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For my own sister, who inspires me every day.










Prologue


Cass was little when it happened. So little that afterwards she could never be quite sure if it had just been a dream. And Mary never spoke of it again, either.


They were gathering firewood in the forest near the farm, Cass collecting the smallest twigs for kindling as she always did, stuffing them into the sackcloth bag slung over her shoulder and grumbling that they’d be late home for dinner if Mary didn’t get a move on.


Mary was examining a thorn in the soft heel of her palm, wincing and making a fuss about pulling it out as usual, until Cass sighed and took her hand, worrying at it with her teeth and rolling her eyes at Mary’s whining. They were stood like that, Mary’s hand pressed to her little sister’s mouth, when the woman appeared as suddenly and silently as if she were a spirit conjured out of the air.


Cass dropped Mary’s hand and they both stood frozen, remembering the stories about faerie folk that would charm you into their world and never return you above ground, their mother’s warnings about bandits and ruffians in the forest, the old stories whispered round the fireside on winter evenings about the wandering druids who followed the old ways and twisted ancient magic to their will.


The woman wore a gold cloak and seemed to shine as if the light came from somewhere within her, brighter than anything else in the gathering dusk. Her face was folded and lined like an old piece of parchment, her mouth sucked in at the corners. Around her neck hung a metal pendant in a distinctive spiral shape, its ends joined so that it continued for ever.


She looked to Mary first, seeing she was the taller and older of the two, asking in a wheedling, lilting voice if she hadn’t any charity to spare for a poor woman living wild with nothing to eat tonight. When Mary half turned away, shielding Cass from the woman’s sight, she frowned and hissed the air out between her teeth, then swallowed her impatience and returned to the high, whining voice, promising to ‘tell a pretty girl her fortune as a fair exchange’. But Mary walked quickly away, pulling Cass behind her, and it was only when Cass glanced back at the woman over her shoulder that she saw the luminous yellow eyes in the haggard face widen and the woman gasp as if all the air had been knocked out of her.


‘It cannot be,’ the woman whispered, her eyes never leaving Cass’s face, searching it as if it were a map to some long-lost treasure. And it was like a golden thread shot out from her and hooked into Cass, holding her fast so that she could not move, could not speak, could not walk away in spite of Mary tugging on her hand. And as if she stood before a queen, the woman fell to her knees, her gaze unwavering, prostrating herself on the ground before Cass until she broke eye contact as her forehead kissed the mossy ground. At once Cass shivered as she felt her body come under her control once again and she tripped as Mary pulled hard, falling and cutting her wrist on a sharp rock. She stumbled to her feet and followed her sister, sucking on the wound as she ran, the metal tang of her own blood in her mouth and her bag of twigs lying abandoned and forgotten in the forest clearing next to the woman’s motionless form.










Chapter 1


The leaves smelled of earth and last night’s rain. Cass lay on her back, feeling their wet tongues licking at her arms and legs, her precious white dress already damp and soiled. White felt wrong on her, anyhow. She slid off her shoes, releasing her cramped toes from the strange confines of stiff leather, and let her calloused heels dig into the soft soil. Her lungs expanded again. Above her a thousand leaves danced in a symphony of colour: emerald and sea green, acid bright and adder dark. The apples shone like jewels.


You could tell your future husband by the twist of an apple’s stalk, Mary always said, counting the letters until it broke and gave his first initial, then stabbing the sharp end at the peel until it pierced the flesh to find his second. She’d pilfered dozens as a child, twisting gently or jabbing fiercely to manipulate the outcome, while Cass watched from the tree above, rough bark clasped between bare thighs.


She needn’t have bothered. Mary would marry Thomas today, like she’d known she would since before her back teeth had all come in. Ever since Adam the blacksmith knocked at the door of the farm one night to speak with their father and they’d pressed an eye each to the crack in their bedroom door and seen their mother nod briskly and wipe her hands on her apron and say it was a good match for a farmer’s daughter and then break the second-best milk jug into shards and bury one deep into her palm in the washing-up bowl. Then their father had put a gentle hand on her shoulder and squeezed it.


So they knew. And they’d gone silently back to bed, Cass’s cheek curled into Mary’s ribcage the way it always had, so she could fall asleep listening to the steady drumbeat of her sister’s blood.


Yes, they’d always known. But it had always been something for another day. Until this morning, in its strangeness with the Sunday tub full of suds and two new dresses in white, an impractical shade they’d never worn before and wouldn’t soon again, and the sweet, ripe smell of blossom boughs piled high on the kitchen floor, ready to be used as decorations for the ceremony. There was a private, distant smile on Mary’s face that Cass had never seen before.


So she’d left the baby clinging to the kitchen table leg with a crust and flown out through the back door before she could be seen. She’d whirled down through the field with the long grass slicing at her bare calves and the crisp air thrilling her lungs and the dew bathing her feet until she vaulted over the orchard fence. She felt the tickle of the warm summer air, her toes in the soil – a return to the wilds of childhood, a childhood that still felt a part of her despite her seventeen years. She was still here, rooted to the soil of the farm, but Mary was leaving her behind.


She closed her eyes and let the sunlight stripe her eyelids black and gold. They’d miss her in a minute. She wasn’t supposed to be here, nor to feel this way on a day of celebration. It was a bad omen, Ma would say. Selfish, to taint her sister’s wedding so. She let her fingers brush the grass blades until the tips sank into something soft. A pulpy mess of split crimson skin, brown edges peeling back from once white flesh now hollowed to a dark yellow cavity. She sucked the sweetness from under her fingernails.


Tucked inside her underclothes, Cass felt the hard lump of her mother’s most precious possession. A thick, round silver locket. She took it out and held it up to the sun, turning it over and over between fingertips still grubby in spite of the morning’s scrubbing. The little green stone set in the dull grey metal eyed her malevolently, as if mocking her. She knew she should have been proud and grateful when her mother pressed it into her hand this morning. ‘It was never really mine, Cass. It is yours,’ she had said, uncharacteristic tears in her eyes. But the locket felt heavy and ugly and Cass couldn’t help feeling like she was being decorated, ready to be put on display behind her sister.


She dangled the locket from its chain, still holding the softness of the rotten apple in her other hand, probing its pulpy heart with her fingers, waiting for a shout from the kitchen doorway to grab her, jerk her back.


The commotion that came was not the one she expected. Down the stone-pocked road that separated the orchard from the forest a horse came careening, kicking up great clouds of choking dust. She leaped to her feet, necklace still dangling, and everything happened at once. A soot-black horse with its face split by a flash of bright white. A man, face masked, eyes flashing, plump pouch at his belt, straining to look over his shoulder. A moment of sheer terror when time stopped, and the horse reared up in front of her and in the glint of hooves and shriek of its whinny a gloved hand closed round the locket and ripped it from her fingers.


Then time moved again, and she was alone by the side of the road with her heart pounding and her empty hand outstretched.


Hooves, again, before she could start breathing. Approaching fast. Another man bent low to urge his chestnut stallion onwards, its rich, ruddy mane rippling, nostrils flaring, their bodies flowing together in complete alignment. The rider halted in front of Cass, twisting round to take in the orchard.


‘Did he pass this way?’ And the voice inside the metal helmet was like honey.


Cass could find no words, staring silently as the rider removed his helmet.


Not a man. A woman, perhaps ten years older than her. A woman with sharp, straight brows tightened together, with hair the colour of the last autumn leaves twisted tight to the nape of her neck. She had a split in her lip that shone bright with cherry-fresh blood. A woman, with her legs encased tight in shining leather, boots gripping tight to the horse’s flanks.


‘He… my necklace.’


Cass was too shocked even to look away. A heavy heat flooded her cheeks as she stared at the strange woman’s face, at her collarbone quickly rising and falling above the patterned black leather that corseted her chest. The hollow at the base of her throat was damp.


Cass gestured, wordlessly, in the direction the first rider had gone.


‘My mother’s necklace,’ she said again.


‘Well, then.’ Her voice was golden honey. ‘Are you coming?’


The woman held out a gloved hand and for a split second Cass looked back through the quiet orchard, across the grass turned golden by the morning sun to the door of the farm. Where they’d miss her, any moment. Where another knock might come one night and it would be Cass who would be promised to someone. Given away. So she caught up her sodden, soiled skirts and reached out her hand. And the horse lurched beneath her and jerked her breath out staccato as the apple fell from her fingers into the dust.










Chapter 2


It was like riding into a dream. The horse’s flanks heaved between her thighs and the stranger’s waist was warm and supple in her hands. Cass gripped tight. She had ridden before, if you could call it that, plodding to market and back on old Ned, the farm cob, but this was something entirely different. She felt like every bone in her body was rattling and jolting, the shock of the horse’s pounding hooves vibrating up through her pelvis and into her teeth, her slippery, sweating calves squeezed tight as she tried to keep a grip on the galloping stallion.


As they plunged into the forest in pursuit of the pitch-black horse and its rider, the colours of the late summer leaves swirled and streaked past like dyes running into each other.


A thousand questions clamoured in Cass’s head, half meant for the rider whose bent back strained in front of her, and half for herself. Every rushing, panting gallop forward took her further from her home, from her responsibilities, from Mary and her mother and father, and the baby with the crust dangling between its fingers at the kitchen table leg.


Stop.


Wait.


I must go back.


But the words caught in her throat, something preventing them from reaching her lips. And anyway, she didn’t have the breath to speak, not while her fingers gripped tight to that supple, leather-clad waist, and it was all she could do to cling on. Yet she knew the thing that stopped her voice was neither the speed of the horse nor the tightness of her chest but her own will.


Because this ride was sheer exhilaration. She had never moved so fast in her whole life. She felt rather than saw the shadows of the tree trunks as they flickered past, the roots and dead leaves underfoot blending into a dizzying whirl.


The heavy scent of honeysuckle bloomed rich in her throat and delicate woodland flowers, red campion and wild geraniums, nodded gaily to them as they rode. As if it were just another Thursday with the washing waiting to be done and the floor to sweep and a posy to be gathered for the table from the fringes of the wood. As if everything hadn’t changed in a single moment.


Colour, smell, the fingers of the wind grasping at her scalp: everything was fluid, fleeting, impossible to grasp. Everything except the tiny beads of sweat that stood out on the slender nape of the neck in front of her, and the ruddy hairs that curled damply where they escaped from the thin leather thong that bound them in a tight, glossy knot. She felt life, bright, vibrant, breath-taking, coursing through her as if she had never really been alive until this very moment.


The woman was bent forward, urging the stallion onwards, her lips so close to its ears she seemed almost to whisper it encouragement as much as she spurred the horse on with her heels.


They came upon him in a clearing, where his horse had checked momentarily as he considered a fork in the path. He twisted to face them, eyes widening in surprise, and the next moment a dagger whistled past his face so close it left the thinnest streak of blood before it bit deep into the trunk of the tree behind him with a resounding thud.


He froze, his eyes never leaving the rider’s face, as she sat astride her stallion, her shoulders rising and falling quickly as the horse panted out great clouds of breath into the space between them. Her gloved hand fingered the empty scabbard where the dagger had been. Cass was frozen, every muscle in her body tensed for his attack, certain they would both be dead within moments. But when the woman spoke her voice was as low and calm as if she had happened upon the stranger on a morning stroll. As if she discussed the weather or the price of milk.


‘What you have taken does not belong to you.’


He sneered but did not move, his fingertips searching the wound scratched across his cheekbone. He examined his bloodied fingertips and his lips drew back from his teeth.


‘You will regret this, bitch.’


She shook her head, clicked her tongue and reached down beneath the stirrups and suddenly there was a bow strained and poised in her hand, the arrow nocked and drawn back, the quiver pointing directly at the man’s heart.


‘I have no need or desire to kill you, bandit. So, I will give you one final chance,’ she said coolly. Cass could not see the woman’s face, but she spoke like one who chastises a child, or checks a dog.


His face clouded as if she had slapped him. And Cass recoiled in horror at the boldness, the stupidity of addressing such a man with crass brutality, and she flinched in anticipation of the blows that would surely come, as his hand moved to the hilt of the sword that swung at his side.


Then two things happened in the same moment. The man drew his sword, the blade flashing in the weak sunlight, and an arrow whistled between the horse’s ears, burying itself deep in his left eye. The other was still wide open in an expression of confusion as if, even in death, he could not comprehend what had happened.


Cass sat there, shaking, as the woman dismounted smoothly, strode over to the body as if it were nothing more than the carcass of a fox and stripped it of its belt and sword before yanking the clinking money bag from its side.


She remounted, swinging herself back into the saddle in a single fluid motion, and it was only then that she twisted her body to look at Cass, who felt that she could not move, could not breathe, whose eyes were fixed on the spreadeagled body, the blood gently trickling into the leaves.


‘Here.’ A cold lump was pressed into her palm. Then the woman clicked her tongue and the horse walked forward, Cass opened her fingers and gazed wordlessly down at the silver locket lying in her palm.










Chapter 3


Hours had passed before they slowed again, the horse coming to a stop before sturdy gates of dark, rough, splintered wood set in a stone wall that seemed to Cass vast and unending. Her thighs ached from the effort of clinging to the horse’s back and her head felt numb and heavy, her senses blunted by the shock of what she had seen and the confusing whirl of the miles they had ridden since. The sun was fading fast, and the early September evening was beginning to bare its teeth. Cass shivered in her thin, muddied dress and gooseflesh pricked at her forearms. That blank, unseeing eye was burned into her sight, as if she had looked too long at the sun.


She blinked in surprise as two girls with daisy crowns in their hair appeared on the ramparts above the gate, giggling and curtseying as they peered down curiously at her. Their dresses were grubby as if they had been playing outside all day.


‘Beware,’ one of them cried in a singsong voice, as they approached. ‘There is sickness here.’


‘You should ride onwards, to the next village, for your own sake.’ The other girl nodded.


The mysterious rider dismounted with a lithe, catlike jump and removed her helmet. Although she didn’t say a word, the giggles faded from the girls’ lips and they melted away as if they had received an order. Moments later, there was a clanking and scraping of metal as the gates were unlocked and swung forward.


The rider led the horse into a cobbled courtyard, Cass still clinging wordlessly to its back.


There had been no discussion, no question of releasing her or returning her home. Her stomach lurched as the horse trotted on.


A low stable block ran along the side of the courtyard to the right and an elegant stone manor house rose in front of her like a faerie castle in the gathering dusk. Should she be grateful for the return of her locket or terrified of the murderer who had borne her here without another word? Excited to be a guest in this strange place, further from home than she had ever ventured, or fearful that she might be a prisoner?


As her thoughts whirled, the woman who was both her rescuer and captor looked up at her and held out a leather-gloved hand. Cass hesitated, but there was no other option. And again she felt that strange pull, like something inside her reached out when the woman extended her hand. She was drawn to her, magnetically, this creature who was completely unlike any woman she had ever known.


‘Come,’ she ordered, as a girl not much older than Cass, wearing a russet woollen tunic, stepped forward to take the stallion’s bridle and led it off towards the stables.


‘But… the sickness…’ Cass’s voice came out as a croak.


The woman just laughed and shook her head. So Cass followed her up smooth stone steps, through an ornately carved stone archway and into a brightly lit hall.


For a moment, the light from dozens of table tapers and the torches in brackets that lined the stone walls dazzled her so much that she almost lifted her fingers to her eyes. And it was not just the light itself, but the colours and brightness of the people within, that gave the impression of stepping into a shimmering jewellery box.


Music spilled gaily from a group with lutes and flutes ensconced in the far corner of the hall, their instruments flashing in the firelight. Along each of the four long walls of the hall was set a wooden table, with benches running the length of it. The tables were laden with platters of venison and rich jugs of redcurrant sauce, trenchers piled high with loaves of crusty bread, earthenware dishes filled with steaming buttered potatoes and greens. There was fruitcake topped with rings of dried apple and drizzled in honey, pitchers of golden ale and the sweet scent of spiced mead.


Women in bright gowns of purple and green, deep blue and blood-red filled the room like butterflies, some clustered along the benches, filling plates, some dancing energetically in the open space between the tables, whirling and laughing beneath a vast chandelier that dripped with flickering candles. Their dresses rippled about them like fluid, gently reflecting the light, clinging to their hips and swirling out light as air when they moved. They were made from a material finer than any Cass had ever seen.


The walls were hung with beautiful tapestries, richly embroidered with hunting scenes and delicate floral motifs. At the centre of the longest table, which ran the length of the back wall, on a chair with a tall, intricately carved wooden back, sat a woman with fiery red hair that hung straight down to below her waist. Her features were small and delicate, her gently pointed nose smattered in freckles. And her piercing eyes were as green and still as a winter pond. She wore an emerald gown, with a delicate golden girdle looping round her waist that caught the light as she rose to greet them. The music petered out and a hush fell over the room.


‘We welcome your safe return, Sigrid,’ she said with a gracious incline of her head, holding out both her hands to the rider to whose waist Cass had clung for the past several hours without knowing her name.


The woman called Sigrid held out the bandit’s purse. The coins inside clinked gently as she handed it over.


‘A rich day’s work.’ The other smiled, taking it and tucking it into her girdle. ‘And you bring further spoils?’ She eyed Cass curiously.


Cass felt her cheeks flush as those steady green eyes swept over her from her unruly brown curls to her bare feet, the soles of which were now thoroughly blackened. She felt like a child and for a moment, she heard her mother’s voice, chastising her for being so careless, and on such a special day. The morning’s bath seemed like a distant memory, something that had happened to somebody else, in a different life. For a moment, her heart squeezed with guilt as she wondered if the wedding had gone ahead, or if her disappearance had caused chaos.


‘We had a shared quest,’ Sigrid said simply, with a shrug of her shoulders, and for a moment Cass felt strangely deflated, as if she had failed some kind of test. Sigrid turned to her, that low, smooth voice as calm as it had been when she had spoken to the man she was about to murder. ‘You may rest here tonight and I will return you to your home tomorrow if you wish.’


Stretching her arms above her head and rotating her neck from side to side, Sigrid nodded to the flame-haired woman. ‘I am stiff from the long ride.’ And she strode from the hall without another word, leaving Cass standing awkwardly alone.


‘My name is Angharad,’ the woman before her said, and though it was a simple enough greeting, she spoke with such authority that she might as well have said: I am the King. ‘You are welcome here.’


Cass glanced around her.


‘Are there no men here?’ she blurted, and a ripple of laughter passed round the hall.


‘Not everything here is as it seems,’ Angharad replied. ‘Lily will see you are made comfortable.’ She beckoned to a girl of about Cass’s age with cream-coloured skin, crescent dimples set deep in rosy cheeks, and hair hanging in golden ringlets about her shoulders. The girl grinned and darted forward, knocking over a wooden tankard of ale and splashing it down the front of her dress.


‘Whoops!’ She flashed her dimpled smile at Cass before seizing her hand in a warm, sticky paw. ‘Come with me!’ And before she knew it, Cass was sitting on a sturdy wooden bench, filling her belly with tender, juicy meat and fragrant sauce and thirstily swallowing down a cup of mead.


Hunger crowded out the questions that still clamoured at her as she ate until the slow, pleasant warmth of the meal and the mead spread through her body. Then she stopped, looking down at her empty trencher, and her mind was cast back to her own home. She saw the expectant piles of plates and cups lined up on the kitchen table, awaiting the celebrations after the ceremony. Was Mary married? Had she ruined this day for the person she loved most in the world with her stupid, rash, selfishness? Cass felt dizzy, and the room seemed to spin a little.


‘Bless you,’ Lily exclaimed, ‘you’re falling asleep at the table!’ And she picked up a taper and pulled Cass by the hand, unresisting, out of the hall.


They passed through a maze of corridors and stairways until she found herself in a simple but pleasant tower room, where Lily handed her a clean shift and she fell gratefully into the soft bed, with Lily’s gentle snores for company until a deep and dreamless sleep rushed up to swallow her whole.










Chapter 4


When Cass woke the next morning she reached out, eyes still closed, for Mary’s warm shape, but found only a hollow in the straw mattress next to her. Of course. Mary was in a new bed now, with a new bedfellow. Her stomach twisted painfully.


She opened her eyes to stone walls and the flickering warmth of a fire in a small hearth at the foot of the bed. There was a slight smell of lavender, which she would later learn Lily had a habit of stuffing inside her straw mattress to make it smell sweeter.


Cass leaped out of bed, the events of the previous day rushing back to her. Her torn and muddied dress was gone, and in its place, draped over a wooden chest in the corner, was a robe of fine, soft rose-pink, its sleeves fluted, its skirts long and full. She pulled it over her head, fingering it gently, a fabric more delicate than any she had ever worn, that slipped about her shoulders and caressed her hips like warm water. ‘What is this place?’ she murmured.


She remembered her mother’s bedtime stories, whispered to her and Mary as the little ones slept in their bed on the other side of the room, their breathing already deep and even. The tales of bold girls who strayed too far into the forest, who let themselves be charmed into following mysterious faerie folk into their enchanted halls under the hills, who returned after what felt like days only to find everyone they knew had grown old and died while they had been away.


She remembered shivering with pleasure, savouring the delicious taste of danger from the safe nest of their shared bed. Because it had only been a story. But now she looked around her at the bare stone walls, the tendrils of woodsmoke curling up from the hearth, and ran her hands again over the strange dress as soft as gossamer. She remembered how the outer walls had loomed up in the dusk as if they had appeared by magic the night before. How heavy and dreamless her sleep had been. And she shivered as she opened the door and slipped through it.


In a tangle of limbs, bouncing curls and flying skirts, Lily skidded down the corridor.


‘Oh, good, you’re awake’, she grinned, her dimples winking into life. ‘Angharad wants to see you,’ she panted. ‘Come with me!’


Angharad’s chamber was a beautiful room with carved wooden screens on all sides. The floor was covered in animal skins, the chairs cushioned with fluffy white fleeces. They found her sitting at a writing desk, papers scattered across it covered in fine script. Her pale forehead creased into a frown as she scrutinized them. She rose from her chair when the girls entered, holding out her hands, and Cass noticed delicate rings set with stones brighter and finer than any she had ever seen. There was a low cough, and Sigrid stepped forward from the shadows in the corner of the room. Dressed in a plain, dark maroon gown, with her auburn hair tumbling round her shoulders in gentle waves, she looked different – and wrong somehow. Cass could not marry the image of the gentlewoman before her with the memory of the rider who had shot a man through the eye with so little hesitation or remorse.


‘Lady Sigrid intrigues you,’ Angharad observed, with a gentle smile. ‘Did I not tell you that little here is as it seems?’


She paused, and gently took Cass’s hand. ‘Few young women would leave their homes to leap on the back of a passing horse with a stranger. There is something in you that has drawn you here, to us. But if you choose to return home, I will arrange it. We will not keep you here against your will.’


Cass hesitated. Something in her chest fluttered wildly at Angharad’s words, and not just because she wondered if her face had betrayed her lingering unease about being trapped in this dream. What had they seen inside her? Her fingers sought the thin scar on her wrist – a trophy of that day in the forest. For the first time in years, she recalled the glowing yellow eyes of the old fortune-teller.


She felt torn in two. The voice of reason, her mother’s voice, telling her to run home to the safety of her sister’s arms and beg her forgiveness. And a smaller, stubborn little voice, the one that kept her up trees until long after dinnertime, and plunged her into the stream in the summer though she’d been told a thousand times that she was no longer a child and that a proper lady would not continue to behave in such a way. That voice reminded her that Mary wouldn’t be there any more, even if she did go home, and that her father might bring home a match for Cass any day. That this was the first chance she had ever had in her whole life to seek something different for herself. And the little voice seemed to be getting louder.


‘What is this place?’ she asked simply. ‘Where are we?’


‘Those are two very different questions,’ Angharad replied. ‘And the second is far simpler to answer. We are in Northumbria. You have travelled a long way from your home in Mercia. We are not far from the border.’


‘And the answer to the first question?’


Angharad hesitated.


‘It would be easier to show her, would it not?’ The words burst out of Lily who seemed to be almost vibrating with excitement beside Cass. ‘Forgive me,’ she apologized, stepping back contritely after speaking out of turn. But a ripple of amusement passed across Angharad’s face.


‘Perhaps you are right,’ she said.


Together they walked out of the chamber and down a set of stairs to a small door at the bottom that led out into the main courtyard where Cass and Sigrid had arrived the night before. Girls in short tunics and hose were hard at work in the yard, heaving great forkfuls of soiled straw out of the horses’ stalls and sweeping manure. Cass stared at them. They were shouldering their loads like stable boys, wiping sweaty brows with dirty hands that left brown streaks, meeting her gaze frankly as if there was nothing remarkable about what they were doing.


Instead of continuing through the main entrance gate Sigrid had led her through, they turned and walked round to the back of the courtyard instead, taking a narrow pathway between the walls that led behind the main manor house and coming out through a small postern gate into a lush meadow bordered by thick trees on three sides and the walls of the manor on the fourth.


The meadow was bright with wildflowers: cuckoo flowers the pink of a morning sunrise, bright blue cornflowers and tall daisies bloomed amid the long grass. But it was not the flowers that made Cass stop and stare.


The meadow teemed with activity. The clash of swords rang out as small groups of young women met in noisy combat. Cass gasped as one of them rolled backwards almost across her toes, before leaping back to her feet with a triumphant shout, catching up her shield and re-entering the fray.


A group of younger girls practiced drills with wooden batons, stepping forward, striking and defending as an older woman with a curtain of straight silver hair barked commands at them. Along the east side of the meadow stood a dozen wooden targets. An arrow slammed into the centre of one with a great hollow thunk as a plumpish girl with light brown skin and her hair pulled into tight, narrow braids, released her bowstring. At the far end of the meadow, horses galloped back and forth, their riders carrying long, narrow wooden poles with balls at the tip.


‘Are they… jousting?’ Cass whispered.


‘They are training,’ Angharad answered.


‘Who are you?’ Cass gasped, mesmerized by the girls, her eyes never leaving their forms as they darted and lunged, rolled and struck, stabbed and retreated.


‘We are a fellowship,’ Angharad answered.


‘A sisterhood,’ Lily chimed in, beaming.


‘We are knights,’ Angharad finished simply. You are inside the stronghold of the Sisters of Sword and Shadow.’










Chapter 5


‘Knights?’ Cass blinked. ‘But…’


‘Tell me the qualities of a knight,’ Angharad said coolly, pre-empting the obvious objection Cass was about to raise.


Cass stopped to consider the question. Knights had never been a part of her world. Of course, she had heard of them, was aware of the adventures of King Arthur and his shining fellowship of the Round Table in Camelot, but they had always seemed more like bedtime stories than real people. In the rural depths of Mercia, where lesser kings held sway and lesser knights occasionally rode out hunting, the tales were of land disputes and petty scuffles, not grand exploits and daring rescues.


So she closed her eyes and remembered the bedtime stories. Remembered the thrill of the maidens saved and treasure sought, of noble quests and brave deeds.


‘A knight shows valour,’ she began, uncertainly. ‘A knight is brave and courageous and puts the needs of others before his own.’ She frowned. ‘A knight saves damsels – or at least he is sworn to fight to protect women, and to uphold the values of chivalry and courtesy.’


‘You are almost completely right.’ Angharad smiled. ‘We are brave and courageous. We fight for the needs of the many, not the few. We are sworn to protect those less powerful than ourselves, and to uphold values of kindness and decency. We are a group of women who, for many reasons, have not found lives for ourselves that we can accept outside these walls. So we gather here. And we make our own rules. We defy anybody who believes that only men can fight; that valour is inherently a masculine virtue. We believe there is a life for us with a higher meaning than marriage and servitude, which so often come interlinked. We believe we have as much right to knighthood as men do, and we do not timidly seek permission to call ourselves knights. We simply prove it.’


And she whirled round, catching up her emerald skirts in one hand and seizing a nearby girl’s sword with the other, before throwing herself headlong into the fray with a spine-tingling shriek. Cass watched, open-mouthed, as Angharad’s sword slashed through the air like lightning. She parried the first blow that came her way, caught up a shield and used it to send the next opponent tumbling headlong into the grass. A deft sidestep and the next girl stumbled; a flick of her wrist and another saw her sword leap out of her hand. That left just one final adversary, a tall young woman with dark, flashing eyes and sharp cheekbones, with smooth, dark brown skin and black hair cropped close to her head. She bowed to Angharad, grasped her sword and stepped determinedly forward. Angharad feinted, light on her feet, sending the young woman lurching in the wrong direction, then darted round behind her. But the girl recovered, spinning on her heel, her sword flicking back and forth so fast Cass could barely keep her eyes on it, though Angharad swerved and ducked, avoiding the blows as fast as they came.


It was like no fight Cass had ever witnessed: they seemed to dance with the delicacy and grace of two butterflies, circling and swirling around each other in a dizzying, joyful spiral in the morning sunshine, even as their blows rained down fast and sharp round each other’s bodies. Cass did not realize she was holding her breath, that her fists were balled and her brow tightly furrowed. She was completely transfixed, her muscles tensing and clenching in sympathy with the whirling young women, as if she, too, might take off from the ground and spin through the air like a sycamore seed.


And then, as suddenly as it had begun, Angharad’s sword swished down, catching the girl’s wrist a glancing blow, and her sword fell from her hand. Angharad leaped forward, her foot upon the hilt of her opponent’s blade, and pressed the point to the younger woman’s throat.


‘Well done, Rowan, you show great promise.’ She nodded approvingly, dropping the sword, and the young woman’s eyes shone with pleasure as she gasped to regain her breath.


Angharad calmly wiped her hands on her dress and smiled at Cass. ‘You see,’ she said lightly. ‘Not all is as it seems.’


‘So you…’ Cass turned to Lily.


‘I am Angharad’s squire,’ she said, swelling with pride. ‘A squire sees to her mistress’s needs, helps her to arm and disarm, cares for her armour and weapons, and learns from her, as she is training to be a knight herself one day.’


‘Aye, although I sometimes think twice about it when she worries at my ankles like an overeager spaniel,’ Angharad replied, giving Lily an affectionate cuff on the shoulder.


‘I will take you as my squire,’ Sigrid announced abruptly, her dark eyes appraising Cass. ‘If you stay.’


Cass noticed that Angharad’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, and that some of the young women who were watching them gave each other curious glances.


‘I am glad, Sigrid,’ Angharad murmured. ‘Your pursuits are so often solitary. It is clear the girl has shown courage already in accompanying you here. I am sure she will serve you well.’


‘But…’ Cass’s mind was in turmoil, her questions spilling over one another, and underneath it all something inside her swelled and pulsed at Angharad’s words. ‘Under whose authority…’ She trailed off.


‘Under whose authority was Arthur made High King?’ Angharad asked scathingly. ‘An archbishop and a supposed sorcerer and a sword we are told was drawn from a stone before a great tournament gathering?’ She raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Men, all of them. In the church and at the tournament and at Arthur’s side. What greater authority has he than we do to declare himself what he is? And to gather others to follow him? And what about all the lesser kings with their fellowships and their knights who pillage and plunder as often as they uphold the knightly code?’ Her face darkened. ‘What difference is there between our fellowships, if you forget what you have been told about who in our world has the power to make decisions and announce decrees?’


Cass felt dizzy. None of it made any sense. There were rules, and traditions and things had been this way for centuries. And yet…


And yet hadn’t she herself dreaded the knock at the door of the farm? Only yesterday she had lain under the apple trees, feeling rebellion in her heart at the thought of Mary being taken from her, fear at the idea of being taken from herself too by a man who would choose for her, a life decided without her saying anything at all. Hadn’t she reached out for Sigrid’s hand on that dusty road for a reason? Because something inside her yearned for escape, something more? Angharad was offering her that.


‘How is it possible that I have never heard,’ she began slowly, ‘of a fellowship of women knights? If this were real, wouldn’t people know about it? Wouldn’t it be forbidden?’


‘You have answered your own question,’ purred Sigrid, a twisted smile on her face. ‘When we ride out, we conceal our identities for our own protection.’


‘And we have—’ Lily began eagerly.


‘We have ways of keeping our lives here private and have done for many years,’ Angharad interrupted, her eyes flashing a warning in Lily’s direction. ‘Ways you will learn should you choose to stay.’


Cass remembered the girls who had warned them away from the gates.


‘And if I don’t?’


‘Is it likely anyone would believe you, should you choose to tell the tale?’


Cass knew Angharad was right. She tried to imagine herself describing the events of the past day to her mother or father. She would be chastised for inventing wild stories, or chided for letting her imagination run away with her. Told that she should have left such things behind in childhood.


‘But the bandit,’ Cass wondered aloud. ‘The man you confronted. Had he lived…’ She stopped abruptly. ‘Do you kill every man who sees your faces?’ she asked, aghast.


Sigrid laughed, a spill of honey notes. ‘No, country girl. We do not slaughter indiscriminately. I killed that ruffian only when he posed a direct threat to my own life. We were fairly matched, and he reached for his weapon first.’


‘And if he hadn’t?’ Cass asked. ‘Or if he had lived to tell the tale? What then?’


Sigrid’s lips curled back from her teeth in a smile that was almost a snarl. ‘An interesting thing happens, when a man is defeated in combat by a woman.’


Angharad nodded. ‘He tells nobody.’










Chapter 6


Cass lay on her back in the long grass at the edge of the meadow, sucking the remaining scraps of flesh from one of the last of the season’s plums.


‘So will you stay?’ asked Lily, who lay beside her, her yellow curls spread wildly round her head like a halo, an angelic effect she immediately ruined by spitting the pit of her plum high into the air.


Cass sighed and closed her eyes. A succession of shadowy figures chased each other across her eyelids. Her mother, wringing her hands and crying out her name. Her sister, face twisted in confusion and hurt. Sigrid, leather-clad and mysterious. And suddenly those yellow eyes from all those years ago, burning into hers with an intensity that startled her and made her sit bolt upright, blinking in the sun.


The meadow had almost emptied, the women and girls gone to attend to their tasks in the kitchens and stables, feeding the animals and preparing the evening meal. (‘Arthur boasts of his Round Table with all its fairness,’ Angharad had explained, ‘but who do you think roasts the meat in his court? Not the knights themselves, that is for certain. Here we share everything, glory and labour alike.’)


‘How is this possible?’ Cass asked curiously, watching Lily braid daisies together into a long chain. ‘How do you afford to live?’


‘The Lady Angharad’s husband was a wealthy merchant,’ Lily answered, running the fine edges of Cass’s gown through her fingertips. ‘He imported silks and other rich cloth to sell throughout Northumbria and beyond. When he died on a trading expedition seven years ago, he left behind stuffed coffers, and a glut of his wares as well.’ She smiled. ‘So every girl who finds her way here, no matter where she has come from, is clothed in silk and given a safe, warm place to stay.’ She turned the daisy chain over in her fingers, examining it closely. ‘And we repay that kindness in loyalty, and love of this place,’ she said quietly. ‘The sisterhood becomes our family and we have no need of any other.’


‘What happened to the other men?’ Cass asked curiously.


‘When the lord died, the women working here were offered sanctuary, but Angharad hid it from the menfolk and dismissed them on the lord’s order. She had to pay substantial sums to some of them to persuade them to move on, but once it was done, she was free.’


‘Free?’


‘Her husband was not known for his kindness. Nor were some of his men. And letting his death become known would have opened the floodgates to suitors greedy to absorb the wealth he left behind, and Angharad with it. Keeping it a secret was the only way for her to live with true autonomy.’


‘How long have you been here?’ Cass asked, squinting at her.


‘Since I was fourteen,’ Lily replied. ‘I wish I could tell you I left home the first day my father laid hands on me, but it can’t have been the fiftieth, or even the hundredth.’ She sighed, looking straight up at the sky. ‘I don’t know what was different about that day. It was just the two of us, always had been. My mother died giving birth to me and I had no brothers or sisters. And I think some part of me always felt guilt, that I had somehow made him the way he was, by taking my mother from him with the murder that was my birth. It was my fault he couldn’t cope, my fault he drank, my fault his grief exploded out of him in great bursts. So I stayed, like I was doing penance. But that day, he knocked out a tooth. And I don’t know why, but I couldn’t stop looking at that tooth. Just sitting in my hand, a little white thing smudged with blood. And I put it down on the table, like I was paying the last of what I owed him, and walked away.’


‘I’m sorry,’ breathed Cass, taking her hand.


‘I walked for so long my feet went numb, with no sense of where I was going and no idea in my head about what to do except that I couldn’t stay. And, when I was near to collapsing, I saw a knight riding towards me, in fine armour and a helmet, and he lifted me onto his horse and brought me here. Except that it wasn’t a man, it was Angharad. Her last squire had been knighted just a few days before. And I’ve been apprenticed to her ever since.’


Lily gave a little shake of her head, as if to scatter the memories, and her dimples appeared again. ‘You won’t regret it if you stay,’ she said. ‘I promise you won’t.’


They subsided into silence, and Cass shielded her eyes from the sun, feeling uneasy. She had no monster to flee, no reason to drive her here the way Lily had been driven. Her parents were traditional, her mother busy with caring for their home and the little ones, her father brusque and seldom emotional but hard-working. They were not cruel. Her parents’ worst crime was to hope for a stable future and a family life for her, and this was how she repaid them: by running from the very idea of such a future, running so far from it that she had abandoned them for ever.


A shadow fell over them and they looked up to see Sigrid standing there, her body encased in the intricately patterned black leather armour once again. ‘Ride out with me today,’ she said. ‘And perhaps you will find the answers you seek.’


So it was that Cass found herself astride another horse, wearing a borrowed linen shirt and hose that faintly retained Lily’s lavender scent.


‘Here,’ Sigrid said, tying a piece of cloth round Cass’s face to conceal all but her eyes, and gathering her hair in a knot at the back of her neck. Cass noticed with a jolt that as well as the bow slung from the side of the saddle, Sigrid also wore a belt with a long, thin sheath and protruding from its top was a finely wrought silver sword grip, the pommel engraved with the single letter ‘J’. As Cass watched, she caught up a great white shield in one arm and finally pulled on a plain, domed silver helmet that entirely covered her face with only narrow slits through which she could see.


And so, with some trepidation, Cass found herself plunging into the forest with her arms round that straight, strong back once again.


‘Where… are we… going?’ Cass gasped, her breath jerking with the rhythm of the horse.


‘We will know when we get there,’ Sigrid replied, her voice echoing and strange from within the helmet. ‘We follow adventure, reward, destiny… a quest will find us, not the other way round.’





They rode along country lanes where the hedgerows hung thick with yellow-green hops and dripped with ripe, glossy blackberries. The sky was calm; feathery wisps of cloud floated lazily across the blue, and the road was deserted.


The borrowed clothes felt strange against Cass’s skin, between her legs. She itched to adjust her position, tug at the material, but she dared not take her hands from Sigrid’s waist as the horse galloped on.


‘What… led you… to the sisterhood?’ she panted. Sigrid stiffened, but before she could reply, or rebuke Cass for her forwardness, the serene countryside air was torn by a piercing scream.


‘Yah!’ Sigrid wrenched the reins round immediately, galloping without hesitation away from the track and into a nearby copse of trees in the direction from which the scream had issued.


In a small clearing, a young woman lay on the ground, a bright red welt standing out angrily on her cheek. Her dress was torn down the front, her hair in disarray.


Sigrid slid down from her horse. ‘Lady, are you hurt?’ she asked, and Cass noticed that the melodic voice had dropped several tones.


‘A little,’ the woman sniffed, struggling to sit up. Her clothing was coarse and home-stitched, her nails caked in dirt. ‘But he has taken my brother.’ She broke into a sob, her shoulders shaking, and ran a trembling hand across her face.


‘Who has taken your brother?’ Sigrid asked, more gently than Cass had yet heard her speak.


‘A knight,’ the woman cried, ‘a most ungentle knight who lay in wait and attacked us from his vantage point in a tree as we returned from market with what little our crops would sell for. The money should last us for a month, though the harvest has been so poor, but he has taken it. And without my brother to work the farm…’ She dissolved into shuddering sobs.


‘He shall not keep the money, nor your brother,’ Sigrid growled, leaping back into the saddle in front of Cass, who had to grab on suddenly as the horse took off through the trees, sending her jerking painfully backwards.


Sigrid rode furiously, following a trail of broken branches and flattened undergrowth.


A few minutes later they came upon a gently babbling stream, and beside it a pavilion of scarlet and black. A pennant bearing the head of a boar fluttered proudly atop it and a mighty warhorse was hobbled nearby, where it could graze and drink from the stream. A little way off a great oak tree grew, and a man of about twenty was bound to the base, his head slumped onto his chest. One side of his face was caked in dried blood and his features were grotesquely swollen. Beside him from the branches of the tree hung a huge shield, divided into four quarters of black and red, with the gold outline of the boar painted in the centre, its tusks glinting cruelly.


Sigrid dismounted, and drawing her sword, struck the shield with its metal pommel until it rang like a great gong. Hearing the signal, a knight strode from the pavilion to meet her. He was a giant of a man, his armour gleaming black, a gigantic sword in his hand.


‘Come out and defend your actions, coward,’ Sigrid shouted, her voice ringing out across the woods.


The knight bore down on her, sneering. ‘And who are you to challenge me?’


‘One brave enough to take on an equal opponent, rather than prey on the poor and defenceless,’ Sigrid spat.


‘Equal opponent?’ The knight let out a great guffaw, and leaned on his sword. ‘Let us see you try your might against mine, sprat, and you will soon beg my forgiveness for that insult.’


Cass watched, her heart in her throat, as Sigrid stepped forward without hesitation, her sword raised in front of her. But the knight laughed again.


‘Nay, lad, it will be too simple to slaughter you where you stand. I will tie my right hand behind my back, to give you a fighting chance.’ And he returned to his pavilion and emerged with a length of rope, which he used to tie one hand behind his back, while Sigrid watched silently.


Sneering, he stepped towards her, but Sigrid was quicker. She seemed to take leave of the earth as she flew forward and upwards, her sheer speed and the height of her ascent taking the knight by surprise so that she caught him a great, glancing blow with the top of her shield under his chin, and darted backwards again out of reach as he swiped out in retaliation with his sword.


‘No runt, perhaps, after all,’ she mocked quietly, as he rubbed his chin with the back of his free hand, sword dangling.
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