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  PROLOGUE




  Wales. 1815




  The girl was a slip of a thing, her patched skirt and faded bodice hung loosely on her slender frame. A shawl, the wool hand-spun and woven by her grandmother, was

  clenched to her chest in a tightly fisted hand.




  Beneath the grey drabness of the gown, the small bulge had been noticeable only to the most sharp-eyed of the village women, until they’d honed their tongues to match.




  The girl’s face was pale, pinched around the mouth. Her eyes, burning with her shame though she kept her head held high, were of a peculiar greenness, a gift from her ancient warrior

  ancestors.




  ‘Get you gone, Megan Lewis!’




  Behind her on the chapel steps stood her father, stern in his own righteousness and resolve. She would not look back. Behind her, a bad memory, the travelling preacher, his mouth thundering with

  the teachings of the Lord, his loins hot and thrusting with the instrument of Satan’s punishment.




  ‘Shame on you, sinner.’




  Behind the lace curtains of a neatly kept cottage were her stepmother and sisters. Prayers would be said for her soul, then for as long as they lived she would never be mentioned again.




  She bit back on a sob, resisting the urge to pull the shawl over her head. Led by her stepmother, the village women had hacked the waist-length locks from her head. She felt naked without it,

  the black tufts were spiky and rough between her fingers.




  A clod of earth hit her between the shoulder blades and she stumbled.




  ‘Your mother was too proud for the likes of us,’ Aunt Wynn hissed with snake-like malice. ‘Descended from the marcher lords, she said she was. A pity it is that she isn’t

  alive to see this.’ Wynn stood next to Grandmother Lewis on the doorstep, a spinster, her youth withered by the lack of a man’s interest, unattractive in her brown plumage.




  The older woman was still tall and upright at sixty. Her shock of white hair was pulled into a coarse linen bonnet, the black coals of her eyes were clouded over, her mouth crabbed inwards over

  her gums. ‘Megan . . . is that you, our Megan?’ Her voice had a high-pitched fluting strangeness to it.




  Megan shivered. ‘It is me, Grandmother.’




  ‘I burned a lock of your hair, cariad. The smoke showed the future.’




  ‘And what is that future, Grandmother?’




  ‘You will go forth into misery, but the man who caused it will be cursed. Your life will be hard.’




  ‘And what will become of my child?’




  ‘Her Llewellyn blood will strengthen her, but she’ll never be accepted as one of us.’




  Wynn’s breath sucked sharply in. ‘Llewelyn blood, is it? A lot of good that will do the bastard when the mother is already condemned as a temptress. She carries the devil’s

  child, not the preacher’s.’




  ‘Hush, Wynn, don’t be so hard on her, the girl has troubles enough to face, as does her child.’ The old woman stepped forward and whispered against her ear, so Wynn could not

  overhear.




  Wynn tugged uneasily at her arm. ‘If you’re filling the girl’s head with pagan prophecy, come away in, before the chapel elders hear any words of blasphemy.’




  Tears streaming down her cheeks, the woman’s bent old fingers clutched at her daughter’s arm. ‘Give Megan my piece.’ She turned and went inside, her head bowed.




  Wynn came to the gate and held out a bundle. ‘Be grateful she is losing her wits, mind, for you’d not be offered a crumb from my table. Here’s a blanket and some food for your

  journey.’




  ‘Thank you, Aunt.’




  Wynn avoided her eyes. ‘Despite being my own brother’s child, you will never call me aunt again. From this moment on you are nothing to us, you no longer exist and, God willing,

  we’ll never meet again. Good riddance to you.’ She walked inside without looking back, banging the door shut behind her.




  The road from the village wound steeply upwards. When Megan reached the top of the hill she turned and looked back. Nobody stirred. No dog barked. The doors and windows of the

  cottages were closed. The village where she’d been born and raised was nestled into the border marches, as it always had been. But it was closed up, the backs of its inhabitants turned to her

  – and Megan felt like the stranger she’d become.




  Over the peak and ahead of her, a track winding down. Then what? England? She’d heard there was work in the towns, and she could spin and weave.




  She shivered as a cloud moved over the sun. Her grandmother had spoken of misery.




  The woman was old, known for her strangeness. Some called her fey. But Megan, smiling with all the optimism of a girl nearing eighteen years, suddenly experienced a sense of freedom.




  The road ahead was strewn with stones. Summer was in decline, but enough warmth was left in the day to lull a fool into believing the weather would be fair for ever. Although her heart was

  heavy, Megan’s clogged feet began to dance over the ground.




  It was a while before she stopped to rest. The horizon was a smudge of grey and purple. She must find shelter for the night, the shepherd’s hut in the distance, perhaps. She headed towards

  it, into the long afternoon shadows.




  There was a crusty loaf, a slab of cheese and a slice of mutton wrapped in a clean rag inside the blanket. There was also a small cloth pouch. Inside, a few preciously hoarded coins jingled as

  she tipped them into her hand. Amongst them shone an intricately patterned silver cross on a chain. She turned it over, painfully mouthing the few letters she’d learned at her mother’s

  knee before she’d died.




  ‘Siana,’ she whispered, and a lump came to her throat. It was her grandmother’s cross.
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  Dorset. 1833




  Straightening up from the tub, Siana Skinner stopped humming long enough to gaze over to where her mother was hanging a pair of patched corduroy trousers on the line. They

  hung, empty and baggy-arsed, dripping into the long grass.




  It was early; the sun had just cleared the horizon; the air was still. Unless the breeze came up they’d be lucky if the washing dried by nightfall. If the trousers didn’t dry, it

  would fetch her a clout from Bill Skinner and worse for her mother, especially if he’d been drinking. She prayed for a good drying breeze.




  ‘Josh,’ she shouted towards the cottage, ‘when’re you going to scythe the top off this grass? The seeds are sticking in the wash and I have to pick them all out when

  it’s dry.’




  ‘Josh has gone already; he’s earning a penny or two running messages today over Tolpuddle way, and wanted to make an early start,’ Megan Skinner told her.




  Siana’s smile faded as she gazed at her mother. ‘Our Josh will get into strife running messages for those troublemakers. A haystack was fired last week, and I hear tell the

  authorities have got their eyes on the Tolpuddle men.’




  Her mother supported her back with her hands. She was carrying the infant low, Siana thought.




  ‘A pity there aren’t a few more who have the welfare of their fellow workers at heart. Not like some I could mention, who’re always out for themselves.’ And Siana knew

  she was referring to Tom.




  ‘All the same, we don’t want our Josh to get into trouble.’




  ‘I suppose so, but he’s got his head screwed on tight, and has got the right to earn a little for himself. One of these days he’ll wed and have a family to support.’




  Siana laughed. ‘Get away with you, Ma. Our Josh is only twelve.’




  ‘And you’re seventeen. I was expecting you at that age.’ She shook her head. ‘Lord, it seems such a long time ago. Marry in haste, repent at leisure, they say. I hope you

  do better’n I did.’




  Head slanted to one side, Siana gazed dreamy-eyed at the rolling green hills stretching off towards the coast. They lived a mile away from the village of Cheverton Chase, situated inland, five

  miles from both Wareham and the bustling harbour town of Poole. When the wind was strong you sometimes caught the pungent odour of salt and seaweed in the air.




  ‘One day I’d like to wed a man who treats me nice. I’d like to have a dress covered in flowers to wear to church on Sundays and a room specially for sitting in. A house with an

  extra bedroom and a pump in the yard would be lovely, too.’




  Putting her hand on her hip, Siana paraded up and down, her chin in the air. ‘I’ll send you an invitation to take tea with me.’




  Megan laughed. ‘I’ll be Mrs Gentry coming to call in these old rags. Look you, girl, this shawl belonged to my mother, and I swear this skirt was the one I was wearing when I was

  marched out of the village all those years ago.’




  ‘One day I’ll buy you another,’ Siana said fiercely.




  Her mother smiled at the thought. ‘Well, I don’t see why you shouldn’t have all them things. You have the looks and the wit, and you speak like a little lady since you’ve

  been going up to the rectory.’ She shook her head in warning. ‘Just remember to keep your hand on your ha’penny, my love. A man respects a maid who says no to him. Proper gents

  like their women to be untouched on the wedding night. The other type they keep for their sport.’




  ‘I’ll remember, Ma.’




  ‘And be careful that Tom doesn’t get the chance to force himself on to you. I’ve seen the dirty beggar watching you. I thought marriage would have cured him of his itch, but it

  hasn’t. He’s like his father in that way.’




  Siana bit her bottom lip as she remembered her stepbrother’s threat when he’d cornered her the week before. He’d given her a painful squeeze. ‘One of these days I’m

  going to have a taste of this little pie you’ve got under your skirt. Just see if I don’t.’




  ‘If he got the notion into his head, I don’t know if I’d have the strength to fight him off.’




  ‘It’s not his head you have to worry about, and he’d be counting on you putting up a fight. But there’s one little trick you can use if you have to,’ and Megan

  leaned forward to whisper something in her ear.




  Siana grinned. ‘It’s a pity you didn’t do that to his father.’




  The light went from her mother’s eyes as she said dully, ‘We’re married; he has the right to me.’




  ‘Why did you wed him, Ma?’




  Megan’s eyes filled with memories. ‘It was winter. I was on my way to sign in at the poorhouse when you decided to be born. The only shelter I could find was a cow byre, and thank

  God I didn’t have to share it with the cows for they’d long been slaughtered. He heard you crying and found us there, nigh on frozen to death. Took us in, Bill Skinner did, and gave you

  his name. Turned out he needed a mother for his young uns. We needed a home, so I stayed.’




  ‘Did you love him when you married him?’




  Megan’s mouth pursed, then she gave a bit of a smile. ‘He was a bonny-looking man then, all right. One thing led to another and before I knew it I was pregnant and the banns were

  being called. I don’t know whether it were love or not but it were a mighty powerful feeling.’ Her hands covered her stomach. ‘Been pregnant ever since, with only our Josh and

  Daisy and nine dead uns to show for it. Yonder cemetery is full of little Skinners. Unhallowed ground, mind. They didn’t survive long enough to be christened.’




  ‘Perhaps this one will live,’ Siana said gently.




  Megan shrugged. ‘Perhaps. I remember Bill had to get permission from a magistrate to wed because of my age. Told them I was an orphan, he did.’




  ‘And were you?’




  ‘Might as well have been with all those blood relatives in Wales casting me out of the village. Pious in their praying, no charity in their hearts, that lot. There’s a name for such

  as them.’




  ‘Hypocrites?’ Siana suggested.




  Megan’s work-worn hand caressed her daughter’s face. ‘There’s clever with words, you are, cariad. You must get that from your father’s side.’




  ‘What was my father like, Ma?’




  Megan’s face tightened. ‘He was a rapist and a sinner, for he took from me by force. Said I tempted him with my pagan ways. The village women were worse. Except for my grandmother,

  the witches didn’t believe me. Those with daughters to marry off had their eye on him, see. Couldn’t have done them any good though, for your grandmother Lewis cursed him afterwards.

  The women cut off my hair, spat on me and cast me out for something not my fault.’




  ‘Did Bill Skinner know who he was?’




  ‘Bill never asked.’ She shrugged. ‘He was a different man then. He picked you up as gentle as if you were a lamb, sets you in my arms and says, “You and the

  infant’ll be all right now, missy.”’A faint smile touched her face. ‘Poverty drags you down, though. He took to the drink and turned violent. But men can be fools when they

  take the fancy for you. If you can get one with means all the better. Who wants to be miserable in poverty when you can do the same in comfort? If I’d known what was ahead then, I would have

  kept on walking.’




  Her mother suddenly looked tired and gaunt, older than her thirty-six years. Her hair was dull and stringy, its raven darkness threaded through with pewter. Her eyes had lost their youthful

  gloss, but were as dark and green as the pine trees in the forest.




  Siana was glad she’d inherited her ma’s looks. Megan Skinner still possessed the remnants of a wild beauty, but the never-ending cycle of drunken beatings and pregnancies had robbed

  her of her strength and vitality.




  Thank God Josh and their babby sister, Daisy, had survived.




  Daisy was crawling in the long grass, stalked by two kittens and giggling every time they pounced on her. Siana marked her sister’s position, in case she tired of the game and fell asleep.

  Daisy was a placid, easily amused child. Siana adored every inch of her flaxen-haired little sister, and Josh was a lovable, but cheeky scamp.




  Gazing at her mother’s swollen stomach and her puffed-up ankles, Siana experienced a moment of unease. Although today seemed to be one of her good days, her mother had been lethargic and

  ill for most of this pregnancy. She ran out of breath quickly, and was carrying the child low, so her back pained her all the time. Siana wondered if she’d survive this birth.




  ‘Go and put your feet up, Ma. I’ll finish off the wash and mind our Daisy until it’s time to help out at the rectory.’




  It was a secret between them, her job at the rectory. Half of the money she earned was handed over to her mother for food, the other half was saved for her by the rector himself.




  Then there were the reading lessons, and the books she was allowed to borrow from Reverend White’s library – books she kept hidden in a secret place and read when she could get away

  from the battle of everyday survival. She memorized the information and stories she read so she could tell them to Josh, swearing him to secrecy in case her stepfather found out and put a stop to

  it.




  ‘You’re a good girl, Siana.’ Her mother came over to where she stood and unpinned a little cloth pouch from inside her skirt. ‘I’ve got something for you, a silver

  cross which once belonged to your great-grandmother Lewis. She had the sight. “You will go forth into misery, but the man who caused it will be cursed,” she told me. “Good will

  come out of bad. You’ll give birth to a daughter blessed by the gods. The child will have troubles to face, but the sight will be strong in her. Her pagan heart will beat a rhythm with the

  soul of the earth and it will bring her much happiness.”’




  Siana smiled for she’d heard the prophecy many times and, as a result, had always felt a strange kinship with her great-grandmother. She had not known about the cross, though.




  ‘I named you for her and have been keeping the talisman safe all these years. Keep it hid, else your stepfather will have it off you and will sell it for what the silver will

  bring.’




  As Siana looked at the celtic cross shining in her palm she felt that sense of connection with her unknown ancestor. Her hand closed over the object and she shut her eyes for a few moments,

  seeking something more solid for her mind to grasp. She found something the opposite of solid , but satisfying, all the same.




  ‘Siana . . . Siana . . . Siana.’




  The name seemed to come whispering through the grass and was strangely comforting. She turned her face to the growing warmth of the sun, to the slightest kiss of dew against her cheek. When she

  opened her eyes again, she found the day clothed in a golden light. The grass bowed before the breeze, the long slender stalks were resilient, their ears fire-tipped, as if an army marched through

  the field holding flaming arrows aloft.




  Her stepfather’s trousers bulged fatly with air and flapped about, so they looked as if they might leap off the line and dance. She felt light, reassured, as though someone had taken her

  under their protection.




  She gazed at her mother, saying with a sense of wonder, ‘I think I felt my great-grandmother near.’




  Daisy, suddenly discovering herself lost in the forest of whispering, waving stalks, let out a howl of distress.




  Siana turned towards her then back to her mother, her eyes appealing to her, for there was something a little frightening about what she’d experienced. ‘Did you hear her call

  too?’




  Megan gave a faint smile, not bothering to pretend her daughter referred to Daisy. ‘What you felt is inherited from her, Siana mine. She believed we were descended from the marcher lords,

  and they had a mighty powerful way with them.’




  ‘And are we?’




  Their eyes met in complete understanding. ‘So they say, but the knowing of it is one thing, the proving another.’ A kiss landed on her cheek. ‘Tell no one of it, for what

  people cannot understand they try to destroy.’ When Daisy began to grizzle, Megan said practically, ‘Fetch our Daisy here for a cuddle. I’ll give her the last of the milk and

  she’ll settle down for a nap whilst you go about your business.’




  ‘You’ll be all right on your own, Ma?’




  ‘I’ll be all right. The babby isn’t due for a month.’




  Siana watched her mother go into the house before she turned back to the washing tub.




  When she checked later, she found her mother asleep, Daisy snuggled against her chest, her thumb in her mouth. It was easy to sleep when hunger drained the energy from you.
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  The rectory was a good two miles from where Siana lived, on the other side of the village of Cheverton Chase.




  Siana’s long legs carried her rapidly over the hill and onto the path leading through the woods. The woods and everything in them belonged to the squire. On the left edge was Croxley Farm,

  tenanted by her stepbrother. Further on was the labourers’ cottage lived in by his sister. Having grown up tormented by the pair’s bullying ways, Siana despised Hannah and feared

  Tom.




  Except for the wind soughing in the branches above her head, it was quiet and peaceful when the shade of the trees enclosed her. She took a careful look around in case either of them was lying

  in wait for her. Standing quite still for a moment, she listened to the birds and the wind. As she absorbed the earthy odour of dampness into her body, she sensed someone watching her.




  Her eyes snapped open in alarm, to discover a squirrel poised for flight on a fallen tree. The creature took her breath away with its polished red coat, bright eyes and bushy tail. For a moment

  they stared at each other, then she laughed with the sheer joy of the discovery of it. Chattering in alarm, it spiralled up a tree and scolded her soundly from the safety of a branch.




  ‘Don’t worry. However hungry we get, I’d never let you end up in the cooking pot,’ she whispered, smiling at its nonsense. ‘Just be careful you don’t come

  across Tom for he’d kill you for the fun of it.’




  Beneath her feet, the roots of trees were entwined fingers of mossy greenness. She avoided the boggy patches. Although her boots were stout, they were old army boots passed down through the

  family. They would have to do Josh a turn after her, so she was careful not to slip or get too much muck on them, which would crack the leather even more.




  The rectory was a short way past the church. It was a small church, built from local stone, the square Norman tower dwarfed by yew trees. The church had been built by the Forbes family two

  centuries earlier, and was carefully distanced from Cheverton Manor so the bells wouldn’t prove disruptive to the landowner.




  The village itself consisted of a muddy, narrow lane flanked by low cottages. Most of the dwellings had a sty housing a pig or two, or some chickens scratching in the dirt. There was a handpump

  for water set in the middle of the lane. A perpetual and unhealthy stench permeated the village. It attracted flies, which swarmed over the children in summer. Cramped as the Skinner family was,

  Siana was glad she didn’t live in the village.




  Up by the quiet woods the world seemed far away, her troubles few.




  When she reached the rectory, she straightened her hair, then knocked at the back door and waited to be admitted into the kitchen.




  Siana smiled at Mrs Leeman as she slipped her arms through the white apron the woman held out for her. She liked coming to the rectory. The house had an upstairs with five big bedrooms, and the

  downstairs had a drawing room, a library and a dining room as well as the big kitchen.




  Her ma wouldn’t know what to do with such grandness, she thought. Their whole cottage could be swallowed up by the drawing room with spare lengths around the edges for a garden, even

  though the Skinners’ was a bigger cottage than those in the village proper.




  She had come by the job quite by chance. Drawn by the woman’s cries for help, she had come across the reverend’s housekeeper in the woods. Mrs Leeman had been gathering blackberries

  and had tripped over a root and badly wrenched her ankle.




  Siana had supported her, carrying her home on her back. Then, because the woman was upset and in pain, she had completed Mrs Leeman’s tasks for the day before fetching her employer from

  the church. After a whispered conversation between them, she’d been offered some work until Mrs Leeman recovered. When the woman had, Siana was given a permanent few hours’ work a

  week.




  There was an unexpected bonus. A few weeks later, she’d been discovered laboriously spelling out the words of a book in the library when she should have been dusting. Far from being

  annoyed, the Reverend Richard White had offered to teach her to read. That had been over six months ago and Siana was making good progress, although she lived in dread of her stepfather finding out

  she was working. One day he was bound to.




  It was Siana’s job to iron all the linen, using heavy, black smoothing irons which were heated on the range top. She was careful not to burn herself, or the linen, and kept the edges

  straight and neat and the folds sharp, as the housekeeper had taught her.




  Mrs Leeman smiled kindly at her. ‘The reverend said he’ll have time to listen to you read after you finish your work.’




  Siana’s heart leapt as she eagerly went about her tasks. After the ironing, there was the silver to clean. She polished the little cross her mother had given her as well, admiring it

  before securing it back inside her skirt. Who would have thought she’d ever own anything so precious and pretty?




  After the silver it was the turn of the heavy furniture, brought to a deep glow by an application of beeswax. When it was polished, it seemed as if she’d lit a fire inside the wood for its

  ruby depths seemed to contain leaping flames. The house smelled lovely as she polished the curving hand rail of the staircase.




  Mrs Leeman was baking. Delicious smells wafted through the house, setting Siana’s stomach rumbling. She hadn’t eaten since the night before, and her supper would consist of thin

  potato soup with cabbage and, if she was lucky, a dumpling floating in it. The last of the mutton would go to her stepfather.




  She sat back on her heels, admiring her handiwork and indulging in her favourite daydream. One day she’d live in a house like this, with pretty ornaments on the mantelpiece, lace curtains

  at the windows and food in the larder. Her daughters would never go hungry, and would go to school like proper little misses in white cotton pinafores over muslin dresses. On Sundays they’d

  wear ribbon-trimmed straw bonnets to church.




  She jumped when somebody gently coughed behind her. Rising, she curtsied to the reverend, keeping her eyes lowered out of respect and staring at his black, polished shoes. ‘Good day to

  you, sir.’




  ‘Good morning, Siana. Join me in my study in ten minutes and we’ll see how your reading has progressed.’




  The reverend was a kindly looking, short man with pale cheeks. Middle-aged, he wore round glasses which gradually slipped to the end of his nose as he bent his head. He never thought her

  questions foolish, but answered them with patience, afterwards asking her if she understood, and explaining again if she didn’t.




  The lesson progressed smoothly, she read a passage from the King James bible with hardly a hesitation, before solving some sums he’d set down on a piece of paper. ‘Good, you’ve

  grasped the concept of fractions,’ he murmured before enquiring, ‘How is your mother keeping, Siana?’




  ‘She’s very tired, sir. Carrying this babby has fair knocked the wind out of her.’




  ‘Baby.’




  ‘Sorry, sir. Baby then.’ She smiled; correcting her pronunciation had become a habit with him.




  Mrs Leeman knocked at the door. ‘Master Daniel has arrived, sir. I’ve shown him to his room.’




  ‘Thank you, Mrs Leeman. Ask him to join us when he’s ready, then bring us some refreshment.’




  Mrs Leeman looked uncertainly from one to the other. ‘All of you?’




  ‘That’s right, Mrs Leeman. I’ve decided to invite my favourite pupil for tea today.’




  Mrs Leeman bobbed a curtsy and gave him a faint smile. ‘I’ll make sure there’s plenty of bread and butter on the plate then.’




  ‘Cake, Mrs Leeman, we shall have cake. I’m sure this young lady would enjoy a slice, wouldn’t you, Siana?’




  ‘I don’t rightly know, sir. I’ve never eaten cake before.’




  ‘Then you have a treat in store.’




  Had Richard known, it would have been equally a treat for Siana to eat bread baked from milled wheat and spread with butter.




  Siana had natural grace, Richard White thought as Daniel Ayres was introduced. If she was shocked by meeting the lad she gave no indication. In fact, she gave every indication

  she was unaware of the connection between them when she bobbed a swift curtsy.




  As for Daniel, he smiled ironically at the gesture and lifted her hand to his lips, not in the least disconcerted by her ragged gown. ‘I’m delighted to meet a

  relative-by-marriage to my mother.’ The distasteful emphasis was marked.




  She gazed blankly at him for a moment, then spots of colour rose to her cheeks as she noted the ironic inflection of his words. In an almost hostile voice she hastened to inform him. ‘Tom

  Skinner is not my brother; he’s my stepbrother.’




  ‘My pardon.’ The pair joined glances in a moment of mutual understanding, then Siana withdrew her hand. She stood awkwardly for a moment or two whilst Daniel gazed questioningly at

  her.




  Richard drew her attention with a gentle cough and indicated the chair with a nod of his head. Realizing manners dictated she be seated first, she scrambled to comply, appearing slightly

  flustered as she folded her hands in her lap.




  ‘Perhaps you’d pour the tea, Siana. Find a seat, Daniel; you’ve grown so large, you’re blocking the light from the window. How are your studies progressing?’




  Daniel looked slightly put out. ‘I’ve reached the levels required, and have been assigned to a local attorney to acquire practical experience, as my father arranged. I should like to

  travel abroad before I practise at the bar, though.’




  The elaborate silver teapot in Siana’s hand hovered in mid-air. ‘How wonderful, Mr Ayres. Which countries will you visit?’




  Daniel shrugged. ‘Oh, Italy and Greece, I suppose,’ he said carelessly.




  Her eyes began to shine as she said rather formally, ‘I should like to visit Rome and see for myself the artistic works of Michelangelo.’




  Daniel’s mouth dropped open for a moment, then his chin assumed a slightly superior tilt. ‘I daresay you would. Do you have a particular favourite?’




  Her forehead creased in thought. ‘How can I have a favourite when I’ve only seen drawings of them? Reverend White says The Heroic Captive is very fine, but I’d like to

  see the Pietà .’ She applied herself once more to her task, handing them each a plate, then offering round a tray containing the neat slices of cake Mrs Leeman had sent in,

  adding unnecessarily, ‘I’ve been reading a book about Michelangelo. It’s very interesting.’




  The reverend smiled at that. So did Daniel. He nodded when Daniel responded to her with a snippet of information about Michelangelo. Before too long Daniel dropped his patronizing tone and Siana

  her shyness, and there was an interesting conversation generated on the subject.




  After her awkward start there was no false pride about Siana. Anything she didn’t know she asked about, storing every detail in her remarkable memory. The three of them passed a pleasant

  and relaxed hour, chatting and laughing together.




  When the clock chimed, Siana’s eyes widened and consternation filled them. ‘I must get home to help my ma . . . mother.’




  Daniel rose. ‘I’d like to talk some more. Allow me to escort you home.’




  She gazed at the cake she’d forgotten to eat and sighed, saying straightforwardly, ‘Thank you, but it would be better if you didn’t. Someone might see us and tell my

  stepfather.’




  ‘Would that matter very much?’ Daniel quizzed.




  She nodded and turned away from the young man. Her eyes engaged her employer’s. ‘Do you know anything about the marcher lords, sir?’




  Surprise filled Richard. Where had she learned of such ancient people? ‘They were staunch patriots and fierce defenders of the Welsh border. They were very powerful lords indeed. I have a

  book on the subject somewhere. If you’d like to wait a moment, I’ll find it for you.’




  ‘I have to finish the one on Michelangelo first. Perhaps next week?’




  He wanted to grin at her earnest expression. ‘May one ask why you want to learn about the marcher lords?’




  She gave an awkward little shrug that was altogether charming. ‘My mother mentioned them, that’s all. She believes we’re descended from them.’




  He recalled that her mother was Welsh-born. For a long time after she’d arrived in the district there had been whispers that Megan Lewis worshipped the old gods. But what those old gods

  were, nobody seemed to know when questioned, and Richard himself had seen no signs of paganism in her. She attended church, seemed sincere when she prayed and was respectful towards him.




  ‘Until next time then.’ He saw Siana glance again at the uneaten cake and knew she would be too proud to ask for it, however hungry she was. He placed a couple of slices in a napkin

  and handed it to her. ‘I can’t let you go without tasting the cake. Take home a slice for your mother, as well. I’m sure she will enjoy it.’




  Her smile was that of a happy child as she left, carefully carrying the small parcel.




  ‘What do you make of her, Daniel?’ he asked when the door closed behind her.




  ‘The girl’s surprising when you get to know her,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘She’s quick-minded as well as a beauty. It’s a wonder she hasn’t been married

  off to some peasant to breed his brats. How old is she?’




  ‘Seventeen, I believe. I was thinking of offering her a position.’




  ‘As a maid?’




  ‘She’s already that. As my clerk to start with. She’s good with her letters and figures and has a quick, enquiring mind. I could train her, so eventually she could teach at the

  parish school or take up an appointment as a governess. As her employer I would be given the opportunity to have some say in her future. I think she deserves to be offered more from life than would

  otherwise be available to girls of her class.’




  ‘Can it be you’re intrigued by her supposed connection to the marcher lords?’




  Richard gave a faint smile. ‘I have only just heard of it. That she’s a lost princess is a little far-fetched, and the claim would not be provable after the passing of so many

  generations. However, if the thought gives her some sense of self-worth I’d be the first to encourage it.’




  Daniel laughed. ‘Always the philanthropist, sir. But my father might have something to say about you hiring a girl for the job. He might also question the morality of such an

  undertaking.’




  ‘I cannot see how when the girl wouldn’t reside here. After all, nobody questions my relationship with Mrs Leeman.’




  ‘Who is old enough to be your mother.’




  ‘And I’m old enough to be Siana’s father. Perhaps I’d see fit to remind my esteemed cousin about his lack of taste in the man he chose to wed your mother. Tom Skinner is

  an oaf.’




  ‘We both know he was chosen for his broad back and farming knowledge rather than any sensibilities he may possess. The marriage was forced on my mother in a fit of pique.’




  ‘You’re nearly twenty-one, Daniel. The understanding between Sir Edward and your mother was terminated a year ago. Your father has educated and supported you, and will continue doing

  so until you are able to earn a decent living for yourself. The farm could have been yours too, but since you chose not to accept it he was compelled to make the best arrangement he could for the

  working of it. And may I remind you, Elizabeth was not obliged to accept the man as a husband.’




  ‘What else could she do? My father had ruined her reputation. She had very few means of her own for support and nowhere else to go.’ He shrugged. ‘My father knew I wasn’t

  cut out to be a farmer. If he’d waited a year or so, I’d have been able to look after her myself. Or he could have married her himself. He owed her that after leading her to expect it

  for all those years.’




  And you expected to be made his heir, Richard thought, knowing exactly how much Daniel’s illegitimacy rankled in his mind. As far as Richard was concerned, Elizabeth Skinner had ruined her

  own reputation. She had entered into a sinful relationship of her own free will, knowing the man was already wed to another.




  When Edward Forbes had become a widower, Elizabeth’s expectations of marriage had been disappointed. Although he liked Daniel’s mother, Richard considered it was perfectly reasonable

  for Squire Forbes to select a partner who was morally sound as well as young and healthy. He tried to get this through to Daniel without causing offence.




  ‘The barren state of his marriage to his late wife troubled him greatly. He needs to wed suitably and produce an heir before it’s too late.’ Richard threw a friendly arm around

  the young man’s shoulder as they headed towards the door. ‘You mustn’t become bitter, Daniel. The fact that Sir Edward has provided for you all these years clearly demonstrates he

  has your welfare at heart.’




  Daniel’s soft brown eyes hardened. ‘As you say, sir, but your own good self is more father to me than he is. For your efforts you have not only my gratitude, but my undying

  affection.’




  Daniel’s words pleased Richard, for he had no children of his own. ‘Good luck then, Daniel. As I am your cousin once removed, as well as being your godfather, you must allow me to

  help out in any way I can.’




  Daniel grinned. ‘For a start, you can ask me to tea again with your little clerk.’




  ‘Intriguing, isn’t she?’ Richard remarked absently, for his mind was already formulating his Sunday sermon. ‘If you come to church on Sunday, no doubt you’ll see

  the child there, for your father insists that his workers and their families attend without fail.’




  Child? Daniel chuckled as he walked away. If his godfather thought Siana resembled a child, his eyesight was surely fading.
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  Elizabeth Skinner, mother of Daniel, former mistress of Edward Forbes and wife to Tom Skinner, gazed at her sister-in-law and hoped her dislike didn’t show in her

  expression.




  She wished Hannah would go home. The less she had to do with the Skinners, the better she’d like it.




  The dislike was mutual. Elizabeth’s beauty made Hannah feel ugly and awkward. Elizabeth’s skin was pale and unblemished, her eyes were like bluebells and her hair shone like the fur

  of a fox in the sunlight.




  Hannah didn’t recognize her feelings as part of the envy endemic to her nature. If her brother hadn’t insisted she visit Elizabeth and report back every little thing the woman said

  and did, she wouldn’t bother coming.




  Sucking at her tea she swallowed noisily, smacking her lips in satisfaction and staring at her sister-in-law in silence. Feeling inadequate, Hannah didn’t know quite what to say to her.

  Then her eyes darted to Elizabeth’s arms and she smirked. ‘Our Tom be right handy with his fists. You should put some witch hazel on them bruises. They’ll heal quicker.’




  Elizabeth didn’t want them to heal. She wanted everyone in the district, especially Edward Forbes, to know what a bully Tom Skinner was.




  Edward had lied to her when he’d promised her respectability. All those years she’d made herself available to him, whilst his wife fought a losing battle with the madness to which

  she’d finally succumbed. She’d had respectability in abundance until she’d met him and fallen in love. Elizabeth had borne Edward a fine son in that time, and never in her wildest

  dreams had she imagined that he’d evict her from the Dorchester house and marry her off to a crude peasant. The other alternative had been the whorehouse.




  ‘That boy of yours thinks he’s too good to dirty his hands by being a farmer,’ Edward had said to her. ‘He gets his grand ideas from you, Elizabeth. Croxley Farm must be

  worked and Daniel could have had the deeds. He insulted me. Refused them, by God! Now I’ll only offer you a roof over your head for life and a strong man to work the farm in exchange for his

  education. Take it or leave it. You get nothing more from me.’




  And to think she’d loved Edward Forbes. Elizabeth, the only daughter of a parson, had been employed as a teacher in a charity school when she’d first met the squire. He’d been

  so dashing, quickly stealing her heart, her maidenhood and her reputation. As a result, her family had disowned her.




  Now, over twenty years later, Edward had discarded her too, his promise of undying love being empty. She’d married Tom Skinner because nobody would employ her. One day, she would

  accumulate the means to leave him – if she didn’t kill him first! The only thing stopping her was the fact that Tom Skinner wasn’t worth hanging for.




  When Hannah cracked her empty cup back onto the saucer, Elizabeth winced. It was made of the finest Staffordshire bone china. She should have used something of lesser value, but some part of her

  refused to reduce herself to Hannah’s level and she gained a perverse pleasure from watching the woman struggle with the basic niceties.




  Sometimes she hated herself for feeling that way, telling herself that Hannah was only a product of her background. It was Edward Forbes who reaped the benefit from keeping these people poor and

  uneducated.




  ‘A haystack were fired the other night,’ Hannah said with an almost avid importance. ‘Our Tom were over Winterborne way at the inn, and caught the man. Will Hastings it were .

  . . him from the bottom end of the village. Squire was right pleased with Tom for catching him, I can tell you.’ She sniggered. ‘Will said it wasn’t him what done it. Said

  he’d been over to Winterborne to visit his mother. Said it were already burning when he went over to investigate.’




  ‘Perhaps it was?’




  ‘Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he? Tom told the squire he saw Will light it from his lantern.’




  Elizabeth’s blue eyes narrowed in thought. So that’s why Tom had smelled of smoke when he’d arrived home that night, and with coins jiggling in his pocket. Her memory provided

  her with an image of Will Hastings, a rather thin, but pleasant young man who’d just married and whose wife was expecting an infant. She couldn’t imagine him doing something so

  criminal.




  ‘’Tis quite likely the squire will have Will hanged as an example.’




  Elizabeth gasped. Surely Edward would not be so cruel, but deep down she knew he was. It was not wise to cross him too often. ‘Will’s only a young man. Who will look after his wife

  and child?’




  ‘She’ll go into the workhouse, like as not.’ Hannah’s mouth twisted into a sneer. ‘That flirty-eyed cat were walking out with our Tom long before Will moved into

  the district. No doubt she’ll live to rue turning him down.’ Her glance touched on Elizabeth’s bruises and her smile was malicious as she inadvertently provided Elizabeth with the

  motive for the accusation. ‘Anyone who crosses our Tom does so at their peril.’




  A shudder racked Elizabeth’s body and she closed her eyes for a moment. Tom had taken a stick to her last night, then forced intimacy on her. Fortunately, he’d had too much drink in

  him to sustain the assault, eventually pushing her aside with a muffled curse and rolling across the bed to snore like the pig he was.




  She remembered being sickened by his rank odour and staring down at his naked body, perspiring from his efforts but awesomely powerful and well muscled, and thinking: All I need do is fetch the

  carving knife from the kitchen drawer and drive it into his heart. Would that she’d had the courage.




  Hannah was making preparations to go. Elizabeth noticed that the silver teaspoon had disappeared from her saucer. It had probably been slipped into Hannah’s pocket, and would end up in the

  pawnbroker’s shop on the next market day.




  Thank God she’d had the sense to hide the jewellery Edward had given her over the years. Not that it amounted to much in the way of financial value. They were trinkets containing

  semi-precious stones, but set in gold or silver all the same.




  There was also a small stash of coins put by, for Edward had always insisted she look her best for his visits and although her allowance hadn’t been generous, it had been reasonable and

  he’d never asked for an accounting.




  Prudently, she’d drawn all of her allowance each month, saving any excess in a bank account she’d opened in Poole. It had accumulated into a useful sum. The biggest blow had been

  losing the house in Dorchester – a house which had been her home for over twenty years and which now stood empty by all accounts. When she’d finally agreed to marry Tom, Edward had

  given them a sum of cash as a wedding present. Her dowry had kept Tom in drink for a month, she thought bitterly.




  If Tom ever found out about her secret hoard he would thrash her. But he never would. Apart from herself, only Daniel knew where she kept it hidden.




  The chair scraped across the floor when Hannah stood up, her hands easing her back. She was a tall, large-boned woman with dirty straw-coloured hair and blue eyes. The infant she carried was

  concealed by the folds of fat about her waist.




  ‘Our Tom said you had an old skirt I could cut up to make clothes for the babby.’




  He must mean the garment he’d ripped from her body last night, Elizabeth thought, a delicate cotton gown with puffed sleeves and a scalloped and embroidered collar and hem.




  ‘You fancies yourself to be a real lady in this, don’t yer?’ he’d spat in her face. ‘But you’re a whore underneath, same as all the other whores. You opens

  your legs to any man who pays yer enough. Well, just remember, you’re mine to do what I likes to, when I likes and if I likes.’




  Even if the gown could be repaired, Elizabeth knew she’d never wear it again now he’d defiled it.




  She fetched it from the bedroom and, bundling it up, thrust it into Hannah’s arms. Hannah’s work-worn finger stroked the delicate material for a moment. Her expression was almost

  wistful. ‘It must be nice to afford such things.’




  She wouldn’t be able to afford any more after the ones she already owned fell to pieces. ‘You’re not too old to bear a child yourself. Could be you’ll give our Tom a

  babby soon, then he won’t be so hard on you. He’d be right proud to have a son of his own.’




  Elizabeth shrugged, saying more bitterly than she’d intended, ‘I’d rather die than give birth to a child of his.’




  A wave of animosity filled the room. ‘If my brother be good enough to take on another man’s leavings, he be good enough to father a brat of your’n. If I know our Tom,

  he’ll keep at you until he puts one inside you. Just you be careful he don’t get himself one by another woman and turn you out, Mrs Hoity-toity.’




  ‘As far as I’m concerned, he can get himself one by lying in a sty with a sow,’ Elizabeth hissed. ‘I have ways and means to prevent such mishaps.’ She had been

  taking her own precautions to avoid pregnancy, making sure that anything Tom Skinner tried to plant inside her didn’t take root.




  When the door slammed behind her sister-in-law, she sighed with relief.




  ‘I didn’t think she’d ever leave,’ Daniel said from behind her.




  She turned, smiling ruefully at the sight of her son, who’d left the warmth of the kitchen to conceal himself in the parlour when Hannah had approached the farmhouse.




  ‘Neither did I. I’ll be glad when she has her infant to keep her occupied. The less I see of the Skinners, the better I’ll like it.’




  A smile slid across Daniel’s face. ‘I met her stepsister yesterday—’




  She kissed him. ‘If you dare mention the name of another of that family, I’ll slap you. As far as I’m concerned, they’re all vermin.’




  ‘This one only became one of them through marriage. She’s seventeen, has eyes the colour of pine needles and hair as dark as midnight. Her name is Siana. The reverend said her family

  name is Lewis, and it’s possible she’s descended from the marcher lords.’




  ‘Half of Wales claims descent from the marcher lords.’ Noting the expression on his face, Elizabeth frowned. ‘Where did you meet this girl, Daniel?’




  ‘At my godfather’s house. She works there as a skivvy and he’s teaching her. She’s such an amazing girl, so quick-minded. Richard said that although she’d only

  learned some basic letters at her mother’s knee, she was able to read fluently in four months. Imagine . . . she’s reading a book on Michelangelo at the moment.’




  ‘Imagine,’ Elizabeth said drily. ‘I wager the girl has good looks in abundance as well as being clever. You must be careful of your nature, Daniel. You’re swayed too

  easily by a pretty face.’




  His eyes took on a reproachful look. ‘You’d like her, Mother, really. She maintains a conversation well and has a thirst for knowledge. The reverend is going to offer her a job as

  his clerk, I believe. He thinks she could be helped out of the circle of poverty the estate workers fall into, and learn enough to better herself.’




  Elizabeth’s heart sank. With his dark brooding looks and trusting brown eyes, her son had always attracted women. But she’d never seen him so taken by one, and this Siana creature

  had certainly made a strong impression on him. She knew that one day he’d marry, but she hoped he wasn’t going to ruin his chances in life by bedding some ignorant little peasant girl

  who was out to use him to better herself.




  Then she realized she was being unfair in her bitterness, by judging the girl before she’d met her. ‘You sound as though you have some regard for her,’ she said lightly.




  Amazement flitted across his face, and then he grinned. ‘Good Lord, do I? What a strange notion.’




  ‘Don’t forget we intend to set up house together. You cannot impose on your godfather’s generosity for ever.’




  ‘I must stay with the reverend until I’ve established myself as a lawyer, for I’m not welcome to stay here. Besides which, he’s a useful man to know.’




  ‘Which reminds me, Daniel . . .’ and she told him about Will Hastings’s arrest, relaying her fears that there might be spite involved in the accusation. ‘Perhaps you

  could ask Richard White to investigate and plead with your father on Will’s behalf.’




  ‘I can try, but the landowners are sick to death of the constant rebellion.’




  ‘What can they expect when men are forced to labour from dawn till dusk for a nine-shilling pittance, especially when they have wives and children to feed?’




  Daniel looked at her with some surprise. ‘Since when did you take up the cause of the poor?’




  ‘Since I joined them,’ she said bitterly. ‘There’s nothing like living with one of the lower classes to excuse the results of poverty. Do you think they smell because

  they’re dirty? No, it’s because they can’t afford soap to wash with. Have you seen the open gutters in the village? They stink because the cesspits and pig-pens overflow and leak

  into them. Edward doesn’t bother to maintain the cottages. When it rains, water seeps into the dwellings and takes the waste with it. Children are dying of starvation, of disease and neglect.

  Take a look at the faces of the women and children. They’re too tired to cry and their eyes are dull with despair. Can you wonder if the men rebel?’




  Daniel shrugged. ‘I can understand only too well, but I’ve chosen the law as a profession, so I cannot condone lawlessness. Neither of us is in a position to help them, but

  I’ll ask Richard to put in a word for Will.’




  Neither of them had heard Tom approach, and Elizabeth wondered how much he’d overheard when he sneered from the doorway, ‘Won’t do him no good. Will were taken before the local

  magistrate this morning. He was committed to the assizes, tried to escape and was shot to death.’




  Elizabeth’s cry of distress went unnoticed while Daniel demanded to know, ‘Who defended him?’




  ‘Don’t know nuthin about that, not being learned like you, and all. Squire brought the charges, though. Reckon that were enough to convict him without me having to be there.’

  Tom hooked his foot around a chair, dragging it towards him. Clods of mud from his boots scattered the floor. He straddled the seat and folded his beefy arms along the back rest, gazing at Daniel

  with unblinking dislike. ‘Might have got away with transportation if he hadn’t proved himself guilty by trying to run.’




  Daniel stared defiantly back at him. ‘It was only his word against yours.’




  ‘Are you calling me a liar then, boy?’




  ‘You wouldn’t have needed to ask if I was.’




  Elizabeth’s hand went to her mouth. Although he was standing his ground, Daniel was nowhere near a match for Tom and she feared for him. Her husband’s physical power was backed up

  with a rat-like cunning.




  Tom’s mouth stretched in a grin as he took out his knife and ran his thumb along the edge. ‘You want to watch your lip, or someone might cut off your tongue.’




  ‘Not if you want to keep this farm. It belongs to my father.’




  ‘Your papa won’t stop me. I knows too much about his dirty little schemes.’




  Elizabeth gave a low moan.




  ‘Shuddup and fetch me something to eat, woman.’




  As Elizabeth scurried to do Tom’s bidding, Daniel frowned. ‘I’d prefer it if you treated my mother with a little more respect.’




  ‘Would you now?’ Tom nodded. ‘I can see that, you being the whore’s only bastard, and all. Got ideas above your station, you two have. I was talking to the squire just

  now. Sir, I sez, that by-blow of your’n needs a good thump around the ear, if you asks me. Guess what he sez?’




  ‘Mind your own damned business?’




  ‘Hah bloody hah. No. He looks down that great nose of his all haughty like. “As you’re his stepfather I’ll expect you to provide him with one, Skinner,” sez

  he.’




  Without further warning, Tom’s hand lashed out, sending Daniel crashing back into the door.




  Startled, Elizabeth screamed.




  ‘I thought I told you to shuddup, woman. Fetch me something to eat. As for you, boy, you git outta here before I loses me temper with you.’




  ‘Go,’ Elizabeth urged when Daniel hesitated, ‘I’ll be all right.’




  ‘Course you will, princess, just as long as you does what you’re told.’




  When the door closed behind Daniel, Tom turned to gaze at her. ‘I ran into Hannah on the way. She tells me you’re too proud to carry a son of mine, that you said I should lay with a

  sow in a sty if I want one.’




  Elizabeth said nothing, just slammed a plate containing raw onion, a wedge of cheese and a loaf of crusty bread in front of him. His teeth sank into the onion, sending juice trickling down his

  chin. It was unnerving the way he watched her, his eyes unblinking as he crammed in cheese and bread, then washed it down with gulps of ale.




  He belched, then stood up and stretched, his muscles bulging. As she turned to clear the table, his hand closed around her neck and he shoved her towards the door.




  ‘A sow, is it?’ he muttered, and pulled her back against him, shoving his pelvis hard against her buttocks so she could feel his gross arousal. His other arm came round her, his

  fingers kneading and pinching. ‘A sow’s got better than these little teats.’




  Suddenly it dawned on her what he was about to do. Sickened by his crudeness she began to struggle as he half-pushed, half-dragged her towards the sty. The pigs hunched into a corner and

  squealed nervously when he dragged her inside.




  Throwing her face-down across the trough, he dropped his trousers, laughed and, dragging her skirt up to her waist, proceeded to finish the act he’d started the night before. Every thrust

  brought a grunt from him, and every grunt a gust of onion breath, so she felt nauseated as well as violated. By the time he gave his final grunt, she felt completely humiliated. Dragging her

  upright, he grinned at her and said, ‘By Christ, you’re a skinny-arsed sow.’ Then he threw her face-down again, leaving her bruised and sore, retching into the stinking mud as he

  strode off.




  The chores finished, and with Daisy supported on her back in a shawl, Siana strode across one of the many hills of the Purbecks. She had come further than she intended, at

  least two miles, and was on a rise not far from the sea. To her left, the rocks named Old Harry were visible. Just within range of her vision, and to her right, was Corfe Castle, where King Edward

  the martyr had been murdered. The Roundheads had later reduced it to ruins whilst fighting the royalists.




  Between the two hills were some ridges, where the remains of a Roman wall offered shelter from the wind. There, she set the burden of her sister down to play. She’d been told the ridges

  and tumbled stones in the area were part of the defences built by the Romans when they’d conquered Britain.




  Here, perhaps, the soldiers had lived together, talking of wives and children left behind. Some would have died here, never to see their families again. Their bodies would have nourished the

  tough heathland grasses until their bones had become one with the chalky hills.




  The day was warm and Siana would have liked to idle for an hour or so, but she didn’t have time. Time enough perhaps to escape for a short while into a book. She could read the remaining

  chapter or two whilst she rested before heading back.




  Carefully she removed a book from inside her bodice. Within seconds, she was absorbed in the pages.




  Daniel came across her there. He was out walking the hills as he often did. The sea glittered silver, the light stretching into a glaring horizon where a bank of purple-edged clouds was piling

  up. There would be a storm before morning. Although summer had lingered, the wind over the water cooled the body and Daniel was seeking shelter, a place where he could sit and think.




  A child’s giggle drew his attention as he topped the ridge. Below him in the hollow, Siana sat, her back against a boulder, her glance firmly on the pages of a book resting on her

  knees.




  The child was a pale, thin little thing, her laughter a delightful sound as her hand tried to close around a butterfly dancing over the golden dandelion heads. He experienced a moment of wonder

  that the child could laugh. What was the future for children like her, her tattered garments revealing her abject poverty? If she survived her short childhood, she’d only be handed over to a

  peasant labourer to bear his children year after year.




  Daniel frowned, wondering who the child belonged to. Surely not Siana?




  As he thought her name, she glanced up. Her hand came up to shade her eyes and they looked straight into his. She didn’t appear surprised, almost as if she’d been expecting his

  arrival and had sensed him there. She closed the book in her lap and waited for him to join her, smiling as he scrambled down the slope.




  ‘People don’t usually come here. They think it’s a haunted place,’ she said.




  ‘And is it?’




  ‘Sometimes the wind sounds like voices. I dug up a Roman coin here once. My hand closed around it and I could feel the ghost of the man who’d last held it, as if he was inside my

  heart and head.’




  ‘Did he say anything to you?’




  ‘He felt homesick.’ Her smile was tentative, as if she couldn’t make up her mind if he was teasing her or not. ‘My stepbrother took the coin from me.’




  Without being invited, he sat beside her. The sun-warmed stones provided a comforting rest for his back. Flower scents were trapped in the humid air of the dell.




  ‘Daisy, you can’t eat that,’ she said, and leaned forward to remove a clod of earth from the child’s mouth. A kiss was placed on the child’s face to compensate, an

  apologetic glance came his way as she stated the obvious. ‘I have come too far and my sister’s hungry.’




  Daniel had the feeling it was a permanent state. He took an apple from his pocket, splitting it in half with a twist of his wrists. He offered both halves to her. ‘It’s not much, but

  better than eating dirt.’




  Colour crept into her face. ‘We don’t usually eat dirt and I wasn’t begging for food, Mr Ayres. I’ll take some apple for Daisy, though.’




  ‘I didn’t imagine you were begging. It would please me if you’d take it all. It’s only an apple and I ate its twin just a few minutes ago.’




  He thought she was about to refuse. Then the child saw the fruit and began to grizzle, waving her hands in the air, her fingers fluttering and insistent like those of a pianist in the middle of

  a concerto. Siana took the pieces, glanced shyly at him and said quietly, ‘Thank you, Mr Ayres.’




  ‘You might prefer to address me as Daniel when we’re alone,’ he said, and took the book from her lap, smiling when he saw the subject matter. He’d forgotten about the

  artist. ‘This is serious reading for a girl of your age. Why Michelangelo?’




  ‘I feel the need to learn about people of the past, of other lands. It reminds me there is more to life than what the eyes see.’




  ‘In what way?’




  ‘Well . . .’ She stared into space for the moment it took for her mind to formulate her answer. ‘The more I think about people like Michelangelo, the more I wonder. First, the

  man himself. What did he look like? Was he married? How many children did he have? How long did it take him to paint a picture or carve his statues? Then you start wondering about his country. What

  were the houses like, the clothes . . . the landscape? It seems to come alive then, and there’s an urge to go there and see for yourself.’ Her voice trailed off. ‘Not that someone

  like me ever could, and I wouldn’t even know how to get there. It’s nice to be able to read about it though.’




  ‘Ah . . . you’re a historian.’




  Her head slanted to one side and her green eyes glinted. ‘Do you seek to mock me for trying to educate myself, as you did when we had tea together?’




  He flushed. ‘Will you accept my apologies?’




  ‘If they’re sincere.’




  ‘They are.’




  Her face cleared and she smiled as she reached out to lightly touch the bruise on his face. Her voice had a husky undertone, like nutmeg sprinkled on honey. ‘You’ve had an

  accident.’




  ‘It’s nothing,’ he mumbled, reliving the humiliation of the moment her stepbrother had hit him. He couldn’t tell her about that.




  There was a sudden rumble of thunder in the distance and she rose to her feet, her arms reaching down for her sister in the same movement. By the time Daniel struggled upright, Daisy was secured

  in a sling fashioned from her shawl, her skinny legs splayed either side of Siana’s hip. Outlined against the melting sky, Saina’s pose was womanly and natural. ‘Return the book

  to the rector, please, Daniel. I’ve finished it.’




  He was loath to part with her company. ‘Would you like me to test you on the contents, see how much you’ve learned from it?’
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