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Karen Maitland travelled and worked in many parts of the United Kingdom before settling for several years in the beautiful medieval city of Lincoln, an inspiration for her writing. She is the author of The White Room, Company of Liars, The Owl Killers, The Gallows Curse, The Falcons of Fire and Ice, The Vanishing Witch and The Raven’s Head. She now leads a life of rural bliss in Devon.




Praise


Step back in time with Maitland’s dark tales


‘A brilliant writer, with a real sense of history’ Susanna Gregory


‘Karen Maitland neatly captures the spirit of primitive superstition’ Daily Express


‘An atmospheric and dark story’ The Times on The Raven’s Head


‘Rich and believable . . . with extraordinary attention to detail and finely wrought prose’ Sunday Express on The Vanishing Witch


‘Teeming, invigorating’ Guardian on The Falcons of Fire and Ice


‘A ripping tale . . . full of colour and detail’ Daily Telegraph on The Gallows Curse


‘Scarily good. Imagine The Wicker Man crossed with The Birds’ Marie Claire on The Owl Killers


‘Combines the storytelling traditions of The Canterbury Tales with the supernatural suspense of Mosse’s Sepulchre in this atmospheric tale of treachery and magic’ Marie Claire on Company of Liars




About the Book


Riddle me this: I have a price, but it cannot be paid in gold or silver.


1361. Porlock Weir, Exmoor. Thirteen years after the Great Pestilence, plague strikes England for the second time. Sara, a packhorse man’s wife, remembers the horror all too well and fears for the safety of her children. Only a dark-haired stranger offers help, but at a price that no one will pay.


Fear gives way to hysteria in the village and, when the sickness spreads to her family, Sara finds herself locked away by neighbours she has trusted for years. And, as her husband – and then others – begin to die, the cost no longer seems so unthinkable.


The price that I ask, from one willing to pay . . . A human life.
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The cruellest month in all the year


is the month of Janiveer.


Weather lore saying




Are those her ribs through which the Sun


Did peer, as through a grate?


And is that Woman all her crew?


Is that a DEATH? and are there two?


Is DEATH that Woman’s mate? . . .


The naked hulk alongside came,


And the twain were casting dice;


“The game is done! I’ve won! I’ve won!”


Quoth she, and whistles thrice.


From The Rime of the Ancient Mariner written 1797–8 by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. In 1797, the poet lived for a time on a farm near Porlock, Somerset, where this novel is set.






Cast of Characters


Porlock Weir


Will – dwarf, former court jester to Sir Nigel Loring


Janiveer – the woman from the sea


Sara – wife of Elis, a packhorse man, mother to sons Hob and Luke 


Aldith – sister-in-law to Sara, wife of Daveth, a fisherman, mother to Col, Ibb and Kitto


Goda – Aldith’s sister and seaman Jory’s lover


Matilda – devout woman, wife of George, a ship’s carpenter, and owner of Gatty, the cat


Sybil – owner of the village bake-house and brew-house


Cador – village bailiff, husband to Isobel


Katharine – married to the drunkard, Skiener 


Father Cuthbert – parish priest of Porlock and Porlock Weir


Harold – youth in Minor Orders, acolyte to Father Cuthbert


Bald John – blacksmith and husband to Cecily


Abel – elderly fisherman


Meryn – man with a withered leg


Crabfish – lad regarded as simple


Porlock Manor


Sir Nigel Loring – absentee lord of the manor


Christina – niece of Sir Nigel, daughter of Lady Aliena, and new bride of Sir Randel


Baby Oswin – Christina’s secret son


Lady Pavia – cousin to Sir Nigel and Christina’s mother and widow of Hubert


Sir Harry Gilmore – guest at Porlock Manor


Helen, Mary and Anne – three young wards of Sir Nigel, chaperoned by Lady Margery


Master Wallace – steward of Porlock Manor


Eda – elderly tiring maid to Christina’s mother, now Christina’s maid


Rosa – stillroom maid


In the Burial Cave


Brother Praeco – Prophet and leader of the Chosen Ones


Uriel – spiteful first wife of the Prophet


Phanuel – timid second wife of the Prophet


Raguel – third and youngest wife of the Prophet


Friar Tom – an elderly member of the Chosen Ones


David and Noll – henchmen and trusted disciples of Brother Praeco


Alfred – an apostate who left the Chosen Ones


Note: Exmoor ponies were known locally as horsebeasts or widgebeasts. The word ‘pony’ was not used on the moor until the 1700s.




Prologue


The storytellers say that . . .


Once, long ago, in the land of the Celts, a boy was born who was possessed of great power and strength. From a small child, Cadeyrn could transform himself into a bear and in that form he would pass through the Gate of Mist to journey into the realms of darkness and light. The druids recognised special gifts in the boy and were determined that he should become one of them, perhaps even the greatest among them. But Cadeyrn was also skilled with the axe and the sword, and others foretold he would become a mighty warrior and leader.


Cadeyrn grew in stature and his skills grew with him, but even when he had become a man, the two paths lay stretched out before him and none in his tribe could tell which he would follow.


Then one day when he was out hunting, he saw a youth set his dogs upon a she-bear that was protecting her cubs. Filled with rage, Cadeyrn pursued her attacker into a grove of oak trees. Mistletoe grew upon the branches and the law decreed that, even in the midst of battle, upon seeing the sacred herb a man must lay down his weapon and depart in peace, without shedding blood. But Cadeyrn’s wrath was so great that he did not notice the mistletoe. He raised his axe and chopped off the youth’s head with a single blow. Blood spurted from the severed neck, splashing the branches of the tree beneath which the youth had taken refuge. Only when Cadeyrn saw the drops of scarlet staining the white berries did he realise he had strayed into a sacred grove. When the druids saw that blood had been shed in that holy place, they cursed him.


That night when Cadeyrn tried to pass through the Gate of Mist, it closed against him and he could no longer enter the other realms. He knew then that his destiny had been sealed: he would become a warrior. And when Cadeyrn went into battle, his path to glory seemed assured, for he slaughtered dozens with his axe and his enemies fled in terror before him. But just as victory seemed within his grasp, the druid priests appeared. At once, the battle turned against Cadeyrn and, with his men, he was forced to flee for his life across the sea to England. There he fought again and this time he conquered the people of those lands, vanquished their leader and was proclaimed king.


Now, the people who lived in those parts were Christians and they were afraid that this bloody warrior would slaughter them and sack their church, so they drew lots and sent to him a young boy, who offered himself as sacrifice. He said he would willingly die any death Cadeyrn chose for him, however agonising and terrible, if only the king would spare the people and their church. Cadeyrn was so moved by his courage that he asked the boy the name of the god he worshipped and vowed that he, too, would pray to this god, as well as to the gods of his own ancestors. Cadeyrn swore a solemn oath that anyone who called upon the name of Christ would be granted the king’s protection, and he would defend them even to his own death.


But though he had spared the daughter of the Christian ruler he had vanquished and had treated her with honour, she and her maids were filled with hatred against Cadeyrn and sought vengeance. She collected the poison of the viper and the venom of the toad and coated the holy chalice in the church with them, knowing that when the king came to Mass he would be offered the cup first.


As Cadeyrn raised the chalice to his lips, a raven flew down and dashed it from his hand. The wine spilled in a pool across the floor of the church and the raven dipped its beak in it to drink. The bird had taken only a sip before it dropped dead. When the king saw how the raven had saved him, he took up the carcass with his right hand, intending to give the bird an honoured burial, but as he touched it, the bird revived and flew up on to the roof of the church.


At that, the Christian princess and her maids became even more vengeful. They plotted with Cadeyrn’s enemies, revealing to them the means by which they could invade his lands while he was absent. They attacked without warning, burning his villages and carrying off his women and his cattle.


When Cadeyrn returned and discovered what his enemies had done, he marched on their stronghold that very night and camped before their gates ready to give battle at dawn. But the princess had hidden her maids among the servants who travelled with the warriors and she had given instructions that they should add dwale to the food they prepared for the king.


The herb made the king drowsy, and when dawn came, he could not fully rouse himself. He fought with the heart of a bear, but the dwale had fuddled his senses and made him clumsy. He was overpowered and taken prisoner. Cadeyrn begged to be allowed to die in combat, but his enemies tied him to a tree in the middle of the forest. They chopped off the hand with which he’d given battle. But instead of blood, a stream of pure water flowed from the wound and became a mighty river. In fear, they shot him with arrows, but still he lived, and finally they cut off his head.


His enemies left his corpse for the ravens to peck and the beasts in the forest to devour, but the ravens covered his severed head with their wings and beasts guarded his body. That night, the priest of the church saw a wondrous sight. A great bear came out of the forest bearing the body of the king and laid the corpse gently on a stone slab on the hillside. All that night, a golden light hung over the place where Cadeyrn’s body lay, vanishing only when that greater light, the sun itself, rose.


The body of Cadeyrn was buried under a great cairn of earth and stones at the place where the bear had laid him, with much gold and many precious objects. But Cadeyrn’s hand and head were borne away by the Christian priests as holy relics.


And they say that each evening at sunset a raven brings a stone to add to the cairn that stands over the resting place of the warrior king, and when that mound is high enough to reach the sky, Cadeyrn will awaken and ride once more to battle.




Chapter 1


Will


Riddle me this: How many calves’ tails would it take to reach from the earth to the sky?


She appears without warning, standing in the mouth of the cave staring in at me. Tattered skirts and long strands of hair flap wildly in the sea wind, like the feathers of the dead gull washed up on the shore. Her face is in darkness. Her eyes glitter like a wild beast’s in the firelight. She stands there so long, so silently, that I think she may be the ghost of a drowned soul come to drag me down into the green waves below. I am not afraid. I would almost go willingly with her now. Almost, but not quite.


She crouches and from the depths of her cloak she pulls out a bundle, which she lays reverently on the rocky floor in front of my fire, an offering, as if I am a pagan god or Christian saint.


‘You will look after him? Keep him safe from them?’


The bundle stirs. A tiny fist clenches the air. The thing gives a faint mewing sound, like a cat demanding to be let in. I shuffle closer. The baby is naked, wrapped only in a goatskin. But not a cured skin: the inside is black with dried blood as if it has only just been ripped from the carcass, or perhaps it is stained with the woman’s birth blood. The infant looks to have been no longer in the world than the goat has been out of it.


‘Is the child sick?’ I ask her.


‘No . . . but he will be. They’ll make him sick . . . dead, like the others. I heard the owl. Owls know when death is coming.’ Her fingers pluck repeatedly at the rags of her skirt. She is crazed, poor creature, and little wonder.


‘Take it away. How do you expect me to care for it? What am I to feed it – mackerel?’ I drag myself backwards, deeper into the cave, making it plain I want nothing to do with the infant. ‘Even a grown man could freeze to death at night in this place – that’s if the sea doesn’t drown him first.’


‘But you’ll protect my baby. Creatures like you can keep us from evil spirits and make the sick well. I know it. I heard the stories. You’re a—’ She breaks off, as if even the name for creatures like me can conjure a power she dare not summon.


She’s wrong, though. A fraud is what I am, an imposter. They expect miracles of me, but they might as well stick bluebells up their arses and dance naked on the seashore for all the good it will do them. I am fool’s gold, though even now I do not admit it aloud.


The owls knew it was coming. The villagers knew it was coming. Even I knew it was coming. It was only a matter of time. But, you see, that’s exactly why it caught us unawares. It crept up on us and pulled our breeches down, cackling with laughter. Time is the tricksiest of all tricksters, and I should know. I was a jester by profession, but I never had the skills of Mistress Time. She can stretch herself into a shadow that reaches so far you think it’ll never come to an end or she can shrink to the shortest of mouse-tails.


You ask any man under sentence of execution, and I’ve seen a good many of those. I’ve mocked and pranced in front of them as they were hauled to the gallows. My lords and ladies have to be entertained while they wait for the main spectacle. Heaven forbid that time should drag for them. But for those piteous felons, desperately praying for more time, she races away from them. Yet the moment they fall to pleading for the pain and agony to be quickly over, Mistress Time wantonly slows to the pace of a hobbled horse. That is her way, the naughty harlot, to do exactly the opposite of whatever a man begs her to do.


The rumours of what was coming were brought by packhorse over the high moors, and ships that carried word to shore. It could not be ignored, should not have been ignored, but it was, even by me. Maybe we thought that there in that isolated village, with the steep hills protecting our backs and the raging sea as our ramparts in front, we were safe in an impregnable fortress. But when time lays siege to a castle, there is no fortress that she cannot take in the end.


I, above all, should have known the games Mistress Time plays. I was her creation or, rather, the creation of my master, who was in her pay. My master was proud of his handiwork, of me. You see, I am a nain, a dwarf. But I am not a natural dwarf, though you’d never guess to look at me. As my master constantly reminded me all the days I was growing up, or in my case not growing up, I am a sculpture, a carving, a work of art that took years of patient craftsmanship to perfect.


Not that I could ever disclose that to a living soul. My old master was paid a handsome purse for the purchase of a genuine dwarf, for they are valuable creatures. But it would’ve been my miserable carcass upon which my new lord would have vented his fury if he’d ever discovered he’d been cheated. You see, real dwarfs, natural-born dwarfs, are bringers of good luck. They protect the household from all kinds of evil and misfortune, like the relic of a saint or an amulet, only we dwarfs have more uses than simply to hang around on a wall. We can protect you from any sickness and cure any ailment. Just rub us on the affected part, like bear grease on to a bald pate, and see the miracle we can perform . . . which they can perform, but not me. I am a fake. I am the alchemist’s stone, which is nothing but a polished pebble, the finger of the holy saint, which is merely a dried chicken bone.


I watched my master create other dwarfs as he had made me and he was right: it requires rare talent and much time to create us little people. But I’ll tell you the secret, give it to you for nothing. Now that is a bargain you can’t refuse.


First you take a lusty infant – they must be strong to survive the moulding – and fit it with an iron frame over its baby head and face. One of the iron bars with hooks on either end goes in that little toothless mouth to stretch the lips into a permanent wide grin. Dwarfs are supposed to look cheerful, and it spares us the effort of having to fix our mouths into a grin in company. It wouldn’t do for that smile to slip, now, would it?


The other iron bars of the bridle flatten the baby’s button nose and squeeze its skull so that the forehead bulges with wisdom and intelligence. Next you must rub the infant spine daily with the fat of tiny creatures – shrews or dormice, bats or moles are thought to be most efficacious. Finally you strap the infant in its iron bridle into a snug, stout box, open at the front, of course, for you don’t want to suffocate your little homunculus – think of all that wasted time and money. Suckle it daily on the juices of dwarf elder, knotgrass and daisies mixed with milk from a dwarf goat. As the baby grows in its box, it will be compressed and deformed, squished and squashed ever tighter till it emerges from its mould, formed like a gingerbread manikin into the squat little dwarf that lords and ladies so desire.


My master was a kindly man, as he always reminded us whenever he beat us. It wrought his heart to hear the infants cry out with pain from the cramp and sores, and being so tender-hearted he could never bring himself to break their limbs to hasten the process, or dislocate their joints to make them bendy as acrobats. Dwarfs could be fashioned in a fraction of the time by such methods, he told me, though he never thought the results looked truly authentic. As a craftsman, he prided himself on the slow, careful moulding of the tender clay.


And when I was ready, fully baked so to speak, he sold me for a heavy purse to a sycophant who bought me as a gift for Sir Nigel Loring, the powerful envoy and confidant of Edward, the Black Prince, the hero of the battles of Crécy and Poitiers. As I was to discover, my new lord owned several manors, including Porlock, not that he ever spent much time at any of them, but my service for him proved to be the beginning of the journey, which, years later, was to end with me freezing my cods off in a damp sea cave only a few miles from that same manor at Porlock. As I say, Mistress Time plays some merry tricks.


I had been trained by my old master to be a jester – that is the job of the dwarf, to tumble and conjure, mock and mimic at feasts and festivals. But we do much more than that. We are also dispensers of punning wit that our lords fancy are words of profound truth, for we’re children with the faces of old men and out of the mouths of babes and sucklings, as the priests say.


Actually, I never minded that part so much. Those were the times I could make fools of the longshanks. All I had to do was turn a somersault, put on a droll face and declaim utter gibberish. The more nonsensical the words, the more attention they gave them.


‘I am the son of water, but when water touches me I die. Pray who am I, my lord?’


‘Let me think . . . I know this . . . Ice! The son of water is ice.’ Sir Nigel beams at the company triumphantly. His sycophantic guests applaud their host’s cleverness.


‘Aah, but the sun is a golden egg that none may eat, my lord. Beware the day water touches that sun for all will die.’ Now they nod as sagely as if I had just revealed a prophecy from St John himself.


You see, give them an easy one to make them think they’re clever, then you can babble complete drivel and get tossed a coin for it, because they would never admit before all the company that they cannot fathom the wisdom of a fool.


So innocently wise and so utterly truthful do the longshanks believe dwarfs to be that the fate of thrones and whole kingdoms is entrusted to the little people. Dwarfs are sent as gifts into the courts of rivals to act as spies. They’re entrusted to carry the secret documents of kings and traitors alike. They stand in plain view while their masters and attendants are searched, for who remembers to search the grinning child-fool? Dwarfs are sent out alone on battlegrounds, carrying the white flag with its offer of parley. They are trusted to approach even by the most wary, though we might wear the assassin’s knife: none can believe we could reach up to strike the victim’s heart.


But I never reached the battlefield, which would have granted me at least a little honour and glory. No, I was used as a bed-warmer to heat the feather mattress of Sir Nigel and Lady Margaret before they retired, so that they should not endure the shock of slipping naked between cold sheets. In winter, I was also foot-warmer to Lady Margaret’s mother when she was being carried in a litter between two horses. I crouched beneath the old woman’s skirts – her own lapdog, intended for the purpose, would not stop bounding from side to side across her lap, barking at every hound that was running alongside the riders.


When the old woman wanted to relieve herself on the journey, she’d rest her pisspot on my back. It was, as she said, a convenient height. But the indignity of that was nothing. After all, a jester loses his dignity so many times a day, he wouldn’t recognise it if he fell over it. No, the task I really hated was kiss-bearer.


It was the fashion then that when a woman wished to flirt with a man who was not her husband, she would seize a dwarf and smother him with wet kisses, then bid him deliver them to the object of her affections. The dwarf was supposed to climb upon the man’s knee and bestow on him the kisses he had received. Worse still, if the man was of a mind to return her advances, the longshanks would kiss the dwarf as many times as he desired to kiss the maiden or married woman and send the little person back to deliver them. As you can imagine, this mummery could continue for hours until the dwarf was as wet as if he’d been slobbered over by a pack of hounds.


That was not the worst of it. Sometimes this flirtation by proxy – or should I call it dwoxy? – went well beyond mere kissing. Every disgusting touch, each illicit fondling by both parties had to be endured by the dwarf, then re-enacted by him on the lover for whom it was intended. Inevitably the most enthusiastic players of this game were men and matrons of advancing years and foul breath. They trusted dwarfs, you see, for we always carried the truth. Poor fools, they never suspected that I was not a real dwarf. If one man in particular had known, he would never have entrusted me with the kiss that would shatter both my life and hers. It was a curse, not a kiss, I carried.


I turn around and the woman is gone, vanished as if a wave has licked her up out of the cave’s mouth and the sea has swallowed her. But the baby still lies where she left him, mewing resentfully and staring up at the roof of the cave where firelight and shadows dance out a thousand stories. I waddle over and scoop him up. I should toss him into the sea. It would be kinder. A few moments and it would be over. No pain, no fear, no agonising death that lasts too long and yet is far, far too short.


Instead, I find myself tearing my only spare shirt into strips to make swaddling bands. If you don’t bind those pliable limbs straight, the infant will grow bandy, not as bandy as me, of course, but if this baby must grow, let it be into a man, not a manikin. That much at least even a fake dwarf can manage.


I carry him to the cave entrance and stare out into the darkness. The waves foam white, rearing up and crashing down on to the pebble beach as if they mean to smash every stone to sand. Clouds race across the moon, like herds of animals fleeing some nameless predator. There is a storm coming, a storm greater even than the last one that brought so much destruction. I do not need the owls or even the gulls to tell me that. A storm was how it all began; maybe another will finish it. Finish it for us all.
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May 1361


Before the face of God nothing remains unavenged.


Medieval Proverb




Chapter 2


Vigil of Ascension Day Porlock Weir, Exmoor

 Sara


The herring shoals are ruled by a royal herring, a fish which is of uncommon size. If this fish is harmed, the shoals will vanish and come no more to the shore.


‘The sea’s gone, Mam. Come and look!’ Little Hob’s shrill voice cut through the morning air, like the screech of a gull.


‘Tide’s always going out,’ I snapped. ‘Does it twice a day, boy, you know that.’


I’d no patience with his games that morning. The fire wouldn’t draw. It smouldered, sulky as a witch in irons, and the fish stew in the pot hanging above it was barely warm. There was no knowing when my husband would come down from the high moor with the packhorses, but when he did, he’d be ravenous and I’d have nothing to give him, save raw cod. Kneeling on the beaten-earth floor of our cottage, I thrust kindling sticks into the embers and tried to blow them into a blaze.


‘Haven’t you fetched the water yet, Hob?’ I called through the open door. ‘I told you to go at first light. And carry it carefully, mind. Don’t spill it.’


The spring near the cottage was usually gushing out of the hillside this time of year, but these past few weeks it had been just trickling down the rocks as if it was already late summer. My granddam told me that whenever the spring ran dry, it was because there was a great toad squatting in a cave deep inside the hill sucking up the water, and the only way to get it to move was to offer it gold. That toad would be sucking water for a long time afore it got any gold from me. I’d not a coin in the cottage, nor would I have till Elis came down from the moors.


‘Mam! Come and look now!’


My head was aching and Hob’s shriek went through it like a blade. Why do boys have to shout every word they utter, as if they’re yelling over a howling storm?


‘Sea’s really gone, Mam! I swear!’


‘Giss on!’ Luke, my eldest son, bellowed scornfully. ‘Last week you reckoned you’d seen a mermaid by the cliffs and it was nothing but a seal. Then you came running home, wailing like that old sour-face Matilda, saying a great brown bear chased you in the forest. Some bear! It was that mangy pedlar in his tattered old cloak, is all. Nug-head!’


‘You’re the nug-head for not coming to look,’ Hob taunted. ‘You’ll be sorry when everyone else has seen it and you’ve not.’


From the clatter of wood I guessed Luke had thrown down the load he was carrying. He flashed past the door, chasing after his brother.


‘Come back! There’s work to be done. If you don’t come here right now, I’ll send you both to Kitnor to live with the ghosts and witches.’


I don’t know why I wasted my breath. Once those two took off they’d only return when their bellies reminded them they were hungry. The one person Luke paid any heed to was his father, and not always then unless he saw Elis reach for the whip. I rocked back on my heels, rubbing my throbbing temples. The fire was at least stirring itself now, but if I didn’t put a log on the flames, it would soon die down again. Sighing, I heaved myself to my feet to fetch the wood Luke was supposed to be bringing in.


But as soon as I stepped outside, I knew something was wrong. It took a few moments before I could reason what was making me uneasy. Three hobbled mares stood in the small clearing just above me on the hillside, their bellies round as barrels, swollen with unborn foals. The morning was fine and sunny, yet they were not nibbling the tender spring grass. They were pressed hard against each other, their ears pricked, rolling their eyes and tossing their heads as if they could sense a wolf creeping towards them. I glanced fearfully at the dense mass of trees that rose up the steep hillside behind the cottage, but the horses were not looking towards the forest. They were turning their heads in every direction as if they couldn’t tell where danger threatened, only that they sensed it was coming.


Something else was wrong too. The bees! There was usually a steady trail of them flying between the flowers on the currant bushes and the skeps, but I couldn’t see a single one on the white flowers. My hand flew to my mouth. Blessed Virgin, surely we hadn’t lost them too! With our crops withering from lack of rain before they were even grown, we’d be sorely in need of all the honey the bees could make.


I ran towards the low stone wall in which the skeps were set to give them shelter from the sea wind. As I drew near I could hear a low, irritated humming coming from inside each one. I breathed deeply, muttering a prayer of thanks. They were alive, but why weren’t they flying? Something was amiss.


Our cottage sat in a dip, partway up the hill above the village, protected from the worst of the winter winds by a tree-covered rise in front and the broad back of the hill behind. I hurried down the stony track that led round the curve of the rise, until I reached the place where I could look down at the pebbly beach.


The sea had not vanished, as my son had sworn, but I could see at once what had so excited him. For the tide had ebbed out much further than usual, further than he had ever seen it in the seven years of his life. Even I’d seen it retreat as far only a few times, and then always on Lady Day or Michaelmas, when the incoming tides were at the highest, never at this season.


A small crowd of villagers was standing on the wooden jetty, but more swarmed over the mud flats. Out in the bay, far beyond the long stone walls of the fish weirs, I could just make out tiny figures, bending to gather something, perhaps stranded fish or crabs from the exposed seabed, though they were too far away for me to make out what they were collecting.


From their height and the way they moved, I could see that some of the villagers furthest out were just children. It was not safe for them to wander so far on that mud. Even the normal low tide exposed patches of quicksand beyond the fish weirs that could suck down a horse, and if the sea rolled back in along the channels, no one could outrun it, not in that ooze. What were their mothers thinking to let their young ones venture so far? A sudden chill gripped me. Hob! Luke! Where were they? I anxiously scanned the crowd on the jetty and the beach, but I couldn’t see any sign of them.


Picking up my skirts, I ran down the path, past the small stone cottages and the wooden smoke huts, towards the shore. As I ran, I stared wildly round at the groups of villagers, desperate to see the faces of Hob and Luke among them. I stumbled down on to the beach, wobbling on the broad pebbles, and picked my way over to where my sister-in-law, Aldith, stood, her baby son balanced on her hip, her little girl grasped tightly by the hand.


‘Aldith, you seen the chillern?’


Whenever Luke was missing or in mischief, I could always count on him being with her eldest son, Col.


‘Col’s with his father picking fish from the weir pool. He wanted to go far out in the bay with Luke and the other lads, but his father’s more sense than to let him. Couldn’t stop your Luke, though. He’s way out there.’ She turned to look at me, her eyes creased with anxiety. ‘If he were mine, Sara, I’d fetch him back straightway. When the tide goes out so far, she’ll surge back in like horses at the gallop and if your boy gets his feet stuck fast in that mud . . .’


Aldith didn’t need to finish her warning. Even strapping men could find themselves held tight in that ooze and drowned by the incoming tide.


‘Luke! Luke!’ I shouted. ‘Come back here at once!’


None of the figures in the far distance turned or made any move towards the shore. But if Luke had heard me, he’d ignore me anyway. He always did whatever he wanted and refused to think about the consequences, even a thrashing, till he had to face it. But this was far more serious than slipping away to go egging with his friends when he should have been hoeing the weeds.


Aldith gave me a sympathetic glance, still holding tight to her wriggling daughter. ‘He’d take notice if his father shouted for him.’


‘Elis took the widgebeasts over the moors yesterday. Could be sundown afore he returns, tomorrow even.’ I dragged off my shoes. ‘My Hob, is he out there too?’


Aldith jerked her head back towards the quayside. ‘Tried to follow Luke out, but Matilda grabbed him. Last I saw, she was telling him the devil would come for him in the night and drag him down to Hell if he didn’t repent his sins.’


That bitterweed, Matilda, would terrify the wits out of the boy with her spiteful sermons, but for once I was grateful to her. At least she’d keep Hob safely away from the sea. I hurried down to where the shingle beach gave way to wet, muddy sand, rocks and weed.


I glanced up. I could have sworn it was growing darker, though it was not yet noon, and the wind was rising, changing direction too. Was there a storm brewing? I searched the sky to see which way the gulls were flying. If they were heading inland, it would be a sure sign of bad weather. But there was not a single gull to be seen. On any other day the air above would be full of their screeching, but I realised I couldn’t hear the cry of any bird. I shivered, but not from the wind.


Holding my skirts above my knees, I ran down across the wet mud. Behind me, Aldith called something, but I couldn’t make out the words. I was too busy shouting for Luke. I picked my way round the outside of the thick stone walls of the nearest weir. The pebbles underfoot were slimed with bright-green weed and several times I had to grab for the wall to stop myself slipping.


The stones gave way to cold mud again, numbing the feet. It wasn’t until I felt the sharp salt sting and saw the scarlet blood running from beneath my instep that I realised I must have slashed it on a razor shell or a fragment of old iron stuck in the mud. At least I hadn’t trodden on a viperfish. Their poison made grown men weep in agony.


I squelched forward, shouting for Luke all the while, but I dared not lift my eyes to search for him as I picked my way between the sharp rocks.


Painful though it was, I tried to walk only on the patches of sharp stones or glistening swathes of bladder wrack, for though the smooth stretches of wet silt looked so soft and inviting, I knew they could conceal those viperfish or, worse still, might be quicksand from which there was no escape.


I paused and glanced up to get my bearings. Five boys were out ahead of me. I could see Luke now, furthest away from the others. There were shouts from the beach. I couldn’t catch the words, but some of the boys heard them and lifted their heads. Two began to wade back towards the shore. But Luke, oblivious to all, was crouching down and digging with his hands in the mud, trying to pull something free.


The sky was definitely growing darker, I was sure of that now, a strange half-light that leached the colour from land and sea, turning all to grey. I glanced up, expecting to see thick, black clouds, but there were only a few skeins of white on the horizon, no sign of any storm. Yet it was growing colder. The wind blew strange, whirling eddies across the pools of water trapped in the hollows of the rock and sand. The ripples were turning widdershins, against the sun. I knew it for an evil omen.


‘Hurry,’ I yelled at the nearest boys, waving my arms. ‘Get back to the shore now! Quickly!’


The boys looked alarmed, but they moved swiftly, or as swiftly as they could, weighed down by baskets of crabs, flapping fish and dripping slime-covered treasures, which might have been anything from broken swords to sea-sculpted driftwood.


Finally, Luke raised his head and stared at me, startled, as if he couldn’t understand what I was doing there.


‘Leave it, Luke. We must get back to the shore, there’s a storm coming.’


He squinted up at the wisps of white cloud in disbelief and waved a muddy hand at me. ‘I’ve almost got it, Mam, just have to dig a bit more.’


‘No, Luke, you have to come now.’


Why was it growing so dark? I glanced at the sky again. For a moment I thought a giant leech was crawling across the edge of the sun. Blinded by the dazzle, I rubbed my eyes and, squinting, tried to look up again. Blackness was oozing across the bright disc, obliterating the light as if the sun was slowly being swallowed by its own evil shadow.


‘Luke!’ I yelled, floundering towards him.


His head jerked up again and he suddenly seemed to notice that daylight had turned to twilight. As he straightened up, I saw that he was holding something covered with mud, but I didn’t stop to wonder what it was. My son waded towards me, his eyes wide with fear. I pulled him into my arms and hugged him fiercely, staring around. Luke clung to me. It was growing darker and colder with every panting breath we took.


‘What’s happening, Mam? The sun . . . is it gone?’


For one terrible moment, I didn’t know which way I was facing – towards the safety of the shore or the treacherous sea. Even on a moonless night the fishermen say they can still see Porlock Weir from the sea by the candles glimmering through the windows of the cottages and the fires in the yards glowing red. But it was noon and no lantern burned to guide our way back to the shore.


The sky, the earth, the sea had melted into one formless black mass. No birds cried above us. No animals called from the hill. The only sound was the desolate moan of the wind. It was as if we were ghosts wandering through the dark, icy caverns of the dead.


Then I heard a cry. I couldn’t make out the words, but knew it was human. I prayed it was coming from the shore. Grasping at the sound, as if at a rope thrown to guide me, I held Luke tight against me and urged him forward. We slipped on seaweed and grazed our legs on the shell-covered rocks. I heard Luke gasp at the pain, but I wouldn’t let him stop. Day had turned to night yet there was an eerie bone-white glow above us, like the ghosts of drowned sailors risen from the depths of the sea. I was afraid to look up, but I couldn’t help myself. The sun had turned as dark as a pool of tar. It hung as a black disc in the sky, with only a halo of a deathly cold flame snaking about it, like ice burning.


By then I scarcely knew if Luke was pulling me or I was dragging him. My legs were aching from the effort of trying to hurry through the cloying mud.


The voice drifted out towards us, pulling us to the shore. Domini venit crudelis . . . plenus et irae furorisque . . . peccatores eius conterendos de ea . . .


I could tell they were words now, though they made no sense to me, but I knew it for the same tongue as the priest used when he spoke the words of the Mass. But Father Cuthbert’s tone was dull and flat, like the beat of the flail when we threshed the corn in the barn. This was a woman’s voice, harsh and accusing as the skeins of greylag geese that cry, Winter, winter, as they fly. I glanced behind me, thinking to see a flock of angels screeching through the darkened sky, calling out that the Day of Judgment had come.


I thought I would trudge through that endless wasteland of mud and darkness for eternity. Then without warning my feet were scrabbling over shingle and I felt hands reaching out, tugging me up on to the track above the beach. I stood trembling, clutching Luke. I could feel him shivering and for the first time in many months he did not pull away from me.


A huddle of villagers silently faced the sea, only their clothes and hair moving in the wind. No one spoke. They just stared out into the strange twilight.


‘Behold, the day of the Lord is coming, a cruel day of wrath, and fury, to lay the land desolate, and to destroy the sinners. For the stars of Heaven shall not display their light: the sun shall be darkened in his rising . . .’ The woman’s voice rang out. ‘It is a warning. The prophecy of Isaiah has come to pass this very day. Fall to your knees and pray for forgiveness, pray that you may be spared!’


I could dimly make out a figure standing on a low wall, her head and shoulders raised above the villagers. She shook her fist and pointed into the sky as if she was commanding the darkness to obliterate us. Now that I was safely back on land, my head began to clear and I recognised the voice I’d heard shouting above the wind. It was no avenging angel, only Matilda, and the villagers were taking as much notice of her as of a pissing dog.


Someone in the crowd pointed upwards, relief bubbling in his voice: ‘Look, sun’s escaping!’


We all shielded our eyes and gazed up. A bright crescent of light was emerging from the circle of blackness, and as it grew, so the skies began to lighten again. We rubbed our eyes, blinded by the dazzling glare. The sun was sliding free. Light and warmth were returning, and as if to reassure us, two jackdaws glided down over the hillside and on to the shore, uttering their mocking tchack-tchack as if they had hidden the sun to play a joke on the world and were laughing at us all for our fear.


Matilda was still shouting: ‘And the Lord says I will visit the evils of the world against the wicked for their iniquity: and I will make the pride of infidels to cease, and will bring down the arrogance of the mighty. The sun is God’s warning, take heed.’


But with every passing moment the sky was growing lighter and the birds had begun calling, as if it was dawn. Even the goats and pigs had started to forage as if they had just been let out of the byres after winter. Neighbours, grinning sheepishly, were slapping each other on the backs and shoving their friends as if to show they’d never been afeared, not for one moment, and were teasing those who had. All the same the laughter was uneasy. The sun does not grow dark at midday for no reason. It was an omen, but an omen of what? Nothing good, that was for sure.


Col came racing along the path and barged into Luke. ‘What’s you got there?’


I glanced down. Luke was kneeling on the track, trying to prise open the lid of a small box, covered in the tracks and holes from ship’s worms. But the rusty lock held.


‘I bet it’s gold!’ Col breathed, glowering reproachfully towards his father, whom he evidently blamed for preventing him searching for treasure too. He pulled a gutting knife from his belt and proffered it to Luke, who wriggled it into the crack.


‘Mind you don’t snap that blade, Luke,’ I warned. ‘I’ve not the money to go buying Col’s father another.’


But both lads ignored me. Luke rocked the knife back and forth. The lock held but a narrow strip from the edge of the lid splintered and fell away. Luke tipped the box, but no shower of gold coins or jewels tumbled out. He poked two fingers through the small hole.


‘There’s summat in there,’ he said, screwing up his face as he struggled to reach it.


I felt a sudden pang of unease. Whatever was in that box had not been washed up on the shore as a gift from the sea. It had been stolen from the sea. It belonged to her and she would demand something or someone in return. And the sea always exacted her price three times over.


I hauled Luke to his feet. ‘Throw it back. It doesn’t belong to you.’


I tried to pull the box from him, but Luke clung to it. ‘It’s mine. I found it. ’Sides, I can’t throw it back, less you want me to go out there again.’


He took a threatening step towards the beach. The fear I’d felt for him out there boiled up into anger. I raised my hand with every intention of slapping him, but he dodged away and raced up the track towards the cottage.


‘When your father gets home he’ll give you the thrashing of your life,’ I called after him furiously.


But we both knew he wouldn’t. He’d probably chuckle at the boy’s ‘high spirits’, as it pleased him to call Luke’s defiance.


‘When the tide floods in, she’ll bring a storm wi’ her,’ old Abel muttered grimly. ‘Taste it, I can, on the wind.’


‘Aye, well, for once I’m glad of it,’ Bald John said. ‘Good drop of rain is what’s needed, make streams start running again.’


I scanned the horizon in the hope of seeing rain clouds, but even the few wisps of white had vanished. But something was approaching, something evil – I could feel it. As if in a distant land the devil had just unfurled his wings and was even now flying over the sea towards us, his shadow reaching out before him.




Chapter 3


Porlock Manor


From the foolish tongue come many troubles.


Medieval Proverb


‘Give it to me,’ Eda demanded, looming over the girl.


‘He’s a baby not a dog,’ Christina whispered. She gazed down into the forget-me-not-blue eyes staring trustingly up into her own. The tiny mouth blew a bubble in the milk that dribbled out from between his lips. ‘You must call him Oswin.’


‘I call him a bastard, for that’s what he is,’ Eda retorted. ‘A bastard without a name.’


The girl’s head jerked up. ‘How dare you speak to me like—’


‘Like what, m’lady? Like a whore, an adulterer?’


Eda ripped the sleepy infant from her arms. Christina half rose, trying to tuck the shawl tighter around her son, but her hand was slapped away.


Her mother’s tiring maid shuffled the few paces to the thick oak door of the tiny turret chamber. Eda always reminded Christina of an aged ferret standing on its hind legs, whip-thin and mangy. The maid turned, clutching Oswin tightly against the folds of her white wimple, as if she was about to sink her fangs into his neck. Christina was overwhelmed with a desire to snatch the helpless child back, but she had learned painfully, weeks ago, not to attempt that again.


‘The steward tells me that your mother’s cousin, Lady Pavia, is expected to arrive here shortly,’ Eda announced. ‘She is withdrawing from London. Many are leaving . . .’ She pressed her lips tightly together as if she feared words would escape from them without her consent.


Christina frowned. ‘Why?’


Eda gave that dry little cough of hers, which always meant she had no intention of answering the question but, as a servant, could not say as much.


Christina had encountered Lady Pavia only half a dozen times in her life, but that was more than enough. The first time she’d been brought to her, the old dowager had stood so close that, as a small child, all Christina had been able to see of her face was a pair of sharp eyes peering down over the great mounds of her breasts. Even a few minutes of her sharp questions always left Christina feeling like a chicken that had been weighed and pinched by a cook to determine if she was fat enough to kill.


‘Your mother has informed her ladyship that you have been sent to Porlock Manor because you have an oppression of the spleen and the physician has advised removing you from the evil miasmas of the towns. I doubt that Lady Pavia will want to see you, but if she does feel obliged to visit you as a courtesy to your mother, you must pretend that you’re weak and need to sleep. That should not be difficult. You’re well practised in deception.’


The invention of an illness of some kind had been required to explain why a new bride of just sixteen summers should have been sent away to such a remote manor and kept in isolation away from the rest of her uncle’s household. Rumours of a contagion, however vague, would alarm the servants and Christina looked too healthy to be suffering from the green sickness, which often affected young girls. So Christina’s mother and Eda had settled upon a safe and respectable illness – oppression of the spleen. It would also usefully explain Christina’s frequent bouts of weeping, for everyone knew such a malady caused melancholia and, furthermore, the spleen could continue to be oppressed for as many weeks or months as might prove expedient.


Eda stared at the milk-stained top of Christina’s gown and wrinkled her long, thin nose as if some foul smell had assaulted it. ‘Don’t allow Lady Pavia to linger. She has sharp eyes, and even if you cover yourself, she’s sure to notice those are no longer the paps of a virgin maid.’


Christina’s breasts had never been any larger than half-peaches, for her whole body was slender, but they had swelled alarmingly during the last few weeks before Oswin’s birth. Indeed it was her breasts rather than her belly that could not be concealed beneath the folds of her gown, and had first aroused Eda’s suspicions. The tiring maid had wasted no time in reporting her suspicions to her mistress.


A hollow echo rang through the stone walls as Eda pulled the stout door shut behind her. It muffled any sound beyond, so that Christina could not hear the maid’s soft leather shoes retreating down the stairs, but she knew that Oswin would be taken straight to the stillroom that stood alone in the courtyard, where the woman now slept. Eda had told the other servants that the baby was her own niece’s child. Her niece, she said, had died giving birth and she was obliged to tend the infant until its father, a drover, returned. Eda was also well practised in deception. It was an art required of many a loyal servant if they were faithfully to serve their noble masters and mistresses.


When Eda had first taken charge of her son, Christina had been terrified the old woman would find a way of ensuring that Oswin did not survive. She imagined Eda leaving him naked in a draught from a casement so he would die of cold, dropping him on the hard flags or smothering him. But she had come to realise that the maid would protect the child with her life; to do otherwise would be to fail in her duty to her mistress.


Besides, even Eda didn’t know for certain he was not Sir Randel’s son. None of them did. The maid might make her foul accusations in the privacy of Christina’s chamber, but she’d never bring disgrace upon her mistress, Lady Aliena, by uttering such suspicions about her daughter outside that chamber or in the presence of another servant. Eda was rarely obliged to hold her tongue up in the turret: except for a scurrying of serving girls who twice a day brought food and emptied the pisspot, no one else climbed those stairs. It was a prison without locks, for Christina was forbidden to set foot beyond the door, and knew full well that life could be made very much worse for her if she attempted to do so.


At least, Christina told herself, she was allowed to give suck to her son, snuggle him and drink in the sweet-sour smell of infant skin and milk that lingered in his hair as soft as thistledown. No other niece of Sir Nigel Loring would ever be permitted to suckle children at her noble breasts. It would not have been fitting for any female relative of a man who was the ‘dear and beloved knight’ of the Black Prince, his envoy, his diplomat, his protector, his ‘cher et très bien ami’.


No, such treasured babies were whisked away the hour the cord was cut and delivered into the arms of stout wet-nurses with teats as long as cows’ udders. The noble offspring were returned only when they were weaned and walking. But Eda had dared not employ a wet-nurse for little Oswin. Such women knew they would never be paid to give suck to a great-nephew of a lowly maid. The tale of a dead mother would not fool them for an instant, and they could build a bonfire of scandal from the merest wisp of smoke.


If Christina’s mother could have been sure that the child was not Randel’s, Oswin would never have drawn breath, and maybe Christina would have died with him. She often lay awake in that turret room wondering if Eda would have procured some poison, or if her mother would have done the deed with her own hand. Throughout her childhood, she had felt her mother’s whip descend mercilessly on her fragile little body enough times to know that she was more than capable of coldly dispatching both daughter and grandson should it prove necessary. Death before dishonour: that was the code of chivalry.


But until Randel had returned from France to settle the matter, Christina’s mother was taking no chances. No word of Christina’s condition or her banishment to Porlock would reach him there. Blessed and Holy Virgin, let him never return to learn of it. But the words had barely been whispered to the empty chamber before Christina shuddered with the horror of what she had said. To pray for a man’s death must be a terrible sin, and to pray for your own husband’s death – that was nothing short of treason.


Randel was the son-in-law of every mother’s dreams, gilded with enough lands and manors to satisfy even the most avaricious dowager. It had been a marriage Christina’s mother had long schemed to bring about. And if Randel publicly acknowledged the boy to be his son, she’d be only too eager to boast of a daughter so fecund that noble sons came tumbling from her belly after only a single night in the marriage bed. For once in her life, she might even praise Christina.


But if Randel refused to acknowledge the child as his own . . . Christina shivered once more. Unbidden her hand strayed to her shoulder. The bruises had faded months ago, but not the memory. One night over dinner in her uncle’s great hall she had innocently offered the last two lines of a poem about a knight, which Randel, in his cups, had misquoted. He’d laughed when those around had praised his betrothed’s sharp wits and joked he should take care he did not find himself impaled on the point of them. But later in the garden, when she found herself alone with him, his words had turned savage and his fist merciless.


Suppose Randel had now found a wealthier match or a woman he lusted after, it would be easy for him to rid himself of an inconvenient wife by denying the boy and proclaiming his mother unfaithful. Not even her uncle’s favoured position would save Christina then. Indeed, it would make her dishonour worse. She would be forced to do public penance, so that all the world could see her shame, then be walled up in a nunnery till she withered and died. Her son would be sold to a tanner to spend his life collecting dog dung. That was if they were both lucky.


Christina knew only too well that a girl suffering from oppression of the spleen could make a full and miraculous recovery, but just as easily such a malady could suddenly prove fatal.




Chapter 4


Matilda


St Antony is the patron saint of swineherds and he cures ailments of the skin, for pork fat is a fair remedy for such maladies.


The shutter rattled violently in the gust of wind. The leather hinge was almost cracked through, but there was no one to mend it. My husband should have attended to it before he went back to sea. There is much he should have seen to before he departed. He was a ship’s carpenter, and had the smallest peg wanted hammering in on the hull, or a sea-hatch needed rehanging, it would have been done before the master had finished giving the order, but he never stirred himself to mend half the things that needed seeing to in my cottage, even when I scolded him to it a dozen times a day.


Gatty half turned her head as the wooden shutter rapped at the casement, but she didn’t move, save to wriggle herself a little closer to the fire. When I’d returned from saying the Nones prayers at St Olaf’s chapel, she was dashing about the cottage as if she was possessed of a demon, leaping on and off the table, racing about the room. Cats are always agitated when they sense a wind is coming. But when it arrives they settle themselves down somewhere warm and sheltered, as if their work is done.


A cry outside made us both turn our heads. Had I caught the thief at last?


I lit the lantern that hung ready, and slid my longest, sharpest knife into my belt. I tried to ease the door open quietly, but it was snatched from my grasp and slammed against the wall. The wind shrieked through the cottage, lifting the bracken on the floor and sending the flames in the hearth guttering. The smoke whirled out in choking clouds. Gatty scrambled up the ladder into the half-loft to hide. I was compelled to set the lantern down and use both hands to pull the door closed behind me. It was as black as the devil’s soul outside.


Holding my skirts tightly against the wind, I edged towards the pigsty and raised the lantern. The sow had ushered her remaining six piglets into the round stone shelter. She lay with her back to the hole to shelter them. She’d farrowed eleven, but crushed two and three had vanished in the night. ‘Foxes,’ my neighbours said, ‘or wolves.’ One even told me it was a bear, for he swore he’d seen tracks in the forest. But I knew exactly what manner of beast had taken my piglets. I’d set iron caltrops around the sty, burying the spikes beneath a thin layer of leaf mould. But I had not set them to catch any animal.


When a storm is coming, pigs run about with straw hanging from their jaws. Like cats, they sense its approach. Not many cottagers in Porlock Weir kept pigs. If they were fishermen or sailors, they wouldn’t even utter the name. The things, they called them, or else grunters, and if a pig crossed their path on their way to the boats, they’d turn tail for home. They’d rather let their children go hungry than put to sea. They were quick enough to read omens in the dumb beasts, but spat in the face of our Lord, even when He turned the golden sun black in the sky above them. It was the villagers I called grunters.


I swept the feeble beam from the lantern over the places where I’d buried the caltrops. I’d caught him at last! There he was, rolling helplessly on the ground, his foot impaled by a spike. But I felt a pang of disappointment as I moved closer and saw it was nothing but an empty sack that had snagged on a bush and was flapping in the wind. It was probably the sack the thief had brought with him to steal yet another of my piglets.


Suppose he’d snatched one already, but dropped the sack and piglet when he heard me coming. It might be running loose close by. I cast my lantern about again, poking under bushes and listening for the piglet’s squeals. But a herd of wild boar might have been running through my herb garden and I wouldn’t have heard them over that wind.


A violent gust almost sent me stumbling on to one of my own caltrops. If I continued blundering about in that storm I’d likely break a leg and my idle neighbours wouldn’t trouble to answer my cries. Best to wait till morning light then search again. I consoled myself with the thought that if the piglet was hiding close by, it would return to the sound of its dam’s grunts when she stirred at daybreak.


I fought my way back towards the cottage door. The sea thundered against the cliffs, roaring as if it was determined to out-shout the wind. The glimmer of lights from the lanterns set in the casements of the cottages caught the white tops of the waves, which were already crashing over the track that ran along the shore. More pinpricks of yellow light were swaying up the hill. Some of the villagers who lived closest to the beach must be moving their families to higher ground.


The wind knocked me hard against the stone wall of my cottage. I groped along it, setting my lantern down to try to stop the door being snatched from its hinges as I opened it. As I turned to retrieve the lantern, my attention was caught by something bright gleaming far out in the raging sea. I blinked furiously as the salt-wind blurred my eyes with tears. Three tiny lights rose up out of the darkness, only to vanish again. I knew them at once for the lights of a ship, and one that was perilously close to the cliffs. Again they rose, like fish leaping to escape the maw of a whale, only to vanish once more. The lights reappeared, but there were only two this time and set at such an angle I knew the ship must have struck the rocks.


I muttered a fervent prayer to the Blessed Virgin and to all the saints for those poor souls on board that stricken vessel. God grant them a miracle. Bring them safe ashore! But even as I watched, the ship’s lantern lights were swallowed by the waves, and they did not rise again.




Chapter 5


Will


Riddle me this: What is the distance from the surface of the sea to its deepest part?


The old besom nearly caught me. It was that evil cat of hers, more savage than any watchdog. I could almost believe what some of the village women mutter about that imp being her familiar. I swear it whispered in her ear and told her when I was creeping around her cottage. How else would she have heard me above the wind?


I never thought she’d go so far as to lay caltrops, though. Where had the Holy Hag got hold of those? I’d come within a mouse’s whisker of standing on one the first time she hid them beneath the leaf litter, but my bandy legs saved me from being impaled. Longshanks put their feet straight down, I rock from side to side, which, I can assure you, is agony on the hips and knees. But for once I was grateful for, as my foot lifted sideways, the edge of my shoe knocked against one of the spikes, sending the caltrop rolling. After that I took care always to take a stick to prod the ground whenever I went there to purloin another piglet.


I know what you’re thinking – what kind of man steals food from an elderly woman? But how much meat can one old besom eat all by herself? I couldn’t claim to be starving. Fish I could catch a-plenty, gather seaweed too, even limpets and razor shells. But meat and bread, pies and puddings were what I was used to in my lord’s employ, and fish alone just doesn’t satisfy the belly, not when you eat nothing else morning, noon and night. I salivated for meat. I dreamed of meat. I craved it.


In the beginning I offered Matilda several fishes for just a small piece of pork. But she picked up her broom and shoved me away from her threshold, as if I was a flea-bitten dog begging for scraps. ‘Get away, you filthy little creature.’


Well, you can’t say I hadn’t offered to trade fairly, and you know us stray dogs: we’ll snatch any food left unattended. We are just dumb creatures, after all.


But she’d almost caught me this time. I hadn’t heard the door open over the wind, and only just reached the back of her house before the light from the lantern caught me. I hadn’t managed to fasten the neck of the sack and, as I dived for cover, the wretched piglet wriggled free and ran off into the darkness, while the wind snatched away the sack. I didn’t dare move until I saw the lantern light disappear as she shuffled around the house. But I couldn’t risk trying again. She was probably lying in wait just round the corner. I’d be back, though. She needn’t think she’d won.


One of the advantages of being a dwarf, real or fake, is that you’re already low to the ground so I didn’t need to duck as I scuttled along the back of her cottage and away down the track. A light burst in the dark sky above me, startling me so much that I tripped and only my stick saved me from falling on my face. The beacon on the watchtower had been set ablaze. Flames were leaping into the night, whipped up like demons in the wind. I heard shouts and glimpsed lanterns bobbing up and down as men hurried towards the shore. Maybe a ship or boat was foundering.


I scuttled down the hill. Waves were surging over the path that ran above the beach, the dark water swirling about the lowest cottages. The red glow of the beacon flames revealed a jagged gap in the row of houses below. One of the wooden smoke huts had already been smashed and swept away. Others in that row would surely follow before the night was out. If there was a ship out there in that storm, there was little hope of any man being saved from it. Anything – or anyone – that fell into those waves would be swept out to sea or, if they were carried towards the beach, dashed to pieces against the stone banks of the fish weirs or smashed against a cottage wall.


I joined the other men standing on the slope looking down at the shore below. The lanterns did little more than illuminate the troubled faces of their owners. I stared out over the black water of the bay. Even at that distance, salt spray and skeins of white foam were caught up by the wind and flung into our stinging eyes, drenching our faces. But though I strained to peer into the darkness, I could glimpse no ship out there. It must either have broken its back on the rocks and sunk or had rounded the headland if, by some miracle, it had survived.


‘Hey, what’s that?’ a man shouted. He was crouching down, holding his lantern as low as he could, but the light was too feeble to illuminate anything except the grass and wind-whipped bushes. We edged further down the slope.


‘Someone’s there,’ Daveth shouted. ‘See, in the water, ’tween the cottages.’


‘Just a bit of sailcloth being tossed about,’ another bellowed back, over the roar of the wind.


‘Looks human to me.’


‘If it is, it’ll be a corpse. No sense in risking a living man just to pull out a dead ’un.’


‘Head’s sticking up – that’s no corpse,’ Daveth shouted. ‘But if we don’t get him out of there he soon will be. He’ll not be able to hold on long in that swell. He’ll be dragged back out.’


The men crowded together, all trying to peer down into the gap between the cottages below. I was squashed between them, a mass of stinking breeches pressing into my face, but I was used to that. At least the longshanks had their uses: they kept off the worst of the wind.


Daveth gazed round at the knot of men and suddenly noticed me, wedged up against his crotch. ‘Use the little man. Tie a rope round him and drop him down there to take a squint.’


The men held up their lanterns and studied me, as if I was a strange fish they’d just dragged up in their nets. I thought they were going to hitch a rope around me and toss me into the water without so much as a by-your-leave.


But at least the packhorse man, Elis, had the courtesy to ask, ‘You willing? You being so light, we can lower you down quicker than any of us.’


I didn’t doubt that, though I wasn’t at all sure they’d bother to haul me back up. But if there was some poor bastard clinging on in that sea, they’d be growing colder and weaker with every wave that crashed over them. Besides, if I refused, the villagers would probably throw me down anyway. I nodded and tried to assure myself that at least fishermen and packmen between them could be trusted to tie a secure knot.


The wind hit me the moment I began to descend, knocking me from my feet. I slid down the slope of the rise, bumping over every stone and scraping against every thorny shrub on the way. Waves were surging in on both sides of the cottages, splashing against the walls and bank, so that before I’d even reached the bottom of the slope I was dripping from the spray. I was forced to grab a particularly prickly bush to stop myself slipping straight into the water, and tried to rub the salt water from my stinging eyes with my sodden sleeve.


The light from the lanterns the men were dangling above me grazed the black water, giving it an oily sheen, but it was impossible to judge just how deep it was. I cursed myself with every name of fool. Light I might be, but down there what was needed was a giant, not a dwarf, to wade through the surge. The rope was slack. I edged down. My foot slipped and I plunged straight into the freezing water, just as another wave crashed over. Choking and gagging, I was so panic-stricken I didn’t even realise the men above had tightened the rope and were hauling me out, like a mackerel on a line.


As I rose, I glimpsed something white beneath me. The poor wretch was tangled in the struts of a fish-drying rack. The face vanished as another wave surged over it. Long dark hair streamed out as the wave dragged the head back, and the face floated to the surface again. In the flickering red glow from the beacon it was hard to distinguish any features, but I was sure of two things: it was a woman, not a man, who floated down there, and whoever she was, she was dead.


What I should have done then was to tug on the rope and signal for them to haul me up. What was the sense in risking my life to drag up a corpse, when in all likelihood the fishermen would simply hurl her back into the sea? They always said a corpse that the sea had claimed for her own should never be stolen from her. But dwarfs, even unnatural ones like me, are contrary creatures, perverse. And, after all, as my erstwhile master would be only too willing to testify, I am a thief.


With one huge effort I flung myself forward, lunging towards the woman and grabbing her by the hair, just as another wave broke over us both. I clung to her as the wave sucked back with such power I was sure it would drag me off the rope. If I’d had even a grain of hope that the woman was alive, one touch of her fish-cold skin banished it. But somehow that made me more determined the sea would not keep her.


My legs may be as bowed as a tar barrel, though my arms are strong, thanks to years of having to haul myself up on to benches and beds made for longshanks. But my hands were growing numb in the icy water, and the waves crashed over me several times before I managed to get the rope looped over both of us.


The men above were yelling down, but their words might as well have been the screech of gulls for all the sense I could make of what they were saying above the roar of wind and waves. I could scarcely move my fingers for the cold, but I tore with my teeth until her gown suddenly ripped free from the rack, and for a terrifying moment we were both floating free in the water. She lay like a lover in my embrace, her head flopped on to my shoulder, the wet strands of her hair tangled about my neck.


I tugged sharply on the rope, and felt an answering jerk as it tightened, dragging us from the sucking water. My crooked back smashed against the slope. Then came the slow, painful ascent, as we were jerked and hauled over grass and through bushes, inch by inch up the rise, with the rope cutting and burning into my flesh. The woman’s head hung against my shoulder, her body limp in my arms as if I was carrying a sleeping lover to my bed. For all the pain it was causing me, I wanted that slope to grow even higher, so that I could hold her just a few minutes more. But Mistress Time was playing her usual tricks and would not spread herself for me.


‘Look at that! The little man’s caught himself a woman.’


‘Easy does it. Don’t jerk her. She could have broken bones.’


They were going to be bloody furious when they realised they’d been hauling up a corpse, but she was my corpse. And I was the thief who had stolen her from the sea.




Chapter 6


Sara


Fish bones must never be burned, but cast back into the sea else the fish will not return.


’Twas to my door they brought her. Not that my cottage wasn’t already full to the rafters with Elis’s sister, Aldith, her husband Daveth and their three chillern, as well as Goda, Elis’s youngest sister, whose belly was swollen with a babe.


Elis and Daveth carried the poor woman in. They brought the wind in with them an’ all, sending the dried bracken on the floor whirling and the flames of the hearth fire gusting so wildly it was a mercy the one didn’t set the other ablaze. Even the crowd of menfolk who squashed in the doorway, peering in curiously, could not keep out the blast of the storm. I snatched away some pots and wooden bowls as Elis and Daveth laid the woman down on the narrow table, for there was no place else to put her.


‘Should I fetch Father Cuthbert?’ someone called.


‘By the time you find him, it’ll be too late, I reckon,’ another said.


‘Already is, I’d say. Should’ve tossed her straight back. She’d have taken the storm back out to sea with her.’


‘Out, out, all of you,’ I ordered, ‘and shut that door behind you afore the wind lifts the thatch clean off.’


But they couldn’t seem to drag their eyes from the bedraggled woman, especially that queer little dwarf who lives in the cave on the shore. Makes my skin crawl, he does, the way he’s always grinning, even when there’s nothing to laugh at. He was doing it again right there in my cottage, as if a poor drowned woman was a huge joke to him. Spiteful, I call it.


Exasperated, I poked a couple of the men in the belly with the end of my broom, pushing them out of my doorway until they finally retreated, dragging the door closed behind them.


The flames of the fire steadied and the bracken fell back to cover the beaten-earth floor, but none of us stirred. We just stared at the woman on the table, as seawater dripped from her sodden skirts and long hair. Her eyes were closed, her lips blue.


Elis, who was closest, pressed the flat of his hand over the woman’s chest, then grimly shook his head.


Aldith bustled forward, pushed him aside, rubbed the blade of her knife against her skirts and held it close to the woman’s lips. She peered at the blade. ‘She’s breathing. See? It’s misty!’


‘That’ll be naught but damp from her skin rising in the heat of the fire,’ Elis said.


Aldith rounded on her brother. ‘I’ve brought enough babbies into this world to tell if a body’s breathing or not.’


Goda whimpered and her hand flew to her swollen belly.


‘Don’t you fret,’ I said quickly. ‘This ’un’ll come out alive, won’t it, Aldith?’


Goda had been with child once before, but that baby had never drawn breath. Aldith reckoned it had died days before in her womb, though Goda had refused to admit that anything was wrong till the fever had taken hold. It was a miracle she’d not died too.


Aldith was vigorously chafing the woman’s hands between her own. ‘Here, help me turn her over. She’ll have swallowed a barrel of seawater and sooner that’s out of her the better. Course, if the menfolk had thought to carry her face down, she’d have coughed it up b’now. But that’s the trouble with men, don’t think, do they?’


‘She’d still be under waves if we’d not pulled her out,’ her husband said indignantly.


Aldith ignored him, though Daveth was used to that. She nodded to me. ‘Need to get her wet clothes off too. Chill her to the marrow, they will.’


As soon as the woman was turned, water dribbled from her mouth and by the time we’d stripped her and rubbed her cold, clammy limbs and chest vigorously with warm goose-fat, she was coughing and her chest was rising and falling rapidly, though she’d still not opened her eyes.


All the time Aldith and I worked, my Elis and Daveth crouched by the fire spooning down bowls of pottage to warm themselves, but their eyes kept darting back to the woman as if she was the rarest beauty they’d seen. When they thought I’d seen them gawping, they’d sheepishly look away again, like youths caught peeking at a naked girl through a casement. But they were not boys and the stranger was no blushing maid.


She was handsome enough in her own way, I suppose. Well, she would have been, if she’d had a peck of flesh on her to fill out those hollow cheeks. It was hard to place her age in the dim light of the rush candles: maybe forty or so. Her hair was long, thick and dark, but streaked with white. She was no high-born lady. Used to hard work by the looks of it, for her body, though bruised and bleeding from the rocks, was lean and tough, the muscles of her arms and belly hard. She’d a livid scar on her shoulder, a wound not long healed, and a mark on her belly low down near her bush of black hair. Dark blue it was, the colour of a new bruise, and that’s what I thought it was at first, just another bruise. But then I realised it was the picture of an eye, wide open, staring right at you. I mean, who would paint an eye on their body and down there too? I tried to scrub it off with a bit of rag, but it wouldn’t budge. So I covered it quick afore the menfolk could see it.


She was alive and breathing, but even strong vinegar wafted under her nose wouldn’t rouse her. Nor could she be induced to swallow so much as a sip of warmed ale. So, there was no help for it but to lay her down on the old sheepskins we used under the packs of the horses and wait to see if, come dawn, she’d be among the living or the dead.


I snuffed out the rush lights and banked down the fire as we all settled down for what was left of the night, squashed tight as herrings in a barrel. The others were soon grunting and snoring but, exhausted though I was, I couldn’t sleep. Now that the voices in the cottage had fallen silent, the wind shrieked louder than ever, rattling and banging every loose thing. I lay in the only bed in the cottage, alongside Goda, wondering if the next creak or groan meant a tree was about to crash down on our roof or the rocks from the hillside above were hurtling towards us.


A flash of blue lightning burst through the cracks in the shutters. Startled, I turned my head. The woman’s eyes were wide open, like the eye on her belly. I sat up, thinking that if she’d recovered her senses only to find herself lying in some strange place, she’d be afeared.


‘You’re safe now,’ I whispered, ‘among friends . . . Shall I fetch you some ale . . . a bowl of pottage?’


But as another flash lit up the cottage, I saw the woman’s eyes were closed again and she lay as still as death.


Aldith’s youngest son, Kitto, woke first. His wails dragged the rest of us groaning from our sleep. Soon as I remembered, I glanced over to the pile of sheepskins, fearing the worst, but the place where the woman had lain was empty. Maybe she’d not been human at all, but a sea-sprite or the ghost of a drowned woman who had vanished with the first light. But Aldith’s daughter, Ibb, pointed to the door, which was unlatched. Sprites and wraiths have no need of doors, and the woman’s clothes, which I’d laid near the fire to dry, had also gone. Elis stretched and, rubbing his back, wandered out into the grey dawn. Daveth and I followed.


Elis jerked his chin towards the meadow on the slope above us, where the hobbled packhorses were grazing. ‘At least the widgebeasts came through the storm without hurt. Brought a fair few branches down, that wind has, but ground’s still as dry as a beggar’s loaf. As soon as we’ve had a bite, I’ll go down with you to your cottage, Daveth, see what damage’s been done.’


Daveth grimaced. ‘Be a mercy if the walls are still standing.’ His gaze strayed back to the open door of the cottage, where Aldith stood, dandling little Kitto on her hip. ‘Strange that maid going off without a word.’


Aldith snorted. ‘That’ll teach you to go dragging queer fish from the sea. Your father used to say, “If you pull anything out you can’t name, throw it back.”’


Aldith and I set about chivvying the older boys to stir themselves. But there was scarcely room for us to move in the cottage, and as fast as one of us tried to pick up a blanket, someone else would step back on it. Aldith was soon pushing the children out through the door to fetch wood and water to give us space enough to mend the fire.


I peered into the pot. What I’d prepared yesterday should have fed Elis and the boys for supper and breakfast as well. But the menfolk had shovelled down most of it after they’d brought the woman back, just to warm their bones, and the scrapings that were left wouldn’t fill the bellies of my own family, never mind Aldith’s brood and Goda too. But I couldn’t send them back to a cold, wet cottage without a bite of something hot inside them. Besides, who knew if they even had a cottage to return to?


This was always a hungry time of year, with the last of the winter’s stores gone and precious little yet to harvest. If I thinned the pottage enough to make it stretch round all of us, it would be as weak as whey. Hot would be the best you could say of it, but it wouldn’t stave off the men’s hunger even till midday, and what would I give them then?


The tang of salt-weed wafted into the cottage and a shadow fell across the room, as someone blocked the doorway. I half turned, thinking it to be Elis or Daveth, meaning to warn them the meal wasn’t ready. But it was the woman from the sea who stood there. She ambled towards me, dangling a dozen good-sized fish from a cord threaded through their gills and an armful of dripping kelp. She dropped both on to the table where only hours ago she had lain as limp as a gutted mackerel. Aside from the grazes on her face, she looked remarkably lively for a corpse.


She gestured towards the fire. ‘Many people to feed. We must roast the fish, so we can eat quickly. There is much work to be done.’


She spoke as if she was the mistress of the house and I the servant. I could understand her well enough, but she had a queer way of saying the words. The pedlars from the other side of the moors, who come here to trade, have a strange tongue too, but not like hers.


I pointed at the fish. ‘You get those from the weirs?’ She said nothing. ‘There’s people own those weirs. Can’t just take—’


‘Fish were washed up behind the cottages,’ she said, giving me a cold stare. ‘Gulls and cats eat well today.’


I cursed myself. Of course there’d be fish stranded on the shore after that storm. I should have thought of it myself and sent the boys out early to collect what they could. But the whole village would be out scavenging by now, as well as that monstrous cat of Matilda’s. Overfed beast it was, always hanging about the nets. It’ud maul a dozen fish, just to spoil them from spite.


I set the boys to building a fire outside, big enough to roast all the fish at once, while I gutted them. Some I put on the spit to cook. But the sea woman wrapped the rest in the fronds of kelp – devil’s apron, Aldith calls it – baking them on stones she placed among the hot embers. Aldith watched her wrapping the fish as if she was a madman fishing for the moon and, later, when we were all gathered round and pulling the steaming fragments of flesh from the bones, I noticed that Aldith was careful to eat only the fish that I had spit-roasted. The kelp gave the fish an odd salt-sweet taste, but the menfolk didn’t seem to mind it.


The sea woman worked and ate in silence, asking us nothing and saying not a word about her rescue until I began to wonder if she even remembered how she’d come to be here. Aldith can’t abide not knowing everything about a body, so I knew she’d not be able to contain her curiosity for long, but the woman told her only what she asked, no more.


Her name, she said, was Janiveer.


‘Queer sort of a name,’ Aldith grunted. ‘You come from Wales?’


‘I come from a ship.’


Had she seen others in the water? She’d seen nothing. Did the ship strike the rocks? She didn’t know. Where was the ship bound? They hadn’t told her.


‘But where are you going?’ Aldith persisted.


Janiveer gazed up into the grey-clouded sky, watching a rust-coloured kite flapping over the cottage towards its usual hunting grounds of Kitnor. Those birds seldom came east to Porlock Weir, preferring to feast on the creatures of the forest and moors, rather than the fish-scraps from our village. She marked its flight into the far distance where its fellows were mere specks in the sky, gliding above the distant hills.


‘I go or I stay – you will choose.’


It soon became plain that if the choice was left to Aldith, Janiveer would be going – and going a lot further than Kitnor too. All the time we were eating, Daveth could scarcely keep his eyes off her, and my Elis wasn’t much better. Janiveer didn’t flaunt herself, like some of the captains’ harlots who sail on the ships, quite the opposite: she ignored the menfolk completely, but her indifference to them seemed only to captivate them the more.


Aldith scarcely waited for Daveth to finish eating before she chivvied him down the hill to see what could be done to dry out their cottage. She left her two youngest, Ibb and Kitto, with me to mind, for they’d be more of a hindrance than a help, but much to her annoyance her eldest, Col, had disappeared with my Luke and Hob. As Aldith hurried down the path, I assured her that I’d send Col down to help his father as soon as he returned and Luke, too, though privately I doubted I’d see any of the lads until their empty bellies drove them home.
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