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  CASTLE SANT’ANGELO, ROME, 1460

  The hammering on the door shot him into wakefulness. The young man scrambled for the dagger under his pillow, stumbling to his bare feet on the icy floor of the stone cell. He
  had been dreaming of his parents, of his old home, and he gritted his teeth against the usual wrench of longing for everything he had lost: the farmhouse, his mother, the old life.

  The thunderous banging sounded again, and he held the dagger behind his back as he unbolted the door and cautiously opened it a crack. A dark-hooded figure stood outside, flanked by two
  heavy-set men, each carrying a burning torch. One of them raised his torch so the light fell on the slight dark-haired youth, naked to the waist, wearing only breeches, his hazel eyes blinking
  under a fringe of dark hair. He was about seventeen, with a face as sweet as a boy, but with the body of a young man forged by hard work.

  ‘Luca Vero?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘You are to come with me.’

  They saw him hesitate. ‘Don’t be a fool. There are three of us and only one of you, and the dagger you’re hiding behind your back won’t stop us.’

  ‘It’s an order,’ the other man said roughly. ‘Not a request. And you are sworn to obedience.’

  Luca had sworn obedience to his monastery, not to these strangers, but he had been expelled from there and now it seemed he must obey anyone who shouted a command. He turned to the bed, sat to
  pull on his boots, slipping the dagger into a scabbard hidden inside the soft leather, pulled on a linen shirt, and then threw his ragged woollen cape around his shoulders.

  ‘Who are you?’ he asked, coming unwillingly to the door.

  The man made no answer, but simply turned and led the way, as the two guards waited in the corridor for Luca to come out of his cell and follow.

  ‘Where are you taking me?’

  The two guards fell in behind him without answering. Luca wanted to ask if he was under arrest, if he was being marched to a summary execution, but he did not dare. He was fearful of the very
  question, he acknowledged to himself that he was terrified of the answer. He could feel himself sweating with fear under his woollen cape, though the air was icy and the stone walls were cold and
  damp.

  He knew that he was in the most serious trouble of his young life. Only yesterday four dark-hooded men had taken him from his monastery and brought him here, to this prison, without a word of
  explanation. He did not know where he was, or who was holding him. He did not know what charge he might face. He did not know what the punishment might be. He did not know if he was going to be
  beaten, tortured or killed.

  ‘I insist on seeing a priest, I wish to confess . . .’ he said.

  They paid no attention to him at all, but pressed him on, down the narrow stone-flagged gallery. It was silent, with the closed doors of cells on either side. He could not tell if it was a
  prison or a monastery, it was so cold and quiet. It was just after midnight and the place was in darkness and utterly still. Luca’s guides made no noise as they walked along the gallery, down
  the stone steps, through a great hall, and then down a little spiral staircase, into a darkness that grew more and more black as the air grew more and more cold.

  ‘I demand to know where you are taking me,’ Luca insisted, but his voice shook with fear.

  No-one answered him; but the guard behind him closed up a little.

  At the bottom of the steps, Luca could just see a small arched doorway and a heavy wooden door. The leading man opened it with a key from his pocket and gestured that Luca should go through.
  When he hesitated, the guard behind him simply moved closer until the menacing bulk of his body pressed Luca onwards.

  ‘I insist . . .’ Luca breathed.

  A hard shove thrust him through the doorway and he gasped as he found himself flung to the very edge of a high narrow quay, a boat rocking in the river a long way below, the far bank a dark blur
  in the distance. Luca flinched back from the brink. He had a sudden dizzying sense that they would be as willing to throw him over, onto the rocks below, as to take him down the steep stairs to the
  boat.

  The first man went light-footed down the wet steps, stepped into the boat and said one word to the boatman who stood in the stern, holding the vessel against the current with the deft movements
  of a single oar. Then he looked back up to the handsome white-faced young man.

  ‘Come,’ he ordered.

  Luca could do nothing else. He followed the man down the greasy steps, clambered into the boat and seated himself in the prow. The boatman did not wait for the guards but turned his craft into
  the middle of the river and let the current sweep them around the city wall. Luca glanced down into the dark water. If he were to fling himself over the side of the boat he would be swept
  downstream – he might be able to swim with the current and make it to the other side and get away. But the water was flowing so fast he thought he was more likely to drown, if they did not
  come after him in the boat and knock him senseless with the oar.

  ‘My lord,’ he said, trying for dignity. ‘May I ask you now where we are going?’

  ‘You’ll know soon enough,’ came the terse reply. The river ran like a wide moat around the tall walls of the city of Rome. The boatman kept the little craft close to the lee of
  the walls, hidden from the sentries above, then Luca saw ahead of them the looming shape of a stone bridge and, just before it, a grille set in an arched stone doorway of the wall. As the boat
  nosed inwards, the grille slipped noiselessly up and, with one practised push of the oar, they shot inside, into a torch-lit cellar.

  With a deep lurch of fear Luca wished that he had taken his chance with the river. There were half a dozen grim-faced men waiting for him and, as the boatman held a well-worn ring on the wall to
  steady the craft, they reached down and hauled Luca out of the boat, to push him down a narrow corridor. Luca felt, rather than saw, thick stone walls on either side, smooth wooden floorboards
  underfoot, heard his own breathing, ragged with fear, then they paused before a heavy wooden door, struck it with a single knock and waited.

  A voice from inside the room said ‘Come!’ and the guard swung the door open and thrust Luca inside. Luca stood, heart pounding, blinking at the sudden brightness of dozens of wax
  candles, and heard the door close silently behind him.

  A solitary man was sitting at a table, papers before him. He wore a robe of rich velvet in so dark a blue that it appeared almost black, the hood completely concealing his face from Luca, who
  stood before the table and swallowed down his fear. Whatever happened, he decided, he was not going to beg for his life. Somehow, he would find the courage to face whatever was coming. He would not
  shame himself, nor his tough stoical father, by whimpering like a girl.

  ‘You will be wondering why you are here, where you are, and who I am,’ the man said. ‘I will tell you these things. But, first, you must answer me everything that I ask. Do you
  understand?’

  Luca nodded.

  ‘You must not lie to me. Your life hangs in the balance here, and you cannot guess what answers I would prefer. Be sure to tell the truth: you would be a fool to die for a lie.’

  Luca tried to nod but found he was shaking.

  ‘You are Luca Vero, a novice priest at the monastery of St Xavier, having joined the monastery when you were a boy of eleven? You have been an orphan for the last three years, since your
  parents died when you were fourteen?’

  ‘My parents disappeared,’ Luca said. He cleared his tight throat. ‘They may not be dead. They were captured by an Ottoman raid but nobody saw them killed. Nobody knows where
  they are now; but they may very well be alive.’

  The Inquisitor made a minute note on a piece of paper before him. Luca watched the tip of the black feather as the quill moved across the page. ‘You hope,’ the man said briefly.
  ‘You hope that they are alive and will come back to you.’ He spoke as if hope was the greatest folly.

  ‘I do.’

  ‘Raised by the brothers, sworn to join their holy order, yet you went to your confessor, and then to the abbot, and told them that the relic that they keep at the monastery, a nail from
  the true cross, was a fake.’

  The monotone voice was accusation enough. Luca knew this was a citation of his heresy. He knew also, that the only punishment for heresy was death.

  ‘I didn’t mean . . .’

  ‘Why did you say the relic was a fake?’

  Luca looked down at his boots, at the dark wooden floor, at the heavy table, at the lime washed walls – anywhere but at the shadowy face of the softly spoken questioner. ‘I will beg
  the abbot’s pardon and do penance,’ he said. ‘I didn’t mean heresy. Before God, I am no heretic. I meant no wrong.’

  ‘I shall be the judge if you are a heretic, and I have seen younger men than you, who have done and said less than you, crying on the rack for mercy, as their joints pop from their
  sockets. I have heard better men than you begging for the stake, longing for death as their only release from pain.’

  Luca shook his head at the thought of the Inquisition, which could order this fate for him and see it done, and think it to the glory of God. He dared to say nothing more.

  ‘Why did you say the relic was a fake?’

  ‘I did not mean . . .’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘It is a piece of a nail about three inches long, and a quarter of an inch wide,’ Luca said unwillingly. ‘You can see it, though it is now mounted in gold and covered with
  jewels. But you can still see the size of it.’

  The Inquisitor nodded. ‘So?’

  ‘The abbey of St Peter has a nail from the true cross. So does the abbey of St Joseph. I looked in the monastery library to see if there were any others, and there are about four hundred
  nails in Italy alone, more in France, more in Spain, more in England.’

  The man waited in unsympathetic silence.

  ‘I calculated the likely size of the nails,’ Luca said miserably. ‘I calculated the number of pieces that they might have been broken into. It didn’t add up. There are
  far too many relics for them all to come from one crucifixion. The Bible says a nail in each palm and one through the feet. That’s only three nails.’ Luca glanced at the dark face of
  his interrogator. ‘It’s not blasphemy to say this, I don’t think. The Bible itself says it clearly. Then, in addition, if you count the nails used in building the cross, there
  would be four at the central joint to hold the cross bar. That makes seven original nails. Only seven. Say each nail is about five inches long. That’s about thirty-five inches of nails used
  in the true cross. But there are thousands of relics. That’s not to say whether any nail or any fragment is genuine or not. It’s not for me to judge. But I can’t help but see that
  there are just too many nails for them all to come from one cross.’

  Still the man said nothing.

  ‘It’s numbers,’ Luca said helplessly. ‘It’s how I think. I think about numbers – they interest me.’

  ‘You took it upon yourself to study this? and you took it upon yourself to decide that there are too many nails in churches around the world for them all to be true, for them all to come
  from the sacred cross?’

  Luca dropped to his knees, knowing himself to be guilty. ‘I meant no wrong,’ he whispered upwards at the shadowy figure. ‘I just started wondering, and then I made the
  calculations, and then the abbot found my paper where I had written the calculations and—’ He broke off.

  ‘The abbot, quite rightly, accused you of heresy and forbidden studies, misquoting the Bible for your own purposes, reading without guidance, showing independence of thought, studying
  without permission, at the wrong time, studying forbidden books . . .’ the man continued, reading from the list. He looked at Luca: ‘Thinking for yourself. That’s the worst of it,
  isn’t it? You were sworn into an order with certain established beliefs and then you started thinking for yourself.’

  Luca nodded. ‘I am sorry.’

  ‘The priesthood does not need men who think for themselves.’

  ‘I know,’ Luca said, very low.

  ‘You made a vow of obedience – that is a vow not to think for yourself.’

  Luca bowed his head, waiting to hear his sentence.

  The flame of the candles bobbed as somewhere outside a door opened and a cold draught blew through the rooms.

  ‘Always thought like this? With numbers?’

  Luca nodded.

  ‘Any friends in the monastery? Have you discussed this with anyone?’

  He shook his head. ‘I didn’t discuss this.’

  The man looked at his notes. ‘You have a companion called Freize?’

  Luca smiled for the first time. ‘He’s just the kitchen boy at the monastery,’ he said. ‘He took a liking to me as soon as I arrived, when I was just eleven. He was only
  twelve or thirteen himself. He made up his mind that I was too thin, he said I wouldn’t last the winter. He kept bringing me extra food. He’s just the spit lad really.’

  ‘You have no brother or sister?’

  ‘I am alone in the world.’

  ‘You miss your parents?’

  ‘I do.’

  ‘You are lonely?’ The way he said it sounded like yet another accusation.

  ‘I suppose so. I feel very alone, if that is the same thing.’

  The man rested the black feather of the quill against his lips in thought. ‘Your parents . . .’ He returned to the first question of the interrogation. ‘They were quite old
  when you were born?’

  ‘Yes,’ Luca said, surprised. ‘Yes.’

  ‘People talked at the time, I understand. That such an old couple should suddenly give birth to a son, and such a handsome son, who grew to be such an exceptionally clever boy?’

  ‘It’s a small village,’ Luca said defensively. ‘People have nothing to do but gossip.’

  ‘But clearly, you are handsome. Clearly, you are clever. And yet they did not brag about you, or show you off. They kept you quietly at home.’

  ‘We were close,’ Luca replied. ‘We were a close small family. We troubled nobody else, we lived quietly, the three of us.’

  ‘Then why did they give you to the Church? Was it that they thought you would be safer inside the Church? That you were specially gifted? That you needed the Church’s
  protection?’

  Luca, still on his knees, shuffled in discomfort. ‘I don’t know. I was a child: I was only eleven. I don’t know what they were thinking.’

  The Inquisitor waited.

  ‘They wanted me to have the education of a priest,’ he said eventually. ‘My father—’ He paused at the thought of his beloved father, of his grey hair and his hard
  grip, of his tenderness to his funny quirky little son. ‘My father was very proud that I learned to read, that I taught myself about numbers. He couldn’t write or read himself, he
  thought it was a great talent. Then, when some gypsies came through the village, I learned their language.’

  The man made a note. ‘You can speak languages?’

  ‘People remarked that I learned to speak Romany in a day. My father thought that I had a gift, a God-given gift. It’s not so uncommon,’ he tried to explain. ‘Freize, the
  spit boy, is good with animals, he can do anything with horses, he can ride anything. My father thought that I had a gift like that, only for studying. He wanted me to be more than a farmer. He
  wanted me to do better.’

  The Inquisitor sat back in his chair as if he was weary of listening, as if he had heard more than enough. ‘You can get up.’

  He looked at the paper with its few black ink notes as Luca scrambled to his feet. ‘Now I will answer the questions that will be in your mind. I am the spiritual commander of an Order
  appointed by the Holy Father, the Pope himself, and I answer to him for our work. You need not know my name nor the name of the Order. We have been commanded by Pope Nicholas V to explore the
  mysteries, the heresies and the sins, to explain them where possible, and defeat them where we can. We are making a map of the fears of the world, travelling outwards from Rome to the very ends of
  Christendom to discover what people are saying, what they are fearing, what they are fighting. We have to know where the devil is walking through the world. The Holy Father knows that we are
  approaching the end of days.’

  ‘The end of days?’

  ‘When Christ comes again to judge the living, the dead, and the undead. You will have heard that the Ottomans have taken Constantinople, the heart of the Byzantine empire, the centre of
  the Church in the east?’

  Luca crossed himself. The fall of the eastern capital of the Church to an unbeatable army of heretics and infidels was the most terrible thing that could have happened, an unimaginable
  disaster.

  ‘Next, the forces of darkness will come against Rome, and if Rome falls it will be the end of days – the end of the world. Our task is to defend Christendom, to defend Rome –
  in this world, and in the unseen world beyond.’

  ‘The unseen world?’

  ‘It is all around us,’ the man said flatly. ‘I see it, perhaps as clearly as you see numbers. And every year, every day, it presses more closely. People come to me with stories
  of showers of blood, of a dog that can smell out the plague, of witchcraft, of lights in the sky, of water that is wine. The end of days approaches and there are hundreds of manifestations of good
  and evil, miracles and heresies. A young man like you can perhaps tell me which of these are true, and which are false, which are the work of God and which of the devil.’ He rose from his
  great wooden chair and pushed a fresh sheet of paper across the table to Luca. ‘See this?’

  Luca looked at the marks on the paper. It was the writing of heretics, the Moors’ way of numbering. Luca had been taught as a child that one stroke of the pen meant one: I, two strokes
  meant two: II, and so on. But these were strange rounded shapes. He had seen them before, but the merchants in his village and the almoner at the monastery stubbornly refused to use them, clinging
  to the old ways.

  ‘This means one: 1, this two: 2, and this three: 3,’ the man said, the black feather tip of his quill pointing to the marks. ‘Put the 1 here, in this column, it means one, but
  put it here and this blank beside it and it means ten, or put it here and two blanks beside it, it means one hundred.’

  Luca gaped. ‘The position of the number shows its value?’

  ‘Just so.’ The man pointed the plume of the black feather to the shape of the blank, like an elongated O, which filled the columns. His arm stretched from the sleeve of his robe and
  Luca looked from the O to the white skin of the man’s inner wrist. Tattooed on the inside of his arm, so that it almost appeared engraved on skin, Luca could just make out the head and
  twisted tail of a dragon, a design in red ink of a dragon coiled around on itself.

  ‘This is not just a blank, it is not just an O, it is what they call a zero. Look at the position of it – that means something. What if it meant something of itself?’

  ‘Does it mean a space?’ Luca said, looking at the paper again. ‘Does it mean: nothing?’

  ‘It is a number like any other,’ the man told him. ‘They have made a number from nothing. So they can calculate to nothing, and beyond.’

  ‘Beyond? Beyond nothing?’

  The man pointed to another number: –10. ‘That is beyond nothing. That is ten places beyond nothing, that is the numbering of absence,’ he said.

  Luca, with his mind whirling, reached out for the paper. But the man quietly drew it back towards him and placed his broad hand over it, keeping it from Luca like a prize he would have to win.
  The sleeve fell down over his wrist again, hiding the tattoo. ‘You know how they got to that sign, the number zero?’ he asked.

  Luca shook his head. ‘Who got to it?’

  ‘Arabs, Moors, Ottomans, call them what you will. Mussulmen, Muslim-men, infidels, our enemies, our new conquerors. Do you know how they got that sign?’

  ‘No.’

  ‘It is the shape left by a counter in the sand when you have taken the counter away. It is the symbol for nothing, it looks like a nothing. It is what it symbolises. That is how they
  think. That is what we have to learn from them.’

  ‘I don’t understand. What do we have to learn?’

  ‘To look, and look, and look. That is what they do. They look at everything, they think about everything, that is why they have seen stars in the sky that we have never seen. That is why
  they make physic from plants that we have never noticed. They are a most scholarly, most brilliant people. A fearful enemy. My fearful enemy.’

  ‘You know them?’ Luca asked.

  ‘Like a brother,’ the man replied drily. He pulled his hood closer, so that his face was completely shadowed. ‘They will defeat us unless we learn to see like they see, to
  think like they think, to count like they count. Perhaps a young man like you can learn their language too.’

  Luca could not take his eyes from the paper where the man had marked out ten spaces of counting, down to zero and then beyond.

  ‘So, what do you think?’ the Inquisitor asked him. ‘Do you think ten nothings are beings of the unseen world? Like ten invisible things? Ten ghosts? Ten angels?’

  ‘If you could calculate beyond nothing,’ Luca started, ‘you could show what you had lost. Say someone was a merchant, and his debt in one country, or on one voyage, was greater
  than his fortune, you could show exactly how much his debt was. You could show his loss. You could show how much less than nothing he had, how much he would have to earn before he had something
  again.’

  ‘Yes,’ the man said. ‘With zero you can measure what is not there. The Ottomans took Constantinople and our empire in the east not only because they had the strongest armies
  and the best commanders, but because they had a weapon that we did not have: a cannon so massive that it took sixty oxen to pull it into place. We would not think of such a thing; we could not make
  it. They have knowledge of things that we don’t understand. The reason that I sent for you, the reason that you were expelled from your monastery but not punished there for disobedience or
  tortured for heresy, is that I want you to learn these mysteries; I want you to explore them, so that we can know them, and arm ourselves against them.’

  ‘Is zero one of the things I must study? Will I go to the Ottomans and learn from them? Will I learn about their studies?’

  The man laughed and pushed the piece of paper with the Arabic numerals towards the novice priest, holding it with one finger on the page. ‘I will let you have this,’ he promised.
  ‘It can be your reward when you have worked to my satisfaction and set out on your mission. And yes, perhaps you will go to the infidel and live among them and learn their ways. But for now,
  you have to swear obedience to me and to our Order. I will send you out to be my ears and eyes. I will send you to hunt for mysteries, to find knowledge. I will send you to map fears, to seek
  darkness in all its shapes and forms. I will send you out to understand things, to be part of our Order that seeks to understand everything.’

  He could see Luca’s face light up at the thought of a life devoted to inquiry. But then the young man hesitated. ‘I won’t know what to do,’ Luca confessed. ‘I
  wouldn’t know where to begin. I understand nothing! How will I know where to go or what to do?’

  ‘I am going to send you to be trained. I will send you to study with masters. They will teach you the law, and what powers you have to convene a court or an inquiry. You will learn what to
  look for and how to question someone. You will understand when someone must be released to earthly powers – the mayors of towns or the lords of the manor; or when they can be punished by the
  Church. You will learn when to forgive and when to punish. When you are ready, when you have been trained, I will send you on your first mission.’

  Luca nodded.

  ‘You will be trained for some months and then I shall send you out into the world with my orders,’ the man said. ‘You will go where I command and study what you find there. You
  will report to me. You may judge and punish where you find wrong-doing. You may exorcise devils and unclean spirits. You may learn. You may question everything, all the time. But you will serve God
  and me, as I tell you. You will be obedient to me and to the Order. And you will walk in the unseen world and look at unseen things, and question them.’

  There was a silence. ‘You can go,’ the man said, as if he had given the simplest of instructions. Luca started from his silent attention and went to the door. As his hand was on the
  bronze handle the man said: ‘One thing more . . .’

  Luca turned.

  ‘They said you were a changeling, didn’t they?’ The accusation dropped into the room like a sudden shower of ice. ‘The people of the village? When they gossiped about you
  being born, so handsome and so clever, to a woman who had been barren all her life, to a man who could neither read nor write. They said you were a changeling, left on her doorstep by the faeries,
  didn’t they?’

  There was a cold silence. Luca’s stern young face revealed nothing. ‘I have never answered such a question, and I hope that I never do. I don’t know what they said about
  us,’ he said harshly. ‘They were ignorant fearful country people. My mother said to pay no attention to the things they said. She said that she was my mother and that she loved me above
  all else. That’s all that mattered, not stories about faerie children.’

  The man laughed shortly and waved Luca to go, and watched as the door closed behind him. ‘Perhaps I am sending out a changeling to map fear itself,’ he said to himself, as he tidied
  the papers together and pushed back his chair. ‘What a joke for the worlds seen and unseen! A faerie child in the Order. A faerie child to map fear.’
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  THE CASTLE OF LUCRETILI

  At about the time that Luca was being questioned, a young woman was seated in a rich chair in the chapel of her family home, the Castle of Lucretili, about twenty miles
  north-east of Rome, her dark blue eyes fixed on the rich crucifix, her fair hair twisted in a careless plait under a black veil, her face strained and pale. A candle in a rose crystal bowl
  flickered on the altar as the priest moved in the shadows. She knelt, her hands clasped tightly together, praying fervently for her father, who was fighting for his life in his bed-chamber,
  refusing to see her.

  The door at the back of the chapel opened and her brother came in quietly, saw her bowed head and went to kneel beside her. She looked sideways at him, a handsome young man, dark-haired,
  dark-browed, his face stern with grief. ‘He’s gone, Isolde, he’s gone. May he rest in peace.’

  Her white face crumpled and she put her hands over her eyes. ‘He didn’t ask for me? Not even at the end?’

  ‘He didn’t want you to see him in pain. He wanted you to remember him as he had been, strong and healthy. But his last words were to send you his blessing, and his last thoughts were
  of your future.’

  She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe he would not give me his blessing.’

  Giorgio turned from her and spoke to the priest, who hurried at once to the back of the chapel. Isolde heard the big bell start to toll; everyone would know that the great crusader, the Lord of
  Lucretili, was dead.

  ‘I must pray for him,’ she said quietly. ‘You’ll bring his body here?’

  He nodded.

  ‘I will share the vigil tonight,’ she decided. ‘I will sit beside him now that he is dead though he didn’t allow it while he lived.’ She paused. ‘He
  didn’t leave me a letter? Nothing?’

  ‘His will,’ her brother said softly. ‘He planned for you. At the very end of his life he was thinking of you.’

  She nodded, her dark blue eyes filling with tears, then she clasped her hands together, and prayed for her father’s soul.
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  Isolde spent the first long night of her father’s death in a silent vigil beside his coffin, which lay in the family chapel. Four of his men-at-arms stood, one at each
  point of the compass, their heads bowed over their broadswords, the light from the tall wax candles glittering on the holy water that had been sprinkled on the coffin lid. On top of the coffin lay
  a broadsword locked into an ornate scabbard – a crusader sword.

  Isolde, dressed in white, knelt before the coffin all night long until dawn when the priest came to say Prime, the first office of prayers of the day. Only then did she rise up and let her
  ladies-in-waiting help her to her room to sleep, until a message from her brother told her that she must get up and show herself, it was time for dinner and the household would want to see their
  lady.

  She did not hesitate. She had been raised to do her duty to the great household and she had a sense of obligation to the people who lived on the lands of Lucretili. Her father, she knew, had
  left the castle and the lands to her; these people were in her charge. They would want to see her at the head of the table, they would want to see her enter the great hall. Even if her eyes were
  red from crying over the loss of a very beloved father, they would expect her to dine with them. Her father himself would have expected it. She would not fail them or him.
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  There was a sudden hush as she entered the great hall where the servants were sitting at trestle tables, talking quietly, waiting for dinner to be served. More than two hundred
  men-at-arms, servants and grooms filled the hall, where the smoke from the central fire coiled up to the darkened beams of the high ceiling.

  As soon as the men saw Isolde followed by the three women of her household, they rose to their feet and pulled their hats from their heads, and bowed low to honour the daughter of the late Lord
  of Lucretili, and the heiress to the castle.

  Isolde was wearing the deep blue of mourning: a high conical hat draped in indigo lace hiding her fair hair, a priceless belt of Arabic gold worn tightly at the high waist of her gown, the keys
  to the castle on a gold chain at her side. Behind her came her women companions, firstly Ishraq, her childhood friend, wearing Moorish dress, a long tunic over loose pantaloons with a long veil
  over her head held lightly across her face so that only her dark eyes were visible as she looked around the hall.

  Two other women followed behind her and as the household whispered their blessings on Isolde, the women took their seats at the ladies’ table to the side of the raised dais. Isolde went up
  the shallow stairs to the great table, and recoiled at the sight of her brother in the wooden chair, as grand as a throne, that had been their father’s seat. She knew that she should have
  anticipated he would be there, just as he knew that she would inherit this castle and would take the great chair as soon as the will was read. But she was dull with grief, and she had not thought
  that from now on she would always see her brother where her father ought to be. She was so new to grief that she had not yet fully realised that she would never see her father again.

  Giorgio smiled blandly at her, and gestured that she should take her seat at his right hand, where she used to sit beside her father.

  ‘And you will remember Prince Roberto.’ Giorgio indicated a fleshy man with a round sweating face on his left, who rose and came around the table to bow to her. Isolde gave her hand
  to the prince and looked questioningly at her brother. ‘He has come to sympathise with us for our loss.’

  The prince kissed her hand and Isolde tried not to flinch from the damp touch of his lips. He looked at her as if he wanted to whisper something, as if they might share a secret. Isolde took
  back her hand, and bent towards her brother’s ear. ‘I am surprised you have a guest at dinner when my father died only yesterday.’

  ‘It was good of him to come at once,’ Giorgio said, beckoning the servers who came down the hall, their trays held at shoulder height loaded with game, meat, and fish dishes, great
  loaves of bread and flagons of wine and jugs of ale.

  The castle priest sang grace and then the servers banged down the trays of food, the men drew their daggers from their belts and their boots to carve their portions of meat, and heaped slices of
  thick brown bread with poached fish, and stewed venison.

  It was hard for Isolde to eat dinner in the great hall as if nothing had changed, when her dead father lay in the chapel, guarded in the vigil by his men-at-arms, and would be buried the next
  day. She found that tears kept blurring the sight of the servants coming in, carrying more food for each table, banging down jugs of small ale, and bringing the best dishes and flagons of best red
  wine to the top table where Giorgio and his guest the prince picked the best and sent the rest down the hall to those men who had served them well during the day. The prince and her brother ate a
  good dinner and called for more wine. Isolde picked at her food and glanced down to the women’s table where Ishraq met her gaze with silent sympathy.

  When they had finished, and the sugared fruits and marchpane had been offered to the top table, and taken away, Giorgio touched her hand. ‘Don’t go to your rooms just yet,’ he
  said. ‘I want to talk to you.’

  Isolde nodded to dismiss Ishraq and her ladies from their dining table and send them back to the ladies’ rooms, then she went through the little door behind the dais to the private room
  where the Lucretili family sat after dinner. A fire was burning against the wall and there were three chairs drawn up around it. A flagon of wine was set ready for the men, a glass of small ale for
  Isolde. As she took her seat the two men came in together.

  ‘I want to talk to you about our father’s will,’ Giorgio said, once they were seated.

  Isolde glanced towards Prince Roberto.

  ‘Roberto is concerned in this,’ Giorgio explained. ‘When Father was dying he said that his greatest hope was to know that you would be safe and happy. He loved you very
  dearly.’

  Isolde pressed her fingers to her cold lips and blinked the tears from her eyes.

  ‘I know,’ her brother said gently. ‘I know you are grieving. But you have to know that Father made plans for you and gave to me the sacred trust of carrying them
  out.’

  ‘Why didn’t he tell me so himself?’ she asked. ‘Why would he not talk to me? We always talked of everything together. I know what he planned for me; he said if I chose
  not to marry then I was to live here, I would inherit this castle and you would have his castle and lands in France. We agreed this. We all three agreed this.’

  ‘We agreed it when he was well,’ Giorgio said patiently. ‘But when he became sick and fearful, he changed his mind. And then he could not bear for you to see him so very ill
  and in so much pain. When he thought about you then, with the very jaws of death opening before him, he thought better of his first plan. He wanted to be certain that you would be safe. Then, he
  planned well for you – he suggested that you marry Prince Roberto here, and agreed that we should take a thousand crowns from the treasury as your dowry.’

  It was a tiny payment for a woman who had been raised to think of herself as heiress to this castle, the fertile pastures, the thick woods, the high mountains. Isolde gaped at him. ‘Why so
  little?’

  ‘Because the prince here has done us the honour of indicating that he will accept you just as you are – with no more than a thousand crowns in your pocket.’

  ‘And you shall keep it all,’ the man assured her, pressing her hand as it rested on the arm of her chair. ‘You shall have it to spend on whatever you want. Pretty things for a
  pretty princess.’

  Isolde looked at her brother, her dark blue eyes narrowing as she understood what this meant. ‘A dowry as small as this will mean that no-one else will offer for me,’ she said.
  ‘You know that. And yet you did not ask for more? You did not warn Father that this would leave me without any prospects at all? And Father? Did he want to force me to marry the
  prince?’

  The prince put his hand on his fleshy chest and cast his eyes modestly down. ‘Most ladies would not require forcing,’ he pointed out.

  ‘I know of no better husband that you might have,’ Giorgio said smoothly. His friend smiled and nodded at her. ‘And Father thought so too. We agreed this dowry with Prince
  Roberto and he was so pleased to marry you that he did not specify that you should bring a greater fortune than this. There is no need to accuse anyone of failing to guard your interests. What
  could be better for you than marriage to a family friend, a prince, and a wealthy man?’

  It took her only a moment to decide. ‘I cannot think of marriage,’ Isolde said flatly. ‘Forgive me, Prince Roberto. But it is too soon after my father’s death. I cannot
  bear even to think of it, let alone talk of it.’

  ‘We have to talk of it,’ Giorgio insisted. ‘The terms of our father’s will are that we have to get you settled. He would not allow any delay. Either immediate marriage to
  my friend here, or . . .’ He paused.

  ‘Or what?’ Isolde asked, suddenly afraid.

  ‘The abbey,’ he said simply. ‘Father said that if you would not marry, I was to appoint you as abbess and that you should go there to live.’

  ‘Never!’ Isolde exclaimed. ‘My father would never have done this to me!’

  Giorgio nodded. ‘I too was surprised, but he said that it was the future he had planned for you all along. That was why he did not fill the post when the last abbess died. He was thinking
  even then, a year ago, that you must be kept safe. You can’t be exposed to the dangers of the world, left here alone at Lucretili. If you don’t want to marry, you must be kept safe in
  the abbey.’

  Prince Roberto smiled slyly at her. ‘A nun or a princess, my princess,’ he suggested. ‘I would think you would find it easy to choose.’

  Isolde jumped to her feet. ‘I cannot believe Father planned this for me,’ she said. ‘He never suggested anything like this. He was clear he would divide the lands between us.
  He knew how much I love it here; how I love these lands and know these people. He said he would will this castle and the lands to me, and give you our lands in France.’

  Giorgio shook his head as if in gentle regret. ‘No, he changed his mind. As the oldest child, the only son, the only true heir, I will have everything, both in France and here, and you, as
  a woman, will have to leave.’

  ‘Giorgio, my brother, you cannot send me from my home?’

  He spread his hands. ‘There is nothing I can do. It is our father’s last wish and I have it in writing, signed by him. You will either marry – and no-one will have you but
  Prince Roberto – or you will go to the abbey. It was good of him to give you this choice. Many fathers would simply have left orders.’

  ‘Excuse me,’ Isolde said, her voice shaking as she fought to control her anger, ‘I shall leave you and go to my rooms and think about this.’

  ‘Don’t take too long!’ Prince Roberto said with an intimate smile. ‘I won’t wait too long.’

  ‘I shall give you my answer tomorrow.’ She paused in the doorway, and looked back at her brother. ‘May I see my father’s letter?’

  Giorgio nodded and drew it from inside his jacket. ‘You can keep this. It is a copy. I have the other in safe-keeping; there is no doubt as to his wishes. You will have to consider not
  whether you will obey him, but only how you obey him. He knew that you would obey him.’

  ‘I know,’ she said. ‘I am his daughter. Of course I will obey him.’ She went from the room without looking at the prince, though he rose to his feet and made her a
  flourishing bow, and then winked at Giorgio as if he thought the matter settled.
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  Isolde woke in the night to hear a quiet tap on her door. Her pillow was damp beneath her cheek; she had been crying in her sleep. For a moment she wondered why she felt such a
  pain, as if she were heartbroken – and then she remembered the coffin in the chapel and the silent knights keeping watch. She crossed herself: ‘God bless him, and save his soul,’
  she whispered. ‘God comfort me in this sorrow. I don’t know that I can bear it.’

  The little tap came again, and she put back the richly embroidered covers of her bed and went to the door, the key in her hand. ‘Who is it?’

  ‘It is Prince Roberto. I have to speak with you.’

  ‘I can’t open the door, I will speak with you tomorrow.’

  ‘I need to speak to you tonight. It is about the will, your father’s wishes.’

  She hesitated. ‘Tomorrow . . .’

  ‘I think I can see a way out for you. I understand how you feel, I think I can help.’

  ‘What way out?’

  ‘I can’t shout it through the door. Just open the door a crack so that I can whisper.’

  ‘Just a crack,’ she said, and turned the key, keeping her foot pressed against the bottom of the door to ensure that it opened only a little.

  As soon as he heard the key turn, the prince banged the door open with such force that it hit Isolde’s head and sent her reeling back into the room. He slammed the door behind him and
  turned the key, locking them in together.

  ‘You thought you would reject me?’ he demanded furiously, as she scrambled to her feet. ‘You thought you – practically penniless – would reject me? You thought I
  would beg to speak to you through a closed door?’

  ‘How dare you force your way in here?’ Isolde demanded, white-faced and furious. ‘My brother would kill you—’

  ‘Your brother allowed it,’ he laughed. ‘Your brother approves me as your husband. He himself suggested that I come to you. Now get on the bed.’

  ‘My brother?’ She could feel her shock turning into horror as she realised that she had been betrayed by her own brother, and that now this stranger was coming towards her, his fat
  face creased in a confident smile.

  ‘He said I might as well take you now as later,’ he said. ‘You can fight me if you like. It makes no difference to me. I like a fight. I like a woman of spirit, they are more
  obedient in the end.’

  ‘You are mad,’ she said with certainty.

  ‘Whatever you like. But I consider you my betrothed wife, and we are going to consummate our betrothal right now, so you don’t make any mistake tomorrow.’

  ‘You’re drunk,’ she said, smelling the sour stink of wine on his breath.

  ‘Yes, thank God, and you can get used to that too.’

  He came towards her, shrugging his jacket off his fleshy shoulders. She shrank back until she felt the tall wooden pole of the four-poster bed behind her, blocking her retreat. She put her hands
  behind her back so that he could not grab them, and felt the velvet of the counterpane, and beneath it the handle of the brass warming pan filled with hot embers that had been pushed between the
  cold sheets.

  ‘Please,’ she said. ‘This is ridiculous. It is an offence against hospitality. You are our guest, my father’s body lies in the chapel. I am without defence, and you are
  drunk on our wine. Please go to your room and I will speak kindly to you in the morning.’

  ‘No,’ he leered. ‘I don’t think so. I think I shall spend the night here in your bed and I am very sure you will speak kindly to me in the morning.’

  Behind her back, Isolde’s fingers closed on the handle of the warming pan. As Roberto paused to untie the laces on the front of his breeches, she got a sickening glimpse of grey linen
  poking out. He reached for her arm. ‘This need not hurt you,’ he said. ‘You might even enjoy it . . .’

  With a great swing she brought the warming pan round to clap him on the side of his head. Glowing embers and ash dashed against his face and tumbled to the floor. He let out of a howl of pain as
  she drew back and hit him once again, hard, and he dropped down like a fat stunned ox before the slaughter.

  She picked up a jug and flung water over the coals smouldering on the rug beneath him and then, cautiously, she kicked him gently. He did not stir, he was knocked out cold. Isolde went to an
  inner room and unlocked the door, whispering ‘Ishraq!’ When the girl came, rubbing sleep from her eyes, Isolde showed her the man crumpled on the ground.

  ‘Is he dead?’ the girl asked calmly.

  ‘No. I don’t think so. Help me get him out of here.’

  The two young women pulled the rug and the limp body of Prince Roberto slid along the floor, leaving a slimy trail of water and ashes. They got him into the gallery outside her room and
  paused.

  ‘I take it your brother allowed him to come to you?’

  Isolde nodded, and Ishraq turned her head and spat contemptuously on the prince’s white face. ‘Why ever did you open the door?’

  ‘I thought he would help me. He said he had an idea to help me then he pushed his way in.’

  ‘Did he hurt you?’ The girl’s dark eyes scanned her friend’s face. ‘Your forehead?’

  ‘He knocked me when he pushed the door.’

  ‘Was he going to rape you?’

  Isolde nodded.

  ‘Then let’s leave him here,’ Ishraq decided. ‘He can come to on the floor like the dog that he is, and crawl to his room. If he’s still here in the morning then the
  servants can find him and make him a laughing-stock.’ She bent down and felt for his pulses at his throat, his wrists and under the bulging waistband of his breeches. ‘He’ll
  live,’ she said certainly. ‘Though he wouldn’t be missed if we quietly cut his throat.’

  ‘Of course we can’t do that,’ Isolde said shakily.

  They left him there, laid out like a beached whale on his back, with his breeches still unlaced.

  ‘Wait here,’ Ishraq said and went back to her room.

  She returned swiftly, with a small box in her hand. Delicately, using the tips of her fingers and scowling with distaste, she pulled at the prince’s breeches so that they were gaping wide
  open. She lifted his linen shirt so that his limp nakedness was clearly visible. She took the lid from the box and shook the spice onto his bare skin.

  ‘What are you doing?’ Isolde whispered.

  ‘It’s a dried pepper, very strong. He is going to itch like he has the pox, and his skin is going to blister like he has a rash. He is going to regret this night’s work very
  much. He is going to be itching and scratching and bleeding for a month, and he won’t trouble another woman for a while.’

  Isolde laughed and put out her hand, as her father would have done, and the two young women clasped forearms, hand to elbow, like knights. Ishraq grinned, and they turned and went back into the
  bedroom, closing the door on the humbled prince and locking it firmly against him.
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  In the morning, when Isolde went to chapel, her father’s coffin was closed and ready for burial in the deep family vault – and the prince was gone.

  ‘He has withdrawn his offer for your hand,’ her brother said coldly as he took his place, kneeling beside her on the chancel steps. ‘I take it that something passed between the
  two of you?’

  ‘He’s a villain,’ Isolde said simply. ‘And if you sent him to my door, as he claimed, then you are a traitor to me.’

  He bowed his head. ‘Of course I did no such thing. I am sorry, I got drunk like a fool and said that he could plead his case with you. Why ever did you open your door?’

  ‘Because I believed your friend was an honourable man, as you did.’

  ‘You were very wrong to unlock your door,’ her brother reproached her. ‘Opening your bedroom door to a man, to a drunk man! You don’t know how to take care of yourself.
  Father was right, we have to place you somewhere safe.’

  ‘I was safe! I was in my own room, in my own castle, speaking to my brother’s friend. I should not have been at risk,’ she said angrily. ‘You should not have brought such
  a man to our dinner table. Father should never have been advised that he would make a good husband for me.’

  She rose to her feet and went down the aisle, her brother following after her. ‘Well anyway, what did you say to upset him?’

  Isolde hid a smile at the thought of the warming pan crashing against the prince’s fat head. ‘I made my feelings clear. And I will never meet with him again.’

  ‘Well, that’s easily achieved,’ Giorgio said bluntly. ‘Because you will never be able to meet with any man again. If you will not marry Prince Roberto, then you will have
  to go to the abbey. Our father’s will leaves you with no other choice.’

  Isolde paused as his words sank in, and put a hesitant hand on his arm, wondering how she could persuade him to let her go free.

  ‘There’s no need to look like that,’ he said roughly. ‘The terms of the will are clear, I told you last night. It was the prince or the nunnery. Now it is just the
  nunnery.’

  ‘I will go on a pilgrimage,’ she offered. ‘Away from here.’

  ‘You will not. How would you survive for one moment? You can’t keep yourself safe even at home.’

  ‘I will go and stay with some friends of Father’s – anyone. I could go to my godfather’s son, the Count of Wallachia, I could go to the Duke of Bradour . . .’

  His face was grim. ‘You can’t. You know you can’t. You have to do as Father commanded you. I have no choice, Isolde. God knows I would do anything for you, but his will is
  clear, and I have to obey my father – just as you do.’

  ‘Brother – don’t force me to do this.’

  He turned to the arched wall of the chapel doorway, and put his forehead to the cold stone, as if she was making his head ache. ‘Sister, I can do nothing. Prince Roberto was your only
  chance to escape the abbey. It is our father’s will. I am sworn on his sword, on his broadsword, to see that his will is done. My sister – I am powerless, as you are.’

  ‘He promised he would leave the broadsword to me.’

  ‘It is mine now. As is everything else.’

  Gently she put her hand on his shoulder. ‘If I take an oath of celibacy, may I not stay here with you? I will marry no-one. The castle is yours, I see that. In the end he did what every
  man does and favoured his son over his daughter. In the end he did what all great men do and kept a woman from wealth and power. But if I will live here, poor and powerless, never seeing a man,
  obedient to you, can I not stay here?’

  He shook his head. ‘It is not my will, but his. And it is – as you admit – the way of the world. He brought you up almost as if you had been born a boy, with too much wealth
  and freedom. But now you must live the life of a noblewoman. You should be glad at least that the abbey is nearby, and so you don’t have to go far from these lands that I know you love.
  You’ve not been sent into exile – he could have ordered that you go anywhere. But instead you will be in our own property: the abbey. I will come and see you now and then. I will bring
  you news. Perhaps later you will be able to ride out with me.’

  ‘Can Ishraq come with me?’

  ‘You can take Ishraq, you can take all your ladies if you wish, and if they are willing to go. But they are expecting you at the abbey tomorrow. You will have to go, Isolde. You will have
  to take your vows as a nun and become their abbess. You have no choice.’

  He turned back to her and saw she was trembling like a young mare will tremble when she is being forced into harness for the first time. ‘It is like being imprisoned,’ she whispered.
  ‘And I have done nothing wrong.’

  He had tears in his own eyes. ‘It is like losing a sister,’ he said. ‘I am burying a father and losing a sister. I don’t know how I will live without you here.’
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  THE ABBEY OF LUCRETILI

  A few months later, Luca was on the road from Rome, riding east, wearing a plain working robe and cape of ruddy brown, and newly equipped with a horse of his own.

  He was accompanied by his servant Freize, a broad-shouldered, square-faced youth, just out of his teens, who had plucked up his courage when Luca left their monastery, and volunteered to work
  for the young man, and follow him wherever the quest might take him. The abbot had been doubtful, but Freize had convinced him that his skills as a kitchen lad were so poor, and his love of
  adventure so strong, that he would serve God better by following a remarkable master on a secret quest ordained by the Pope himself, than by burning the bacon for the long-suffering monks. The
  abbot, secretly glad to lose the challenging young novice priest, thought the loss of an accident-prone spit lad was a small price to pay.

  Freize rode a strong cob and led a donkey laden with their belongings. At the rear of the little procession was a surprise addition to their partnership: a clerk, Brother Peter, who had been
  ordered to travel with them at the last moment, to keep a record of their work.

  ‘A spy,’ Freize muttered out of the side of his mouth to his new master. ‘A spy if ever I saw one. Pale-faced, soft hands, trusting brown eyes: the shaved head of a monk and
  yet the clothes of a gentleman. A spy without a doubt.

  ‘Is he spying on me? No, for I don’t do anything and know nothing. Who is he spying on, then? Must be the young master, my little sparrow. For there is no-one else but the horses and
  they’re not heretics, nor pagans. They are the only honest beasts here.’

  ‘He is here to serve as my clerk,’ Luca replied irritably. ‘And I have to have him whether I need a clerk or no. So hold your tongue.’

  ‘Do I need a clerk?’ Freize asked himself as he reined in his horse. ‘No. For I do nothing and know nothing and, if I did, I wouldn’t write it down – not trusting
  words on a page. Also, not being able to read or write would likely prevent me.’

  ‘Fool,’ the clerk Peter said as he rode by.

  ‘ “Fool,” he says,’ Freize remarked to his horse’s ears and to the gently climbing road before them. ‘Easy to say: hard to prove. And anyway, I have been
  called worse.’

  They had been riding all day on a track little more than a narrow path for goats, which wound upwards out of the fertile valley, alongside little terraced slopes growing olives and vines, and
  then higher into the woodland where the huge beech trees were turning gold and bronze. At sunset, when the arching skies above them went rosy pink, the clerk drew a paper from the inner pocket of
  his jacket. ‘I was ordered to give you this at sunset,’ he said. ‘Forgive me if it is bad news. I don’t know what it says.’

  ‘Who gave it you?’ Luca asked. The seal on the back of the folded letter was shiny and smooth, unmarked with any crest.

  ‘The lord who hired me, the same lord who commands you,’ Peter said. ‘This is how your orders will come. He tells me a day and a time, or sometimes a destination, and I give
  you your orders then and there.’

  ‘Got them tucked away in your pocket all the time?’ Freize inquired.

  Grandly, the clerk nodded.

  ‘Could always turn him upside down and shake him,’ Freize remarked quietly to his master.

  ‘We’ll do this as we are ordered to do it,’ Luca replied, looping the reins of his horse casually around his shoulder to leave his hands free to break the seal to open the
  folded paper. ‘It’s an instruction to go to the abbey of Lucretili,’ he said. ‘The abbey is set between two houses, a nunnery and a monastery. I am to investigate the
  nunnery. They are expecting us.’ He folded the letter and gave it back to Peter.

  ‘Does it say how to find them?’ Freize asked gloomily. ‘For otherwise it’s bed under the trees and nothing but cold bread for supper. Beechnuts, I suppose. All you could
  eat of beechnuts. You could go mad with gluttony on them. I suppose I might get lucky and find us a mushroom.’

  ‘The road is just up ahead,’ Peter interrupted. ‘The abbey is near to the castle. I should think we can claim hospitality at either monastery or nunnery.’

  ‘We’ll go to the convent,’ Luca ruled. ‘It says that they are expecting us.’
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  It did not look as if the convent was expecting anyone. It was growing dark, but there were no warm welcoming lights showing and no open doors. The shutters were closed at all
  the windows in the outer wall, and only narrow beams of flickering candlelight shone through the slats. In the darkness they could not tell how big it was; they just had a sense of great walls
  marching off either side of the wide-arched entrance gateway. A dim horn lantern was hung by the small door set in the great wooden gate, throwing a thin yellow light downward, and when Freize
  dismounted and hammered on the wooden gate with the handle of his dagger they could hear someone inside protesting at the noise and then opening a little spy hole in the door, to peer out at
  them.

  ‘I am Luca Vero, with my two servants,’ Luca shouted. ‘I am expected. Let us in.’

  The spy hole slammed shut, then they could hear the slow unbolting of the gate and the lifting of wooden bars and, finally, one side of the gate creaked reluctantly open. Freize led his horse
  and the donkey, Luca and Peter rode into the cobbled yard as a sturdy woman-servant pushed the gate shut behind them. The men dismounted and looked around as a wizened old lady in a habit of grey
  wool, with a tabard of grey tied at her waist by a plain rope, held up the torch she was carrying, to inspect the three of them.

  ‘Are you the man they sent to make inquiry? For if you are not, and it is hospitality that you want, you had better go on to the monastery, our brother house,’ she said to Peter,
  looking at him and his fine horse. ‘This house is in troubled times, we don’t want guests.’

  ‘No, I am to write the report. I am the clerk to the inquiry. This is Luca Vero, he is here to inquire.’

  ‘A boy!’ she exclaimed scornfully. ‘A beardless boy?’

  Luca flushed in irritation, then swung his leg over the neck of his horse, and jumped down to the ground, throwing the reins to Freize. ‘It doesn’t matter how many years I have, or
  if I have a beard or not. I am appointed to make inquiry here, and I will do so tomorrow. In the meantime we are tired and hungry and you should show me to the refectory and to the guest rooms.
  Please inform the Lady Abbess that I am here and will see her after Prime tomorrow.’

  ‘Rich in nothing,’ the old woman remarked, holding up her torch to take another look at Luca’s handsome young face, flushed under his dark fringe, his hazel eyes bright with
  anger.

  ‘Rich in nothing, is it?’ Freize questioned the horse as he led him to the stables ahead. ‘A virgin so old that she is like a pickled walnut and she calls the little lord a
  beardless boy? And him a genius and perhaps a changeling?’

  ‘You, take the horses to the stables and the lay sister there will take you to the kitchen,’ she snapped with sudden energy at Freize. ‘You can eat and sleep in the barn.
  You—’ She took in the measure of Peter the clerk and judged him superior to Freize but still wanting. ‘You can dine in the kitchen gallery. You’ll find it through that
  doorway. They’ll show you where to sleep in the guesthouse. You—’ She turned to Luca. ‘You, the Inquirer, I will show to the refectory and to your own bedroom. They said you
  were a priest?’

  ‘I have not yet said my vows,’ he said. ‘I am in the service of the Church, but I am not ordained.’

  ‘Too handsome by far for the priesthood, and with his tonsure grown out already,’ she said to herself. To Luca she said: ‘You can sleep in the rooms for the visiting priest,
  anyway. And in the morning I will tell my Lady Abbess that you are here.’

  She was leading the way to the refectory when a lady came through the archway from the inner cloister. Her habit was made of soft bleached wool, the wimple on her head pushed back to show a pale
  lovely face with smiling grey eyes. The girdle at her waist was of the finest leather and she had leather slippers, not the rough wooden pattens that working women wore to keep their shoes out of
  the mud.

  ‘I came to greet the Inquirer,’ she said, holding up the set of wax candles in her hand.

  Luca stepped forwards. ‘I am the Inquirer,’ he said.

  She smiled, taking in his height, his good looks and his youth in one swift gaze. ‘Let me take you to your dinner, you must be weary. Sister Anna here will see that your horses are stabled
  and your men comfortable.’

  He bowed and she turned ahead of him, leaving him to follow her through the stone archway, along a flagged gallery that opened into the arching refectory room. At the far end, near the fire that
  was banked in for the night, a place had been laid for one person; there was wine in the glass, bread on the plate, a knife and spoon either side of a bowl. Luca sighed with pleasure and sat down
  in the chair as a maidservant came in with a ewer and bowl to wash his hands, good linen to dry them, and behind her came a kitchen maid with a bowl of stewed chicken and vegetables.

  ‘You have everything that you need?’ the lady asked.

  ‘Thank you,’ he said awkwardly. He was uncomfortable in her presence; he had not spoken to a woman other than his mother since he had been sworn into the monastery at the age of
  eleven. ‘And you are?’

  She smiled at him and he realised in the glow of her smile that she was beautiful. ‘I am Sister Ursula, the Lady Almoner, responsible for the management of the abbey. I am glad you have
  come. I have been very anxious. I hope you can tell us what is happening and save us . . .’

  ‘Save you?’

  ‘This is a long-established and beautiful nunnery,’ Sister Ursula said earnestly. ‘I joined it when I was just a little girl. I have served God and my sisters here for all my
  life, I have been here for more than twenty years. I cannot bear the thought that Satan has entered in.’

  Luca dipped his bread in the rich thick gravy, and concentrated on the food to hide his consternation. ‘Satan?’

  She crossed herself, a quick unthinking gesture of devotion. ‘Some days I think it really is that bad, other days I think I am like a foolish girl, frightening myself with shadows.’
  She gave him a shy, apologetic smile. ‘You will be able to judge. You will discover the truth of it all. But if we cannot rid ourselves of the gossip we will be ruined: no family will send
  their daughters to us, and now the farmers are starting to refuse to trade with us. It is my duty to make sure that the abbey earns its own living, that we sell our goods and farm produce in order
  to buy what we need. I can’t do that if the farmers’ wives refuse to speak with us when I send my lay sisters with our goods to market. We can’t trade if the people will neither
  sell to us nor buy from us.’ She shook her head. ‘Anyway, I will leave you to eat. The kitchen maid will show you to your bedroom in the guesthouse when you have finished eating. Bless
  you, my brother.’

  Luca suddenly realised he had quite forgotten to say grace: she would think he was an ignorant mannerless hedge friar. He had stared at her like a fool and stammered when he spoke to her. He had
  behaved like a young man who had never seen a beautiful woman before and not at all like a man of some importance, come to head a papal inquiry. What must she think of him? ‘Bless you, Lady
  Almoner,’ he said awkwardly.

  She bowed, hiding a little smile at his confusion, and walked slowly from the room, and he watched the sway of the hem of her gown as she left.
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  On the east side of the enclosed abbey, the shutter of the ground-floor window was slightly open so that two pairs of eyes could watch the Lady Almoner’s candle
  illuminate her pale silhouette as she walked gracefully across the yard and then vanished into her house.

  ‘She’s greeted him, but she won’t have told him anything,’ Isolde whispered.

  ‘He will find nothing unless someone helps him,’ Ishraq agreed.

  The two drew back from the window and noiselessly closed the shutter. ‘I wish I could see my way clear,’ Isolde said. ‘I wish I knew what to do. I wish I had someone who could
  advise me.’

  ‘What would your father have done?’

  Isolde laughed shortly. ‘My father would never have let himself be forced in here. He would have laid down his life before he allowed someone to imprison him. Or, if captured, he would
  have died attempting to escape. He wouldn’t just have sat here, like a doll, like a cowardly girl, crying, missing him, and not knowing what to do.’

  She turned away and roughly rubbed her eyes. Ishraq put a gentle hand on her shoulder. ‘Don’t blame yourself,’ she said. ‘There was nothing we could do when we first came
  here. And now that the whole abbey is falling apart around us, we can still do nothing until we understand what is going on. But everything is changing even while we wait, powerless. Even if we do
  nothing; something is going to happen. This is our chance. Perhaps this is the moment when the door swings open. We’re going to be ready for our chance.’

  Isolde took the hand from her shoulder and held it against her cheek. ‘At least I have you.’

  ‘Always.’
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  Luca slept heavily; not even the church bell tolling the hour in the tower above his head could wake him. But, just when the night was darkest, before three in the morning, a
  sharp scream cut through his sleep and then he heard the sound of running feet.

  Luca was up and out of his bed in a moment, his hand snatching for the dagger under his pillow, peering out of his window at the dark yard. A glint of moonlight shining on the cobblestones
  showed him a woman in white, racing across the yard to scrabble at the beams barring the heavy wooden gate. Three women pursued her, and the old porteress came running out of the gatehouse and
  grabbed the woman’s hands as she clawed like a cat at the timbers.

  The other women were quick to catch the girl from behind and Luca heard her sharp wail of despair as they grabbed hold of her, and saw her knees buckle as she went down under their weight. He
  pulled on his breeches and boots, threw a cape over his naked shoulders, then sprinted from his room, out into the yard, tucking the dagger out of sight in the scabbard in his boot. He stepped back
  into the shadow of the building, certain they had not noticed him, determined to see their faces in the shadowy light of the moon, so that he would know them, when he saw them again.

  The porteress held up her torch as they lifted the girl, two women holding her shoulders, the third supporting her legs. As they carried her past him, Luca shrank back into the concealing
  darkness of the doorway. They were so close that he could hear their panting breaths.

  It was the strangest sight. The girl’s hand had swung down as they lifted her; now she was quite unconscious. It seemed that she had fainted when they had pulled her from the barred gate.
  Her head was rolled back, the little laces from her nightcap brushing the ground as they carried her, her long nightgown trailing in the dust. But it was no normal fainting fit. She was as limp as
  a corpse, her eyes closed, her young face serene. Then Luca gave a little hiss of horror. The girl’s swinging hand was pierced in the palm, the wound oozing blood. They had folded her other
  hand across her slight body and Luca could see a smudge of blood on her nightgown. She had the hands of a girl crucified. Luca froze where he stood, forcing himself to stay hidden in the shadows,
  unable to look away from the strange terrible wounds. And then he saw something that seemed even worse.

  All three women carrying the sleeping girl wore her expression of rapt serenity. As they shuffled along, carrying their limp bleeding burden, all three were slightly smiling, all three were
  radiant as if with an inner secret joy.

  And their eyes were closed like hers.

  Luca waited till they had sleepwalked past him, steady as pall-bearers, then he went back into the guesthouse room and knelt at the side of his bed, praying fervently for guidance to somehow
  find the wisdom, despite his self-doubt, to discover what was so very wrong in this holy place, and put it right.
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  He was still on his knees in prayer when Freize banged open the door with a jug of hot water for washing, just before dawn. ‘Thought you’d want to go to
  Prime.’

  ‘Yes.’ Luca rose stiffly, crossed himself, and kissed the cross that always hung around his neck, a gift from his mother on his fourteenth birthday, the last time he had seen
  her.

  ‘Bad things are happening here,’ Freize said portentously, splashing the water into a bowl and putting a clean strip of linen beside it.

  Luca sluiced his face and hands with water. ‘I know it. God knows, I have seen some of it. What do you hear?’

  ‘Sleepwalking, visions, the nuns fasting on feast days, starving themselves and fainting in the chapel. Some of them are seeing lights in the sky, like the star before the Magi, and then
  some wanted to set off for Bethlehem and had to be restrained. The people of the village and the servants from the castle say they’re all going mad. They say the whole abbey is touched with
  madness and the women are losing their wits.’

  Luca shook his head. ‘The saints alone know what is happening. Did you hear the screams in the night?’

  ‘Lord save us, no. I slept in the kitchen and all I could hear was snoring. But all the cooks say that the Pope should send a bishop to inquire. They say that Satan is walking here. The
  Pope should set up an inquiry.’

  ‘He has done! That’s me,’ Luca snapped. ‘I shall hold an inquiry. I shall be the judge.’

  ‘Course you will,’ Freize encouraged him. ‘Doesn’t matter how old you are.’

  ‘Actually, it doesn’t matter how old I am. What matters is that I am appointed to inquire.’

  ‘You’d better start with the new Lady Abbess, then.’

  ‘Why?’

  ‘Because it all started as soon as she got here.’

  ‘I won’t listen to kitchen gossip,’ Luca declared haughtily, rubbing his face. He tossed the cloth to Freize. ‘I shall have a proper inquiry with witnesses and people
  giving evidence under oath. For I am the Inquirer, appointed by the Pope, and it would be better if everyone remembered it. Especially those people who are supposed to be in service to me, who
  should be supporting my reputation.’

  ‘Course I do! Course you are! Course you will! You’re the lord and I never forget it, though still only a little one.’ Freize shook out Luca’s linen shirt and then handed
  him his novice’s robe, which he wore belted high, out of the way of his long stride. Luca strapped his short sword on his belt and notched it round his waist, dropping the robe over the sword
  to hide it.

  ‘You speak to me like I was a child,’ Luca said irritably. ‘And you’re no great age yourself.’

  ‘It’s affection,’ Freize said firmly. ‘It’s how I show affection. And respect. To me, you’ll always be “Sparrow”, the skinny novice.’

  ‘ “ Goose”, the kitchen boy,’ Luca replied with a grin.

  ‘Got your dagger?’ Freize checked.

  Luca tapped the cuff of his boot where the dagger was safe in the scabbard.

  ‘They all say that the new Lady Abbess had no vocation, and was not raised to the life,’ Freize volunteered, ignoring Luca’s ban on gossip. ‘Her father’s will sent
  her in here and she took her vows and she’ll never get out again. It’s the only inheritance her father left her, everything else went to the brother. Bad as being walled up. And, ever
  since she came, the nuns have started to see things and cry out. Half the village says that Satan came in with the new abbess. Cause she was unwilling.’

  ‘And what do they say the brother is like?’ Luca asked, tempted to gossip despite his resolution.

  ‘Nothing but good of him. Good landlord, generous with the abbey. His grandfather built the abbey with a nunnery on one side and a brother house for the monks nearby. His father endowed
  both houses and handed the woods and the high pasture over to the nuns, and gave some farms and fields to the monastery. They run themselves as independent houses, working together for the glory of
  God, and helping the poor. Now the new lord in his turn supports it. His father was a crusader, famously brave, very hot on religion. The new lord sounds quieter, stays at home, wants a bit of
  peace. Very keen that this is kept quiet, that you make your inquiry, take your decision, report the guilty, exorcise whatever is going on, and everything gets back to normal.’

  Above their heads the bell tolled for Prime, the dawn prayer.

  ‘Come on,’ Luca said, and led the way from the visiting priest’s rooms towards the cloisters and the beautiful church.

  They could hear the music as they crossed the yard, their way lit by a procession of white-gowned nuns, carrying torches and singing as they went like a choir of angels gliding through the
  pearly light of the morning. Luca stepped back, and even Freize fell silent at the beauty of the voices rising faultlessly into the dawn sky. Then the two men, joined by Brother Peter, followed the
  choir into the church and took their seats in an alcove at the back. Two hundred nuns, veiled with white wimples, filled the stalls of the choir either side of the screened altar, and stood in rows
  facing it.

  The service was a sung Mass; the voice of the serving priest at the altar rang out the sacred Latin words in a steady baritone, and the sweet high voices of the women answered. Luca gazed at the
  vaulting ceiling, the beautiful columns carved with stone fruit and flowers, and above them, stars and moons of silver-painted stone, all the while listening to the purity of the responses and
  wondering what could be tormenting such holy women every night, and how they could wake every dawn and sing like this to God.

  At the end of the service, the three visiting men remained seated on the stone bench at the back of the chapel as the nuns filed out past them, their eyes modestly down. Luca scanned their
  faces, looking for the young woman he had seen in such a frenzy last night, but one pale young face veiled in white was identical to another. He tried to see their palms, for the telltale sign of
  scabs, but all the women kept their hands clasped together, hidden in their long sleeves. As they filed out, their sandals pattering quietly on the stone floor, the priest followed them, and
  stopped before the young men to say pleasantly, ‘I’ll break my fast with you and then I have to go back to my side of the abbey.’

  ‘Are you not a resident priest?’ Luca asked, first shaking the man’s hand and then kneeling for his blessing.

  ‘We have a monastery just the other side of the great house,’ the priest explained. ‘The first Lord of Lucretili chose to found two religious houses: one for men and one for
  women. We priests come over daily to take the services. Alas, this house is of the order of Augustine nuns. We men are of the Dominican order.’ He leaned towards Luca. ‘As you’d
  understand, I think it would be better for everyone if the nunnery were put under the discipline of the Dominican order. They could be supervised from our monastery and enjoy the discipline of our
  order. Under the Augustinian order these women have been allowed to simply do as they please. And now you see what happens.’

  ‘They observe the services,’ Luca protested. ‘They’re not running wild.’

  ‘Only because they choose to do so. If they wanted to stop or to change, then they could. They have no rule, unlike us Dominicans, for whom everything is set down. Under the Augustinian
  order every house can live as they please. They serve God as they think best and as a result—’

  He broke off as the Lady Almoner came up, treading quietly on the beautiful marble floor of the church. ‘Well, here is my Lady Almoner come to bid us to breakfast, I am sure.’

  ‘You can take breakfast in my private chamber,’ she said. ‘There is a fire lit there. Please, Father, show our guests the way.’

  ‘I will, I will,’ he said pleasantly and, as she left them, he turned to Luca. ‘She holds this place together,’ he said. ‘A remarkable woman. Manages the farmlands,
  maintains the buildings, buys the goods, sells the produce. She could have been the lady of any castle in Italy, a natural Magistra: a teacher, a leader, a natural lady of any great house.’
  He beamed. ‘And, I have to say, her rooms are the most comfortable in this place and her cook second to none.’

  He led the way out of the church across the cloister through the entrance yard to the house that formed the eastern side of the courtyard. The wooden front door stood open, and they went in,
  where a table was already laid for the three of them. Luca and Peter took their seats. Freize stood at the doorway to serve the men as one of the lay-woman cooks passed him dishes to set on the
  table. They had three sorts of roasted meats: ham, lamb and beef; and two types of bread: white manchet and dark rye. There were local cheeses, and jams, a basket of hard-boiled eggs, and a bowl of
  plums with a taste so strong that Luca sliced them on a slice of wheat bread to eat like sweet jam.

  ‘Does the Lady Almoner always eat privately and not dine with her sisters in the refectory?’ Luca asked curiously.

  ‘Wouldn’t you, if you had a cook like this?’ the priest asked. ‘High days and holy days, I don’t doubt that she sits with her sisters. But she likes things done
  just so; and one of the privileges of her office is that she has things as she likes them, in her own house. She doesn’t sleep in a dormitory nor eat in the refectory. The Lady Abbess is the
  same in her own house next door.

  ‘Now,’ he said with a broad smile. ‘I have a drop of brandy in my saddlebag. I’ll pour us a measure. It settles the belly after a good breakfast.’ He went out of
  the room and Peter got to his feet and looked out of the window at the entry courtyard where the priest’s mule was waiting.

  Idly, Luca glanced round the room as Freize cleared their plates. The chimney breast was a beautifully carved wall of polished wood. When Luca had been a little boy his grandfather, a carpenter,
  had made just such a carved chimney breast for the hall of their farmhouse. Then, it had been an innovation and the envy of the village. Behind one of the carvings had been a secret cupboard where
  his father had kept sugared plums, which he gave to Luca on a Sunday, if he had been good all the week. On a whim, Luca turned the five bosses along the front of the carved chimney breast one after
  the other. One yielded under his hand and, to his surprise, a hidden door swung open, just like the one he’d known as a child. Behind it was a glass jar holding not sugared plums but some
  sort of spice: dried black seeds. Beside it was a cobbler’s awl – a little tool for piercing lace holes in leather.

  Luca shut the cupboard door. ‘My father always used to hide sugared plums in the chimney cupboard,’ he remarked.

  ‘We didn’t have anything like this,’ Peter the clerk replied. ‘We all lived in the kitchen, and my mother turned her roast meats on the spit in the fireplace and smoked
  all her hams in the chimney. When it was morning and the fire was out and we children were really hungry, we’d put our heads up into the soot and nibble at the fatty edges of the hams. She
  used to tell my father it was mice, God bless her.’

  ‘How did you get your learning in such a poor house?’ Luca asked.

  Peter shrugged. ‘The priest saw that I was a bright boy, so my parents sent me to the monastery.’

  ‘And then?’

  ‘Milord asked me if I would serve him, serve the order. Of course I said yes.’

  The door opened and the priest returned, a small bottle discreetly tucked into the sleeve of his robe. ‘Just a drop helps me on my way,’ he said. Luca took a splash of the strong
  liquor in his earthenware cup, Peter refused, and the priest took a hearty swig from the mouth of the bottle. Freize looked longingly from the doorway, but decided against saying anything.

  ‘Now I’ll take you to the Lady Abbess,’ the priest said, carefully stoppering the cork. ‘And you’ll bear in mind, if she asks you for advice, that she could put
  this nunnery under the care of her brother monastery, we would run it for her, and all her troubles would be over.’

  ‘I’ll remember,’ Luca said, without committing himself to one view or the other.

  The abbess’s house was next door, built on the outer wall of the nunnery, facing inwards onto the cloister and outwards to the forest and the high mountains beyond. The windows that looked
  to the outer world were heavily leaded, and shielded with thick metal grilles.

  ‘This place is built like a square within a square,’ the priest told them. ‘The inner square is made up of the church, with the cloister and the nuns’ cells around it.
  This house extends from the cloister to the outer courtyard. The Lady Almoner’s half of the house faces the courtyard and the main gate, so she can see all the comings and goings, and the
  south wall is the hospital for the poor.’
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  The priest gestured towards the door. ‘The Lady Abbess said for you to go in.’ He stood back, and Luca and Peter went in, Freize behind them. They found themselves in a small room
  furnished with two wooden benches and two very plain chairs. A strong wrought-iron grille in the wall on the far side blocked the opening into the next room, veiled by a curtain of white wool. As
  they stood waiting, the curtain was silently drawn back and on the other side they could just make out a white robe, a wimple headdress, and a pale face through the obscuring mesh of the metal.

  ‘God bless you and keep you,’ a clear voice said. ‘I welcome you to this abbey. I am the Lady Abbess here.’

  ‘I am Luca Vero.’ Luca stepped up to the grille, but he could see only the silhouette of a woman through the richly wrought ironwork of grapes, fruit, leaves and flowers. There was a
  faint light perfume, like rosewater. Behind the lady, he could just make out the shadowy outline of another woman in a dark robe.

  ‘This is my clerk Brother Peter, and my servant Freize. And I have been sent here to make an inquiry into your abbey.’

  ‘I know,’ she said quietly.

  ‘I did not know that you were enclosed,’ Luca said, careful not to offend.

  ‘It is the tradition that visitors speak to the ladies of our order through a grille.’

  ‘But I shall need to speak with them for my inquiry. I shall need them to come to report to me.’

  He could sense her reluctance through the bars.

  ‘Very well,’ she said. ‘Since we have agreed to your inquiry.’

  Luca knew perfectly well, that this cool Lady Abbess had not agreed to the inquiry: she had been offered no choice in the matter. His inquiry had been sent to her house by the lord of the Order,
  and he would interrogate her sisters with or without her consent.

  ‘I shall need a room for my private use, and the nuns will have to come and report to me, under oath, what has been happening here,’ Luca said more confidently. At his side the
  priest nodded his approval.

  ‘I have ordered them to prepare a room for you next door to this one,’ she said. ‘I think it better that you should hear evidence in my house, in the house of the Lady Abbess.
  They will know then that I am co-operating with your inquiry, that they come here to speak to you under my blessing.’

  ‘It would be better somewhere else altogether,’ the priest said quietly to Luca. ‘You should come to the monastery and order them to attend in our house, under our supervision.
  The rule of men, you know . . . the logic of men . . . always a powerful thing to invoke. This needs a man’s mind on it, not a woman’s fleeting whimsy.’

  ‘Thank you, but I will meet them here,’ Luca said to the priest. To the Lady Abbess he said, ‘I thank you for your assistance. I am happy to meet with the nuns in your
  house.’

  ‘But I do wonder why,’ Freize prompted under his breath to a fat bee bumbling against the small leaded window pane.

  ‘But I do wonder why,’ Luca repeated out loud.

  Freize opened the little window and released the bee out into the sunshine.

  ‘There has been much scandal, and some of it directed against me,’ the Lady Abbess said frankly. ‘I have been accused personally. It is better that the house sees that the
  inquiry is under my control, is under my blessing. I hope that you will clear my name, as well as discovering any wrong-doing and rooting it out.’

  ‘We will have to interview you, as well as all the members of the order,’ Luca pointed out.

  He could see through the grille that the white figure had moved, and realised she had bowed her head as if he had shamed her.

  ‘I am ordered from Rome to help you to discover the truth,’ he insisted.

  She did not reply but merely turned her head and spoke to someone out of his sight and then the door to the room opened and the elderly nun, the porteress Sister Anna who had greeted them on
  their first night, said abruptly, ‘The Lady Abbess says I am to show you the room for your inquiry.’

  It appeared that their interview with the Lady Abbess was over, and they had not even seen her face.
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  It was a plain room, looking out over the woods behind the abbey, in the back of the house so that they could not see the cloister, the nuns’ cells, or the comings and
  goings of the courtyard before the church. But, equally, the community could not see who came to give evidence.

  ‘Discreet,’ Peter the clerk remarked.

  ‘Secretive,’ Freize said cheerfully. ‘Am I to stand outside and make sure no-one interrupts or eavesdrops?’

  ‘Yes.’ Luca pulled up a chair to the empty table and waited while Brother Peter produced papers, a black quill pen and a pot of ink, then seated himself at the end of the table, and
  looked at Luca expectantly. The three young men paused. Luca, overwhelmed with the task that lay before him, looked blankly back at the other two. Freize grinned at him, and made an encouraging
  gesture like someone waving a flag. ‘Onward!’ he said. ‘Things are so bad here, that we can’t make them worse.’

  Luca choked on a boyish laugh. ‘I suppose so,’ he said, taking his seat, and turned to Brother Peter. ‘We’ll start with the Lady Almoner,’ he said, trying to speak
  decisively. ‘At least we know her name.’

  Freize nodded and went to the door. ‘Fetch the Lady Almoner,’ he said to Sister Anna.

  She came straight away, and took a seat opposite Luca. He tried not to look at the serene beauty of her face, her grey knowing eyes that seemed to smile at him with some private knowledge.

  Formally, he took her name, her age – twenty-four – the name of her parents, and the duration of her stay in the abbey. She had been behind the abbey walls for twenty years, since
  her earliest childhood.

  ‘What do you think is happening here?’ Luca asked her, emboldened by his position as the Inquirer, by his sense of his own self-importance, and by the trappings of his work: Freize
  at the door, and Brother Peter with his black quill pen.

  She looked down at the plain wooden table. ‘I don’t know. There are strange occurrences, and my sisters are very troubled.’

  ‘What sort of occurrences?’

  ‘Some of my sisters have started to have visions, and two of them have been rising up in their sleep – getting out of their beds and walking though their eyes are still closed. One
  cannot eat the food that is served in the refectory, she is starving herself and cannot be persuaded to eat. And there are other things. Other manifestations.’

  ‘When did it start?’ Luca asked her.

  She nodded wearily, as if she expected such a question. ‘It was about three months ago.’

  ‘Was that when the new Lady Abbess came?’

  A breath of a sigh. ‘Yes. But I am convinced that she has nothing to do with it. I would not want to give evidence to an inquiry that was used against her. Our troubles started then
  – but you must remember she has no authority with the nuns, being so new, so inexperienced, having declared herself unwilling. A nunnery needs strong leadership, supervision, a woman who
  loves the life here. The new Lady Abbess lived a very sheltered life before she came to us, she was the favoured child of a great lord, the indulged daughter of a great house; she is not accustomed
  to command a religious house. She was not raised here. It is not surprising that she does not know how to command.’

  ‘Could the nuns be commanded to stop seeing visions? Is it within their choice? Has she failed them through her inability to command?’

  Peter the clerk made a note of the question.

  The Lady Almoner smiled. ‘Not if they are true visions from God,’ she said easily. ‘If they are true visions, then nothing would stop them. But if they are errors and folly, if
  they are women frightening themselves and allowing their fears to rule them . . . If they are women dreaming and making up stories . . . Forgive me for being so blunt, Brother Luca, but I have
  lived in this community for twenty years and I know that two hundred women living together can whip up a storm over nothing if they are allowed to do so.’

  Luca raised his eyebrows. ‘They can invoke sleepwalking? They can invoke running out at night and trying to get out of the gates?’

  She sighed. ‘You saw?’

  ‘Last night,’ he confirmed.

  ‘I am sure that there are one or two who are truly sleepwalkers. I am sure that one, perhaps two, have truly seen visions. But now I have dozens of young women who are hearing angels, and
  seeing the movement of stars, who are waking in the night and are shrieking out in pain. you must understand, Brother, not all of our novices are here because they have a calling. Very many are
  sent here by families who have too many children at home, or because the girl is too scholarly, or because she has lost her betrothed or cannot be married for some other reason. Sometimes they send
  us girls who are disobedient. Of course, they bring their troubles here, at first. Not everyone has a vocation, not everyone wants to be here. And once one young woman leaves her cell at night,
  against the rules, and runs around the cloisters, there is always someone who is going to join her.’ She paused. ‘And then another, and another.’

  ‘And the stigmata? The sign of the cross on her palms?’

  He could see the shock in her face. ‘Who told you about that?’

  ‘I saw the girl myself, last night, and the other women who ran after her.’

  She bowed her head and clasped her hands together; he thought for a moment that she was praying for guidance as to what she should say next. ‘Perhaps it is a miracle,’ she said
  quietly. ‘The stigmata. We cannot know for sure. Perhaps not. Perhaps – Our Lady defend us from evil – it is something worse.’

  Luca leaned across the table to hear her. ‘Worse? What d’you mean?’

  ‘Sometimes a devout young woman will mark herself with the five wounds of Christ. Mark herself as an act of devotion. Sometimes young women will go too far.’ She took a nervous
  shuddering breath. ‘That is why we need strong discipline in the house. The nuns need to feel that they can be cared for, as a daughter is cared for by her father. They need to know that
  there are strict limits to their behaviour. They need to be carefully ruled.’

  ‘You fear that the women are harming themselves?’ Luca asked, shocked.

  ‘They are young women,’ the Lady Almoner repeated. ‘And they have no leadership. They become passionate, stirred up. It is not unknown for them to cut themselves, or each
  other.’

  Brother Peter and Luca exchanged a horrified glance, Brother Peter ducked down his head and made a note.

  ‘The abbey is wealthy,’ Luca observed, speaking at random, to divert himself from his shock.

  She shook her head. ‘No, we have a vow of poverty, each and every one of us. Poverty, obedience and chastity. We can own nothing, we cannot follow our own will, and we cannot love a man.
  We have all taken these vows; there is no escaping them. We have all taken them. We have all willingly consented.’

  ‘Except the Lady Abbess,’ Luca suggested. ‘I understand that she protested. She did not want to come. She was ordered to enter the abbey. She did not choose to be obedient,
  poor, and without the love of a man.’

  ‘You would have to ask her,’ the Lady Almoner said with quiet dignity. ‘She went through the service. She gave up her rich gowns from the great chests of clothes that she
  brought in with her. Out of respect for her position in the world she was allowed to change her gown in private. Her own servant shaved her head and helped her dress in coarse linen, and a wool
  robe of our order, with a wimple around her head and a veil on top of that. When she was ready she came into the chapel and lay alone on the stone floor before the altar, her arms spread out, her
  face to the cold floor, and she gave herself to God. Only she can know if she took the vows in her heart. Her mind is hidden from us, her sisters.’

  She hesitated. ‘But her servant, of course, did not take the vows. She lives among us as an outsider. Her servant, as far as I know, follows no rules at all. I don’t know if she even
  obeys the Lady Abbess, or if their relationship is more . . .’

  ‘More what?’ Luca asked, horrified.

  ‘More unusual,’ she said.

  ‘Her servant? Is she a lay sister?’

  ‘I don’t know quite what you would call her. She was the Lady Abbess’s personal servant from childhood, and when the Lady Abbess joined us, the slave came too; she just
  accompanied her when she came, like a dog follows his master. She lives in the house of the Lady Abbess. She used to sleep in the storeroom next door to the Lady Abbess’s room, she
  wouldn’t sleep in the nun’s cells, then she started to sleep on the threshold of her room, like a slave. Recently she has taken to sleeping in the bed with her.’ She paused.
  ‘Like a bedmate.’ She hesitated. ‘I am not suggesting anything else,’ she said.

  Brother Peter’s pen was suspended, his mouth open; but he said nothing.

  ‘She attends the church, following the Lady Abbess like her shadow; but she doesn’t say the prayers, nor confess, nor take Mass. I assume she is an infidel. I really don’t
  know. She is an exception to our rule. We don’t call her Sister, we call her Ishraq.’

  ‘Ishraq?’ Luca repeated the strange name.

  ‘She was born an Ottoman,’ the Lady Almoner said, her voice carefully controlled. ‘You will notice her around the abbey. She wears a dark robe like a Moorish woman, sometimes
  she holds a veil across her face. Her skin is the colour of caramel sugar, it is the same colour: all over. Naked, she is golden, like a woman made of toffee. The last lord brought her back with
  him as a baby from Jerusalem when he returned from the crusades. Perhaps he owned her as a trophy, perhaps as a pet. He did not change her name nor did he have her baptised; but had her brought up
  with his daughter as her personal slave.’

  ‘Do you think she could have had anything to do with the disturbances? Since they started when she came into the abbey? Since she came in with the Lady Abbess, at the same time?’

  She shrugged. ‘Some of the nuns were afraid of her when they first saw her. She is a heretic, of course, and fierce-looking. She is always in the shadow of the Lady Abbess. They found her
  . . .’ She paused. ‘Disturbing,’ she said, then nodded at the word she had chosen. ‘She is disturbing. We would all say that: disturbing.’

  ‘What does she do?’

  ‘She does nothing for God,’ the Lady Almoner said with sudden passion. ‘For sure, she does nothing for the abbey. Wherever the Lady Abbess goes, she goes too. She never leaves
  her side.’

  ‘Surely she goes out? She is not enclosed?’

  ‘She never leaves the Lady Abbess’s side,’ she contradicted him. ‘And the Lady Abbess never goes out. The slave haunts the place. She walks in shadows, she stands in dark
  corners, she watches everything, and she speaks to none of us. It is as if we have trapped a strange animal. I feel as if I am keeping a tawny lioness, encaged.’

  ‘Are you afraid of her, yourself?’ Luca asked bluntly.

  She raised her head and looked at him with her clear grey gaze. ‘I trust that God will protect me from all evil,’ she said. ‘But if I were not certain sure that I am under the
  hand of God she would be an utter terror to me.’

  There was silence in the little room, as if a whisper of evil had passed among them. Luca felt the hairs on his neck prickle, while beneath the table Brother Peter felt for the crucifix that he
  wore at his belt.

  ‘Which of the nuns should I speak to first?’ Luca asked, breaking the silence. ‘Write down for me the names of those who have been walking in their sleep, showing stigmata,
  seeing visions, fasting.’

  He pushed the paper and the quill before her and, without haste or hesitation, she wrote six names clearly, and returned the paper to him.

  ‘And you?’ he asked. ‘Have you seen visions, or walked in your sleep?’

  Her smile at the younger man was almost alluring. ‘I wake in the night for the church services, and I go to my prayers,’ she said. ‘You won’t find me anywhere but warm in
  my bed.’

  As Luca blinked that vision from his mind, she rose from the table and left the room.

  ‘Impressive woman,’ Peter said quietly, as the door shut behind her. ‘Think of her being in a nunnery from the age of four! If she’d been in the outside world, what might
  she have done?’

  ‘Silk petticoats,’ Freize remarked, inserting his broad head around the door from the hall outside. ‘Unusual.’

  ‘What? What?’ Luca demanded, furious for no reason, feeling his heart pound at the thought of the Lady Almoner sleeping in her chaste bed.

  ‘Unusual to find a nun in silk petticoats. Hair shirt, yes – that’s extreme perhaps, but traditional. Silk petticoats, no.’

  ‘How the Devil do you know that she wears silk petticoats?’ Peter demanded irritably. ‘And how dare you speak so, and of such a lady?’

  ‘Saw them drying in the laundry, wondered who they belonged to. Seemed an odd sort of garment for a nunnery vowed to poverty. Started to listen. I may be a fool but I can listen. Heard
  them whisper as she walked by me. She didn’t know I was listening, she walked by me as if I was a stone, a tree. Silk gives a little hss hss hss sound.’ He
  nodded smugly at Peter. ‘More than one way to make inquiry. Don’t have to be able to write to be able to think. Sometimes it helps to just listen.’

  Brother Peter ignored him completely. ‘Who next?’ he asked Luca.

  ‘The Lady Abbess,’ Luca ruled. ‘Then her servant, Ishraq.’

  ‘Why not see Ishraq first, and then we can hold her next door while the Lady Abbess speaks,’ Peter suggested. ‘That way we can make sure they don’t collude.’

  ‘Collude in what?’ Luca demanded, impatiently.

  ‘That’s the whole thing,’ Peter said. ‘We don’t know what they’re doing.’

  ‘Collude.’ Freize carefully repeated the strange word. ‘Col-lude. Funny how some words just sound guilty.’

  ‘Just fetch the slave,’ Luca commanded. ‘You’re not the Inquirer, you are supposed to be serving me as your lord. And make sure she doesn’t talk to anyone as she
  comes to us.’

  Freize walked round to the Lady Abbess’s kitchen door and asked for the servant, Ishraq. She came veiled like a desert-dweller, dressed in a tunic and pantaloons of black, a shawl over her
  head pinned across her face, hiding her mouth. All he could see of her were her bare brown feet – a silver ring on one toe – and her dark inscrutable eyes above her veil. Freize smiled
  reassuringly at her; but she responded not at all, and they walked in silence to the room. She seated herself before Luca and Brother Peter without uttering one word.

  ‘Your name is Ishraq?’ Luca asked her.

  ‘I don’t speak Italian,’ she said in perfect Italian.

  ‘You are speaking it now.’

  She shook her head and said again: ‘I don’t speak Italian.’

  ‘Your name is Ishraq.’ He tried again in French.

  ‘I don’t speak French,’ she replied in perfectly accented French.

  ‘Your name is Ishraq,’ he said in Latin.

  ‘It is,’ she conceded in Latin. ‘But I don’t speak Latin.’

  ‘What language do you speak?’

  ‘I don’t speak.’

  Luca recognised a stalemate and leaned forwards, drawing on as much authority as he could. ‘Listen, woman: I am commanded by the Holy Father himself to make inquiry into the events in this
  nunnery and to send him my report. You had better answer me, or face not just my displeasure, but his.’

  She shrugged. ‘I am dumb,’ she said simply, in Latin. ‘And of course, he may be your Holy Father, but he is not mine.’

  ‘Clearly you can speak,’ Brother Peter intervened. ‘Clearly you can speak several languages.’

  She turned her insolent eyes to him, and shook her head.

  ‘You speak to the Lady Abbess.’

  Silence.

  ‘We have powers to make you speak,’ Brother Peter warned her.

  At once she looked down, her dark eyelashes veiling her gaze. When she looked up Luca saw that her dark brown eyes were crinkled at the edges, and she was fighting her desire to laugh out loud
  at Brother Peter. ‘I don’t speak,’ was all she said. ‘And I don’t think you have any powers over me.’

  Luca flushed scarlet with the quick temper of a young man who has been mocked by a woman. ‘Just go,’ Luca said shortly.

  To Freize, who put his long face around the door, he snapped: ‘Send for the Lady Abbess. And hold this dumb woman next door, alone.’
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  Isolde stood in the inner doorway, her hood pulled so far forwards that it cast a deep shadow over her face, her hands hidden in her deep sleeves, only her lithe white feet
  showing below her robe, in their plain sandals. Irrelevantly Luca noticed that her toes were rosy with cold and her insteps arched high. ‘Come in,’ Luca said, trying to recover his
  temper. ‘Please take a seat.’

  She sat; but she did not put back her hood, so Luca found he was forced to bend his head to peer under it to try to see her. In the shadow of the hood he could make out only a heart-shaped jaw
  line with a determined mouth. The rest of her remained a mystery.

  ‘Will you put back your hood, Lady Abbess?’

  ‘I would rather not.’

  ‘The Lady Almoner faced us without a hood.’

  ‘I was made to swear to avoid the company of men,’ she said coldly. ‘I was commanded to swear to remain inside this order and not meet or speak with men except for the fewest
  words and the briefest meeting. I am obeying the vows I was forced to take. It was not my choice, it was laid upon me by the Church. You, from the Church, should be pleased at my
  obedience.’

  Brother Peter tucked his papers together and waited, pen poised.

  ‘Would you tell us of the circumstances of your coming to the nunnery?’ Luca asked.

  ‘They are well-enough known,’ she said. ‘My father died three and a half months ago and left his castle and his lands entirely to my brother, the new lord, as is right and
  proper. My mother was dead, and to me he left nothing but the choice of a suitor in marriage or a place in the abbey. My brother, the new Lord Lucretili, accepted my decision not to marry and did
  me the great favour of putting me in charge of this nunnery, and I came in, took my vows, and started my service as their Lady Abbess.’

  ‘How old are you?’

  ‘I am seventeen,’ she told him.

  ‘Isn’t that very young to be a Lady Abbess?’

  The half-hidden mouth showed a wry smile. ‘Not if your grandfather founded the abbey and your brother is its only patron, of course. The Lord of Lucretili can appoint who he
  chooses.’

  ‘You had a vocation?’

  ‘Alas, I did not. I came here in obedience to my brother’s wish and my father’s will. Not because I feel I have a calling.’

  ‘Did you not want to rebel against your brother’s wish and your father’s will?’

  There was a moment of silence. She raised her head and from the depth of her hood he saw her regard him thoughtfully, as if she were considering him as a man who might understand her.

  ‘Of course, I was tempted by the sin of disobedience,’ she said levelly. ‘I did not understand why my father would treat me so. He had never spoken to me of the abbey nor
  suggested that he wanted a life of holiness for me. On the contrary, he spoke to me of the outside world, of being a woman of honour and power in the world, of managing my lands and supporting the
  Church as it comes under attack both here and in the Holy Land. But my brother was with my father on his deathbed, heard his last words, and afterwards he showed me his will. It was clearly my
  father’s last wish that I come here. I loved my father, I love him still. I obey him in death as I obeyed him in life.’ Her voice shook slightly as she spoke of her father. ‘I am
  a good daughter to him; now as then.’

  ‘They say that you brought your slave with you, a Moorish girl named Ishraq, and that she is neither a lay sister nor has she taken her vows.’

  ‘She is not my slave; she is a free woman. She may do as she pleases.’

  ‘So what is she doing here?’

  ‘Whatever she wishes.’

  Luca was sure that he saw in her shadowed eyes the same gleam of defiance that the slave had shown. ‘Lady Abbess,’ he said sternly. ‘You should have no companions but the
  sisters of your order.’

  She looked at him with an untameable confidence. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘I don’t think you have the authority to tell me so. And I don’t think that I
  would listen to you, even if you said that you had the authority. As far as I know there is no law that says a woman, an infidel, may not enter a nunnery and serve alongside the nuns. There is no
  tradition that excludes her. We are of the Augustine order, and as Lady Abbess I can manage this house as I see fit. Nobody can tell me how to do it. If you make me Lady Abbess then you give me the
  right to decide how this house shall be run. Having forced me to take the power, you can be sure that I shall rule.’ The words were defiant, but her voice was very calm.

  ‘They say she has not left your side since you came to the abbey?’

  ‘This is true.’

  ‘She has never gone out of the gates?’

  ‘Neither have I.’

  ‘She is with you night and day?’

  ‘Yes.’

  ‘They say that she sleeps in your bed?’ Luca said boldly.

  ‘Who says?’ the Lady Abbess asked him evenly.

  Luca looked down at his notes, and Brother Peter shuffled the papers.

  She shrugged, as if she were filled with disdain for them and for their gossipy inquiry. ‘I suppose you have to ask everybody, everything that they imagine,’ she said dismissively.
  ‘You will have to chatter like a clattering of choughs. You will hear the wildest of talk from the most fearful and imaginative people. You will ask silly girls to tell you tales.’

  ‘Where does she sleep?’ Luca persisted, feeling a fool.

  ‘Since the abbey became so disturbed she has chosen to sleep in my bed, as she did when we were children. This way she can protect me.’

  ‘Against what?’

  She sighed as if she were weary of his curiosity. ‘Of course, I don’t know. I don’t know what she fears for me. I don’t know what I fear for myself. In truth, I think
  no-one knows what is happening here. Isn’t this what you are here to find out?’

  ‘Things seem to have gone very badly wrong since you came here.’

  She bowed her head in silence for a moment. ‘Now that is true,’ she conceded. ‘But it is nothing that I have deliberately done. I don’t know what is happening here. I
  regret it very much. It causes me, me personally, great pain. I am puzzled. I am . . . lost.’

  ‘Lost?’ Luca repeated the word that seemed freighted with loneliness.

  ‘Lost,’ she confirmed.

  ‘You don’t know how to rule the abbey?’

  Her head bowed down as if she were praying again. Then a small silent nod of her head admitted the truth of it: that she did not know how to command the abbey. ‘Not like this,’ she
  whispered. ‘Not when they say they are possessed, not when they behave like madwomen.’

  ‘You have no vocation,’ Luca said very quietly to her. ‘Do you wish yourself on the outside of these walls, even now?’

  She breathed out a tiny sigh of longing. Luca could almost feel her desire to be free, her sense that she should be free. Absurdly, he thought of the bee that Freize had released to fly out into
  the sunshine, he thought that every form of life, even the smallest bee, longs to be free.

  ‘How can this abbey hope to thrive with a Lady Abbess who wishes herself free?’ he asked her sternly. ‘You know that we have to serve where we have sworn to be.’

  ‘You don’t.’ She rounded on him almost as if she were angry. ‘For you were sworn to be a priest in a small country monastery; but here you are – free as a bird.
  Riding around the country on the best horses that the Church can give you, followed by a squire and a clerk. Going where you want and questioning anyone. Free to question me – even authorised
  to question me, who lives here and serves here and prays here, and does nothing but sometimes secretly wish . . .’

  ‘It is not for you to pass comment on us,’ Brother Peter intervened. ‘The Pope himself has authorised us. It is not for you to ask questions.’

  Luca let it go, secretly relieved that he did not have to admit to the Lady Abbess his joy at being released from his monastery, his delight in his horse, his unending insatiable curiosity.

  She tossed her head at Brother Peter’s ruling. ‘I would expect you to defend him,’ she remarked dismissively. ‘I would expect you to stick together, as men do, as men
  always do.’

  She turned to Luca. ‘Of course, I have thought that I am utterly unsuited to be a Lady Abbess. But what am I to do? My father’s wishes were clear, my brother orders everything now.
  My father wished me to be Lady Abbess and my brother has ordered that I am. So here I am. It may be against my wishes, it may be against the wishes of the community. But it is the command of my
  brother and my father. I will do what I can. I have taken my vows. I am bound here till death.’

  ‘You swore fully?’

  ‘I did.’

  ‘You shaved your head and renounced your wealth?’

  A tiny gesture of the veiled head warned him that he had caught her in some small deception. ‘I cut my hair, and I put away my mother’s jewels,’ she said cautiously. ‘I
  will never be bare-headed again, I will never wear her sapphires.’

  ‘Do you think that these manifestations of distress and trouble are caused by you?’ he asked bluntly.

  Her little gasp revealed her distress at the charge. Almost, she recoiled from what he was saying, then gathered her courage and leaned towards him. He caught a glimpse of intense dark blue
  eyes. ‘Perhaps. It is possible. You would be the one to discover such a thing. You have been appointed to discover such things, after all. Certainly I don’t wish things as they are. I
  don’t understand them, and they hurt me too. It is not just the sisters, I too am—’

  ‘You are?’

  ‘Touched,’ she said quietly.

  Luca, his head spinning, looked to Brother Peter, whose pen was suspended in midair over the page, his mouth agape.

  ‘Touched?’ Luca repeated wondering wildly if she meant that she was going insane.

  ‘Wounded,’ she amended.

  ‘In what way?’

  She shook her head as if she would not fully reply. ‘Deeply,’ was all she said.

  There was a long silence in the sunlit room. Freize outside, hearing the voices cease their conversation, opened the door, looked in, and received such a black scowl from Luca that he quickly
  withdrew. ‘Sorry,’ he said as the door shut.

  ‘Should not the nunnery be put into the charge of your brother house, the Dominicans?’ Peter asked bluntly. ‘You could be released from your vows and the head of the monastery
  could rule both communities. The nuns could come under the discipline of the Lord Abbot, the business affairs of the nunnery could be passed to the castle. You would be free to leave.’

  ‘Put men to rule women?’ She looked up as if she would laugh at him. ‘Is that all you can suggest – the three of you? Going to the trouble to come all the way from Rome
  on your fine horses, a clerk, an Inquirer and a servant, and the best idea you have is that a nunnery shall give up its independence and be ruled by men? You would break up our old and traditional
  order, you would destroy us who are made in the image of Our Lady Mary, and put us under the rule of men?’

  ‘God gave men the rule over everything,’ Luca pointed out. ‘At the creation of the world.’

  Her flash of laughing defiance deserted her as soon as it had come. ‘Oh, perhaps,’ she said, suddenly weary. ‘If you say so. I don’t know. I wasn’t raised to think
  so. But I know that is what some of the sisters want, I know it is what the brothers say should happen. I don’t know if it is the will of God. I don’t know that God particularly wants
  men to rule over women. My father never suggested such a thing to me and he was a crusader who had gone to the Holy Land himself and prayed at the very birthplace of Jesus. He raised me to think of
  myself as a child of God and a woman of the world. He never told me that God had set men over women. He said God had created them together, to be helpers and lovers to each other. But I don’t
  know. Certainly God – if He ever stoops to speak to a woman – does not speak to me.’

  ‘And what is your own will?’ Luca asked her. ‘You, who are here, though you say you don’t want to be here? With a servant who speaks three languages but claims to be
  dumb? Praying to a God who does not speak to you? You, who say you are hurt? You, who say you are touched? What is your will?’

  ‘I have no will,’ she said simply. ‘It’s too soon for me. My father died only fourteen weeks ago. Can you imagine what that is like for his daughter? I loved him deeply,
  he was my only parent, the hero of my childhood. He commanded everything, he was the very sun of my world. I wake every morning and have to remind myself that he is dead. I came into the nunnery
  only days after his death, in the first week of mourning. Can you imagine that? The troubles started to happen almost at once. My father is dead and everyone around me is either feigning madness,
  or they are going mad.

  ‘So if you ask me what I want, I will tell you. All I want to do is to cry and sleep. All I want to do is to wish that none of this had ever happened. In my worse moments, I want to tie
  the rope of the bell in the bell tower around my throat and let it sweep me off my feet and break my neck as it tolls.’

  The violence of her words clanged like a tolling bell itself into the quiet room. ‘Self-harm is blasphemy,’ Luca said quickly. ‘Even thinking of it is a sin. You will have to
  confess such a wish to a priest, accept the penance he sets you, and never think of it again.’

  ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘I know. And that is why I only wish it, and don’t do it.’

  ‘You are a troubled woman.’ He had no idea what he should say to comfort her. ‘A troubled girl.’

  She raised her head and, from the darkness of her hood, he thought he saw the ghost of a smile. ‘I don’t need an Inquirer to come all the way from Rome to tell me that. But would you
  help me?’

  ‘If I could,’ he said. ‘If I can, I will.’

  They were silent. Luca felt that he had somehow pledged himself to her. Slowly, she pushed back her hood, just a little, so that he could see the blaze of her honest blue eyes. Then Brother
  Peter noisily dipped his pen in the bottle of ink, and Luca recollected himself.

  ‘I saw a nun last night run across the courtyard, chased by three others,’ he said. ‘This woman got to the outer gate and hammered on it with her fists, screaming like a vixen,
  a terrible sound, the cry of the damned. They caught her and carried her back to the cloister. I assume they put her back in her cell?’

  ‘They did,’ she said coldly.

  ‘I saw her hands,’ he told her; and now he felt as if he were not making an inquiry, but an accusation. He felt as if he were accusing her. ‘She was marked on the palms of her
  hand, with the sign of the crucifixion, as if she was showing, or faking, the stigmata.’

  ‘She is no fake,’ the Lady Abbess told him with quiet dignity. ‘This is a pain to her, not a source of pride.’

  ‘You know this?’

  ‘I know it for certain.’

  ‘Then I will see her this afternoon. You will send her to me.’

  ‘I will not.’

  Her calm refusal threw Luca. ‘You have to!’

  ‘I will not send her this afternoon. The whole community is watching the door to my house. You have arrived with enough fanfare, the whole abbey, brothers and sisters, know that you are
  here and that you are taking evidence. I will not have her further shamed. It is bad enough for her with everyone knowing that she is showing these signs and dreaming these dreams. You can meet
  her; but at a time of my choosing, when no-one is watching.’

  ‘I have an order from the Pope himself to interview the wrong-doers.’

  ‘Is that what you think of me? That I am a wrong-doer?’ she suddenly asked.

  ‘No. I should have said I have an order from the Pope to hold an inquiry.’

  ‘Then do so,’ she said impertinently. ‘But you will not see that young woman until it is safe for her to come to you.’

  ‘When will that be?’

  ‘Soon. When I judge it is right.’

  Luca realised he would get no further with the Lady Abbess. To his surprise, he was not angry. He found that he admired her; he liked her bright sense of honour, and he shared her bewilderment
  at what was happening in the nunnery. But more than anything else, he pitied her loss. Luca knew what it was to miss a parent, to be without someone who would care for you, love you and protect
  you. He knew what it was to face the world alone and feel yourself to be an orphan.

  He found he was smiling at her, though he could not see if she was smiling back. ‘Lady Abbess, you are not an easy woman to interrogate.’

  ‘Brother Luca, you are not an easy man to refuse,’ she replied, and she rose from the table without permission, and left the room.
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  For the rest of the day Luca and Brother Peter interviewed one nun after another, taking each one’s history, and her hopes, and fears. They ate alone in the Lady
  Almoner’s chamber, served by Freize. In the afternoon, Luca remarked that he could not stand another white-faced girl telling him that she had bad dreams and that she was troubled by her
  conscience, and swore that he had to take a break from the worries and fears of women.

  They saddled their horses and the three men rode out into the great beech forest where the massive trees arched high above them, shedding copper-coloured leaves and beech mast in a constant
  whisper. The horses were almost silent as their hooves were muffled by the thickness of the forest floor and Luca rode ahead, on his own, weary of the many plaintive voices of the day, wondering if
  he would be able to make any sense of all he had heard, fearful that all he was doing was listening to meaningless dreams and being frightened by fantasies.

  The track led them higher and higher until they emerged above the woodland, looking down the way they had come. Above them, the track went on, narrower and more stony, up to the high mountains
  that stood, bleak and lovely, all around them.

  ‘This is better.’ Freize patted his horse’s neck as they paused for a moment. Down below them they could see the little village of Lucretili, the grey slate roof of the abbey,
  the two religious houses placed on either side of it, and the dominating castle where the new lord’s standard fluttered in the wind over the round gatehouse tower.

  The air was cold. Above them a solitary eagle wheeled away. Brother Peter tightened his cloak around his shoulders and looked at Luca, to remind him that they must not stay out too long.

  Together they turned the horses and rode along the crest of the hill, keeping the woodland to their right, and then, at the first woodcutter’s trail, dropped down towards the valley again,
  falling silent as the trees closed around them.

  The trail wound through the forest. Once they heard the trickle of water, and then the drilling noise of a woodpecker. Just when they thought they had overshot the village they came out into a
  clearing and saw a wide track heading to the castle of Lucretili which stood, like a grey stone guard post, dominating the road.

  ‘He does all right for himself,’ Freize observed, looking at the high castle walls, the drawbridge and the rippling standards. From the lord’s stables they could hear the
  howling of his pack of deerhounds. ‘Not a bad life. The wealth to enjoy it all, hunting your own deer, living off your own game, enough money to take a ride into Rome to see the sights when
  you feel like it, and a cellar full of your own wine.’

  ‘Saints save her, how she must miss her home,’ Luca remarked, looking at the tall towers of the beautiful castle, the rides which led deep into the forest and beyond to lakes, hills,
  and streams. ‘From all this wealth and freedom to four square walls and a life enclosed till death! How could a father who loved his daughter bring her up to be free here, and then have her
  locked up on his death?’

  ‘Better that than a bad husband who would beat her as soon as her brother’s back was turned, better that than die in childbirth,’ Brother Peter pointed out. ‘Better that
  than being swept off her feet by some fortune-hunter, and all the family wealth and good name destroyed in a year.’

  ‘Depends on the fortune-hunter,’ Freize volunteered. ‘A lusty man with a bit of charm about him might have brought a flush to her cheek, given her something pleasant to dream
  about.’

  ‘Enough,’ Luca ruled. ‘You may not talk about her like that.’

  ‘Seems we mustn’t think of her like a pretty lass,’ Freize remarked to his horse.

  ‘Enough,’ Luca repeated. ‘And you don’t know what she looks like, any more than I do.’

  ‘Ha, but I can tell by her walk,’ Freize said quietly to his horse. ‘You can always tell a pretty girl by the way she walks. A pretty girl walks like she owns the
  world.’
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  Isolde and Ishraq were at the window as the young men came back through the gate. ‘Can’t you just smell the open air on their clothes?’ the first one
  whispered. ‘When he leaned forwards I could just smell the forest, and the fresh air, and the wind that comes off the mountain.’

  ‘We could go out, Isolde.’

  ‘You know I cannot.’

  ‘We could go out in secret,’ the other replied. ‘At night, through the little postern gate. We could just walk in the woods in the starlight. If you long for the outside, we
  don’t have to be prisoners here.’

  ‘You know that I took vows that I would never leave here . . .’

  ‘When so many vows are being broken?’ the other urged. ‘When we have turned the abbey upside down and brought hell in here with us? What would one more sin matter? How does it
  matter what we do now?’

  The gaze that Isolde turned on her friend was dark with guilt. ‘I can’t give up,’ she whispered. ‘Whatever people think I have done or say I have done, whatever I have
  done – I won’t give up on myself. I’ll keep my word.’
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  The three men attended Compline, the last service before the nuns went to bed for the night. Freize looked longingly at the Lady Almoner’s stores as the three men walked
  out of the cloister and separated to go to their rooms. ‘What I wouldn’t give for a glass of sweet wine as a nightcap,’ he said. ‘Or two. Or three.’

  ‘You really are a hopeless servant for a religious man,’ Peter remarked. ‘Wouldn’t you have done better in an ale house?’

  ‘And how would the little lord manage without me?’ Freize demanded indignantly. ‘Who watched over him in the monastery and kept him safe? Who fed him when he was nothing more
  than a long-legged sparrow? Who follows him now wherever he goes? Who keeps the door for him?’

  ‘Did he watch over you in the monastery?’ Peter asked, turning in surprise to Luca.

  Luca laughed. ‘He watched over my dinner and ate everything I left,’ he said. ‘He drank my wine allowance. In that sense he watched me very closely.’

  At Freize’s protest, Luca thumped him on the shoulder. ‘Ah, all right! All right!’ To Peter he said: ‘When I first entered the monastery he watched out for me so that I
  wasn’t beaten by the older boys. When I was charged with heresy he gave witness for me, though he couldn’t make head nor tail of what they said I had done. He has been loyal to me,
  always, from the moment of our first meeting when I was a scared novice and he was a lazy kitchen boy. And when I was given this mission he asked to be released to go with me.’

  ‘There you are!’ Freize said triumphantly.

  ‘But why does he call you “little lord”?’ Peter pursued.

  Luca shook his head. ‘Who knows? I don’t.’

  ‘Because he was no ordinary boy,’ Freize explained eagerly. ‘So clever and, when he was a child, quite beautiful like an angel. And then everyone said he was not of earthly
  making . . .’

  ‘Enough of that!’ Luca said shortly. ‘He calls me “ little lord” to serve his own vanity. He would pretend he was in service to a prince if he thought he could get
  away with it.’

  ‘You’ll see,’ Freize said, nodding solemnly to Brother Peter. ‘He’s not an ordinary young man.’

  ‘I look forward to witnessing exceptional abilities,’ Brother Peter said drily. ‘Sooner rather than later, if possible. Now, I’m for my bed.’

  Luca raised his hand in goodnight to the two of them and turned into the priest house. He closed the door behind him and pulled off his boots, putting his concealed dagger carefully under the
  pillow. He laid out the paper about the number zero on one side of the table, and the statements that Peter had written down on the other. He planned to study the statements and then reward himself
  with looking at the manuscript about zero, working through the night. Then he would attend the service of Lauds.

  At about two in the morning, a tiny knock at the door made him move swiftly from the table to take up the dagger from under his pillow. ‘Who’s there?’

  ‘A sister.’

  Luca tucked the knife into his belt, at his back, and opened the door a crack. A woman, a veil of thick lace completely obscuring her face, stood silently in his doorway. He glanced quickly up
  and down the deserted gallery and stepped back to indicate that she could come inside. In the back of his mind he thought he was taking a risk letting her come to him without witnesses, without
  Brother Peter to take a note of all that was said. But she too was taking a risk, and breaking her vows, to be alone with a man. She must be driven by something very powerful to step into a
  man’s bedroom, alone.

  He saw that she held her hands cupped, as if she were hiding something small in her palms.

  ‘You wanted to see me,’ she spoke so softly he could hardly hear her. ‘You wanted to see this.’

  She held out her hands to him. Luca flinched in horror as he saw that in the centre of both was a neat shallow hole, and each palm was filled with blood. ‘Jesu save us!’

  ‘Amen,’ she said instantly.

  Luca reached for the linen washcloth and tore a strip roughly off the side. He splashed water onto it from the ewer, and gently patted each wound. She flinched a little as he touched her.
  ‘I am sorry, I am sorry.’

  ‘They don’t hurt much, they’re not deep.’

  Luca dabbed away the blood and saw that both wounds had stopped bleeding and were beginning to form small scabs. ‘When did this happen?’

  ‘I woke just now, and they were like this, newly marked. It has happened before. Sometimes I have woken in the morning and found them wounded but they have already stopped bleeding, as if
  they came earlier in the night, without even waking me. They are not deep, you see, they heal within days. I have been sleeping with my friend to protect me. I shall keep her by my side.’

  ‘Do you have a vision?’

  ‘A vision of horror!’ she suddenly broke out. ‘I cannot believe it is the work of God to wake me with bleeding hands. I have no sense of holiness, I feel nothing but terror.
  This cannot be God stabbing me. These must be blasphemous wounds.’

  ‘God might be working through you, mysteriously . . .’ Luca tried.

  She shook her head. ‘It feels more like punishment. For being here, for following the services, and yet being cursed with a rebellious heart.’

  ‘How many of you are here unwillingly?’

  ‘Who knows? Who knows what people think when they go through each day in silence, praying as they are commanded to do, singing as they are ordered? We are not allowed to speak to one
  another during the day except to repeat our orders or say our prayers. Who knows what anyone is thinking? Who knows what we are all privately thinking?’

  She spoke so powerfully to Luca’s own sense that the nunnery was full of secrets that he could not bring himself to ask her anything more, but chose to act instead. He took a sheet of
  clean paper. ‘Put your palms down on this,’ he commanded. ‘First the right and then the left.’
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