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For Evie and Grace

Sisters are magic






Prologue

The girl knelt in a meadow of wild flowers. A riot of colour danced around her. Cornflowers bent their bright feathered heads in the warm summer breeze, daisies swayed merrily and poppies shone blood red against the long grass. But the girl was quite still. The setting sun gave a golden crown to her bent head of chestnut curls.

Beside her in the long grass a sword lay glinting in the last rays of sunlight. Its silver blade was sharpened to a fierce point, the ruby hilt glowing as if a fire burned inside. Something a little like rust was caked messily along its sharp edge.

The evening was young. Giddy sparrows trilled their sunset farewells as they wheeled and skittered across the meadow and returned to the safety of the trees at the edge of the forest and still the girl knelt, motionless, as if she could not hear their chirping.

Slowly, and without looking at it, she reached out her hand towards the sword. Her outstretched fingers hesitated, frozen for a moment above the handle. Then she gripped it, with a sudden decisive clench of her hand, and it flew to her side as though bidden by her mind. With a single fluid movement, she leaped from her knees to the balls of her feet, crouching.

Faster than should have been possible, the blade flashed through the air in a perfect circle as she spun. The bright flowers bled their blues and reds in an arc of spilled petals and neatly sliced stems as the sun reached the horizon and the meadow was drenched in gold.






Chapter 1

The sun was already high in the sky when Cass awoke. Her mouth was tinder dry and her head ached. When she pushed herself upright it felt as if all the muscles in her body protested, aching as if she had run for miles the day before. She lay there, tensing and untensing her limbs, gently probing how sore they were, watching the dust motes dancing in the light that streamed in through the window, falling on the sheepskin rug that warmed the stone floor. In front of the fireplace, lying where she must have left it last night, though she could not seem to remember coming to bed, was the magnificent sword she had drawn from the stone in the last battle.

Cass was not used to sleeping so late. Usually Sigrid would have woken her long before this, with demands for her to help her with armour or see to her horse. She stared at the closed door that led into her mistress’s chamber. No. Not her mistress, she realized with a sudden start. Not any more. For Sigrid had been banished.

Now she was a servant without a mistress. A squire without a knight. Cass didn’t know whether to be more worried about how she herself would cope without Sigrid to guide and train her, or how the sisterhood would cope without Sigrid’s fearsome sword in the coming battles.

But Sigrid’s was not the only powerful sword. Not any more.

Cass stretched her aching limbs and padded softly across the floor to the fireplace, where she knelt on the hearth, examining the sword she had pulled from the stone. Whenever she drew close to it, she had the strangest feeling that it was vibrating or humming, as if there were some invisible energy reaching out from it towards her, calling irresistibly to her.

Her fingers seemed to tingle as she stretched them towards it, and as she grasped it, she gasped aloud. There was a warmth, a power that flooded her body, rushing up her arm from where she held the sword and then suffusing every part of her, exhilarating her. She felt invincible, as though she could take on any enemy and win any fight. And when she moved, to draw the sword experimentally through the air and bring it slashing down first to the left, then to the right, a kind of magic happened. She could not explain it, but the blade was somehow guiding her. It didn’t take control or pull her against her will, but seemed to know what she wanted to do before she had realized it herself, leaping to action in perfect unison with her body.

The fire in the ruby hilt seemed to leap and flicker, and Cass held it at arm’s length for a moment, then relinquished it quickly, laying it back down on the hearth.

Without it she felt cold, her arm heavy and awkward. She was drawn to it: her fingers itched to take it up again, but she backed away, not taking her eyes off the blade, and sat back down on the edge of her straw mattress.

Alys’s words rang in her ears as she sat there.

There is a prophecy. Made when I was a child, before the last of the old people had been forced from the forests. A prophecy about a great leader, a light to unite the Britons. A leader who would hold back the darkness. And we would know this leader by the drawing of a sword…

Cass shook her head. She felt dazed, there was a slight ringing in her ears. It was preposterous. Arthur was king. And yet… her gaze was drawn back magnetically to the sword, as she remembered Alys’s words.

This prophecy was made many years before Arthur’s allies chose him as ruler and placed that sword in the churchyard to give their choice the stamp of divine authority. Fate played no hand in what happened that day…

Cass baulked, her throat constricting as all the protests she had made to Alys leaped to her tongue just as they had before. She remembered the times she had sat in Alys’s hut, bunches of herbs and ingredients hanging from the ceiling, evidence of her wisdom all around, and yet Cass couldn’t accept what she seemed to see inside her. Yet Alys’s words were as relentless as the elderly woman was stubborn, ringing in her head no matter how she tried to clear it.

The prophecy did not speak of a king. It spoke only of a leader. A leader who would pull a sword from a stone in Gefrin of Northumbria, and become the light to drive out the gathering dark. And we would know them by the sword, with a ruby at its hilt.

The ruby seemed to shine brighter, and Cass could not take her eyes off it. She longed to hold it again, but part of her recoiled even as it seemed to call out to her. She had never intended to draw the sword from the stone. Never tried her hand, straining, like the men she had seen attempt to bluff and bluster their way to claiming it when she had first laid eyes on the sword last Yuletide. Alys must have been confused, or misremembered the prophecy. And what did a prophecy signify anyway? Some old wives’ tale passed down and morphed in the retelling through years of gossip and exaggeration? Arthur was king, his accession but a few years old, and it was he who was charged with protecting Britain from the many encroaching forces that threatened it.

Cass shivered a little, though the morning was warm.

Cass was not, could not be the great leader Alys had spoken of with such reverence. And she saw Lily for a moment, bursting with laughter so that her dimples flashed and her golden ringlets shook with mirth. Cass the squire, once and future queen, she would say, with mock reverence, sweeping a low bow and looking up at Cass, snorting, from beneath those long mischievous eyelashes. Nobody had ever been able to make her laugh as easily as her incorrigible, teasing best friend. And Cass smiled too, though it faded with the image, leaving behind the dull throbbing ache of absence.

She could put the sword back, she thought, and for a moment the idea seemed that it would ease her worries: simply relinquish it back to the stone and be done with it. Leave it for someone else to find, someone else for Alys to badger.

But Alys did not begin talking to you about the prophecy when you drew the sword from the stone, that quiet voice in Cass’s mind piped up. She spoke of it to you earlier, did she not? When she saw your scar and read your tea leaves. She knew there was something inside you, just as Sigrid saw it. And the woman who bowed low to you in the woods outside your home when you were just a child, her golden eyes wide with shock as if she knew you for what you were, she saw it inside you too.

Cass sighed and closed her eyes, pressing the heels of her hands into her eyelids until the colour exploded. In the day since the battle with Mordaunt, since she had pulled the sword from the stone, she had escaped the heavy sadness of the sisterhood. Kneeling silent in the meadow, the sword beside her, she had been half in a dream, considering this new truth that had been revealed to her. A dream that now she could not quite remember, as it danced just beyond her grasp.






Chapter 2

With a great effort, Cass tore her eyes away from the sword and gave herself a shake. She was suddenly aware of her belly, which was growling and clenching like a ravenous beast, and realized she could not remember the last time she had eaten or washed.

The cold water from the pitcher shocked her awake in a way she hadn’t felt in days. Out of habit more than anything else, she stepped into a soft grey silk dress, the feminine clothing the women at the manor had always adopted when they weren’t training, to avoid the prying eyes of unexpected visitors. For the first time, as she smoothed down the skirts, and quickly bundled her hair up, it truly hit her that their disguises were no longer necessary. The sisterhood had revealed themselves to the world. The enormity of it struck her like a blow to the stomach. They were free. Free to ride out in their armour, to remove their helmets and openly compete in tournaments and challenges. That was, if any other knight accepted their participation. Or if they weren’t hounded back into hiding by shocked men, disapproval fuelling their censure.

Downstairs, Cass found a few of the members of the sisterhood who were well enough to be out of bed clustered round a single table at one end of the hall.

Elaine was there, her long, heavy golden braid swept over her shoulder. Her pregnant belly strained her pale blue silk dress to its limits. Her face was milky pale and her eyebrows drawn together with worry, but Cass’s heart leaped with relief to see that she was not hurt. A few other knights and squires were eating quietly, and Cass saw that they all looked as dazed and shocked as she felt.

They had never experienced brutality like it. Never lost so many women all at once.

Cass swallowed hard. It had been the right thing to do. Mordaunt and his men had been terrorizing the region, forcing his tenants into poverty and sowing division and hatred. They’d razed whole settlements, as Cass had seen with her own eyes, brutally killing innocent villagers. She could still see the ruins of the huts, still smell the acrid, stomach-turning smoke. And Angharad had been right: they could never stand together against the threat of outside attack while Mordaunt made unifying the region impossible.

And yet the price they had paid to rid themselves of him… Cass watched as little Nell, the youngest squire, sat quietly at the end of the table, pushing her porridge around her bowl. She raised a pink hand and rubbed at swollen eyes.

Cass looked down to the other end of the hall, where Alys had been tending to Mordaunt’s injured men. They had been arriving at the manor in twos and threes over the days since Mordaunt’s stronghold had fallen and Alys had cleared away the long wooden tables and benches from one end of the hall and laid out straw mattresses and blankets on the floor to tend to them. Many still lay covered with blankets, strangely out of place beneath the beautifully woven tapestries and ornate sconces that lined the walls. Alys moved between the makeshift beds, muttering, dishing out pungent-smelling medicine and changing bandages, shaking her head and tutting.

There were about a dozen men. A few had stayed behind to bury the dead, promising to follow them to the manor, but the rest had fled when their leader had been killed. Still, a dozen of Mordaunt’s men to swell their ranks was better than Cass could have hoped. If they could be trusted. They’d need every sword hand they could get if the Saxon war bands were encroaching. But it would take some getting used to the uneasy truce. After long months of keeping men from their door, disguising themselves and hiding their armour and weapons when male visitors arrived, the idea of welcoming them inside the manor was unsettling and strange.

Alys was pouring water from a pitcher for one of the injured knights but when she saw Cass she hurried over, stifling a yawn. ‘How do you feel?’ she asked tentatively, as if Cass too were recovering from serious wounds.

‘How long has it been since you slept?’ Cass asked, ignoring the question, taking in the older woman’s bandaged wrist, stained apron and tired eyes.

Alys shook her head. ‘I don’t know. There’s too much to do. And I didn’t want to take my eyes off them.’ She jerked her head towards the remaining invalids, pausing to smooth down a rumpled blanket.

As her hand touched the soft wool, the man lying beneath it reached out and grabbed her wrist in his meaty fist. Cass leaped forward as he struggled to sit up, his breath rattling. But he held up a hand to her, shaking his head as he struggled to speak.

‘Thank you,’ he wheezed, looking directly into Alys’s eyes. ‘We are grateful for your skill. And your kindness. When it has not been given in return.’

And as he collapsed back onto the bed, Cass remembered the day she had gone to Alys’s hut to find the door daubed with the word ‘witch’. But Alys said nothing, only wiped her hands on her apron, gave the slightest incline of her head and turned back to Cass.

‘Where is Rowan?’ Cass asked, her eyes raking the empty spaces along the benches. ‘And Angharad?’

‘Angharad has been busy since the moment we returned, sending out messengers to our allies and those who were aligned with Mordaunt, trying to convince them of the encroaching dangers – trying to unite them. And Rowan –’ Alys sighed – ‘has not woken yet. She took a nasty blow to the head during the battle and though she made it back here, she fell into a deep sleep and hasn’t been roused.’ Alys put a soothing hand on Cass’s arm as her eyes widened in alarm. ‘She lives. But she needs rest. Not just for her body, but her mind as well.’

Cass nodded. ‘You should rest. Elaine and I could put Mordaunt’s dregs back in their place between us if they try anything.’ She eyed the men. ‘Not that it looks likely,’ she added, flashing Alys a smile. ‘I’m all right,’ she reassured her. ‘Really. And you need sleep.’

Alys gave her a long, searching look and then, seeming satisfied, she nodded, patted Cass on the arm and left the hall without another word.

Cass rubbed a weary hand across her forehead. Then swallowed and tried to convince herself, as she had Alys, that all was calm. But the turmoil in her stomach, the urgent, relentless call of the sword that tugged always at the edges of her mind, would not be quieted.

Cass joined the other members of the sisterhood, taking her seat on a bench between Iona, the swordsmith, whose long, dark blonde hair was loose around her serious, narrow face, and Susan, a young squire who seemed to have escaped the assault on Mordaunt’s manor with only cuts and bruises.

‘How’s Joan?’ Cass asked. She knew Susan and Joan were close, and she had seen Joan badly wounded in the battle.

‘It’s bad but she’ll live,’ Susan answered. ‘She’s hurt worse by Leah’s loss than the sword point she took to her stomach.’

There was a moment of sombre silence. Leah, one of the most senior knights of the sisterhood, had perished fighting Mordaunt’s men. Joan had been her squire.

Cass had barely reached for a piece of bread when there was an ear-splitting crash and one of the doors burst open. Rowan careered into the hall, her armour half hanging off, her boots caked in mud, the deep brown of her skin weighted with darker circles around her eyes.

She took in the scene and her mouth twisted in disgust as she strode across the floor towards the nearest of Mordaunt’s men, and with a jolt Cass realized that she held a blade, that she was swinging it upwards high into the air above the man’s bewildered face.

There was a sharp intake of breath from the table of knights, a clatter as another man tried to scramble to his feet and tripped over his blankets, and the pounding of boots racing across the flagstones from behind Cass. As Rowan’s sword reached the apex of its arc and began to descend, another flashed up to meet it, straight and sharp, and the two blades came together with a clash and a screech of metal barely a finger’s width from the man’s face.

There was a moment of pure silence, as Rowan, chest heaving, eyes flashing, glared at Angharad, whose sword was gripped firmly in both hands, her fiery hair loose around her shoulders. Then she lowered her weapon, shoulders slumping, and pandemonium broke out.

Mordaunt’s knights rushed forward, shouting angrily, even as Rowan jabbed an accusing finger at them.

‘They tried to kill us. And succeeded too, many of them. And you’ve brought them here, under our roof? Are you mad?’

The other women had joined the scuffle now, Elaine remonstrating passionately with Rowan, Iona arguing with one of Mordaunt’s men, and Cass noticed numbly that Nell had started to cry again.

Angharad raised two hands to quell the din. ‘ENOUGH!’

‘We need each other,’ she said firmly, simply. ‘We have no quarrel with these men, Rowan. Mordaunt was as merciless to them as he was to his enemies. I promised full clemency to any who would join us and I meant it,’ she added, with a meaningful glance towards the angry knights.

‘Strange way of showing it,’ muttered the man Rowan had attacked, his face sheet white.

‘My knights will uphold this truce,’ Angharad retorted, her face set, glaring at Rowan, who met her gaze with defiance.

‘You would eat here beside Leah’s murderer?’ she yelled, looking past Angharad at Susan and the other squires.

Susan’s lip trembled and she faltered, looking from Rowan to Angharad. ‘I would not choose to break bread with them,’ she said, and her voice was hoarse, ‘but there are bigger battles coming. Leah trusted Angharad. So I do too. You are not well, Rowan, you have been injured.’

‘Better to forge uneasy alliances than to die isolated,’ Angharad said angrily, two bright red spots burning on her pale cheeks. ‘You know this, Rowan. You’ve heard the scouts. You know the Saxons draw closer by the day. We have no chance without every sword we can muster. And perhaps no chance even then.’ She threw up her hands, and Cass could feel her frustration and fear.

Rowan scoffed. ‘And you think they will stand alongside us and defend our manor against those forces?’ She gestured dismissively towards Mordaunt’s knights. ‘You do not think they will turn and stab us in our backs the moment someone offers them a greater incentive?’

The knight Rowan had targeted growled indignantly, but another stepped forward. A pleasant-looking, ruddy-cheeked man with a round boyish face and a thatch of thick blonde hair. ‘My lady,’ he said, nodding to Rowan, who laughed humourlessly.

‘Do not call me “lady”,’ she spat. ‘I am no more a lady than you are. I am a knight, and my name is Rowan.’

If the man was taken aback, he did not show it. He simply nodded. ‘Rowan, then. I am Sir Bale. I understand your mistrust. Many of our fellows died at your hands also. This isn’t easy for any of us. But please understand that many of us did not share Sir Mordaunt’s beliefs or his attitudes towards his neighbours. That we are glad of the opportunity to serve a worthier leader.’ He gestured towards Angharad. ‘We will not betray you. You just need to give us the chance to show it.’

Rowan stared at him sceptically, still breathing heavily. He held out his hand, and she looked at it but did not take it.

The moment was broken by the arrival of a band of exhausted and mud-caked scouts who clattered into the hall, laying down their weapons, and surged immediately towards the remaining food.

‘You can speak freely,’ Angharad told the scouts, who were gobbling down hunks of bread as if they hadn’t eaten for days. Her eyes were still on Rowan, a slight frown line between them.

‘The Saxons are massing in the west,’ said one of the scouts, who seemed to be the leader of the group, in a low voice. She was a short, stocky girl only a little older than Cass, her face covered in freckles. ‘They’re gathering a war host, just south of Deva. If they take the settlement and the Roman fort they will have a formidable stronghold from which to invade further.’

Rowan puffed out her cheeks. ‘They would have to come through Mercia first before they would reach our borders.’

Cass felt as if a cold hand had clutched her insides. Her family were in Mercia. Her parents and younger siblings, and her beloved sister Mary, with her husband and new baby.

The scout nodded. ‘There are more immediate threats. New raiding bands have landed along the coast. If they travel up the Humber, they might penetrate Northumbria from the south. We are tracking their progress.’

Rowan drew breath, but the scout interrupted her.

‘But the most urgent risk is closer to home still.’

Nell let out a small whimper and Cass saw Elizabeth, one of the other squires, reach across the table and squeeze her hand. ‘We’ve heard rumours,’ the girl began, biting her lip worriedly.

‘What rumours?’ Elaine asked sharply, and Cass knew she was worrying that her presence at the manor might have been discovered, especially after the part she had played in attacking Mordaunt’s stronghold. It had been Elaine who had drawn out his guards, pretending to be in distress, using her pregnancy as a distraction, before the other women swept in behind her.

‘I know Arthur has sent knights to look for me at Lancelot’s behest,’ she gabbled, her voice strained. ‘If Lancelot discovers I’ve fled here to have his child… after he told the world I had died for love of him…’

‘Your baby is safe, my lady,’ the squire quickly reassured her.

Elaine, who had half risen from her seat, slumped back down again, relief written all over her face.

‘And you will both remain safe, as long as we have anything to do with it,’ Rowan added vehemently, glaring at Mordaunt’s knights as if to dare them to disagree. ‘So what is this threat?’

They all turned back to the scouts expectantly.

The scout’s eyes swept the hall, lingering on Mordaunt’s remaining men, and she dropped her voice, so that they all had to lean in closer to hear her. ‘Mordaunt’s defeat has left a power vacuum. His knights left most of the local settlements weakened from hunger and poverty, and now many of the region’s fighting men have been called away by King Ceredig and others to help them repel invaders further south.’

She lowered her voice still further and whispered: ‘There are those who would like to step into Mordaunt’s place. And we are more vulnerable than we have ever been before. Not just because our numbers have dwindled, but because we have revealed ourselves for the first time. Now our neighbours all know the truth. And our display of strength against Mordaunt won’t keep them at bay for long. Not if they realize how many sword hands we lost in the fight.’

Susan gasped. ‘They’d try to take the manor by force?’

‘By force or by marriage,’ Angharad answered, and her voice was like ice. ‘Little difference in the outcome.’

They were all staring at her, horrified, when the main doors into the hall from the courtyard outside opened.

Instinctively Angharad strode forward, Rowan and Cass immediately flanking her, Rowan’s hand leaping back to the handle of her sword.

Still reeling from all the scouts had said, Cass moved in a blind panic, not sure whether the small crowd of people entering were enemies or suitors or both. It wasn’t until the intruders stopped directly in front of them, until she was looking straight into the bright hazel eyes beneath those thick dark eyelashes, that she fully registered the group of newcomers and realized they were led by Sir Gamelin.

Cass stopped dead, her hands falling limp at her sides, her heart beginning to race though she tried to keep her expression calm.

‘Sir Gamelin.’

She saw him sparring with her in the woods, seizing her from behind, drawing her body close to his chest…

‘You have come to swear fealty?’

She saw his black tunic and the silver cross emblazoned across it as if for the first time, reliving the lurch in her stomach as she had realized he was one of Mordaunt’s men. Automatically her enemy.

‘Aye.’ The smile lines crinkled at the edges of his eyes as his full lips parted in a genuine smile. ‘I come with the remainder of Mordaunt’s men and the women of his court. Those not injured or fled.’

Laughing with her at Mordaunt’s Yuletide feast, telling her about his rural childhood, how he’d been trained by his uncle and sent to Mordaunt’s court when he came of age.

‘Your wounded are being well cared for,’ she said carefully, courteously.

As the knights behind Sir Gamelin looked cautiously around the hall, Cass noticed a couple of them nudge each other, staring at her and whispering to each other.

His sword flashing as he fought Mordaunt at the battle, begging Cass to believe he’d known nothing of the attacks on the villages, that he was on her side.

‘We bring with us some of the ladies of our household, who cannot be left defenceless at a deserted manor house.’

Kissing those soft lips in a moment of impulse, as he yielded his sword to her in the pouring rain on the tournament field. Yielded to protect her secret.

‘Of course. You are all welcome here.’ It was Angharad, beside her, her voice smooth even as she threw Rowan a warning glance. Rowan’s mouth twisted but she said nothing. ‘I promised lodging for all those who yielded. We all stand united in defence of our lands. You will all have a place here in my household.’

But Cass hardly heard over the buzzing sound in her ears. Gamelin nodded courteously but his eyes did not leave Cass’s face. She stepped towards him, and it was as if there were nobody else in the hall except the two of them. No other knights, no squires, no injured men. He was here at the manor. No longer a guilty secret to be kept from Rowan, Angharad and the others. No longer bound to a master who was her greatest enemy.

He took a step towards her too, and the morning light seemed to burst in through the windows and bathe the hall in gold as she reached out her hands towards him.

He took one more step but his hands did not meet hers. He reached behind him and drew forward one of the ladies. A slender birdlike woman perhaps a few years older than Cass, with an intelligent narrow face, dressed in a simple dark woollen tunic, her wide-set blue eyes filled with gratitude and eager friendship.

‘My betrothed,’ he said with a strange, forced nod, and suddenly his eyes were elsewhere, resting anywhere but on her. ‘Lady Anne of Camulodunum.’

‘Of course,’ Cass said lightly, while her feet froze in place and her heart hammered in her chest. ‘A pleasure to meet you, Lady Anne.’ She said it as if the words didn’t smart like a freshly skinned knee.

Lady Anne took them all in, her dark hair falling forward as she nodded with genuine enthusiasm. ‘I have heard much of your strength and valour,’ she said, turning to Angharad.

‘I would not be suited to taking up a sword or a bow. I do not have it in me,’ she said quickly, glancing at the small knot of five or six expensively dressed women behind her. Several of them nodded their agreement nervously, though some seemed less sure. Cass saw one, a younger woman with olive skin and dark plaits hanging on either side of an oval face, look at Angharad’s sword with open curiosity.

‘You might be surprised to discover what you have in you,’ Angharad replied lightly with a smile towards her squires. ‘Many of the other women who have taken refuge here have been.’

Lady Anne did not seem convinced. ‘We are more than willing to contribute in other ways,’ she said, looking around. ‘We are content to do whatever is required to help in the running of the household in return for your allegiance and protection.’ She gave Cass a tentative smile, as if to promise friendship as well as honest work.

And a field in the pouring rain flashed in front of Cass’s eyes as she smiled back.






Chapter 3

There was enough to do with finding rooms for the new arrivals and helping them to settle in at the manor to cover Cass’s lack of composure, and she threw herself into the work gratefully.

Her mind whirled as she and Blyth lugged extra bales of straw up into Leah’s old chambers, covering them with sheets and sheepskins for the women of Mordaunt’s court.

There were Saxons massing, raiders advancing. Local noblemen greedily eyeing the lands Mordaunt had controlled. And always beneath it all the awareness of the newly expanded power that had awakened inside her with the drawing of the sword. The words of the prophecy. The weight of what it might mean and the hot pit of fear it sparked in her stomach. She pummelled the straw, pushing the mattresses into position beneath the sheet. Betrothed. His betrothed.

‘Cass, are you all right?’

‘Me?’ she panted, lugging another mattress across the floor. ‘Absolutely. Fine.’

‘Mmm.’ Blyth raised an eyebrow but didn’t probe any further.

If only Sigrid were here, she could ask her what to do. Whether to embrace the strange new force that seemed to throb beneath her skin or to push it down inside. Whether to trust Mordaunt’s men or keep them at arm’s length. But Sigrid, with whom she might have discussed such things, was gone. Banished by Angharad because she had slain Mordaunt to avenge the death of her brother. Angharad had craved unity, Cass knew, but she understood Sigrid’s actions too. Mordaunt and his closest circle of men had been responsible for Lily’s murder. Lily, the one person she might have trusted with the unpredictable flickers in her chest when she caught sight of Sir Gamelin. The one person she might have talked to openly about the power that surged in her breast when she held the new sword. Gone. And Cass had never felt so alone.

The manor seemed suddenly to bristle with eyes and ears. So many of the sisterhood lost. So many newcomers in their place. They crowded the kitchens, taking over food preparation, churning and baking. Their horses chuffed and stamped in the cramped stables. Their chatter filled the hall. And in spite of Angharad’s promise of pardons, in spite of the fact that a good number of them remained splinted and bandaged, Cass had to admit it was hard to trust those who had so recently drawn swords against them in Mordaunt’s defence.

She knew that the most brutal of Mordaunt’s men had fled, that those who had come to swear allegiance to Angharad had been, like Gamelin, uneasy at their former master’s cruelty. And yet it was hard to breathe, hard to relax, when she risked bumping into an unfamiliar man round every corner. And it didn’t help that she had the uncomfortable feeling many of them seemed to be watching her, looking up sharply when she entered a room and seeming to mutter among themselves as she passed.

‘If the scouts were right,’ Rowan said grimly, as she and Cass met in the meadow in the early morning a few days later, ‘then there is grave danger on our doorstep, and we must act quickly.’

‘What do you suggest?’

‘We move immediately against the landowners who threaten us. If they see us as a vulnerable group of women, we will prove them wrong, and make the mistake a fatal one for them.’

Cass sighed. ‘Our forces are at their lowest ebb. Even those fighters we have not lost are still recovering from their wounds. We are in no state to attack, and even if we were, it would likely only create more violence. Angharad was clear, the region must unite if we are to have any hope of holding off bigger threats.’ And her stomach clenched as she thought of the massing Saxons and pictured the raiders advancing stealthily along the waterways. ‘We need allies, not more enemies.’

Rowan’s hand clenched round the handle of the sword slung at her belt and for a moment Cass thought she would draw it, but she nodded slowly. ‘Then we unite. Let us call a witan and invite everybody who will come. Our neighbours, those who consider us friends and those who do not.’

‘And we make a pact to stand together in the face of the approaching threats?’

Rowan nodded again, more decisively this time. ‘And swear to respect each other’s sovereignty over our individual lands in the meantime,’ she added, her mouth tightening into a grim line. ‘Or face the consequences.’

It was easier than Cass had expected to persuade Angharad to agree. She and Rowan visited her chambers that evening, where a flickering fire danced merrily in the grate, throwing shadows across the intricately carved wooden screens that edged the room. Sheaves of papers were spread across Angharad’s desk, and Cass’s eye fell on a piece of crumpled parchment which had been smoothed out carefully, weighted down with a delicate silver dagger.

It was the final message Vivian had sent to her lover before she rode to her death, sacrificing herself to protect Angharad and the sisterhood from being exposed.

What we have built is worth saving. You are worth saving. The cost is not too high. I love you.

She swallowed through the pain in her throat, and the flash of Vivian’s long silver hair in the sunlight as she drilled Cass and the other squires relentlessly seemed to hover for a moment before her eyes.

Angharad’s gaze seemed very far away, and Cass wondered if she, too, was seeing Vivian, the woman who had loved Angharad so deeply she had murdered the husband who had abused her and stayed by her side unflinching through every battle that came after. Until the one battle came that she knew they could not win. And in death Vivian had chosen Angharad, as she always had in life. ‘Very well.’

She did not know if it was Vivian’s last message to her or a desire to placate Rowan that led Angharad to agree so quickly to the suggestion of a witan, but she had barely heard their suggestion when there came a banging at the door that made Mason the dog growl and raise his hackles from his spot on a rug next to the hearth.

The door burst open as a tangle of people tumbled through it, several of them holding unsheathed weapons. Loud panting and angry raised voices rang off the stone walls.

‘OUR weapons—’

‘Left defenceless—’

‘Could have taken my arm off—’

‘Silence!’ Angharad’s voice was cold with anger.

Cass saw Iona and Susan, red-faced and sweaty, and noticed with a shock that Susan’s eye was swollen and oozing. Three of Mordaunt’s men were behind them, one a skinny man with a ratty, pointed face and a cut on his lip, whose hair was dishevelled, another behind him who looked ashamed and, at the back, Sir Bale, his brow creased in consternation.

‘They broke into the armoury,’ Iona burst out, her cheeks burning, glaring accusingly at the pinch-faced knight. ‘I caught them in the act, looting our weapons.’ She gestured angrily to the front two knights. ‘Susan was with me, and when she tried to stop them stealing…’ She pointed to Susan’s face.

‘Not stealing,’ the skinny man said in a nasal voice, ‘just preparing ourselves for potential intruders given the news imparted by your scouts the other day. And I apologize,’ he muttered rather unconvincingly in Susan’s direction, ‘but I reacted out of habit when attacked.’

‘Preparing yourselves is a nice way to describe stealing,’ Susan retorted, cautiously dabbing her eye on her sleeve and wincing.

‘Some of us have no weapons,’ the second knight whinged, looking accusingly at Angharad. ‘Not since you relieved us of them during your attack. It is us who should be suspicious of you, not the other way round,’ he huffed at Susan.

‘Tell that to my best friend’s mistress,’ Susan replied, looking towards Rowan for support. ‘Except you can’t, because she is dead.’

Rowan drew breath but before she could add her voice to the fray Sir Bale stepped forward, curtly rebuking the other two knights. ‘If we are in need of resources, we will ask for them,’ he snapped. ‘It can do nobody any good to break the fragile trust we are trying to build here.’

He stared down the other two men until they sheepishly handed the blades they were carrying to Iona, who tucked them under her arm.

‘These are designed for women,’ she said sulkily, clearly aware of her Aunt Angharad’s glare. ‘I could make some better suited to you if you come to the armoury tomorrow and let me take your measurements.’

Susan looked ready to mutiny but said nothing. The men shuffled out, Iona following them, but Rowan laid a hand on Susan’s shoulder as she turned to leave, and though Angharad was out of earshot, bending over the papers on her desk again, Cass heard what Rowan whispered to the younger girl.

‘We bide our time. But, believe me, if they lay a finger on one of our people, they’ll die for it, orders be damned.’






Chapter 4

The witan was very different from the ones Cass had attended before.

All morning they arrived, dozens of local landowners and nobles, some of them with bands of their closest knights, some with their wives or sons, many alone. They filed into the hall, where the floor had been cleared and benches arranged around the walls, as the chandeliers blazed with candles overhead and the fire roared despite the warmth of the day outside.

‘Angharad is making a point,’ Rowan muttered to Cass, as they entered the hall and noted the splendour. The tapestries twinkled in the golden light and tables on either side of the fireplace were laden with the best of their silverware, flagons of ale and mead, platters of delicate spiced cakes and meat pies. ‘It’s a show of strength.’

When Angharad strode into the room, her presence instantly silenced the murmur of chatter. She was fully armed, her intricately carved leather breastplate gleaming like a freshly dropped chestnut, her flame-red hair bound into a tight coil at the base of her neck, her shoulders broadened by the solid pauldrons that encased them, her hand resting lightly on the shining hilt of her sword.

Cass and Rowan, who had dressed in their usual silk, more motivated by the force of habit when meeting outsiders than anything else, watched as their neighbours’ mouths fell open and an audible gasp swept the room.

‘But they already knew,’ Cass whispered, confused. ‘After we took Mordaunt’s stronghold, everybody knew, surely?’

‘There’s something different about seeing it for yourself,’ Rowan replied, as two portly men seated beside each other on the furthest bench frowned and began to whisper to each other. ‘Let’s see them write us off as a bunch of weak and defenceless women now.’

Angharad swept to the centre of the room, standing with the fire behind her so that it threw her defiant figure into sharp relief. Her feet were wide, her hands on her hips, and Mason, her faithful hound, prowled round her feet. Cass saw how totally different she must have looked to the assembled men compared with the demure, mild-mannered widow they had last seen at the Yuletide festivities held at Mordaunt’s manor.

‘We are all here because we have a common problem,’ Angharad began, her voice ringing out around the hall. ‘Raiders and Saxon invaders advance across the country and while King Ceredig and others are gathering forces to meet them further south, we cannot be certain we will not come under attack from individual bands closer to home.’

There was an increase of muttering, and Cass saw some of the nobles looking suspicious and others shaking their heads disbelievingly. She recognized Sir Albinor from the Yuletide celebrations: a tall frail man, whose elderly wife clutched his hand tightly. Next to him was a thin man Cass did not recognize, with pocked scarring on his cheeks and heavy dark eyebrows. But it was the woman sitting next to him that drew Cass’s attention; she was young, perhaps as young as Cass, and her catlike eyes were narrowed in on Angharad as if she were preparing to pounce.

‘Do not think we are safe and far from the conflict here,’ Angharad continued, seeming to recognize the scepticism with which her words were being met. ‘Our scouts have seen worrying signs of invaders from more than one direction. And we were attacked last year by a band of Saxon raiders who tried to take this manor.’ She slammed her open hand down on the mantlepiece. The hum of conversation intensified.

‘Why did we not know of this?’ a thin man with heavy eyebrows demanded.

‘We dispatched them, Sir Aran,’ Angharad answered coolly, and Cass saw the man’s gaze slide down towards Angharad’s sword and then round at the other women of the sisterhood who were gathered in twos and threes.

‘As you have no doubt already heard,’ Angharad continued, ‘my women and I live here as a sisterhood. Just as you each have your strongholds, your manors and your knights, we are no different. We are trained and armed to fight when we need to. We follow the codes of chivalric conduct and seek to uphold fairness and justice. We protect what is ours.’

An unpleasant sneering laugh sounded from the back of the hall and a short ruddy-cheeked man with sparse gingery hair and matching whiskers rose to his feet and sauntered towards Angharad. She stood her ground as he advanced, though Cass could have sworn she heard Rowan growl low in her throat, her muscles tensed, her eyes not leaving him for a second.

‘Lord Murgatroyd.’ Angharad nodded, her voice pleasant.

The man ignored her, walking beyond her to examine the silverware on the tables piled with food, his footsteps echoing in the expectant hush, then leaning arrogantly against the mantle that spanned the length of the fireplace.

He took his time, looking around the hall, elongating the silence to emphasize how easy it was, how immediately the gathered crowd granted him authority in Angharad’s home. Cass’s lips tightened angrily.

‘My dear,’ he spoke slowly, his voice dripping with condescension, ‘do you really expect us to yield to your wishes as some kind of proxy for Mordaunt? To take this –’ he gestured at her clothing and gave a snort – ‘dressing-up game seriously?’

He looked round at the gathered crowd, raising his eyebrows, addressing them directly as if Angharad were not present. ‘It is an insult to the memory of her husband, who you all knew as a strong and decent man. This outlandish charade degrades his household. And there is no part of me that believes for one moment these lasses can safely steer us to any kind of strategic—’

He was interrupted by a flash, a whispering swish of a noise and then a thunk.

Lord Murgatroyd stopped talking very suddenly and looked down at the floor. His long straggly ginger moustache lay limp at his feet like some kind of vermin that had been dragged in by a cat. And Angharad’s silver dagger quivered in the mantle next to him, its blade buried almost up to the hilt.

‘My husband,’ Angharad said softly, and all trace of pleasantness was gone from her voice, ‘was not a decent man. And if you have any doubt about how seriously to take my women, perhaps you might take a look at the freshly dug graves outside Lord Mordaunt’s manor.’ She turned to the gathered landowners and raised her voice. ‘I do not seek to give you orders, nor to take Mordaunt’s place. I simply called you here so that we might unite behind a common purpose. To join together and care for our community, not divided and cowed as Mordaunt would have had it, but in trust and friendship.’

There was a long silence and a log fell into the fire with a hiss.

‘I stand with you,’ came a reedy voice. Sir Albinor had risen to his feet, supported by his wife.

‘And I,’ said a younger man, with a kind round face.

Angharad nodded. ‘Thank you, Sir Prior.’

There were murmurs of agreement from around the room, though Cass noticed that the portly men who had been whispering to one another earlier did not speak.

‘As do we,’ said a low steady voice, and Sir Gamelin walked through the hall to stand shoulder to shoulder with Angharad, the dozen or more of Mordaunt’s men who were strong enough to be out of bed behind him. Cass noticed that Lady Anne rose and stood by him, saying nothing but staring steadily at Murgatroyd and the others. A dull ache started up in Cass’s stomach instantly and she rubbed at it absently.

‘Angharad and her knights defeated Sir Mordaunt in combat,’ Gamelin was saying, ‘and we have sworn fealty to her as custom dictates. Any who seek to encroach on her lands will answer to our swords as well as her own.’

‘Very well,’ said Angharad briskly after a brief silence, which she was clearly taking as assent. ‘We will need to discuss raising a fyrd. All those of fighting age and strength will need to join together if—’

One of the ruddy-faced men interrupted her curtly, with a smile that was clearly supposed to be apologetic but had a little of a triumphant smirk to it. ‘You have not heard. There can be no fyrd, no great fighting force of Northumbria to do your will, lady. King Ceredig has called for aid – and most Northumbrian men will answer his call. They well remember how he and his forces came at our summons when the Picts threatened our borders some years back, during the unrest that preceded Arthur’s kingship. We march south in days.’



‘It was not a total loss,’ Rowan pointed out, a few hours later, as they sat round the table, picking at the remainder of the spread they had prepared for the witan. ‘At least that snivelling Murgatroyd will think carefully before underestimating us again.’

Angharad inclined her head with a faint smile that did not reach her eyes.

‘And those pompous asses will not quickly try to exploit the villages Mordaunt had crippled with his tithe demands,’ Susan added, chewing a bite of pork pie. ‘Nor likely attack us here, now they have seen how Gamelin and the others have reinforced our numbers.’

They all looked up as Alys entered the room, supporting Elaine, who was shuffling slowly, one hand on the curve of her stomach, one on Alys’s shoulder. ‘You needn’t quiet on my account.’ She laughed, wincing slightly as she eased her weight into a chair. ‘It is only a child, not a terrible illness.’

Her laugh was warm, but Cass caught Alys’s eye and knew there was something Elaine was not saying.

‘We held the witan,’ Cass told them, understanding that Elaine did not want to be treated like an invalid or excluded, especially since she had played such a crucial role in the battle against Mordaunt. ‘And Angharad bared her teeth and warned our neighbours off our territory. But we cannot raise a fyrd to meet the Saxons. The men leave within days to join King Ceredig.’

‘Cannot raise a fyrd?’ Elaine asked, and her eyes were dancing. ‘Why ever not?’

‘I told you,’ Cass repeated. ‘Those of fighting age will be gone before the week is out.’

Elaine shook her head slowly. ‘No. The men of fighting age will be gone.’

Angharad’s head snapped up and her eyes met Elaine’s across the table.

‘The men will be gone,’ she repeated, and when she smiled Cass felt as if she were seeing their leader again for the first time in days. ‘Then let them go. And when they are gone, we will train the women.’






Chapter 5

Angharad thought it was best to wait until the menfolk had all left before making their move, but nobody at the manor was idle. Over the next few days, they settled into a new rhythm. Rowan had moved into Sigrid’s old room, so that several of the men of Mordaunt’s court could be quartered in the chambers she and Vivian had once occupied. An extra mattress was brought into Cass’s room, where Susan now slept. She was an earnest, hard-working squire who rose at dawn to begin her duties, and so Cass still had the chamber to herself much of the time.

Blyth, who preferred to work alone, and who had kept largely to the stables since the influx of new people, could be seen beavering away at the edge of the meadow from morning until night, putting up new fencing to create stalls for the new knights’ horses. In the milder weather they would not need covered shelter overnight, and by the time winter came…

Cass tried not to think too far ahead. As soon as she allowed herself to imagine what might happen next she descended into strange and troubling daydreams full of white-hot power that made her fingertips itch and faceless enemies. The silver locket her mother gave her was a constant weight at the base of her throat, causing her to rub at her collarbone when she jerked herself out of the reverie.

She was brushing down her black pony, Pebble, one morning in the stables after a ride when she was pulled out of another daydream by a soft snort behind her. She turned to see Lord Gamelin saddling his horse, a piebald mare with soft brown eyes.

‘I did not mean to startle you,’ he began apologetically, and Cass felt the same twinge that had twisted her stomach when he had introduced her to Lady Anne.

‘You did not startle me,’ she said a little stiffly, returning her attention to Pebble’s flank.

‘No longer the nameless knight,’ he said lightly, but when she looked up his smile was tinged with sadness. ‘It was not until I saw you fighting that day that I could be sure I had successfully put all the parts of the story together. The youth in the forest, the victor at the tournament, the young lady at the ball –’ he inclined his head to her – ‘the warrior.’

‘Cass,’ she said simply, and he nodded.

‘It is nice to make your acquaintance at last, Lady Cass.’

‘Thank you,’ she said quietly, without pausing the long slow strokes of her brush while Pebble huffed happily. ‘For yielding to protect my identity at the tournament, and for intervening at the feast.’ Her face flushed and her fingers tightened on the brush in spite of herself. A boorish knight of Mordaunt’s court had cornered her in the courtyard that night and if Gamelin had not happened upon them…
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