all people knew the trouble a girl could get into on the night of the full moon, when the body was ripe and aching with want, and the boys bursting with passion and energy. She understood only too well the forbidden joy of casting aside everything sensible and everyday for that brief crescendo of bliss. But that was not for Leveret to hear of, not yet.


‘Where have you been? You still haven’t answered me.’


Leveret scowled, knowing that whatever she said would be the wrong thing.


‘I was in the woods. I had to—’


‘The woods?’ screeched Maizie. ‘You stupid girl! That’s the worst place to be at the Moon Fullness, especially at the Hunter’s Moon. You should know that! Who were you with?’


‘Only Magpie.’


‘Magpie? Oh for goddess’ sake, Leveret, when will you learn? When will you start behaving responsibly? I’ve told you time and time again to stop spending time with Magpie, especially not at night, especially not in the woods, and especially not at the Moon Fullness. You’re in such trouble, my girl! And if I have the slightest reason to think you and Magpie have been up to no good …’


She stopped for breath, quivering with anger at her daughter’s foolishness. Sixteen-year-old Magpie was most definitely not an appropriate companion. Maizie had plans for her youngest child, important plans, and they didn’t include the mute, half-witted boy. Magpie was a constant irritant and, hard as she’d tried, Maizie couldn’t stop her daughter’s friendship with him. It had always been like this from their early childhood; in the Village Nursery the clumsy, strange boy with vacant eyes had latched onto tiny, quick-witted Leveret, and the pair had been inseparable ever since. Over the years in her role as Village Welfare Councillor Maizie had endured regular dealings with Magpie and his nasty mother. The little boy had been neglected and the unpleasant task of reminding his awful family of their duty had fallen to Maizie. She’d had little success and received much hostility and abuse from the lot of them, but luckily Magpie had survived his deprived upbringing and was now an adult. Although Maizie felt pity for the poor boy, she didn’t want her daughter anywhere near him. Yet, try as she might to keep the pair apart, they remained bound together with an inexplicable closeness.


‘Can I go to bed now?’ asked Leveret wearily, keeping her eyes down.


‘No you can not! I told you to stay in tonight and I trusted you to do as I said. That was a mistake, wasn’t it? You’re only fourteen, but the minute my back’s turned you’re out cavorting with boys, and—’


‘No Mother, I had to pick some special mushrooms tonight! It was important to pick them at the Moon Fullness, but that’s all I was doing, honest.’


‘Why? Why was it so important you had to disobey me? How do you know these things, Leveret? I know you’re not learning that at school, about mushrooms and when you should pick them, so who’s been teaching you? Where’s all this coming from?’


Leveret shrugged. It was her very special secret and she’d never divulge it to her mother. She’d face any punishment and let her mother imagine the very worst, which she was always so quick to do, rather than tell her of the secret. The only one who knew was Magpie and he wasn’t capable of speaking to anyone but her. So she merely glared at her mother from behind her curls and remained silent.


Maizie was at a loss as to how to punish her daughter; nothing seemed to make much difference to Leveret. It didn’t help that she was so busy herself with constant meetings to attend and work to do, with Leveret left to her own devices for long periods of time. That had been the problem all along. Since that fated Winter Solstice when the community had risen up to overthrow their magus, Maizie had played a leading role. She and Miranda had been the ones who guided their pair of star-blessed children through those difficult years, helping to run Stonewylde. Together with Clip, the two women had set up the Council of Elders; Maizie had worked incredibly hard ever since and her children had been forced to fend for themselves.


There’d been so much to do in the early days. The loss of Magus had been deeply felt by everyone and the future of Stonewylde had seemed very shaky. Sheer determination on the part of Clip, Maizie and Miranda, along with others appointed to the Council, had eventually averted the crisis. Together they’d reorganised the great estate in a way that Magus would’ve hated. The longer she did the job, the more grudging respect Maizie felt for him; Magus had single-handedly done what it now took a whole group of people to do. And in her heart she sometimes wondered if the people of Stonewylde were any happier today, with their education and freedom, than they’d been under his rule. Not that she’d ever voice such thoughts, and especially not to her son, who was in his own way as hard and single-minded as his father had been. Such treachery from his own mother would infuriate him.


‘Sit down, Leveret,’ said Maizie tersely, struggling to remain calm and in control. The girl groaned loudly and flung herself down onto one of the wooden chairs. She slumped across the table and gazed moodily at her mother. She knew exactly what was coming now: the lecture about her place in the society of Stonewylde, how as the magus’ sister she must set a good example to other young people, how she let Maizie down with her behaviour, how different she was from her perfect sister Rosie, and finally how, if she didn’t change her ways, Yul would be informed and there’d be a severe punishment.


She rolled her green eyes in boredom as the familiar tirade began, and started to make a mental list of the fungi still to be harvested before the Dark Moon at the end of the month. The fact that the Dark Moon fell on the night of Samhain itself was very exciting indeed. She was planning to try a spell that night, for if ever a spell were to work it’d be at the moment when the Dark Moon coincided with Samhain. She shivered with anticipation and a small smile spread across her mouth.


‘… and Rosie would never have— Leveret, you’re not even listening!’


To their mutual astonishment her mother jerked forward and slapped her sharply round the face. Leveret gasped and stared at her in shock, placing a hand on the stinging imprint on her cheek. Maizie gaped in horror too and sank back into her seat, covering her mouth with her hand. She’d broken one of the most fundamental laws of Stonewylde; the first one passed by Yul and the one he cared most passionately about.


Nobody shall ever strike a child.


‘That was your fault!’ whispered Maizie shakily. ‘I’m sorry I did it, but you are the rudest child I’ve ever met and I’ve had enough of it.’


‘You hit me!’ squeaked Leveret in disbelief, tears springing to her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you hit me.’


‘Oh for goddess’ sake, girl, I hardly touched you. ‘Twas just a little slap.’


‘No it wasn’t – it hurt and I bet there’s a mark on my face.’


‘Not really. And besides, that just shows how you’ve pushed me to the end o’ my rope! Six children I’ve raised before you, five of ’em unruly lads, and I’ve never lifted a hand to any of them. But you …’


‘You hit me, Mother.’


Maizie tried to laugh.


‘Rubbish! You’ve no idea what being hit means. Believe me, Leveret, that were nothing. If you could’ve seen what went on in this very cottage in the old days to your poor brother … the beatings that boy took right here in this room. Don’t make a fuss about a silly little thing like that. You know I didn’t mean it.’


Leveret stood up angrily, the tears forgotten and her nostrils flaring as she blazed her fury at her mother.


‘Nothing I say or do or feel ever matters one bit, does it, Mother? Because it’s nothing compared to what happened to Yul or Rosie or any of the boys. Whatever it is, however big or small, it’s never anything compared to what they did!’


‘Now Leveret, I’m—’


‘No! Let me finish for once! Nobody ever listens to me! I’m sick to death of hearing about Yul all the time. I hate my brother being the magus and I wish he’d never become magus. I wish we had the old magus back because he can’t have been as bad as you all say, and even if he was it’d be better than having my perfect brother held up as some kind of god all the time! I hate you and Yul and Rosie – all of you – and as soon as I’m old enough I’ll leave this stupid Village and go and live by myself somewhere! And if you ever touch me again I’ll tell Yul! We’ll see if he’ll banish his own perfect mother or if he’d bend the rules for you!’


Her tirade finished on a crescendo and she stopped for breath, chest heaving. Maizie had stood up too and faced her daughter across the table.


‘Keep your voice down!’ she hissed. ‘The whole Village’ll hear you!’


‘I don’t care!’ shouted Leveret. ‘I don’t care if they hear me!’


‘Well I do!’


‘Oh yes, you do because we can’t have the ordinary Villagers seeing that Yul’s mother isn’t the perfect woman she makes herself out to be! Oh no, she hits her daughter! What would they say to that?’


Leveret laughed triumphantly, green eyes still blazing, delighted to gain the upper hand for once. But Maizie was having none of it.


‘Get to your bed, Leveret! I was wrong to slap you, but you’ve shown me no respect at all. Don’t you dare speak to me like that!’


‘Or what? What’ll you do?’


‘You’ll see,’ muttered Maizie darkly, feeling quite willing to inflict a deserved punishment on her. ‘Go upstairs. We’ll talk tomorrow when you’ve remembered how to behave towards your mother.’


Knowing the row had gone as far as it could, Leveret marched into the kitchen and snatched her wicker basket off the dresser. If it hadn’t been so late she’d never have risked bringing it here tonight. Chin in the air, she stomped back into the sitting room and headed for the stairs.


‘Leave that basket!’ commanded Maizie.


‘No!’ yelled Leveret and raced up to her room, sliding the wooden bar across the door with a loud and final thump.


Sylvie sat in the window seat, forehead pressed against the cold, latticed glass. As the bright moon rose higher behind the trees, her fingertips tingled and her heart beat faster … but only a little. She smiled wistfully at the memory of her frantic desperation as a young girl. As dear old Professor Siskin had warned, moongaziness wasn’t necessarily a blessing. Even though she’d been released from the bonds of the Stonewylde moon-dance that had claimed her every month, she still felt the pull on her soul. Part of her longed to be with the wild hares up on the hill, dancing like a moon angel in the starry night, singing her ethereal song and marking the magic spirals into the earth with her bare feet.


Curled into the cushions and bathed in silver light, Sylvie gazed up at the brilliant moon riding the shredded clouds. The Hunter’s Moon held dark memories that she found impossible to lay to rest. Even now, thirteen years later, she felt the past close behind her. It was as if the dust had never settled properly but still swirled and danced in the air with a life of its own. The pool of moonlight around her failed to penetrate the shadows of the cavernous sitting-room, and Sylvie peered alone into the darkness.


She’d put up so much resistance when, after their hand-fasting, Yul had wanted to move into these apartments. This was where her final ordeal had taken place, the prison Magus had kept her in for the last weeks of his life. Today, the leather sofa where she’d slept in silk and diamonds was gone, as was the black marble bathroom and all the priceless fittings of his great bedroom. The only way she’d been persuaded to use these chambers was by altering them beyond recognition; by wiping out all traces of the man who’d been so obsessed by her moongaziness but had treated her so cruelly.


Yet still he haunted her as if he’d never truly gone. So red-blooded and commanding when alive, echoes of Magus reverberated all around Stonewylde, particularly in the Hall and especially in these rooms. At moments like this, when the full moon blazed through the whorled glass, Sylvie felt Magus close by. She sensed the gleam of his silver hair and the flash of his black eyes just beyond the corner of her vision. She could almost – but not quite – hear his deep voice whispering her name, feel the brush of his fingers on her bare skin. It never happened when she was busy or surrounded by other people; it was always when she was alone. She’d mentioned it to others of course, but she knew from their reactions that they thought her ridiculous, or maybe even displaying something more alarming – a return to her illness. So Sylvie had learnt to keep quiet about her fears, hoping that as the years passed Magus’ spectre would fade until eventually, one day, she’d be free of his presence altogether.


She rose and switched on a table lamp. The room sprang into existence, still luxurious but very different to Magus’ rooms. This was her home and not a shrine. She shouldn’t sit in the darkness like that. It was silly to give memories the chance to smother her, silly to let ghosts from the past find the opportunity to visit. She must be firm with herself and keep her wandering thoughts under control.


Sylvie went through the connecting door into the playroom, formerly Magus’ dressing room, then into the bathroom. This was now decorated with pearly fittings and pale wood rather than dark marble and onyx. She moved on into the bedroom, an airy room with diaphanous drapes and soft turquoise walls, and a far cry from Magus’ lair of scarlet damask and dark mahogany. The next room was a smaller bathroom and then there was the children’s bedroom, tucked away in a room originally put aside for Sylvie and her clothes. Here, Cherry had hidden food for her under the bed and Magus had laced her tightly into a Tudor gown. The room was now bright and colourful, full of the pretty paraphernalia of young girls.


She stepped softly across the floor to stand between the beds and gaze down at her two daughters, Celandine and Bluebell. Two white-blond curly heads lay in tousled sleep, little bodies curled up against the October chill. If her girls were moongazy they didn’t show it for both slept soundly, Bluebell with her thumb in her mouth. Sylvie felt the familiar heart-wrench of love as she watched them in the bright moonlight. They liked to sleep with the curtains open to the moon and the stars, and made up stories about a family of owls who had unlikely adventures, and a tribe of woodland elves who lived in a giant toadstool.


They were beautiful little girls and Sylvie knew Yul loved his daughters dearly, but she found it difficult not to feel a sense of failure in denying him the little boy he’d longed for. It wasn’t so bad when Celandine was born, but with Bluebell’s birth his hopes had been smashed. If Stonewylde were to survive the population explosion that Magus had encouraged, urging people to have enormous families, then there had to be a limit to reproduction now. The quota for every couple was a maximum of two children and neither of theirs was a son. Yul always went to great lengths to show how little it mattered, but Sylvie knew better.


She returned to the sitting-room and contemplated lighting the fire as it had turned very chilly this evening. It seemed a waste of good logs to heat this vast room just for her, so instead she found her woollen shawl and curled up on the sofa, picking up her book. There was a tap on the door and Miranda peered in.


‘All alone? Can I come in for a minute?’


Sylvie was glad of the company and welcomed her mother. Miranda, now in her forties, was an attractive woman. Apart from a few silver threads, her hair still gleamed like newly-shelled conkers and her face showed serenity and purpose. She sat in an armchair and surveyed her daughter, bundled up in the thick shawl.


‘It’s freezing in here! Why don’t you light the fire? Where’s Yul?’


‘In his office I suppose. You know how hard he works.’


‘Yes, but it’s late – he should be with you. I’ll go as soon he comes up I promise.’


Sylvie nodded; she couldn’t tell her mother that some nights he didn’t come to bed at all.


‘Are you alright, darling? You look tired.’


‘I’m fine, thanks. Bluebell’s been a bit disturbed lately at nighttime – she wakes up with bad dreams. You know how it is.’


‘You were just like that! Up and down all night when you were little. I’ve been very lucky with Rufus – he sleeps like a log.’


Miranda smiled and Sylvie recognised that same echo of mother-love that burned so strongly in her own heart.


‘I was watching him at lunch time,’ she said. ‘He’s grown so much recently – he’s going to be tall.’


‘Like his father, no doubt,’ said Miranda, without any bitterness. ‘It’s becoming more obvious now he’s reaching puberty. I can’t believe he’ll be thirteen at Imbolc and not my little boy any longer. But he only takes after Magus in looks – he’s such a sweet child and I’ve been really blessed with him.’


Sylvie nodded; despite the awful way Magus had treated Miranda and the fact that he’d been born posthumously, Rufus had grown up as a sunny and loving boy, if a little shy.


‘That’s actually what I wanted to ask, Sylvie. I know Yul’s busy, but do you think he’d spend a little time with Rufus this winter? He could really do with a bit of male bonding now he’s growing up. They’re kind of double brothers, aren’t they? The same father and being linked through us as well. Rufus really looks up to Yul, you know. There’s a bit of hero-worship there I think.’


Sylvie grimaced; they’d all like to spend a little time with Yul, his daughters included.


‘I’m sure he’d be happy to, Mum – I’ll mention it. But he’s so busy working and we hardly get to see him ourselves. Celandine was only asking this evening why he doesn’t read their bedtime story any more, and I never seem to have him to myself nowadays.’


Miranda eyed her daughter carefully. Sylvie had always been pale and slim but her face looked drawn and there was a sadness about her eyes – very different to the sparkling girl who’d spent such happy teenage years growing into a woman with her handsome young man by her side. Even though Sylvie and Yul had been separated when they went off to different universities, their joy in each other on every return to Stonewylde was very evident. When had this sadness crept in?


‘You’re not feeling ill again, are you?’ she asked, anxious as ever not to pry, but unable to completely let go. ‘Hazel’s keeping an eye on you?’


‘Yes, Mum, I’m fine. You know that was just a hormonal thing after Bluebell was born and it won’t come back again, especially not with the implant. No, I just feel … a bit at a loose end, I suppose.’


She swallowed, annoyed at the catch in her throat. Her mother was not going to see her cry.


‘I guess you have more time on your hands now that Bluebell’s in the Nursery every day,’ said Miranda gently. ‘But there must be so much for you to do in the running of the estate, surely?’


Sylvie shook her head. This was the problem. She’d been the one to study estate management and agriculture, whilst Yul had been persuaded to broaden his world by studying the Arts. Yet as soon as she’d fallen pregnant with Celandine, not long after graduation and marriage, Yul had begun what she now saw as a careful process of protecting her from the exhausting demands of Stonewylde. And her dreadful illness after Bluebell’s birth had sealed her fate – Yul was in charge and her role was simply to be wife and mother.


‘Yul has it all under control, he says. It’s hard to find something that I can organise without treading on anyone’s toes.’


Miranda smiled and patted Sylvie’s arm.


‘You can always help in the schools,’ she said. ‘Either up here with the seniors or even down in the Village with Dawn. It’s not so bad in the primary school, mind you, since Yul insisted on cutting back on the birth-rate – that’s helped tremendously. But up here we’re bursting with teenagers. You know I’ve had to employ two more teachers recently, and we could still do with an extra pair of hands if you wanted to help.’


‘I’d be useless at teaching,’ said Sylvie, ‘and I find all those teenagers a bit terrifying, to be honest. You’re better off with properly trained teachers. What are the new ones like?’


‘They’re lovely and so in sympathy with the Stonewylde ethos. Do you remember some of the disasters we had in the early days, trying to find suitable teachers?’ Miranda chuckled, warming to her favourite subject. ‘But recruiting from the Druid communities was such a good idea. They seem to be totally in tune with Stonewylde and how we live and there’s no conflict of philosophy at all. I like both our new recruits, especially David the art teacher. Merewen’s far too busy with the Pottery to teach full time and she’s delighted to hand over her teaching to him. He seems really good.’


‘Do I detect a bit of a love interest there, Mum?’ laughed Sylvie. ‘I saw him the other day and he looks nice.’


‘Not from me, I can assure you!’ said Miranda. ‘Once bitten, twice shy. I’m perfectly happy, thank you, with more than enough on my plate running our education system here. I love it, Sylvie, really love it, and there’s Rufus to care for, and you, and my little grand-daughters. Oh no, the last thing I’d want is some man to mess it all up again. But I wouldn’t be surprised if we see Dawn taking an interest. They were having a good old chat yesterday and she seemed very animated.’


‘Really? That’s brilliant! It’s about time she found herself a man and settled down. She must be thirty now, or maybe thirty-one? I’m sure she wants children of her own.’


‘Yes but I don’t want to lose her from the primary school. She’s a great head-teacher. I’ll have to warn her off David if I think she’ll abandon us.’


‘She’d never do that, Mum – she’s as passionate a teacher as you are. I think it’d be wonderful. She’s a lovely woman and she deserves to find her soul-mate.’


‘Not everyone’s as lucky as you, Sylvie,’ said Miranda. ‘What you and Yul have is quite extraordinary. Most people never find that complete harmony.’


‘I know, but remember – Yul has a mistress too.’


Miranda’s mouth dropped open.


‘No, Mum, don’t be silly! I meant Stonewylde – I must share my husband with her! Stonewylde is his life, just as much as I or the girls are. I can’t compete with her and she’s far more demanding than all of us put together. I get what’s left of Yul when she’s had her fill of his time and energy.’


‘Well maybe you should be more demanding, Sylvie. Where is he? I’ll go now as I’m sure he’ll be up any minute, won’t he? Try and get him to ease off a bit and spend more time with his family. And Rufus too please, if possible. He’s never had a father and he thinks the world of Yul.’ She stood up and bent to kiss her daughter. ‘You tell him, Sylvie. Not just for Rufus but for you and the girls too. He’s neglecting you and it’s just not necessary – there are plenty of others around to help run the community and he doesn’t have to take it on single-handed. I don’t like to see you all alone up here in the evening.’


When Miranda had gone, Sylvie left the lamp on just in case Yul did come up, and made her way to bed. It was chilly, and as she slid between the fine linen sheets she shivered with longing. She imagined him yawning, stretching his long limbs, running his hands through his dark curls and giving her that special smile that made her melt inside. He’d hold her in his arms, warming her with his vitality and passion, kissing her hard, brushing her hair from her face, murmuring his love for her … Sylvie sighed. It wasn’t going to happen. He’d have made the bed up in the office, as he often did when he worked late. She wouldn’t see him until he joined them for breakfast, with the girls jumping all over him and the day’s demands already jostling for his attention.


She turned the bedside light off and lay there alone, gazing out at the moon. It was just visible through the latticed panes, at its zenith now, a small shiny disc. Sylvie suddenly felt unutterably sad. She shut her eyes against the silver reminder of youthful passion and the hot tears that had welled up behind her lids.


In the study downstairs Yul looked up from the papers spread about him on the old leather-topped desk and rubbed the back of his aching neck. He hadn’t experienced Sylvie’s qualms about using his father’s things at all; in fact he took delight in doing so. He tapped some figures into the computer and printed out a couple more sheets. The illiterate Village boy had gone forever, all traces of him obliterated in this confident, articulate man of the world. At almost twenty-nine, Yul was in his prime and had exceeded his earlier promise. He was as tall and well-muscled as his father had been, fit and powerful. His chiselled face had lost all boyishness and was a study of fine, classical bones and strong planes. Yet the slanted, deep grey eyes still smouldered beneath a tousle of wild black curls.


Yul nodded as he scanned the sheets of paper; Harold had come up with yet another idea for the company and Yul was sure he was onto something promising. Stonewylde toiletries – rosemary soap, lilac bath oil, watercress face wash – a range of pure and organic products attractively presented in tiny hand-woven wicker baskets. It wasn’t an original idea, but, as ever, Harold had done his research and found there was a huge market for luxury, home-grown toiletries. Harold had such a talent for sniffing out opportunities and Yul had learned that going with his ideas invariably paid off.


Harold had even located an under-used barn near the Village which could be easily converted into a cottage-style factory to produce the soaps and oils. All Yul needed to do was give him the go-ahead and Harold would set the wheels in motion, organising prototypes and preparing finely-adjusted costings. Best of all, it was women’s work – not taking any labour away from food production or maintenance and building work, which at traditional Stonewylde still tended to be done by the burlier men. Even the children and old ones could help make the little baskets as everyone was expected to make some contribution to the community’s economy. This was just the right sort of money-making scheme to add to the ever-growing portfolio, and Yul was delighted.


Yawning, he switched off the computer and stood up, stretching hugely and feeling his spine realign with a crack. His body ached from sitting still too long. He’d have liked to ride Skydancer now, galloping along Dragon’s Back in the moonlight with the cold air on his face. But if he went to the stables now he’d wake people and then they’d wait for him to come back. He’d have to make do with a long, hard early morning ride instead.


Yul strode across to the French windows and flung them wide, welcoming the crisp October night air. He stepped out onto the terrace overlooking the sunken garden where Sylvie had sat and talked with Professor Siskin all those years before. He breathed deeply, drawing in lungfuls of air. The brilliant moon was visible as it hung on high, just clearing the edge of the vast building and all its turrets, roofs and chimney stacks.


Yul stood absolutely still then, his breath clouding around him as he looked up at the moon. He felt a stirring deep inside, a primeval need that Stonewylde had bred into him. Tonight the women were ripe, and as the dominant male it was his duty to ensure the survival of the tribe. He smiled slightly in acknowledgement of the instinctive urge and quelled it with an intellectual denial. He had two children and the community couldn’t survive any more population increase or in-breeding. He wouldn’t be out and about indulging his moon lust as generations before him had done, but would instead do the civilised thing and quietly go to bed.


Yul turned his back on the moon and the night and stepped into his study, leaving the French windows slightly ajar for the fresh air. He used the adjoining small bathroom and then quickly made up his bed on a sofa. He stretched out his long limbs and closed his eyes, thinking longingly of his beautiful wife upstairs alone in their bed. He was sure Sylvie would’ve gone to sleep ages ago and he didn’t want to disturb her. He found it impossible to sleep in the same bed and not make love to her, but it wasn’t fair to wake her up so late. By staying down in the study he’d contain himself and let her sleep in peace.


Yul was careful not to impose himself on Sylvie, not to be selfish or demanding. She’d retained that air of fragility and delicacy that had clung to her as a girl; as a woman she still seemed to command a gentle touch. Yul knew how important it was to keep his wildness and constant desire for her curbed and under tight control. He wanted her no less now than he had as a young lad, when such a thing had been an impossibility. Yet now, he thought wryly, when he could have her company whenever he chose, he seemed to have less time with her than ever before. Real life got in the way of their relationship to an extent he’d never envisaged. But it couldn’t be helped and there was no point dwelling on what couldn’t be. Stonewylde must come first; they both understood that.


All around him, the Hall sank into slumber. The huge building, a many-storeyed labyrinth of wings, rooms, corridors and staircases, settled down for the night like a great beast. So many people, so much stone, glass and wood, all under his control and his guardianship. As Yul drifted off to sleep the moon moved round further, to begin its descent in the night sky. It shone on his closed eyelids and he dreamed of hares and an owl and a great standing stone on the hill. He dreamed of a magical dancing girl with long silver hair and the moon in her eyes, a girl who’d set him on fire with longing and who’d turned his life on its head. In his sleep, with moonbeams patterning his face, Yul was pierced suddenly with a sharp sense of loss.




2


Leveret was up long before dawn and out of the cottage before Maizie awoke; she needed to get the mushrooms safely stored before her mother could interfere. The October morning was cool and damp and there was no light whatsoever; the changes at Stonewylde had not included street lights. All Villagers knew the streets blindfolded and Leveret could’ve stood under any of the massive trees on the Green and said exactly where she was just by the feel of the bark. So finding her way to Mother Heggy’s home in complete darkness was no problem at all.


Thirteen years had taken their toll on the ancient cottage. After his sad discovery on the morning of that Winter Solstice, Yul had removed a few keepsakes and closed it up. Occasionally he’d brought his little sister up to the cottage, unbeknown to Maizie. He’d told the little girl of the wise old crone who’d lived there with her crow, the same bird that now lived with them. Leveret had been enthralled, sitting in the battered rocking chair with her little leather boots barely reaching the edge of the seat and gazing around the hovel in wonderment. She’d confided to him, when she was about six, that one day she’d be the Wise Woman of Stonewylde. Yul had laughed and said it was a brave ambition.


Yul never visited the old cottage now, having no time for such nostalgia. He never gazed, as he’d first done, at the empty wooden rocking chair, or the battered table, or the filthy old range and fireplace where no cauldron would ever bubble again. The place had been left to the elements and stood forlorn and deserted. But Leveret had continued to visit, coming here alone as soon as she was old enough to slip away unnoticed. This was her place of refuge, and where she longed to live one day.


Leveret opened the door silently and slipped in. She found the matches and candle on the shelf and soon the tiny cottage flickered to life. Leveret sighed with relief – she felt safe now. She opened the dresser cupboards and found the things she needed, then began to carefully thread her basketful of mushrooms onto twine. When she’d finished she hung them from a rafter along with the many other strings of fungi, all in various stages of desiccation. She made a small label and attached it to the end of the new string, then sat back in the chair and closed her eyes, rocking gently. She longed for a creature to join her, remembering Mother Heggy’s old crow. Leveret had grown up with that crow, which had lived a further eight cantankerous years before finally succumbing to old age and a cold winter. This cottage needed an animal or bird, but Leveret knew that whatever belonged here would find the place when it was ready.


She considered lighting a fire and brewing some tea but she didn’t really have time. The most important thing was to record these latest mushrooms. As with all the fungi she collected, and many of the herbs and plants too, she wasn’t completely sure she had the right ones. There was nobody apart from Old Violet who really knew all the species, and Leveret certainly wasn’t going to ask that wicked crone for advice. So she had to rely on the Book and that wasn’t easy. The drawings and writing had been done many years before and were faded and in places almost illegible. Much of her harvesting was therefore guesswork.


Leveret took the school exercise book entitled ‘Mushrooms’ from its secret hiding place and found a pencil in the dresser drawer. She then wrote about the fungus in careful detail, describing not only the mushrooms themselves but also their exact location in the woods and the date they’d been picked. She’d leave the illustration for Magpie as his drawing skills were so much better than hers. When she’d finished, she leafed back through the book reading some of the entries. It was almost full now and she longed for the day when she could get hold of a big, beautiful book bound in soft black leather and filled with thick sheets of parchment. She wanted to write her descriptions in proper ink that she’d made herself, and Magpie to paint the illustrations in soft watercolours. Leveret sighed again. She knew it would happen one day. Her own Book was what she wanted most in the world.


Her green eyes flew open from their drowsing as the door swung open and the candle guttered, but of course it was only Magpie. Nobody else ever bothered with the place. She noticed, before he shut the door, that the sky was lightening outside and she knew she must get home very soon. But Magpie put paid to that. He lurched across the tiny room and placed a hand on her hair, stroking the silky curls. His lips curled in his twisted smile and his beautiful eyes, usually blank and devoid of any focus, shone at her.


‘Blessings, Magpie,’ she laughed. ‘What a lovely surprise. I’ve just recorded the mushrooms. Do you want to draw them now before they start to dry up?’


He shook his head and fished in the voluminous pockets of his large and disgusting coat. Magpie’s coat was infamous; he wore it in all weathers, clinging to it even in the heat of the summer. It was ancient and filthy but he refused to part with it. From the pocket he drew a hunk of loaf and a handful of roasted chestnuts, and then a small metal can on a handle. He fetched two mugs from the dresser and clumsily poured milk for them both and shared out the food. She smiled gratefully and sank her sharp teeth into the stale bread as Magpie sat down on the floor to eat his breakfast. Magpie always sat on the floor to eat. Leveret finished quickly and brushed the crumbs from her lap.


‘I must get back now, Magpie,’ she said. ‘Mother was furious last night. I’m in such trouble so if you don’t see me around for a few days you know why. But look for me at school and hopefully we can walk home to the Village together each day.’


She started to get up but Magpie, still on the floor, shook his head and laid it on her knee, holding her calves tight.


‘What is it, Mag?’ she asked softly, knowing she must get home quickly. Even now it was probably too late. Magpie started to sob, the horrible guttering noise that she knew so well. Poor Magpie had a lot to cry about and it was one of the few ways he could express himself. Leveret stroked the hair, matted and lank, away from his face. He was always dirty unless Maizie or someone else involved in Welfare intervened and insisted that he have a bath. Maybe she should start helping him herself, taking him to the Bath House every week and ensuring that he went in and cleaned himself up. It’d never really bothered her before, as she’d grown up with a filthy Magpie by her side, but lately he’d started to smell horrible. She realised that even someone as different and backward as Magpie had finally reached adolescence.


He must have sensed her thoughts for he looked up at her with sad eyes. Magpie’s eyes were his best feature – large, clear and a beautiful turquoise. When he washed his long hair it was lovely too, a rich butterscotch colour, but usually it was several shades darker and duller with dirt.


‘Magpie hurts.’


‘Where does it hurt?’ she asked.


He pulled back the hair from his temple and she saw a small blue lump. Then he rolled up a dirty trouser leg and she saw another blue lump, much bigger, on his shin. He looked like a kicked puppy and her heart went out to him as always. He led such a miserable life, neglected by his mother, grandmother and great aunt, and badly bullied by his cousin Jay and anyone else who could be roped in to have a go.


‘Who did it, Magpie?’ she whispered, gently touching the bruise on his temple. ‘Was it Jay?’


He nodded and tears trickled down his dirty cheeks. His cousin Jay was the torment of his life. The abuse had started at an early age in the strange household where they grew up together, little Magpie neglected whilst young Jay ruled the roost. Eventually it had become clear that Magpie wasn’t developing normally but despite Hazel’s tests, the cause was never really clear. Old Violet had delivered the baby herself and Hazel suspected there’d been oxygen starvation; whatever the cause of his slowness, Magpie never spoke but remained silent and unfocused, living in his own private world. Leveret had always been his only friend and she hated Jay who was a few years older than her and went around in a gang with her brothers Sweyn and Gefrin. All three were bullies, unchecked by fathers.


Leveret found a bottle on the dresser and tipped some of the astringent contents onto a piece of rag, holding it against the blue swelling on Magpie’s leg.


‘Witch-hazel, Magpie,’ she said. ‘It’ll help the bruising. He didn’t hurt you for taking the milk and bread, did he?’


Magpie shook his head and started the complex communication he’d developed with Leveret to explain the train of events. She sensed images of Jay returning at night, with the full moon shining, and kicking Magpie. She felt the boy’s pain and bewilderment and clearly saw Jay’s face contorted with sadistic glee.


‘He’s horrible, isn’t he? I expect he’d been turned down by a girl – not surprising really. Next Moon Fullness you must stay out of his way. Thank you for the breakfast, Magpie. It was lovely but now I must get home. You can draw the mushrooms next time but don’t leave it too long or they’ll dry up completely. I think they’re the right ones but so many of them look the same. Don’t touch the Book of Shadows when I’m not here, will you Magpie? You’re never, ever to do that.’


He shook his head solemnly. She’d tried to impress this on him so many times, for the Book was the most precious thing in her life. She knew she’d have to find a new hiding place for it soon, one which Magpie knew nothing about. He just couldn’t be trusted not to touch it or give its presence away if forced. She smiled at him and bent to kiss his cheek. He stood up quickly and engulfed her in a hug. He really did need a bath.


A thin-lipped Maizie was waiting back at the cottage. Leveret could think of no good reason for her early morning absence so remained obstinately silent, which made her mother even angrier.


‘I’m now late for my meeting at the Hall! Yul will wonder where on earth I am and you’re late for school. If we hurry now ‘twon’t be so bad but there’s no time for breakfast so don’t even think about it.’


Leveret wasn’t. She was plotting how to get hold of some more empty bottles for her potions; there were ways, but she had to be careful. Everything at Stonewylde was used thoughtfully and bottles were a precious commodity.


‘Leveret! Come on! You’re day-dreaming again and I haven’t finished with you yet. We’ll talk about it on the way.’


They left the house and the girl trudged along beside her mother, their two dark curly heads so alike. Maizie’s, greying around the temples now, bobbed and shook as she launched into another tirade about last night’s lateness. Leveret’s remained bowed as the words washed over her. She was grateful that all the younger children were safely tucked up at the Village School, whilst the older ones would already be in assembly in the Galleried Hall, so nobody would see her mother working herself up to a fine lather. A few women at the water pump greeted them as they walked briskly through the cobbled streets of the Village. Mother and daughter hurried on past the Green with its blanket of fallen autumn leaves, past the Jack in the Green pub and the Great Barn and towards the track out of the Village.


They heard singing coming across from the Village School and Leveret recognised the Samhain songs she’d sung when she was younger. She knew the children would be busy making their papier-mâché crows and skulls ready to hang in the Great Barn in two weeks’ time, and practising their dances and drama to perform to the magus and the rest of the community. Soon each Stonewylder would go down to the beach and choose their handful of white stones ready to mark out the labyrinth on the Green. Leveret loved Samhain and this one should be really special, with the Dark Moon falling as it did on the night of the festival. She was ready to cast her first spell. She smiled to herself at the thought and let Maizie’s scolding pour over her unheeded.


They continued out of the Village and onto the paved track that led to the Hall. The sun had risen higher and now gilded the trees all around them in soft October hues. The air was fresh and pure and Leveret sniffed appreciatively, not hearing any of Maizie’s words. Instead she heard the bright music of blackbirds and the mew of a buzzard overhead, and in the distance the drone of a tractor as the sound of children’s singing receded.


Leveret walked where the fallen leaves were thickest, delighting in the noisy scrunching her feet made amongst the brown, curled leaves, kicking them up to make even more noise. All around her more leaves fell gently from the branches in the slight breeze. She watched in wonder as many of the golden flakes were carried upwards, defying gravity to whirl about overhead. She noticed a jay flying fast through the trees, the distinctive flash of black and white on its rump a contrast to the pink-brown body. A group of magpies screamed and squabbled in the branches, and she thought how inappropriate it was that Magpie was named after such an aggressive and noisy bird. The shy jay would’ve been far more fitting.


‘Stop shuffling in the leaves, Leveret!’ said Maizie sharply. ‘You’ll scuff your boots.’


‘Mother, why don’t you do something to help Magpie?’


‘What? Have you been listening to anything I’ve said? You and Magpie are to stop seeing each other, and—’


‘Jay’s been hurting him again and I can’t bear it.’


She stopped, remembering she mustn’t let on that she’d seen Magpie earlier that morning. Maizie might start wondering where they’d met and it was vital that her visits to Mother Heggy’s cottage remain secret.


‘I’m sorry to hear it, and goddess knows how many times I’ve tried to get them all to show the boy a little more care. But you know as well as I do, Leveret – that family are a law unto themselves.’


‘But they shouldn’t be! Jay shouldn’t get away with hurting poor Magpie and you could stop it.’


‘No I couldn’t. Do you think Old Violet would listen to me?’


‘It’s not his grandmother, it’s Jay. He makes Magpie’s life a misery.’


‘I can’t just march in there and tell Jay off. That’s up to Magpie’s awful mother, Starling. And Magpie’s an adult now, even though he’s so soft in the head. ‘Tis not my place to interfere with what goes on there.’


‘Yes it is, Mother! You’re in charge of Village Welfare, aren’t you? You could say something to the women, even if you don’t want to speak to Jay. Or are you too scared of them?’


‘Don’t be so cheeky! O’ course I’m not scared. ‘Tis just that … well, they do as they wish in that cottage and me going barging in now and telling them how to run their lives would do no good. ‘Twould most likely make things worse, getting ’em all riled up again as it’s done many a time in the past when I’ve tried to put things straight there. You know they’ve never liked me and besides, Magpie’s alright – or as alright as he ever is, being so dirty and simple. The boy is strange and he’s no fit company for you, my girl, as I’ve been telling you for years.’


Leveret kicked angrily at the drifts of leaves, disappointed that as always her mother, the one person in the Village who should intervene, failed to understand what went on in Magpie’s home. She knew her mother was scared of the three women but would never admit it, preferring to turn a blind eye to Magpie’s suffering. She was very good at turning a blind eye to what went on right under her nose, as Leveret knew only too well. She’d respect her mother far more if she did something about Magpie’s awful situation, which had been going on for far too long.


‘Besides, Jay lives up at the Hall now,’ said Maizie. ‘You’d do well to concentrate on your own behaviour rather than telling tales about his. You’ve always been too fond of moaning on about others’ wrongdoings. Your brothers, for instance. The number of times you’ve come to me complaining about a whole cloud of nothing! ‘Tis one of your shortcomings, Leveret, being a little tell-tale-tit, and I’m sick of it. I always— Oh look, there’s Sylvie!’


Up ahead where the paved track turned into the gravel drive to the Hall they saw a tall, slim figure walking in the same direction. Leveret’s heart sank.


‘Blessings!’ called Maizie, quickening her step. Sylvie stopped and turned, her pale face slipping into a smile as she waited for them to catch up. Leveret watched her, noting the droop of her shoulders and the shadows under her eyes. The morning after the Moon Fullness was often an anti-climax, a first step towards the waning of the moon and the Dark Moon two weeks later. But she sensed that there was something more than that bothering her sister-in-law.


She was as beautiful as ever, her hair like polished silk and her skin as flawless as alabaster. Her eyes were like a wolf’s, silver with darker edges to the irises. Every feature was exquisitely perfect and refined. Two children hadn’t spoiled her slim body; she moved with the grace and elegance of a dancer. Yet something was not right. Leveret stared from beneath her dark curls, knowing that as ever Sylvie would barely notice her. It was one of several reasons why she disliked her brother’s wife.


‘Good morning, Mother Maizie. Leveret. You’re late today!’ she said brightly as they all fell into step together. ‘I’ve just taken Celandine and Bluebell to the Nursery and they’re all off to the woods in a minute to search for cobnuts and squirrels and giant puffballs. I wish I’d joined them. They were so happy and excited.’


‘Bless them! Just like Yul at their age, always wanting to play in the woods. How’s my son today?’


A shadow passed over Sylvie’s face.


‘I haven’t seen him yet. He went for an early morning ride I think, and wasn’t back in time for breakfast with us. The girls weren’t impressed but he often misses joining us for breakfast. It’s just the wrong time to fit in with his day, and the girls can take so long in the mornings. But I’m hoping to see him when I get back.’


‘You know there’s a meeting this morning? I’m late,’ said Maizie, ‘and I hope he won’t be annoyed. We’ve a visitor from the Outside World today, coming to talk to us about the Nursery. Put us right, I suppose! Hasn’t Yul asked you to come? I know Miranda’ll be there.’


Sylvie looked a little non-plussed but smiled anyway. Leveret noticed the small lines around her mouth.


‘Oh, I expect he mentioned it but you know how forgetful I am. Why are you so late this morning? It’s not like you to oversleep.’


Maizie jerked her head angrily at her daughter.


‘This young maid’s fault! Not only was she out gallivanting in the woods till close on midnight last night, but then she disappeared this morning as well. She’s out of hand and I’m going to ask Yul to deal with her.’


Sylvie flicked a glance at her young sister-in-law but quickly looked away. The sullen girl with dark curls and fathomless green eyes disturbed her. She’d always felt uncomfortable with Leveret who’d openly disliked her from a very young age.


‘Oh no – is that really necessary, Maizie?’ she said quickly. ‘He’s exhausted as usual although he won’t admit it, and he’s so very busy at the moment.’


‘Well, I’ll see, but something must be done. This girl shows no respect for me at all and I can’t trust her alone for a second. I don’t know what to do with her.’


‘Couldn’t she go to Rosie when you’re busy?’


‘Aye, but Rosie’s got her own family to think about and Robin won’t want this darkling sitting under his nose every night upsetting his little ones, will he?’


‘What about your younger boys? Maybe they could babysit for you?’


The look Leveret gave her was pure venom.


‘That’s not such a bad idea,’ said Maizie slowly. ‘’Tis only since Sweyn and Gefrin’ve started boarding at the Hall that she’s got so bad. They always did keep her in check. Yes, I’ll speak to them today. Thank you, Sylvie.’


They left the canopy of golden beech trees overhanging the gravel drive and approached the great turning circle in front of the Hall. The vast building sat as it had done for so many hundreds of years, an imposing edifice of pale stone all quarried at Stonewylde. It seemed to grow out of the land, its thousands of diamond-shaped panes of glass glinting and reflecting light. The Hall was irregular and almost organic in design, as if parts of it had sprouted from the enormous main block of their own accord; as if the very stone itself had grown and developed extra limbs and dimensions to accommodate those who lived there. Every period of history was represented, from the early mediaeval era when the present structure was first begun, to Edwardian. Inside, meanwhile, the technological effects and improvements of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries were evident.


It was a true stately home, but it was also a working one, a place used daily by the people of Stonewylde as a home, a school and an office. No longer the luxurious preserve of a privileged few, it had become the property of everyone at Stonewylde. The Hall was used by all and lived in by many. Maizie and Leveret approached it with as much confidence as Sylvie, entering the enormous porch and going through into the stone-flagged entrance hall. The place exuded an atmosphere of busyness, with voices audible from many directions and people moving about purposefully.


‘Go to your lessons right now,’ said Maizie to Leveret. ‘You’ve missed assembly but make sure you say sorry for being so late. What’ve you got first?’


‘Geography,’ mumbled Leveret from behind her curls.


‘You need a haircut, my girl,’ said her mother sharply. ‘I’ll do it tonight. Wait for me here after school and we’ll walk home together. Do you understand, Leveret?’


‘Yes. And I don’t want my hair cut. I like it how it is.’


‘You’ll do as I say, Leveret – it’s a mess. Do you understand? This wildness and disrespect is going to stop right now. Sylvie’s right – your brothers will help me. Maybe you’ll toe the line for them if you won’t for me, and if that don’t work, I’ll speak to Yul.’


‘I wouldn’t mind speaking to Yul either,’ said Leveret softly. ‘There’s something I could tell him, isn’t there, Mother?’


Sylvie looked at the girl, surprised at her tone and Maizie’s reaction. She didn’t envy Maizie her role and hoped that her own daughters would be easier to handle when they were fourteen. At least they had a father around, unlike Leveret whose father had died thirteen years ago this Samhain. Maybe that was why the girl was being so difficult; perhaps the anniversary of her father’s death upset her. She must suggest it discreetly to Maizie in case it was a factor in Leveret’s behaviour.


‘Don’t you dare threaten me, Leveret! I’ll be telling Yul myself. Now get yourself off to your lessons.’


The girl swung around and stormed off down one of the many corridors. Sylvie grimaced in sympathy and Maizie shook her head.


‘She’s awful! What did I ever do to deserve her – and when life should be so much easier and calmer now? You raise six children and think you know it all, and then the seventh turns out to be worse than all o’ the brood put together.’


‘What’s she threatening you with?’ asked Sylvie. ‘What happened?’


Maizie’s face darkened.


‘For goddess’ sake don’t you tell Yul, will you? I lost my temper last night and I slapped her.’


Sylvie gasped.


‘Maizie! You must be feeling awful about that! Will she tell Yul?’


‘So she says. I’m calling her bluff, saying I’ll tell him myself, but I hope it don’t come to that. He’d never understand, would he?’


‘I doubt it. You know how he’s so adamantly against any sort of violence towards children. Though it’s understandable after what he went through, isn’t it?’


‘Oh yes,’ nodded Maizie, images flashing through her mind of a bruised and bloody boy lying crumpled on the floor at his stepfather’s feet. ‘Yul has good reason to feel that way. But honestly, this were only a little slap, nothing like he suffered, and nothing meant by it. Well, I must get to this meeting, Sylvie. Are you coming?’


Sylvie shook her head. She hadn’t even known about the meeting and was sure she hadn’t been invited. The Nursery wasn’t her domain, although both Celandine and Bluebell went there every day. She’d thought about helping but it was well run by others, with Rowan in charge, and she thought her presence might hinder some of the women there. Although there were no social distinctions at Stonewylde anymore, nevertheless as Clip’s daughter and Yul’s wife, Sylvie occupied a position of authority. People watched what they said in front of her. She belonged to Stonewylde, would one day be the owner of the estate, and yet at times she still felt like an Outsider. Unlike Miranda, who’d devoted herself to remodelling the education system since her son was born, and now ran the Senior School at the Hall along with much of the adult education in the Great Barn. Miranda was completely integrated into Stonewylde and had become a key figure, while Sylvie still seemed to be on the outside looking in.


She sighed and bent to kiss Maizie’s plump cheek and give her a hug. She was very fond of her mother-in-law and had often considered confiding in her. But although Maizie was the first to point out Yul’s shortcomings, her loyalty towards her first-born was intense and Sylvie wasn’t sure she’d be the best person to hear about their problems. And now she knew that Maizie had such a difficult time with the wayward Leveret, she couldn’t burden her any further.


So, with a small smile, Sylvie left the hall and slowly climbed the great wide-stepped staircase, gazing up at the glorious stained-glass window on the half-landing ahead. She remembered Magus bounding up these stairs in his riding clothes, the red and purple light from the glass shining onto his handsome face and transforming him into a royal deity. She remembered the scent of him with a sharp thrill, the energy that blazed from him. Her hand caressed the ancient polished wood of the banister rail as she climbed the stairs, and she thought of how many times over the course of his life that Magus’ hand must have run along the smooth oak. She stopped and closed her eyes.


‘Are you alright?’


Her eyes flew open and she saw a figure coming down the stairs, silhouetted against the bright wall of coloured light. The body was tall and well-built, the hair pale.


‘I’m fine thanks, Martin,’ she smiled. ‘Just besieged by memories.’


She drew level with him at the landing halfway up, under the stained glass. Martin looked down at her, concern in his eyes.


‘Memories? Yes, I feel them too, all the time,’ he said quietly. ‘Some things just don’t go away, do they?’


Sylvie looked at him more carefully. Martin definitely had Hallfolk blood and she was sure he was closely related to Clip. She’d heard rumours that they shared the same father, Basil, and it didn’t surprise her; the two of them were very alike. Over the years, since the events of that terrible Winter Solstice, she’d tried hard to accept Martin. It had been difficult in the early days as he’d been hostile towards her when Magus was alive and had made no secret of where his loyalties really lay. But Clip had insisted that Martin remain as major-domo. In a period of complete chaos, Stonewylde needed all the stability it could muster and Martin had always done an excellent job of running the Hall.


Clip and Martin had apparently buried their differences, although every time Sylvie saw the horrible scar on Martin’s temple and eyebrow she was reminded of Clip in his swirling crow-feather cloak with that lethal staff in his hands. And sometimes she caught Martin looking at her in such a strange way that made her feel quite spooked. But past troubles had to be put firmly aside and she always tried hard to get on with him. Nobody else seemed to have any trouble doing so. She smiled at him ruefully as they stood on the half-landing.


‘I sometimes feel the past sitting on my shoulder, peering over and breathing in my ear. It’s hard to shake off.’


Martin looked gravely into her eyes; they reminded him so strongly of the wild woman Raven, whom he remembered from his childhood. His mother and aunt had hated her with a vengeance and he knew that Sylvie aroused similar emotions in them. But Martin must work diligently and treat the present magus and his wife with deference and respect, whatever history had gone before. He had a major role to play and personal issues would never jeopardise that.


‘You see the past as a crow on your shoulder, but to me the past is a cloak to be worn,’ he said, still gazing into her strange eyes and noticing how the light shining through the coloured glass was staining her silver hair and white skin a deep blood red. ‘If you discard it completely you’ll reveal the nakedness of your future.’


She frowned at him.


‘That’s very deep, Martin. Where does it come from? I don’t think I’ve heard it before.’


He tapped the side of his head and smiled faintly.


‘Must get on, Miss Sylvie – there’s lots of work to be done and I can’t stand chatting all day. The girls should’ve finished cleaning your chambers by now if you need to go and sit down.’


‘Thank you, Martin. I’ve got lots to do too.’


She carried on up the stairs knowing Martin was well aware how untrue that was – she had absolutely nothing to do. Stonewylde was running like clockwork, thanks to the efforts of Yul, Clip and the Council of Elders. Everyone worked really hard but she herself had no responsibilities. She opened the heavy door to their apartments and sniffed appreciatively at the smell of beeswax polish. A great vase of bronze chrysanthemums now stood on the table and everything was clean and very tidy. Cherry, in charge of organising the work duties for all the older teenagers who boarded at the Hall, always checked their chambers herself and ensured they’d been cleaned to perfection.


Sylvie wandered down through the rooms but there was nothing that needed doing. The beds were made and someone had lined up all the girls’ little knitted animals on the windowsill. They’d like that. She thought of them now, running and playing in the autumn woods with all the other under-eights. No chanting of times-tables for little Stonewylders, she thought gladly. Maybe she should’ve stayed and helped with the Nursery children this morning, especially if Rowan was up here at a meeting. She frowned, imagining Miranda, Maizie, Rowan and probably Dawn all at this meeting with her husband discussing the nursery education at Stonewylde, whilst she was twiddling her thumbs. Why hadn’t he told her about it?


She sat down on Celandine’s bed, with its pretty patchwork quilt and embroidered pillow-cases. She hadn’t even made these herself, still finding fine sewing a challenge after all these years. She preferred working at the loom, although they didn’t have one up here in their private rooms. Yul had said no to that, trying as ever to shield her from the simple duties every other woman at Stonewylde performed. She should’ve insisted as she enjoyed weaving, and remembered the hours she’d spent with Rosie in the early days learning the ancient skill.


Sylvie gazed at her reflection in the dressing-table mirror and realised just how pale and shadow-eyed she looked. No wonder Yul thought her fragile and in need of protection … but it simply wasn’t true. She had been ill – really very ill – when Bluebell was born four years ago. She’d suffered from severe post-natal depression, which was common enough, but this had turned into something more serious. Sylvie had developed puerperal psychosis, and she knew it was why Yul had become so ridiculously over-protective.


But the spell in the private nursing home, well away from Stonewylde and her babies, Yul and all the triggers, had sorted her out. Now she couldn’t bear to think about that period of her life, and the horrible treatment she’d undergone, without a shudder. It had been a very dark phase, but one that she’d firmly put behind her. It was just a shame that Yul seemed unable to do the same, treating her as if she were made of glass. Like every woman at Stonewylde of child-bearing age who’d either had her children or didn’t yet want any, Sylvie was fitted with a contraceptive implant. Hazel said it had the added bonus of keeping her hormones steady. She was in good health physically and there was no reason at all why she shouldn’t be working as hard as everyone else at Stonewylde.


Pulling on her cloak and determined to enjoy a brisk walk to clear these dusty old cobwebs away, Sylvie resolved to confront Yul and start the process of improving things between them. Miranda had been right last night – Yul was neglecting her whilst he worked too hard, refusing to allow her to share the burden in any way. They needed to return to a relationship based on equality. For they were the darkness and the brightness of Stonewylde, the balance that held everything together in harmony. Together, they were the very heart of Stonewylde.
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The thin, white-haired man gazed out unseeing across the landscape from the Solar at the top of the mediaeval tower. His pale grey eyes were vacant as his thoughts rambled unchecked, like a dragonfly dancing on water. He’d been standing at the pointed window, lost in reverie, for over an hour. His hollow-cheeked face was deeply lined and Clip looked far older than his fifty-three years. His stomach growled with emptiness, which he ignored as he was fasting in preparation for a journey at Samhain. This year he’d decided not to join the community at all for the celebrations. Yul could manage it all, he was sure. Clip would be in the Dolmen alone, in body at least, whilst his spirit journeyed to other realms. He sensed a major change ahead, a shift of events that would affect everyone at Stonewylde. At present he had no idea what was to happen but he hoped to find out at Samhain. He was, after all, the shaman of Stonewylde.


The thirteen years since his brother’s death at Quarrycleave had been tortuous for Clip. He’d only ever wanted to be a shaman, never the leader of such a complex community, and despite being the legal owner of Stonewylde he’d always taken a back seat in the running of the estate. But the death of Magus had been a huge and shocking blow to the community, even to those who’d wanted him gone. In the aftermath, Clip had had to step into the void and assume the role he’d always been happy to leave to his brother. Tough as they were, Yul and Sylvie had been far too young to take charge. But perhaps now, thirteen years on …


There was a knock on the door two floors below which Clip, deep in his dreaming, failed to hear. Cherry bustled in from the corridor connecting this tower to the oldest part of the Hall, the Galleried Hall, and stood at the bottom of the stone spiral staircase looking up.


‘Master Clip!’ she called. ‘May I come up?’


Although the whole tower was private and used exclusively by Clip, he rarely used the circular room on the ground floor where it joined the Hall. The middle floor was his bedroom with a small bathroom enclosed within it, and the top floor – the Solar – was where he spent most of his time surrounded by his books, gongs and collection of sacred objects.


Cherry huffed her way up the staircase carrying a tray and Clip started with surprise as her grey head appeared.


‘You’ve had no food for days now,’ she gasped, her large bosom heaving. She set the tray down with a crash on an old chest, covering the papers and drawings that lay scattered across it. ‘Oh my stars, that don’t get any easier!’


‘Here, sit down and catch your breath, Cherry,’ said Clip quickly, clearing a space for her on the battered sofa. ‘You shouldn’t be carrying heavy trays upstairs, though it’s very kind of you I must say.’


‘Well, a body must eat,’ she wheezed, looking around the circular room with a frown. ‘Oh Master Clip, do let me send someone in to give this place a dusting.’


‘No, Cherry. We’ve discussed this before and you know I don’t like the thought of some youth poking about amongst all my precious things,’ he replied.


‘Then I’ll do it for you!’ she said, shaking her grey head in disapproval. ‘’Tis a mess and all that dust can’t do you no good. I’ve heard your cough many a time, and—’


‘That’s nothing to do with dust,’ he chuckled. ‘That’s too many nights spent out in the cold taking their toll, I’m afraid. No, really, Cherry, please don’t fuss about my tower – you know this is how I like it.’


‘Mmn,’ she muttered. ‘’Tis not fitting for the Master o’ Stonewylde to be living in such a muddle, but there’s naught I can do if you won’t let me clean it. But please do eat some o’ this food. Marigold prepared it specially for you – look, there’s a lovely piece o’ beef pie and some jam sponge pudding too. We don’t like seeing your bones poking out the way they do.’


‘Thank you, Cherry, and please convey my thanks to your sister too. It’s very kind of you both and I’ll eat a little later on. Now, if you’ve got your breath back …’


‘Aye,’ she grunted, heaving herself to her feet, ‘I best be getting along.’


She eyed the collection of African masks suspiciously and tutted at the layer of dust on the desiccated frogs that lined one of the many window-sills.


‘Oh – some books arrived for you,’ she said. ‘They were in the entrance hall but I couldn’t manage them. One o’ the lads’ll bring ’em up later.’


‘Please, Cherry, don’t send people up here,’ said Clip. ‘You know I really don’t like being disturbed.’


‘Aye, well – ‘tis done now. It were Swift in fact and I didn’t ask him – he offered. Now, make sure you eat that and don’t forget to bring the tray back down, will you? Else I’ll have to send someone up for it. I’m not having dirty plates mouldering away in here.’


Clip smiled good-naturedly at her, wishing her gone so he could return to his solitude. She clumped down the stairs and eventually he heard the door on the ground floor shut. He sighed, eyeing the tray of unwanted food with distaste. It was vital to fast before a major journey – the odd apple and handful of hazelnuts were all he’d permit himself – and now he’d have to somehow dispose of this without Cherry noticing. He appreciated her and Marigold’s concern, but it was wearing to be fussed over.


He turned back to the window and then gasped in agony as, without warning, excruciating pain sliced through his abdomen. His eyes darkened with shock and he tried to ride above it, but it gripped him with vicious coils. Clip’s thin body bent double and a long groan escaped. He fell to his knees, clutching his stomach, whimpering as the pain bit deeper and deeper into his guts.


Then it was gone as suddenly as it had come. Clip straightened and took a deep, ragged breath. Was it some sort of omen of things to come? Shakily he stood up, grasping hold of the window ledge to steady himself. He went to a cupboard recessed in the ancient stone walls and selected a bottle of murky liquid. He’d prepared this remedy to ward off the emptiness that gnawed at him before a journey – maybe a draught would ease the cramp. He could cope with hunger but not pain like that. He’d no idea where it had come from and fervently hoped never to encounter it again.


He groaned again as there was another knock at the door downstairs, which this time he heard clearly. The trouble was anyone standing in the corridor on the other side of the heavy oak door couldn’t hear his reply. He’d have to start bolting the door, he decided, as he really hated all these disturbances. The door opened below and a lad’s voice carried up the stairs.


‘Just leave the books down there please!’ called Clip, leaning over the head of the spiral stairs and trying to see where the boy was. Swift – Martin’s son, he thought, always a little hazy on the names and identities of that huge generation. Clip recalled the small pale-haired boy, much younger than Martin’s other children.


‘Oh for goddess’ sake!’ he muttered as he saw a blond head circling up the staircase. ‘Why can’t everyone just leave me alone?’


Swift surprised Clip by being a young man, and he realised with a jolt just how out of touch he was becoming. The youth was slightly built, not tall like Martin, and handsome with straight silvery blond hair that fell into his eyes. He smiled disarmingly at Clip, not in the slightest bit out of breath. He carried a large brown package that looked heavy.


‘Your books!’ he said cheerfully, looking around with interest.


‘Very kind of you,’ said Clip. ‘Just put them down on that chair. Thanks for bringing them up for me, Swift.’


‘My pleasure,’ said the lad charmingly. ‘And you remember who I am!’


‘Well, I—’


‘It’s a beautiful place, your tower. I love all your collections.’


To Clip’s dismay, the lad put the books down and sank onto the sofa with another grin.


‘I’d love to hear about your travels one day,’ he said. ‘Father says you’ve travelled all over the world and I know your Story Webs are full of tales from different cultures, but you never talk about where you’ve been.’


‘No, I suppose not. Though my travels in recent years have been negligible.’


‘You must miss it,’ said Swift sympathetically.


‘Yes, I do. It’s all I ever really wanted to do, but somehow …’ Clip spread his hands and shrugged in a gesture of acceptance at his fate.


‘Father says that life doesn’t always work out as we expect,’ nodded Swift. ‘But surely you can take time out now and go travelling again?’


‘Yes, I’m hoping that next year, when—’ Clip stopped abruptly, realising he shouldn’t confide his plans to this boy before telling anyone else.


‘Next year you’ll go travelling again? That’s great! Where were you thinking of going?’


Swift smiled encouragingly but Clip shook his head, frowning down at his thick felt slippers.


‘Nowhere. I didn’t mean that. Now, Swift, if you don’t mind …’


‘I wanted to ask you something,’ said the boy quickly, flicking the long straight hair out of his eyes. ‘It’s a bit of a strange request, but I wondered if I might call you “uncle”?’


‘Uncle?’ Clip stared at him.


‘Yes, because according to my grandmother that’s what you are – my uncle.’


Clip was completely dumbfounded at this and continued to stare at the lad. Swift looked up candidly at the tall, careworn man with his lined face and faraway pale-grey wolf’s eyes.


‘I was visiting Granny Violet yesterday,’ he said. ‘Father sends me round there with things for her, and she was talking about you – her and my Great-Aunt Vetchling and Aunt Starling. Granny said you used to like her cakes.’


Clip nodded ruefully at this.


‘Granny’s annoyed that Marigold makes the ceremony cakes nowadays – she said in Magus’ time it was her job?’


‘That’s right – it’s one of the things Yul changed when he became magus.’


‘She’s still upset about losing the job even though it was so long ago – she felt honoured to do it in the past. Anyway, she was talking about the old days which she does a lot, and she wanted to know how you were doing.’


‘Really?’


Clip shuddered involuntarily at the thought of the crone. He hadn’t had many dealings with her over the years, still remembering clearly how she’d spoken to him that terrible Winter Solstice Eve up at Hare Stone. Clip recalled how she’d frozen him to the spot and frightened him with her dabbling in Dark Magic. He recognised the malignant power Old Violet held and wanted nothing to do with her or the other women in her household.


‘She was talking,’ continued Swift blithely, ‘about how you and Father were half-brothers.’


‘Oh.’


Clip had no idea how to respond to this. There’d always been talk and speculation, and knowing that perhaps Martin was his half-brother had certainly coloured Clip’s judgement about keeping him on at Stonewylde to run the Hall; he felt he owed the man some familial loyalty. But Violet had never made it public knowledge before that he and Martin shared the same father. He wondered vaguely why she would do so now?


‘Yes, so I reckon that makes me your nephew and you my uncle, and I wanted to be allowed to call you Uncle Clip. Is that okay then? You don’t mind?’


Clip shook his head helplessly, unable to think of a good reason to object, but still sensing something not quite right about the situation. What was Old Violet up to?


‘I suppose if your grandmother chooses to make it known that your father and I are half-brothers …’
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