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About the Book


1316. On the wilds of Dartmoor stands the isolated Priory of St Mary, home to the Sisters of the Knights of St John. People journey from afar in search of healing at the holy well that lies beneath its chapel.


But the locals believe Dartmoor was theirs long before Christianity came to the land. And not all who visit seek miracles. When three strangers reach the moor, fear begins to stir as the well’s waters run with blood.
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The Sisters will need to fight for everything they hold dear as the ghosts of the Old World gather in their midst.
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Chapter 1


Hospitallers’ Priory of St Mary, Dartmoor Eve of May Day and Feast of Beltane, 1316


That night, of all nights, Sister Fina was late. If she had arrived on time to close the holy well beneath the chapel, perhaps she might have averted all that came after, but she hadn’t. And it was Sister Clarice who was to blame. Never let that woman start talking if you’re in a hurry.


‘Could I beg a moment of your time, Sister Fina?’ she’d say.


But it never was just a moment.


Sister Basilia, who wouldn’t hear a bad word said about any soul, not even if they’d murdered every child in Widecombe, once told her fellow Hospitallers they should be thankful for Clarice’s gift of words, as it pleased her to call it, for she said the pedlars and merchants were so battered down by them they gave her what she wanted at half the price just to get away. The other sisters had rolled their eyes, for Basilia was cheerfully determined to see God’s blessing in everything, even a burned bun, which vexed them even more than Clarice’s nagging.


That night, Clarice’s little word was about the extravagant use of candles, or was it beeswax polish? Probably both, Sister Fina couldn’t remember. She’d long stopped listening, though that hadn’t stopped Clarice talking, and by the time Fina eventually hurried across the priory courtyard it was already dark. She’d had to light a lantern to avoid tripping over the abandoned pails and pitchforks littering the cobbles. The priory cat, which was ignoring the mice and hunting for scraps of roast mutton, hissed as the sister’s heavy black skirts clipped her tail. Fina giggled, for the little beast sounded just like Clarice sucking her breath through her teeth at the wanton waste of yet another candle. But it served the old steward right: if she hadn’t lectured her for so long, Fina wouldn’t have needed to burn one.


Even though the buildings surrounding the courtyard gave some shelter, the cold wind almost ripped the cloak from Fina’s shoulders as she picked her way towards the chapel. But it sounded even louder inside, as if the devil was beating his tail against the stone walls in a violent rage, furious that he’d been shut out. Fina glanced up at the tiny stained-glass window above the altar. She was always afraid the wind would blow it in if the rain didn’t smash it first. Basilia said that the casement was too narrow to come to any harm, but Fina took care not to stand too close.


Fina was the youngest of the eight sisters at the priory and taller than all of them. Her shoulders were perpetually hunched as if she was trying to make herself shorter, but her red-raw bony hands and feet looked as if they’d been intended for someone twice her height, and she’d been given them by mistake.


She hurried across the stone floor, the cold seeping up through her thin leather soles, and locked the pilgrims’ door at the opposite side of the round chapel, which allowed worshippers to enter the church without going through the priory. She didn’t want any villagers slipping in while her back was turned. Then she ducked beneath the low arch of the doorway that led to the well. The narrow stone staircase spiralled down into the darkness and, far below, she could hear the splashing of water in spite of the roar of the gale outside. But even before she’d taken a step, something made her draw back.


The rock walls of the staircase always glimmered for they were covered with a fur of delicate green moss that radiated a strange emerald-gold light whenever the candles were burning below, like glow-worms twinkling on a summer’s night. Pilgrims gasped in awe when they first saw it. When they thought no one was watching, some scraped their fingernails down those walls to steal what they imagined to be a strip of precious gold, but they found themselves grasping only a handful of wet mud. That gave them a fright, thinking St Lucia had turned gold into dirt to punish their thieving. Fina had been tending the well daily for a year or more and the golden light was as commonplace to her as a loaf of bread, but what she saw that night certainly wasn’t. The walls were glowing with a ruby-red light that throbbed and pulsated like a beating heart. She felt as if she was staring down into the belly of the hill slashed open. The rocks were bleeding.


The sight so terrified her that she almost slammed the door and fled, but she was more afraid of her prioress’s tongue. That woman’s glare could freeze the sun in the sky. Fina forced herself to examine the walls again. But she could make no sense of what she saw. Was the red glow coming from a fire in the cave below? She sniffed, but there was no smell of smoke and, besides, there was nothing much to burn down there, except the St Brigid crosses left by pilgrims or the rags they dipped into the holy water. And Prioress Johanne always insisted those filthy offerings were cleared away nightly.


Still clutching the lantern, Fina slowly descended the uneven stone steps, holding herself tense and ready to retreat at the first sign of flames. The holy spring gushed out of a gap between three rocks in the wall and poured into an ancient stone trough, just long and wide enough for a man to lie in, as if he was in his own coffin. Fat yellow candles burned on the spikes that had been driven into the rock on either side of the spring. The melted wax dripped down the rock face to form frozen waterfalls at the base. But when Fina reached the point on the stairs where the interior of the cave became visible, she thought she saw something red glowing at the bottom of the trough, as if a scarlet flame burned beneath the water. It was there only for the blink of an eye. Then it was gone, and soft yellow candlelight flickered across the rocky floor once more.


Ducking under a low jag of rock, she stepped down into the cave and edged towards the spring, thinking that a pilgrim must have thrown a jewel into the water, which had caught the light, but there were only the usual bent pins and silver pennies in the trough, nothing else, except a few stems of the creamy-white flowers of may blossom floating on the surface – another offering from a villager that would have brought a frown to Prioress Johanne’s brow if she’d seen it.


Some village girl had probably been using the flowers to sprinkle herself with the spring water in the belief that on the eve of May Day it would turn her into a beauty. As a child, Fina had watched the servant girls in her father’s manor house do such things and was almost tempted to copy them now, but her prioress’s face rose in front of her, like an archangel with a flaming sword. She’d never be able to hide such a sin from her inquisitorial gaze.


Fina scooped out the dripping flowers, crushing them in her fist. A stray thorn pierced her palm and she winced, glancing guiltily up at the painted wooden statue of St Lucia above the well. The saint knew her thoughts and was punishing her.


Averting her eyes, Fina searched the cave for what her prioress called ‘rubbish’ – a bandage stiff with dried blood, a three-armed cross woven from rushes, and a crude doll fashioned from reeds and wrapped in a white rag. By now, Fina knew all of the little holes and crevices in the cave where the local women tried to hide such things, and it didn’t take her long for the cave wasn’t large. There was room for only four or five people to crowd in around the well, though mostly they came in ones and twos.


The figure of St Lucia, patron saint of the blind, stood in a niche above the spring, for the sisters had dedicated the well to her. The long wooden dagger in her hands pointed menacingly at the pilgrims as if she meant to kill any sinner who despoiled it. Johanne had had the statue installed there when she had been elected as prioress eight years ago, to remind everyone that they should pray to the saint that the waters might heal them. No one ever dared say as much to the prioress, but in truth only the sisters of the Knights of St John and a few of the pilgrims ever offered their prayers to her at this well.


Old Kendra and her tribe of daughters, who once were the keepers of the spring, called it Bryde’s Well and they’d cursed the whole priory on the day it was blessed for St Lucia. Prioress Johanne had forbidden them to come near the place, but the villagers who crept down to the cave still whispered the old name and made their prayers and offerings of clooties, pins and three-armed crosses not to the saint gazing down at their spring, but to the ancient one, the stone face that stared out at them behind the spring through a veil of water.


The prioress had not brought her to the holy well. That face had been watching over the spring centuries before the first Hospitaller sisters had set their dainty feet upon the moors a mere thirty years ago. Compared to that ancient carving, the sisters were no more than blades of grass beneath an ancient oak.


Fina tried never to look at the stone carving, though the face always drew her gaze, like a viper lying coiled in the corner of a room. It was hard to make out the features beneath the cascade, especially in the flickering candlelight. Basilia said it was a woman’s face, with ears of wheat sprouting from her eyes and mouth. Melisene was sure it was the face of the sun, with tongues of fire leaping from it. The prioress said it was the face of a she-devil, who now lay crushed beneath the holy feet of St Lucia.


But Fina saw a skull surmounted by a warrior’s helmet, with burning spears shooting from it, and when she was alone in the cave, she saw those spears dance with flame and the skull turn to stare at her. Even though she tried to convince herself it must be a trick of the candlelight flickering over the twisting water, even though she knew the demon had been crushed, still she could not shake off the feeling that the she-devil was very far from dead.


She shivered and, taking care not to look at the stone carving, rolled up the black sleeve of her kirtle. Clenching her jaw against the cold, she plunged her arm into the icy water to scoop out the glittering silver coins from the bottom of the pool. Even the bent pins had to be collected, for whenever they had amassed a boxful, they were sold to be melted down for their silver. But it was like trying to snatch minnows with your bare hands. The pins and coins were never where they appeared to be under the water. Over the past months, Fina had learned the skill of catching them, but that night, perhaps because she was still unnerved by the red glow she had seen, her fingers were as clumsy as those of an old woman with palsy, and the ripples she made as she lunged for them only sent them drifting further away. She gave up. She was hungry for her supper. The prioress would not come down here so late. She’d try again in the morning.


She blew out the candles on either side of the spring. Shadows closed in, like a pack of wolves, and only where the feeble light from her horn lantern flickered over the walls did the moss still glow with a green-gold haze. Once the light was gone, like the water, the moss turned black. She hurried up the stairs and into the safety of the chapel, slamming the door to the staircase behind her, as if the darkness might come bounding after her.


As the door banged, there came a yelp of fear. Fina spun round. The chapel had been empty when she’d gone down, she was sure, just as she was certain she’d locked the far door leading to the outside. But now a little boy was standing by the stone altar, gripping the corner tightly in both hands, turning his head this way and that, as if trying to see what had made the sudden noise.


He looked seven or eight years old, his tangled black hair curling over the top of a brown homespun jerkin. Fina thought he must be travelling with a family who’d taken shelter in the pilgrims’ hall for the night and, as children do, had gone exploring and somehow found his way into the chapel through the door from the courtyard, which she’d left unlocked.


‘What are you doing in here, child?’ She took a few paces towards him, intending to usher him out. ‘The holy well is closed for the night. You—’ She broke off. He was cringing, his arm raised over his face as if he expected a blow.


She held up her hands to assure him she meant him no harm. ‘We’d best get you back to your kin before they start to fear the wisht hounds have taken you.’


She’d meant it as a joke, but he seemed even more terrified.


‘Come,’ she said, as gently as she could. ‘Supper will be served soon and you don’t want to miss that. There’ll be a good hot soup. Well, the soup will be hot, at least.’


Good was not a word anyone bestowed on the cook’s meals in the pilgrims’ hall. Even when he did flavour the pottage with herbs or a bone stock, all you could ever smell was burned beans. That man could scorch water. The sisters always gave heartfelt thanks that Goodwife Sibyl cooked for them.


Fina raised the lantern, more to let the child see that she was smiling than to study his face. Only then did she realise the boy wasn’t looking at her. His head was turning from side to side, as if he couldn’t understand where her voice was coming from. His eyes were as dark as the peat-black bog pools, clear and unclouded. Twin reflections of the flame in the lantern blazed in the wide, bright pupils, but he couldn’t see that light. He was blind.


She touched his shoulder and he started violently. Then his fingers inched up to grasp hers. He clung to her with a hand as cold as the water in the well below, yet his touch seared too, like ice sticking to bare skin, and she had to force herself not to flinch.


It took Fina and the boy some time to reach the pilgrims’ hall, though it was only across the corner of the courtyard. The child was afraid to move. He stumbled on the cobbles and kept stopping abruptly whenever he thought he might bump into something.


That evening, only five people occupied the long, narrow chamber where travellers in need of a night’s shelter ate at the scrubbed table and slept on the straw pallets on the floor. Two were pedlars, the others a master cordwainer and his pregnant wife, the last an old woman who, from her torn but costly gown, looked as if she had once known better times. But none recognised the boy or remembered seeing such a lad with anyone on the road.


Leading the child out into the courtyard again, Fina pulled him into the infirmary, which stood alongside the pilgrims’ hall, where the sick, the frail and those travellers in need of many days or weeks of rest were cared for. There were a dozen beds and most were occupied.


Sister Fina’s gaze darted at once to the far corner, where Sebastian sat curled on a heap of sheepskins as far from the fire as he could get. He’d been there longer than any of the others, longer than most of the sisters, and though he wasn’t an old man, the hair that tumbled down his back was white and his limbs thin as worms, every joint swollen and twisted at odd angles. He was staring at a crucifix in his lap, clumsily rubbing the wounded hand of Christ with the tip of a finger, as if he was trying to soothe the hurt. Fina was relieved that he appeared quiet and calm tonight. She did not want him frightening the boy, for Sebastian would sometimes cower and scream, as if he was being tormented by all the demons in Hell. Many of the servants whispered that he was possessed but, curiously, it was often Prioress Johanne who calmed him when he was seized by these evil spirits. Although Fina couldn’t begin to imagine how, for in her experience the prioress was more formidable than a legion of devils and more likely to scare someone out of their wits than into them.


Sister Basilia, the infirmarer, was at the other end of the hall, apparently giving instructions to one of the female servants. There was a mulish expression on the maid’s face, and she folded her arms sullenly, staring at the long table on which the remains of supper still lay – burned mutton broth by the smell of it. Basilia kept smiling as if she was quite certain the woman would do whatever she was plainly resisting. She reminded Fina of a plump, eager spaniel, always wagging her tail and jumping up, convinced that everyone she met wanted to be friends.


She broke off as she caught sight of Fina and bustled over, while the servant seized the opportunity to escape, collecting the wooden bowls from the table with ill-tempered bangs and clatters.


Basilia beamed down at the child still clutching Fina’s hand. ‘And who have we here?’ She gave the black curls a vigorous pat. The boy shrank back. She chuckled. ‘Shy little fellow, isn’t he?’


‘Not shy, Sister.’ Fina hesitated, then guided him to an empty bed. She prised his icy fingers from her hand and pressed them to the straw mattress. ‘There . . . a good, warm place to sleep. Can you feel the wall behind? You stay here. I’ll be back in a moment.’


The boy stood where she’d left him, his hands dangling, his head turning this way and that to follow the many voices and clatter of dishes, but he made no attempt to touch anything around him.


Fina returned to Basilia and drew her aside. ‘I found him alone in the chapel. He’s blind, but I don’t believe he can have been so for long – he has not learned to use his hands to discover where he is and he can’t follow sounds, as Father Guthlac can.’


She nodded towards an elderly man sitting close to the fire, his fingers and lips moving as he recited his paternosters, counting them off on his string of beads. But his mind seemed not entirely focused on his devotions, for he cocked his head, listening to the chatter around him, smiling at this, frowning at that, occasionally calling a remark mid-prayer. His sight had faded gradually over the years, but with the help of his deacon he’d still been able to perform his duties as parish priest. Like most, he had never been able to read much Latin and had always gabbled the services by rote, so his parishioners scarcely noticed when darkness had closed in upon his world.


Basilia glanced over Fina’s shoulder at the boy. ‘Who brought the poor mite here?’


‘I don’t know, but someone must have. He can’t have found his own way in. He’s not even able to cross a room alone. He can’t tell me where he came from or who he is. He hasn’t uttered a word. I don’t know if his kin have abandoned him to our care, or they mean to return for him, if he can be healed.’


Basilia regarded her with sad, reproachful eyes, as if she’d betrayed their faith in thinking that St Lucia might not perform a miracle. ‘Imagine leaving a child when he needs you most. What mother would do such a thing?’ She puffed up her chest like an indignant hen. For a moment Fina thought she would march over to the boy and gather him up in her arms, like a baby.


They all knew that it was Basilia’s greatest sorrow that she had no children. But with a litter of lusty sons to provide for, in addition to his daughters, her father had been able to offer land enough only for one of his girls to acquire a husband of suitable rank.


‘Maybe he has no mother,’ Fina said. ‘And no one else can spare food for him. The famine is biting hard and if he can’t work . . . You see how he is. He can do nothing for himself.’


‘But he can learn,’ Basilia said firmly. ‘And there’s no one better to teach him than Father Guthlac. He’d still be out tending his flock, if his poor swollen legs would bear him up.’


She lumbered over to the boy, seized his hand and dragged him towards the old priest. In her eagerness, she didn’t watch him closely enough and the lad collided with the corner of the table, setting the remaining bowls and spoons on it rattling.


Father Guthlac turned his head towards the sound. ‘Who’s that?’ he called. ‘Don’t know that tread. I reckon they’ve been supping too much mead by the way they’re crashing about.’ He chuckled to himself.


Basilia took the boy by the shoulders and steered him close to the old man. ‘A boy brought to us, Father Guthlac. Sister Fina believes he’s newly blind and no one’s shown him how to get about for himself. We thought you might teach him.’


The old priest raised his hand to silence her. ‘Come closer, boy.’ He extended a wrinkled hand and grasped the child’s sleeve. The boy tried to pull away, but Father Guthlac had dealt with a good many little sinners in his time and held him firmly by the shoulders. He lifted the boy’s arm by the cloth and ran his hand down it until he found the fingers. The old man stiffened, hunching forward in the chair and sucking his breath in noisily through his teeth. His hand darted to the boy’s face, running lightly over it, like a spider.


Then the old priest gave a cry of horror and jerked his hand away, as if he’d been stung. His sightless eyes flashed wide in fear. Seizing the staff beside him, he struggled to his feet, his paternoster beads slithering to the floor. He tottered backwards, crossing his breast as if the devil himself had risen up from the ground in a cloud of sulphur. Clutching the corner of the table, he brandished his staff towards where Basilia and the boy stood.


‘Drive him out!’ he shrieked. ‘Drive him out from these halls now.’


‘Father Guthlac!’ the infirmarer protested, wrapping her arms protectively across the boy’s chest. ‘Whatever has possessed you? He’s a little boy, a helpless child. Didn’t you hear me tell you he’s blind?’


‘If you don’t put him out this very hour he’ll destroy us. Destroy us all! I know what you are, boy. You may fool those who can look but don’t see. But I can see you, boy – see you plain as sin. Be gone, foul creature of darkness!’


Fina rushed forward to try to quieten the priest and help him back to his seat, but he was waving his staff so wildly she was forced to retreat. The servants and the patients who could move had backed away to the corners of the hall as if they were afraid the blind priest might charge towards them. In the corner, Sebastian was moaning in fear. He shrank against the wall, trying in vain to cover his head to protect himself, but he could not raise his poor twisted arms.


Fina tried to placate the old cleric. ‘Father Guthlac, we can find the boy somewhere else to go in the morning. In any case, his kin may have returned by then. But he’ll have to stay here till daylight. The gates are locked for the night.’


The old man’s mouth twisted in fear and rage, a stream of grey spittle trickling from the corner of his mouth. ‘You want your sisters to be alive come cockcrow, then heed me, Sister Fina. You take that demon, bind him tight, and throw him into the sucking mire. For I give you fair warning – if that boy sleeps beneath this roof this night, not one of us will be spared the curse he’ll bring down upon our heads.’




Chapter 2


Sorrel


That was the day I knew I had to go, though I’d no notion where or why. I only knew I felt the urge flooding my veins, as swallows sense the icy grasp of winter stretching out to crush them, even before the first leaf has fallen, and know they must fly before it’s too late. Too late! Yes, that was the ghost that had come to haunt me. Every dawn for months I’d woken in dread knowing that something was wrong, so very wrong, but what? She gave me no answer. She spoke no other word to me, as if I was talking to the wind or the sun or the moon. She said nothing but Come.


I was kneeling furthest downstream from the rest of the village women. The bailiff’s wife always squatted highest upstream so that no dirt or lye from the others’ washing could touch hers. That was her spot by divine right and no one dared usurp it, even though that day she wasn’t with us. The lowest place was left for me. No one wanted water from my clothes near theirs for fear that my misfortune might flow on to them. The river carries curses from one person to another, like the wind carries dust from one man’s field and blows it into another’s eyes.


But I was used to my neighbours drawing away from me, glad of it really, for then I need not join in with their prattling, though I could hear them bellowing to each other over the rush of the water.


‘Don’t know why we’re bothering to wash these clouts,’ one shouted. ‘The rain’ll never hold off long enough for them to dry.’


‘To stop the menfolk bellyaching that their breeches are stinking and lousy,’ her neighbour replied. ‘Spend half our lives doing things just to stop them complaining.’ She ferociously pounded her husband’s shirt with a stone as big as her fist, as if it was his head she was battering.


‘You’ll never get rid of the lice,’ another called, ‘no matter how long you hold them under the water. Cunning little beggars. I reckon they’re the only beasts left in this village that aren’t starving.’


I scrambled on to a wet boulder that jutted into the water, and used my chin and my good arm to twist my shift into a rope, slapping it against the rock. It would not get as much dirt out as scrubbing, but the cloth was so threadbare it would fall apart if I rubbed too hard.


The river was running high and would run higher still, if we didn’t get a dry spell soon. A year or so back, the boulder I was sitting on was so far clear of the water that on a hot day you could spread your linens on it to dry. But it had been months since we’d glimpsed even enough blue sky to make a cloak for the Holy Virgin. The village children talked about summer as if it was some fanciful tale a storyteller had invented.


A sudden surge of water smashed into the rock, which shuddered beneath me. The river swirled and foamed around the boulder, tugging at it as if it meant to tear it free and send it sailing downstream. The sky was darkening. A chill wind wrapped itself around me, breathing ice on to my wet skin. Another squall was coming in. But upstream, the women chattered on, like the babble of water over stones.


A dark red flash in the river captured my gaze. I thought it might be a flower, though I couldn’t make out what kind. The current swept it towards me. It spun on the surface, drowned and rose again, then was tossed from one side to the other, as the eddies caught it, until it bumped against the boulder on which I sat and was trapped behind it, trembling as the spray buffeted it. Now that it was close, I could see what it was – hound’s-tongue. Its crimson petals are beautiful to look at, but it stinks like dog’s piss and poisons sheep or cattle if they swallow it. I reached down to fish it out before it could do any harm.


But as my fingers stretched towards it, the water around it began to turn red, as if the petals were bleeding into it. The stain widened and spread till it touched the riverbanks. I snatched my hand back and jerked upright. For as far as I could see, above and below me, the whole river was blood red. But the women were still pounding their clothes in it. Red liquid ran down their arms and dripped from their fingers. Scarlet droplets glistened on their faces. The shirts they were scrubbing were stained crimson. But the women were still washing, still chattering, still laughing.


I scrambled to my feet, leaping back to the bank. ‘Stop! Stop! The river— Can’t you see?’


Their hands froze half in and half out of the bloody water. They stared at me, then at the river and back at me, gaping as if I was making no more sense than a cawing crow.


‘The water! It’s full of blood! Look at it!’


They looked. Then they dropped the sodden scarlet clothes on to the bank and came hurrying towards me. I pointed down into the bloody water and they gazed slack-jawed.


Then one laughed and snatched up the dripping flower, waving it at the others. ‘’Tis only a sprig of hound’s-tongue.’


‘You want to keep that.’ One chuckled. ‘You put that inside your shoe on a journey and no dog’ll come nigh you nor bark at you.’


The finder rolled her eyes. ‘Blood, indeed. A flower, ’tis all. You blind, as well as crippled, Sorrel?’


‘Hound’s-tongue.’ Another snorted. ‘If you ask me she’s been bit by a mad hound. First sign it is, being scared of water.’


‘Then she’d best keep this. They say it cures that too.’ The woman tossed the stinking flower at me. It caught in my hair and I felt drops of water from its sodden petals trickle down my cheek. I pulled it out, and stood there foolishly clutching it.


They were laughing, but I could see the fear in their eyes as they stared at me. I was afraid too, but I made myself glance down. Under the leaden sky, the river was as transparent and colourless as the tiny elvers that wriggled through it.


Drops of rain began to splatter on to the rock. The women hurried off to gather up their washing and hasten home. They glanced pityingly at me over their shoulders as they walked away, and I knew they were whispering about me.


The wind snarled, tearing at my skirts, dragging the bindings of my hair loose and whipping the strands around me. The branches of the willows snaked across the water towards me, as if they were trying to hook me and pull me away from the river into an air I couldn’t breathe. The clouds were bruised purple in the sulphurous light. At any moment, the storm would break over me. I should run home, but I couldn’t move.


Come, you must come to me.


It was the wind playing tricks on my ears, as the river had done to my eyes.


Come to where the fire burns.


It was one of my neighbours. She was coming back to urge me to hurry to the byre I called home.


But I didn’t turn my head, for I knew I wouldn’t see anyone walking towards me. It was not a neighbour. It was not the wind. I knew that voice. I’d heard it calling to me since I was nine summers old, but until now only in my dreams. Was I asleep? I felt the sharp sting of rain against my face. Was I running mad?


Fire and water wait for you. The time is now.


The foul reek of hound’s-tongue burned my nostrils. I stared down. My right hand was balled so tightly into a fist I could no more move its fingers than I could those on the withered left. I had to will it to open. Slowly, painfully, my fingers uncurled. The mangled red petals of the flower lay in my palm. They had stained my skin scarlet.


A flash of lightning startled me into looking up. On the opposite bank a fox, a black fox, stood motionless, its head turned towards me, ears pricked. We stared at one another. Its brush streamed out in the wind, like a flame from a blazing torch. The animal reek grew stronger till I was almost choking. And I knew that, even if I let the flower drop, it would not leave me. The smell was in the air, in the water, in the beast that stood watching me.


Come! Come to where the fire burns in my heart.


A growl of distant thunder rolled across the sky. The black fox had vanished, but its stench still rode upon the wind.




Chapter 3


Prioress Johanne


A sudden chill drenched my skin as if the door to my chamber had been flung open and a cold wind had barged in. The sensation was so intense that I glanced behind me, but the door remained firmly latched. I poked at the sluggish fire, trying to prod it into a blaze. Exhaustion: that was why I felt so cold. My head throbbed. I longed to beg Sister Clarice to retire for the night and discuss the accounts in the morning, but my steward was one of those women who never needed more than an hour or two of sleep and couldn’t understand why others wasted so much time in their beds.


Clarice ran a crooked finger down the column of figures she’d inscribed on the parchment. The numbers stood erect in such straight lines that not even a master mason with a plumb line could have schooled them better. ‘At least our calves are fetching twice what they did last year,’ she announced, with grim satisfaction. ‘The farmers who graze their cattle on the lower pasture lost many beasts because of the rain and floods, but we’ve been spared the worst up here.’


She thrust aside the parchment and pulled another towards us, impatient to move on. She was a small, compact woman, but her black kirtle was tight about her. She had not so much as a pinch of spare flesh on her frame, but saw no reason to squander cloth on folds her body would not fill. She had come late to the Sisters of the Knights Hospitallers. She and her husband had, as donats, made a generous gift of land and money to the order, but had continued to live in the outside world. Clarice had managed her husband’s warehouses and properties while he travelled through Europe buying and selling merchandise for his cargo ships, but after his death from a fever in France she had made her full profession. I sometimes found myself wondering if that had been wise, for Clarice was unaccustomed to consulting with others, much less having her decisions questioned. If I had not heard her take the oath I might have been tempted to believe that, while she had vowed poverty and chastity sincerely enough, she had omitted obedience.


She was still talking and now rapped her finger against another sum on the parchment, as if she was disgusted by its indolence. ‘But the offerings left at the well are lower, far lower.’ She stretched out this last phrase letting it vibrate in the room, as if she was an ancient prophet announcing the destruction of a wicked city.


I moved the candle closer, peering at the column with smarting eyes. ‘Lower, yes, but only by a trifle, Sister Clarice. I am sure that will make little difference when set against the income from wax and wool.’


Clarice gave an exasperated sigh. ‘The point is, Prioress, that the number of people coming to the well has increased so the amount collected from the offerings should have increased too, but it has not.’


‘But the famine—’


A shriek echoed across the courtyard outside. We both jerked round. Someone was shouting and seemed to be in great distress. I struggled to my feet. ‘Sebastian! I should see what can be done to calm him.’


‘Didn’t sound like him,’ Clarice said. ‘But, if it was, he’s quietened now.’ She scuttled to the door and dragged it open, peering out across the dark, rain-drenched courtyard. The wind roared in, scattering the parchments on my table and sending billows of smoke and sparks from the hearth swirling about the room.


‘Sister, have a care for the fire,’ I protested, kneeling down to gather up the documents before the wind blew them into the flames. But before I could rise again, I heard another bellow as, somewhere, a door opened and slammed.


Clarice flattened herself against the wall as Sister Fina came hurrying in, tugging a small boy behind her. Clarice latched the door while Fina stood coughing and flapping ineffectually at the clouds of smoke. In spite of the weather, she had not fastened her cloak, which was trailing wet and muddy behind her. The drenched skirts of her black kirtle clung to her legs.


‘What’s the commotion? Sebastian again?’ Clarice demanded, before I could utter a word.


‘It was Father Guthlac,’ Fina panted, wiping her wet face on her damp sleeve. ‘The boy . . . I never expected . . . how could I? After all, he’s just a little boy.’


‘Calm yourself, Sister Fina,’ I said firmly, in an attempt to remind both women that I was prioress and they were standing in my chamber. ‘Why don’t you and the boy come closer to the fire and dry yourselves, before you get the ague?’


Up to then the child had been half hidden behind Fina. She grasped him by the shoulders and guided him gently towards the hearth. Although he was not in any danger of being burned, he shrank back as he felt the warmth, holding up his hands to shield his face as if he couldn’t understand the source of the heat.


I wondered if he might be simple. Sadly, there were many such children born to villagers in those parts. They would rock back and forth, or shriek uncontrollably at the sight of something as commonplace and harmless as a feather. Changelings, the local people called them. They swore that pigseys stole human babies and left their own strange offspring in their place. But the boy’s expression was not vacant like those children’s. As he turned, he blundered into a stool and I realised he couldn’t see, not even the flames of the fire that were dazzlingly bright in the dimly lit room.


‘Who is this child? A villager?’


Fina gnawed her lip. ‘I found him alone in the chapel, Prioress, when I was closing the well. He won’t tell us his name and no one in the pilgrims’ hall recognises him. I thought perhaps Father Guthlac might help him, being blind himself, but as soon as he touched him . . .’ She twisted her long fingers as if she was attempting to plait them.


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, spit it out, Sister Fina,’ Clarice snapped. ‘Prioress Johanne and I have a great deal to discuss.’


‘The accounts can wait until the morrow, Sister Clarice,’ I said firmly. ‘Don’t let me detain you if you have things to do.’ My eyes felt as if they had been skinned. I couldn’t even look at another column of figures much less make sense of them.


I was relieved as I saw Clarice scuttling towards the door, but instead of opening it, she plumped herself down on a narrow bench beside it and folded her arms as if to make plain she was waiting for an explanation.


Fina glanced at the boy, who had backed as far away from the fire as he could and was crouching in the corner. She edged closer to me, lowering her voice, though in that small chamber the child could hardly fail to hear her, unless he was deaf as well as blind. ‘Something about him seemed to upset Father Guthlac. He started yelling that we’d draw a curse down on us all if we let him stay. He said . . .’ Fina swallowed and dropped her voice to whisper ‘. . . he said we should drown the boy in the mire. He’s a priest!’ she added, in a shocked tone, as if that fact had somehow escaped me. ‘He’s always so kindly and placid. What should we do, Prioress?’


‘Do? I think that is plain enough. Unless you want the whole priory to be kept awake you had better keep the boy well away from Father Guthlac. I imagine his shouting has also alarmed the other patients. Is Sebastian distressed?’


She shrugged.


‘Keep the boy out of the infirmary,’ I said. ‘We want no more disturbances for our patients.’


‘But, Prioress, suppose Father Guthlac is right? They say the blind have the gift of second sight, and the boy did appear in the chapel after I’d locked the door. How could he have got in there unless by dark magic? And there’s something else . . . When I opened the door to the well, the rocks . . . they were running with blood.’


‘Blood? Whose blood?’ I demanded. ‘Has someone been hurt?’


Fina was twisting her fingers again, like an anxious child. ‘I didn’t mean . . . Not real blood, but the rocks were glowing blood red. In all these months I’ve been sister of the well, I’ve never seen such a thing.’


‘Sister Fina, you are not an unlettered cottager! What you think you saw was a reflection of the candlelight on water, nothing more. You know the walls glow when the candles are lit. As for the boy being in the chapel, I dare say he was crouching in a corner when you came in as he is now, afraid to move or call out since he couldn’t see who was walking about. But if you are going to take fright at shadows, perhaps I should appoint another sister to take charge of the well and you can work in the kitchens. In my experience plucking chickens and pounding dough is a sure cure for any strange fancies of youth.’


From her perch by the door Clarice gave an impatient snort. ‘The boy got in because she neglected to lock the pilgrims’ door properly. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve found it open after she swore she’d closed it. You don’t attend to what you’re doing, Sister. Always daydreaming. The prioress is right, some honest toil in the kitchens would soon set your head firmly back on your shoulders.’


Fina opened her mouth to protest, but I was in no mood to listen to an argument between the two. ‘It matters not how the boy got into the chapel. Our duty is clear. He is a child without kin, at least until a relative claims him, and as such we are pledged to give him shelter and care. He shall stay here until we see if St Lucia, in her mercy, will intercede for him. Eventually he can be sent to one of our brothers’ priories to be—’


I was interrupted for the second time that evening by a rapping at my door. How many more people were going to come charging in tonight? Could no one solve the slightest problem without running to me?


Clarice rose to unlatch the door. The gatekeeper, Meggy, edged in, a ragged piece of sacking grasped tightly over her head against the rain. Her florid cheeks glistened with water, and more dripped from the end of her broad, fleshy nose. Some in the priory muttered that the widow was too old for such a post, but she’d spent most of her life ploughing the family’s own strip of land and helping her late husband in his blacksmith’s forge, hefting iron, pumping the furnace bellows and holding the heavy carthorses. Years of such toil had left her with brawn enough to deter most unwelcome intruders. Besides, I knew that she had nowhere else to call home now.


‘Prioress, Hob and his lad have come from Buckland with the supplies.’


‘At this hour?’ The carter usually arrived in the morning in time to unload his wagon and eat in the pilgrims’ hall at noon, before setting out again. For reasons I had never understood, Hob always refused to stay overnight, preferring to sleep in the stables of inns or even on the open road rather than in our warm hall.


All our wine, with goods such as parchment and black cloth, which we could not purchase from the local markets, was delivered to us from the commandery at Buckland along with any messages from the preceptor of the Knights Hospitallers there, John de Messingham. But I had noticed in these past months that letters sent out by the Lord Prior, William de Tothall at Clerkenwell, intended for all the priories of the English order were dispatched to us through Buckland, instead of straight to my hand, which annoyed and alarmed me.


The commandery at Buckland was small, the number of professed brothers seldom rising above seven, but the community of sisters in the nearby preceptory of Minchin Buckland had, of late, swollen to almost fifty professed women and dozens more lay servants as, one by one, Lord William had persuaded the priories of sisters across England to enter the cloister at Minchin Buckland and live under one roof, with the knights at Buckland tasked with the noble duty of protecting and serving them. Although, if you asked me, guarding and gaoling them was a more accurate phrase.


But we would not be joining our sisters to sit sewing and praying for the souls of our brothers, of that I was determined. We were needed here, caring for those who crossed the moors, for they were fraught with peril. Outlaws hid among the rocky tors and deep valleys watching for vulnerable travellers. Seemingly lush swards of grass concealed mires that could suck down men and horses alike. Bone-chilling mists descended without warning, sending men wandering in circles till they died of cold or exhaustion.


‘Hob has more sense than to risk crossing the moor at night,’ I said. ‘What’s brought him so late to our door?’


Meggy shrugged her broad shoulders. ‘Slow journey, Hob says. Up to their hocks in mud all the way, they were. Said they spent more time digging the wagon out than riding on her.’


‘Tears of Mary!’ Clarice muttered. ‘They could have had their throats cut on that lonely track when it’s as black as this, especially if the cart got stuck. There are more men turning to robbery every day, desperate for food since this famine took hold. Why didn’t he and the boy take shelter for the night?’


‘I reckon he’d a mind to do just that, but the knight riding with them was determined to press on to reach here. Asking to see you, he is, Prioress. I told him you’d not be best pleased to be disturbed. “Priory’s locked up for the night,” I said. I’d not have let him through my gate at this hour, save that he wears the cross of your order.’ She gestured with her chin towards the white cross formée on the shoulder of my left sleeve.


‘A brother Hospitaller? Here? Did he ride with the wagon to guard it?’


‘If he did,’ Meggy muttered, ‘it was a foolhardy thing to do. Hob knows how to slip past any trouble quietly without drawing attention to himself. Folks see his cart being escorted by a knight with his white cross flashing out in the dark for all to see and he might as well have the King’s herald marching in front of him bellowing, “Here’s a fellow wants robbing.”’


‘If Commander John de Messingham sent a brother from Buckland, he must have had his reasons for doing so,’ I said sternly. It did not befit a servant to question the actions of the Knights of St John.


All the same, I confess that I was a little curious too. The brother was probably on his way to board a ship at Fowey to voyage to the Citramer, our order’s heartland on Rhodes, for every Knight of St John who held office was obliged to serve a season there or on our ships in the Turk-infested Aegean. But an unsettling thought burrowed into my head. Had the knight come to collect the responsions that every priory was obliged to pay to the mother house at Clerkenwell? But that money was not yet due. My stomach lurched. Why would he have come to demand it early?


‘Where have you left our brother?’


‘Sister Melisene took him to the guest chamber.’ The expression on Meggy’s face made plain that, had it been up to her, the knight would have cooled his heels out in the rain. ‘There’s a groom with them. He’s supping with the knight. I told Hob and his lad they could bed down in the pilgrims’ hall, seeing as how it’s half empty.’ She grinned. ‘Hob’s not best pleased about spending the night here. Said he’d sooner be on his way, but I told him, I said, “There’ll be no unloading that cart this side of dawn. Sister Clarice will want to check every last keg and bundle, and she’ll not be of a mind to do that in the dark.” Isn’t that right, Sister?’


Clarice gave her an approving nod.


‘Then I had better find out what brings this knight to our door,’ I said, reaching for my cloak.


‘But what shall I do with the boy?’ Fina wailed.


I’d almost forgotten she was there. The boy had not moved out of the corner where he was crouching, though he leaned towards us as if he was listening. I grasped his little hands and pulled him to his feet. His fingers lay limply in mine, cold as a corpse’s. I examined his face carefully, feeling his arms and ribs. He offered no resistance.


‘He’s pale and thin, but not as emaciated as most children who’ve taken to the road in search of food.’ I straightened. ‘Give him something to eat and put him to sleep in the pilgrims’ hall. And ask Sister Basilia to give Father Guthlac a sleeping draught to calm him. He can recognise faces by touch and it may be that something about the boy’s features reminded him of someone he once knew. If it was a person he thought dead, the shock might have caused him to utter such wild words.’


Fina began, ‘Father Guthlac said—’


But I cut her off. I had no time or patience to listen to more wild talk about boys appearing by magic and rocks bleeding. ‘I’m sure Father Guthlac’s reason will be restored by morning,’ I told her firmly. ‘He may even be able to tell us who the child is and where he lives.’


When I ventured out into the courtyard I walked the long way around so that I could pass beneath the casements of the infirmary. I stood for a few moments outside listening, but all seemed quiet within. The rain had eased into a fine wet mist, but the wind dashed it so hard against my skin that I was soaked before I’d reached the door of the lodgings that were reserved for highborn guests and clergy. I tucked stray strands of wet hair beneath my black veil, hoping I did not look quite as bedraggled as I felt.


Inside, two men were seated at either side of the table, fishing rabbits’ legs from a dish of egurdouce, and gnawing them so voraciously that I would have sworn they had not eaten for a week. They clambered to their feet as I closed the door behind me, wiping the thick wine sauce from their fingers to their napkins and inclining their heads somewhat curtly.


‘I am Knight Brother Nicholas, late of Buckland,’ the older of the two said.


He had the appearance of one who had been forged of steel, not flesh, from the silver-grey of his close-cropped hair and the stubble on his chin, to the hard, angular bones of his face and rigid stance. I suspected that though his knee might bend when he prayed to God, his back never would. A single glance at his hard-muscled frame and corded neck told me he had known battle.


‘This is Brother Sergeant Alban, my groom, also late of Buckland,’ he added.


The groom, a bow-legged, wiry fellow, shuffled awkwardly and glanced shrewdly up and down the length of me through narrowed eyes, as if he was appraising the worth of a horse in the marketplace.


‘I heard a man shouting earlier. If someone is causing trouble, I’ll soon put him to rout.’ Nicholas gestured towards his sword, hanging from a peg on the wall next to his cloak.


‘That will not be necessary,’ I said firmly. Why do men think a sword or a bow is the answer to every problem? ‘It was merely Father Guthlac. Until recently he was the parish priest here, but now, in the winter of his life, he’s being cared for in the infirmary. Something distressed him, but he is usually a mild-tempered man. I doubt he will disturb you again.


‘But you said you were late of Buckland, Brother Nicholas? Then I assume you are journeying to join our brothers on Rhodes. God speed you both, and grant you safe passage. But it must be a matter of some import that forces you to travel by this route. Have you a message for us?’


Even as the words left my lips, I knew the question was foolish. Neither Commander John nor the Lord Prior of England would waste the services of two members of our noble order to deliver a message that could as easily have been carried by the carter. Hob had often carried them before and, since neither he nor his son could read, they could be entrusted with letters even of a delicate nature.


‘We’re not bound for Rhodes, Sister,’ Nicholas said, ‘which I deeply regret, but for which Alban here is profoundly grateful. He doesn’t lust for the sea as his mistress, do you, Brother?’ He jabbed at the groom’s stomach with the point of a knife still dripping with red wine sauce.


The groom scowled and muttered something under his breath, but all the while his gaze kept darting back to the plate of rabbit, like a starving ferret.


‘This is our journey’s end, Sister,’ Nicholas announced with a cold smile. ‘The Lord Prior of England has commanded us to serve the order here in the Priory of St Mary. I have come to relieve you of the heavy responsibilities you have had to bear. You need have no more anxieties. I shall take charge now.’




Chapter 4


Hospitallers’ Priory of St Mary


The fire spat petulantly in the hearth and the wind rattled the door and shutters, but even these sounds were less deafening than the chilling silence that had descended upon the guest chamber after Brother Nicholas’s announcement. The speech he had been rehearsing ever since they had set off had withered on his tongue before he’d uttered a single word of it.


The summons to attend his commander at Buckland had filled him with elation. The arrival of two new brothers from Clerkenwell was a sign that two of the existing brothers were to be moved on, and Nicholas had prayed, with considerably more devotion than he had for many years, that he would be one of them.


All the men at Buckland grumbled that they had become little more than servants and bodyguards to the sisters of the Knights of St John, who complained almost daily about the brothers allowing their livestock to wander on to the sisters’ land or not providing them with the provisions or wine they claimed they were entitled to either in sufficient quantity or quality. Nicholas would have been eternally grateful never to spend another moment in the company of those demanding harpies.


He was aching to return to the Citramer, to be back in the fight against the Saracens, with the blood and sweat of battle in his nostrils, hoofs thundering beneath him, and on either side his brother knights, their mouths roaring death, their eyes shining. He longed to be sitting round the fires at night reliving the glory, his belly full of good wine, the smell of roasting meats mingling with the scents of rose, amber and musk, which clung to the skin long after aching muscles had been soothed by silent, dark-eyed maids.


So certain had he been that he was to be sent back to Rhodes that Commander John had been obliged to repeat his instructions twice before Nicholas had grasped them. His fellow knight was indeed to set sail, but Nicholas had served far longer in the Citramer than most, and fighting in that heat took its toll on the body.


‘Let young blood fight the Saracens,’ Commander John had said. ‘The order has a far more subtle and insidious enemy to defeat here in England, one that threatens our very existence. Think of it as a mission behind enemy lines,’ he had added, with a smile. ‘The task will be simple for a man of your talents and it will take no time at all. And if you succeed, as you surely will,’ he spread his hands, ‘then Lord Prior William will undoubtedly wish to send you back to Rhodes, not as a fighting man this time but as a commander. And, believe me, Brother Nicholas, you will need all your wits and cunning to uphold the English cause there among all those knights of France. Prove your talents in this matter, Brother, and you will rise.’


Nicholas’s dealings with the sisters at Minchin Buckland had led him to believe that flattery, combined with his authority as a man and a knight, was the best way of handling women, and with fifty noble, literate but bored sisters pitted against seven overworked and harassed brothers, it was his only weapon. But his commander had assured him that managing the eight women who were alone up here on these remote moors would be as easy as bridling a well-schooled mare. The sisters would be overjoyed to have two men to protect them.


Commander John had nudged him in the ribs and winked. ‘Next time I see you, Brother, you’ll be twice your girth. They’ll be falling over each other to make sure you have the tastiest dishes and softest linen.’


His commander had been right about the food: the rabbit in egurdouce, which was even now congealing in the dish, was delicious, but the expression on the prioress’s face told him she was as far from overjoyed as it was possible to be.


Prioress Johanne was a small, neat woman with a straight, narrow nose, and startlingly vivid blue eyes, rendered all the more piercing by the black veil that covered her hair and hung in damp folds at either side of her sharp cheekbones. She held her head so upright, that her neck, not covered by any wimple, seemed to elongate even as he watched. Steam was rising from her wet clothes in the heat of the small room, so that she looked like some avenging spectre rising from a tomb.


‘Here!’ she finally spat at him. ‘And precisely what do you intend to take charge of here?’


Alban dropped back into his chair, making clear that he wanted no part in this conversation by stuffing his mouth with large sops of bread dipped into the rich sauce.


Nicholas’s belly was rumbling and he had to fight hard to drag his gaze from the dish. Couldn’t the woman have given them an hour or so to eat before she had burst in? ‘Sister Johanne, my orders—’


‘Prioress,’ she said, enunciating each syllable in a voice as brittle as ice.


He ploughed on, ignoring the interruption. He was damned if he was going to allow her to correct him like some errant schoolboy. ‘I am ordered to take over the stewardship of the priory and to oversee the running of—’


‘Sister Clarice is our steward. I can assure you that she is more than equal to the task, having run her husband’s warehouses and estates for many years before making her profession. She has never once failed to collect the produce and rents owing to this priory, nor, as I am sure the Lord Prior would be the first to acknowledge, failed to deliver a perfect reckoning to Clerkenwell. I shall compose a letter to the Lord Prior and Commander John, which you may deliver to Buckland, thanking them for their care, but explaining we have no need to deprive the order of the valuable services of two brothers who, I am sure, are needed to serve in the fleet.’


Nicholas could contain himself no longer. He reached over to the pot in front of Alban and stabbed one of the rabbit’s legs savagely with the point of his knife. He dragged it out, tearing at the flesh with his teeth and gulping it down. He took a certain satisfaction in watching a spasm of disgust and annoyance flash across Johanne’s brow. You can stamp and frown as much as you please, Mistress, but this is a battle I am going to win. When he had finally stripped the leg of its meat, he waggled the bare bone at her. ‘Your sister may have found it easy enough to collect the rents and tithes in times past, but the longer people stay hungry, the more obdurate they’ll become. It’ll take more than the pretty face of a woman and her sweet tongue to persuade them to hand over what they owe. Believe me, Prioress, half the commanderies across England cannot raise enough to send the responsions that are due to Rhodes.’


‘If, on your own admission, our brothers in the other commanderies have not persuaded their tenants to pay their rents, whereas we have, it must be self-evident that Sister Clarice’s “sweet tongue” has proved considerably more effective than those of our brother knights. Perhaps you would like Sister Clarice to give them some instruction on how it should be done.’


An angry flush spread across Nicholas’s cheeks. ‘And perhaps you would like to read the Lord Prior’s direct orders, Prioress.’


He snapped his fingers at the groom, who reluctantly laid down the bone he was gnawing and fumbled in a leather scrip, finally thrusting a roll of parchment into the knight’s hand. Nicholas slid it across the table towards Johanne. ‘I take it you are familiar with Lord William’s seal and signature.’


The prioress unrolled the parchment using only the tips of her fingers, as if she was handling a soiled arse-rag. As her gaze marched over the letters, Nicholas watched the muscles of her jaw clench so tightly that he fancied he could hear her teeth splintering.


‘I am sure I need not remind you that you and your sisters have taken a sacred vow of obedience, as have I, and we are all subject to the Lord Prior’s rule.’


Johanne’s blue eyes glinted as cold as winter ice. ‘And may I remind you, Brother Nicholas, that prioresses, unlike commanders, are not appointed by the Lord Prior but elected by their own sisters.’


Nicholas slammed his fist on the table, jolting Alban’s elbow so that the sauce-soaked bread he was about to pop into his mouth slid half across his face. He wiped it on the napkin, cursing under his breath and darting furious glances at the knight.


Nicholas, trying to hold his temper in check, ignored him. ‘Doubtless you are aware that the other communities of our sisters in England have been compelled to move to Minchin Buckland where they can be kept safely cloistered under one roof – all except this one. If the Lord Prior should decide to close this priory and move you to Buckland too, you would no longer be prioress. So, if you value your independence, Sister Johanne, you had better learn to bend your neck before it is broken for you.’


‘Do you dare to threaten—’


‘I make no threats, Prioress.’ Nicholas held up both palms in the mocking gesture of a man who shows he is unarmed. ‘I merely offer you my humble advice.’ He stuffed a hunk of bread into his mouth with one hand, while pouring wine into two goblets with the other. He offered one to Johanne, who curtly refused it.


‘You must forgive me, Prioress. It’s been a long, cold journey and my tongue grows sharp when my backside is aching from the saddle. Years of riding in stinking, sweaty armour in the heat . . . Well, let us just say that it gives a man sores that nag at him worse than any scold who was ever sentenced to ducking.’


‘I will ask Sister Basilia to make up an ointment for you.’


‘Ask her if she’ll rub it in for him too.’ Alban chuckled.


‘I’m sure Brother Nicholas does not need the assistance of a woman to find his own arsehole,’ Prioress Johanne said sweetly.


Alban’s jaw dropped, revealing a mouthful of half-chewed rabbit.


‘I will leave you to your rest, Brothers.’ Johanne inclined her head curtly. ‘We will discuss this matter further in the morning.’


She stepped out into the darkness of the courtyard, pulling the door closed. She had barely taken a step when it opened again and Nicholas slipped out behind her.


He pressed himself close to her to be heard over the wind. ‘I fear that we have not made the best of beginnings, Prioress, but I must obey my orders and you will find it a good deal less painful to help me to carry them out than attempt to fight me. Do I need to remind you that it’s been but seven short years since the Knights Templar were first interrogated in England and their treasures plundered, even though the order had believed itself safe here? Indeed, when the persecutions of the Templars began nine years ago in France, many fled to England to escape the torture and burnings, believing the Inquisition would never come to these shores. But come they did. Now there is no country left on God’s earth in which those heretics and sodomites may hide. I’ve heard men mock the Dominican Inquisitors as Domini canes, the hounds of God. But all good jokes are built upon a savage truth, for when hounds are in full cry they will tear to pieces any beast that crosses their path, whether or not it is their quarry.’


‘And what has that to do with this priory?’ Johanne said. It was too dark for Nicholas to see her expression, but her tone was as sharp as a freshly honed blade.


‘Since the Pope gave so many of the Templar lands to our order, there are rumours that the greedy eyes of the kings are now turning towards us. If they attack us, they will gain the lands and property of both orders at a single stroke. Our Lord Prior is determined to ensure they have no excuse to cast us into the same prisons where so many Templar knights lost their lives. He has eyes everywhere, searching for the smallest spark of corruption, heresy or sorcery in his order, and if he suspects so much as a glimmer of it, he’ll grind the guilty beneath his boot before they can ignite a blaze that will burn us all on the heretics’ pyre.’


‘Are you suggesting—’ Johanne began indignantly.


‘I suggest nothing. I merely wish to remind you that the sisters from the other priories were not gathered together in Minchin Buckland merely for their safety but to ensure that no whisper of scandal attaches itself to them.’


‘Because they are the weaker sex?’ she said. ‘Have you forgotten, Brother Nicholas? It was the Knights Templar who stood accused of immorality and heresy, not their sisters.’


He spread his hands. ‘As you say, Prioress, the weaker sex. And a fortress is only as strong as its weakest wall. As every defender knows, that is the wall you must shore up first.’


‘Don’t you mean shut up?’ the Prioress snapped.


A satisfied smile creased the corners of the knight’s mouth. The arrow had struck its mark. ‘Sleep well, sweet Sister,’ he murmured, as he strode back into the darkness.




Chapter 5


Sorrel


I must have been six or seven days upon the road when I finally met the one she’d sent to guide me. Now that I think on it, he was a strange one to send, for he didn’t even realise he was her messenger. No more did I, at first.


I’d been searching for a place to shelter for the night, for though I couldn’t see the sun behind the leaden clouds, the grey light was fading and bedraggled black rooks were massing in a small coppice of trees around me. Dusk was swiftly approaching. My legs ached and I was dizzy with hunger. While I still had enough daylight to see and strength left, I had to build a fire and cook the few wild worts I had been able to glean from beside the track as I’d trudged through the rain. If I didn’t, I’d simply sink down in the mud and fall asleep, no longer caring whether I ever struggled up again.


But just when I despaired of finding shelter, I emerged from the trees and saw a drovers’ hut and pinfold a little way off the track. The pinfold was no more than a clearing of sodden earth and mildewed weeds, surrounded by a broad bank. A stone trough stood in one corner, fed by a spring that flowed out of the bank and spilled over on to muddy stones beneath. By the look of it, no sheep or cattle had been driven this way for many a month – part of the bank had fallen away and one of the walls of the tiny wattle hut, which huddled next to it, had blown in. Still, half a shelter was better than none, and I’d little fear that any drover would be needing it. Since the famine had taken hold, few had any beasts left to sell and those that still lived were so weak they could scarcely be driven a mile to market without collapsing.


The earth floor of the hut was slimy and wet, but at least the roof gave some protection from the wind and rain. I wedged the sagging wattle wall upright, as best I could, and gathered a few stones to set a fire on. With my flint and iron and few precious wisps of dried flax, I managed to get a flame burning and tried to coax it into a blaze, but the wood I had gleaned along the way was so damp that the fire gave more smoke than flame. I set my pot of water and worts over it, but there was scarcely enough heat to warm my numb fingers, much less the iron pot. For the hundredth time since I’d set out, I asked myself why I’d left my village. I’d precious little there but at least I’d slept warm and dry.


I didn’t know where I was going or even where I was. A week ago, that hadn’t seemed to matter, for by the time I’d left the riverbank that morning, I’d had only one thought in my head – that I must go. It was all I could do to stop myself running straight out of the village and keep running until my legs could no longer move. Had I finally gone mad? Yet I knew I would go mad if I didn’t follow that voice. I felt like a dog barking itself into a frenzy and leaping against the chain, almost choking itself in its desperation to break free and reach the one who was calling it.


I’d gone straight from the river to my father’s cottage and bundled the few things I would need to survive into a small iron cooking pot that had once belonged to my mother. My father was, as usual, dozing by the fire. He grunted and cursed me as I tiptoed about gathering what I needed. He didn’t open his eyes to see if it was me who had disturbed his rest. But for once his curses made me smile. I’d been raised on them, weaned on his scorn, you might say. It was almost comforting to hear the old goat swear at me for the last time. It was like a parting kiss or a dying blessing. For I was determined that, even if I starved or froze on the road, nothing would make me return.


My father constantly told neighbours and strangers alike that he should have smothered me when I was a babe, as soon as it became plain that my left arm, which had been wrenched from its socket when I was dragged from the womb, would never mend right. I can move it a little, use the back to help balance things, but there’s no strength in it. My hand hangs withered and useless, like a rosebud that’s been half broken off its stem.


When I was little, I would try to pull my arm off when no one was looking. It felt as if it didn’t belong to me, as though the limb of some dead animal had been sewn on to my body. But at other times it seemed almost alive, a giant leech that had fastened on to my shoulder. It was swelling, bloated and full of blood, while the rest of my body shrank and shrivelled, like a dry leaf. I’d tear at the arm, bite it and scream till I was exhausted. But no matter how I hated it, I couldn’t rid myself of it. I’d found out, earlier than most, that crying changes nothing.


And I’d learned to do with one hand what other women could do with two, including take care of my brother and the old goat, which I’d done ever since he’d driven poor Mam into her grave.


I’d turned in the doorway and watched my father scratch his belly in his sleep. He’d stir himself when my brother trudged home from the fields. They’d sit, the pair of them, either side of the hearth, drinking ale and grumbling about why their supper wasn’t ready. I wondered how long they would wait before hunger drove either of them to look for me. And how many days would pass before they realised I wasn’t coming back.


I wouldn’t return, but where was I going? Ever since I’d left the village, the voice that had been calling to me so insistently had stayed silent, and the dreams I’d had in the few brief hours of sleep I could snatch, huddled in the wind and rain, were not of fire and flowing springs, but of Mam sitting on the threshold of our cottage in the summer sun, plucking pigeons. I was exhausted, soaked and starving, traipsing through mud and rain to reach some place I knew not where or why. What had I done?


I stirred the iron pot. The water was beginning to steam a little, but even if the wood burned long enough to soften the handful of blighted leaves and roots, I knew they wouldn’t ease the hunger pains for long, probably only make them worse. And if I became too weak to walk . . . Help me. Speak to me. Show me where to go. I closed my eyes, trying to hear her voice. But the only sounds were the dripping of rain from the sodden thatch and the hissing of the wind. Even the rooks had fallen silent.


It was then that I heard the noise, not the voice in my head, but something outside. A distant clanging and clattering, like a ghost dragging chains. I shrank back. Mam used to tell me tales of tatter-foals that haunted lonely tracks after dark, demons who took the guise of wild, shaggy horses and frightened travellers into bogs with their creaking and rattling, or else swept them on to their backs and carried them into lakes to drown them. Heart pounding, I peered out through the broken wattle and in the witch light saw a monstrous creature crawling down the track. I couldn’t make out what it was at first, but then I laughed. It was nothing more than an ancient, swollen-kneed donkey ambling past. The noise came not from the poor beast, but from the shovels and picks strung from the wooden cradle on its sway-back.


Someone was leading the animal, though I couldn’t see him clearly until he seemed to spot the drovers pen’ and stepped off the track towards it. The donkey stubbornly resisted, until it caught sight of the water trough and bolted towards it, almost ripping the leading rope from his master’s hands and rattling the tools so violently that the rooks flapped up from their night roost, cawing in alarm.


The man looked as if he’d not slept beneath a roof for weeks. His hair hung in long matted rats’ tails and his clothes were so patched and dirty I reckoned even his lice had gone off to beg for alms. I’d have taken him for a beggar if it hadn’t been for his donkey and all his tools.


Would he come to the hut? I pulled my knife from the sheath on my belt and held it ready to defend myself, though it was scarcely much of a weapon. My first thought was to slip out while he was occupied with watering the donkey, but the possessions I’d been carrying in the pot lay heaped in the corner, and my supper was just beginning to boil. I was ravenous. If I didn’t get something hot inside me, I was afraid I’d not survive another night out in the cold and rain. I couldn’t bring myself to tip it away. Besides, I had found the hut first: why should I give it up to him?


But if he did mean me harm, I daren’t risk being trapped. If he chose to block the doorway, I’d never get past him. Leaving the pot simmering over the sulky fire, I crept out and crouched behind the bank.


The donkey, having drunk his fill, had turned his attention to the sparse patches of rank weeds and his master was sitting with his back to me on the side of the trough, pulling off his tattered boots. With a squeal of protest, followed by a sigh of relief, he dipped his blistered feet into the cold water. Mud and grass drifted from his filthy soles. But something else rose slowly to the surface. It was a single purple-red flower. It was crushed almost beyond recognition inside his boot, but I knew it, and it made my spine tingle. Hound’s-tongue.


Come! Come to me.


He dried his feet on a bit of rag, then thrust them back into his worn boots. Without even a glance in my direction, he dragged the protesting donkey over to the more sheltered part of the pinfold and tethered it there, then edged towards the drovers’ hut with a wariness that matched my own. He stood a few paces off and sniffed the air. The smell of wood smoke mingled with boiling worts gusted over the bank. His fingers slid to the hilt of the knife in his belt, as mine had done. But I sensed he was more afraid of being attacked than intending to do another harm. He glanced back at the donkey. Would he retreat and journey on?


The time is now. Follow. Follow.


‘You’re welcome to share my fire for the night, Master.’ The words were out before I even knew I would utter them. She had sent him and I couldn’t let him walk away.


He jerked round. His gaze darted to the knife in my hand, but instead of raising his own as most would have done, he shuffled backwards a few paces. I slid my blade back into its sheath and gestured towards the hut.


He still hesitated, as if he feared I was leading him into a trap, but finally a broad grin split his long, thin face. ‘Kindly offered, Mistress, and I’ll not offend you by refusing. My friends call me Todde. I’ll not trouble to tell you what my enemies call me,’ he added, with a chuckle, ‘for a woman with such a generous nature could never be one of them.’


It was only as I led the man across the muddy pen that I realised what I had done. I hadn’t enough to fill my own belly, never mind his, and so little wood that the fire would surely die away before the hour had passed, if it hadn’t already. Suppose he became angry and thought I had tricked him.


As soon as he entered, Todde crouched, pressing himself as close as any man could to the miserable fire as if he meant to suck all the heat from it. He stank like an old wet dog that had rolled inside the carcass of a rotting pig. He pulled out a battered wooden bowl from somewhere inside his jerkin and I tipped some of the herb broth into it. I found myself giving him a bigger share than remained in the pot for me, for Mam had always given the menfolk the largest portion of any food to be had, and I had learned to do the same. I felt a flash of resentment towards him and anger at my own foolishness. The few mouthfuls I had of the watery broth made my stomach cry out louder than ever. What had possessed me to invite this stranger to my fireside?


But when he had devoured every last drop, Todde rubbed his belly and, grinning, offered me his thanks. I stared at him slack-jawed: I’d never heard any man thank a woman in my life, much less me.
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