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			Consider the ravens: for they neither sow nor reap; which neither have storehouse nor barn; and God feedeth them: how much more are ye better than the fowls?

			Luke 12: 24

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			The raven flew into the tithe barn. It was a cold morning and the air was completely still. But there was something wrong about the space. A man hung from the rafters and a stool lay on the floor.

			The bird hopped up to the stool, turning his head to the side. It didn’t hold his attention for long. He turned to the man. He knew him. The body smelt fresh but wasn’t moving. The rope holding him to the beams was roughly tied around his neck, digging into his flesh. The raven flew up to him and landed on his shoulder, starting the body swaying gently in the morning air.

			There was nothing shining about the man. Not his eyes, they were a dull blue now; not his clothes, worn and patched. The raven pecked speculatively at his hands but there were no rings.

			‘Pol! Come now, where are you?’

			The raven’s head turned at the voice he knew so well. There was nothing here for him, nothing to eat and nothing to collect.

			‘Pol!’

			As he flew back through the barn door, behind him the man was still swaying silently in the barn. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			St Lucy’s Day, 1494

			Linnet was so cold her legs had become mercifully numb. That didn’t help with the slipping and sliding over the wet sands and the mud, but at least the stinging, freezing pain was gone. She stopped again to try and find her way. The path had seemed simple from the shore, but that was over an hour ago, and she cursed herself, not for the first time, for her impatience to get on the island. She should have got a guide. She would only have had to wait another night, but then the thought of Guy coming after her flooded her with fear again, and she knew she couldn’t have waited.

			She looked over the seas that were creeping ever closer, the water rushing up and away, like a playful creature. The sky had got darker since she started, not only the lack of daylight on this, one of the shortest days of the year, but with slate storm clouds and a grey sprinkle of snow showers. Holy Island lay in front of her like a delicate curl of land, and felt further away than when she left the shore. She was close enough to see the brooding shape of the Priory overshadowing the village houses. ‘Unlovely and unloved,’ her father used to say about it, she remembered now. She’d seen many cathedrals and priories, and they could soar, floating above a city or a town, but here the Priory squatted, heavy on the thin island, absurdly large for its place.

			

			She put her head down, she would get as far as that small dark boulder ahead of her, and then try and work out the safest route again. The white stones the landlady at Beale had told her to look out for were almost impossible to see in the gloom. She was almost all the way to the boulder when it moved, startling her enough that she lost her footing and sat down heavily on the mud. It was a seal, staring at her with frank curiosity with its dark, soulful eyes, before slipping away silently into the suddenly deep sea behind it. 

			She sent up a quick prayer of thanks to St Gertrude as she realised this would have been the path she took and she would have drowned in a matter of minutes. She had always invoked St Gertrude ever since she’d seen a shrine to her with the little mice carvings, and of course she was a saint who could conquer the sea and the storms. Saint Lucy would do nothing for her today, even though it was her saint’s day. Precious little light around but wait – a flash of white stone showed her another way and she scrambled to her feet and, walking like a drunk with the wind and the snow flurries around her, made it safely onto the beach where she began shaking and couldn’t stop.

			It took a while for her to hear the man speaking to her, but when she looked up, it was Tom. Tom the fisherman she remembered from her childhood visits to the island. 

			‘What are you doing here?’ he was asking, looking concerned, but with no glimmer of recognition. 

			‘Tom,’ she said. ‘I’m Linnet, you remember? From years ago?’ Just saying her real name after all these years felt like a blessing.

			And then he did remember and a smile spread across his face. He helped her to her feet and started talking and remembering. She interrupted to ask after his mother and he stopped talking again, and shook his head and said ‘last year’. And she felt her heart sink a little at the thought of a woman who had been so kind to her, fallen into dust.

			

			‘I’d better take you to the Prior,’ he said and started leading the way up to the Priory, the buildings disappearing into the gloom as night fell, and she followed, meekly enough for now, her mind racing as to what she was going to say. They went past the big door to the Priory Church, firmly closed, and he took her through a gate at the side into the inner courtyard, and past a bustling kitchen to the Prior’s parlour. 

			He knocked but it was empty, the singing coming from the Priory Church telling her why.

			‘You can wait in here with the fire to warm you until he’s back. I’ll go and tell him who you are, it’s Prior Richard, he’s heard of John-the-Lies of course so he’ll know.’

			And with that, Tom had left her there, looking around this elegant room which felt so far away from the cold, wet, dark walk she’d just done. As she warmed through, the needles of cold came rushing back into her legs and hands, and she put her bag down and began to stomp her feet a little to get the pain to go faster. Her little finger gave that special extra ache from the time Guy broke it, a pain she clung on to now to remind her why she had fled. Walking around the room she could see letters left on the Prior’s desk. She glanced carefully at the door before looking down to read what she could of the first one.

			It was from the Bishop of Durham who was scolding the Prior for not having dismissed one of the monks sooner. His drunkenness was bringing shame to the island, the Bishop had written, and something about the unsteadiness of his hand. Was this dismissed monk a scribe? If so, she may have found herself a way to stay here for a little while at least. At worst, she would have a night here before she had to make more plans. The waters had rushed over the path she’d taken as soon as she’d reached the beach, there was nowhere for her to go until the tides changed.

			

			Voices outside gave her just enough time to move away from the desk and the letter and she composed herself to be looking down demurely as the Prior came into the room. Tom was talking to him, and they were followed by a shorter man who glared at her with frank suspicion.

			She tried to discreetly brush off the worst of the mud from her cloak, but realised it would make no difference. Her hair was still plastered to her face, swept into rough tendrils by the wind and the snow flurries, and she looked, she knew, slovenly.

			The Prior held up a hand to stop Tom speaking and spoke directly to Linnet.

			‘Tom says you’re the daughter of John-the-Lies? What are you doing here, woman, and what do you want us to do with you?’

			His words were brisk but his tone wasn’t harsh and she pinched her hands together behind her back to give her the vigour she needed.

			‘My father said he would be coming to Holy Island and I lost my lodgings and had to move on, so I thought to come here and wait for him. I won’t be a burden though, I can work for you while I wait.’

			She wouldn’t tell him where her father had gone, nor the suspicions she had about what he was doing there, or the danger he might be in.

			He frowned at her and gestured for her to go on.

			‘I can scribe if you’ve a need of it, and I’m a limner and can make inks.’

			Tom leaned forward. ‘Her father taught her the inks and the scribing, Prior, she were ever so good at it even as a little girl, she—’

			

			But the Prior silenced him again and beckoned Linnet forward to the desk, sweeping the letters and papers away until he found a scrap of parchment. 

			‘Write the Pater Noster on there then, show me what you can do.’

			Thankful for the few minutes she’d had to warm her hands, Linnet found her pens and her little travelling pot of oak gall ink, and muttering the familiar words, began to scribe them, then stopped.

			‘I can show you more, Prior, do you have a hand you’d like me to copy?’

			His face sharpened with interest then and he pulled a few pages from a prayer book towards her and said, ‘Copy that.’

			She looked at the hand, cramped, wavering, the dispatched monk’s hand she was sure, and then did her best to mimic it but also smooth it out, making the marks and the flourishes seem purposeful, more graceful and intended. She was so intent it made her jump when the Prior spoke again.

			‘Yes, you can stay here, at least to finish this prayer book, and then we’ll see. Speak to Ann in the kitchen, she’ll tell you where you can sleep.’

			‘And will I get paid?’ 

			The smaller man pushed forward then. ‘When the Prior is doing you kindness in having you stay here? How dare you—’

			But the Prior stopped him. ‘That is Brother Oswyn, our bursar. We will pay you for a fair copy when it is done and I’ll decide what that price should be.’

			She nodded. Honour was satisfied. He knew she was skilled and she knew she would not work for nothing but board.

			She felt like she held her breath for the next few hours as she was taken from the parlour to the kitchens, shown the privies near the stables, met a prickly woman, Ann, unimpressed with her or the task she’d been given, and finally shown to a small cell above the kitchens with some bales arranged so that she could sleep on them and a poor blanket to cover herself with.

			

			She’d made it. For a while at least, she would be safe.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two 

			St Agnes Eve, 1495

			The light was going but that wasn’t what drew Linnet’s attention from her work. The voices outside the Scriptorium were not quite arguing but there was something strained, and one of them belonged to someone she didn’t recognise.

			She flexed her hands to get the blood moving in them again, got up and went to the doorway, careful to stay in the shadows. The Scriptorium was at the end of the Chapter House, overlooking the inner courtyard where the Prior was walking slowly past with a visitor. The man, a monk, was stocky and dark-haired, with pale skin. His robes looked freshly washed, pressed smooth, although not as clean at the bottom. His arms were folded, hands resting on his rounded stomach. Something about the wiry black hairs on his white knuckles made Linnet flinch a little and she drew further back. 

			She could see a novice monk following them, but not one she recognised. He looked old for a novice, a large man, head down, at a respectful distance, having to slow himself from his usual stride to stay at their pace.

			‘—of course and we’re delighted to help you, Father Nicholas. Our Priory is open to you for anything you need.’

			‘It’s not about delight, Prior. I am here to see that you are working according to the Rule, and to the Bishop’s requirements.’

			

			Father Nicholas must be an Inspector. His voice was high-pitched but deliberate and slow. Linnet had visited monasteries under inspection before. If the Inspector couldn’t find any fault, he would have to invent something, to show he was doing his job. Most holy houses had plenty of faults though. 

			‘Yes, yes, I’m sure you’ll find we are in order. Take care in the Priory Church, the new floor is being laid and it’s uneven.’

			The Prior didn’t sound his usual calm self, but a little uneasy. 

			‘How much is the floor costing?’

			‘It was paid for by the Bishop in his kindness, he—’

			‘The last Bishop.’

			The Inspector stopped, glancing around him as if already looking for errors he could note down. Catching sight of the mud on the bottom of his robes, a stark contrast to the rest of their cleanliness, he turned back to the Prior.

			‘Who is the boy who takes visitors over the way to the island? He made us wait another hour although the way looked clear, and then I am minded he took us a long route, and my horse stumbled several times.’

			Linnet tried not to let a laugh escape her. It would have been Daniel or one of his three brothers. Only their mother could tell them apart. Large and freckled and slow to speak or move, their eyes were quick with malice, and Tom told her they only took the shortest route if they were assured of a good payment. The more they disliked the look of you, the muddier you got.

			‘Oh, the boys from the inn at Beale, they have walked the route for years now and I’m sure he will have been keen to keep you out of harm’s way.’

			She caught a glimpse of a slight smile on the Prior’s face and wondered if he too noticed how the rudest visitors were the dirtiest to arrive on the island. The Beale boys had a grudging respect for the Prior, she knew, and he for them. The way onto the island was treacherous and it was hard to be sure when it would be safe, and when covered in water. The fishermen knew the times but couldn’t explain how they knew how it changed, and at times, they got it wrong, to their cost. She hadn’t dared to venture back off the island since her arrival over a month ago, memories of that night still fresh enough to chill her through.

			

			The men kept walking down the passageway towards the guest quarters and Linnet lost sight of them in the gathering gloom. It was now cold as well as dark. The Scriptorium was a small room, taking up the end space of the Chapter House, set within the calefactory, a place for the monks to warm themselves between their tasks. That had a fire most of the time but the thick wall didn’t let much heat through. The Scriptorium also had a fireplace but with just Linnet working in it, there was no fire. She shivered as she drew her cloak around her. It was more holes than cloak, but still soft and warm, in parts at least. One of the best things she’d stolen.

			She turned back to her work to put away her quills and ink when something large swooped at her. Startled, she jumped backwards and knocked the ink over.

			‘Damn, damn, damn!’ At least it was the oak gall ink which she had plenty of. She mopped it with her dark cloak which wouldn’t show the stains.

			‘You marn’t say that. Not here with the Fathers.’

			She jumped again. ‘Isabelle, you’re as sly as that bird of yours. Creeping up like that!’

			The dark-haired child and the sleek black raven looked at her in unison, heads both tilted as she cleared up the mess they’d made.

			‘You wan’ get that cloak mended. Tom’ll do it for you.’

			

			It was like having a nagging conscience made flesh, the child always lurking and telling her what she should and shouldn’t do. Isabelle didn’t seem to belong to anyone on the island, although the women in the kitchen at the Priory would feed her if she turned up at meal times. She was dirty and wild, but had a strong sense of order, even if she didn’t think it applied to her. Her pet raven, Pol, was equally stubborn and strong-willed. 

			Linnet hadn’t spent much time around children, or ever wanted them, not even when she was first with Guy. When she was a child herself, her father had taken her along with him as he took the obituary rolls from monasteries to priories to cathedrals. She was petted by the young monks, given sweetmeats by the older ones, and fussed over by the cooks and the laundry women. In between those floods of attention, they would walk for miles and sleep under hedges. Her father was saving the horse money and the inn money for a rainy day, although they always seemed to have plenty of rain as they travelled. She wondered if he still did that. He must be more than fifty now, too old for those long walks surely, if he were alive of course.

			She had no idea why Isabelle kept following her around but she didn’t like it. The child drew too much attention, always asking questions and bringing that raven with her. She was too tired to shoo her away tonight, though. Neither of them would have anything to eat if they didn’t hurry. They left the Scriptorium, the little girl skipping slightly, while Linnet picked her way between the loose stones, and the raven hopped from low wall to hedge to rock before flying away into the dark.

			They passed the Refectory where the monks were waiting for their food. The Prior and the Inspector and the other man were coming back from the guest lodging where the Inspector would be staying, just next to the Prior’s parlour. Linnet wondered who would do the reading while they ate. She thought Oswyn, the bursar, was most likely, he would enjoy showing off his Latin for an important guest.

			

			The kitchen was busier than usual, Ann sweating as she stirred and chopped and shouted. She had set up lamb cakes for St Agnes Eve, ready for the young girls on the island, Linnet too old at twenty-five, and Isabelle too young, to take part in the traditional ritual, eating the cake and sprinkling the corn on the field to see the face of your beloved. The cakes had been pushed to one side for this unexpected visitor and Linnet could see Ann was not pleased. 

			Linnet and Isabelle slipped into the back of the room, staying out of the way. The talk was all about the Father and his inspection. There hadn’t been an inspection for many years now so some thought he was bound to find much to complain about. Another faction stoutly defended the Prior saying he was a clever man and would know what to say and do to keep the report favourable. 

			Linnet began making a list in her head as she sat there; she could think of at least five ways the Priory was breaking the Rule. Who knew what the new Bishop wanted anyway – he might have new strictures that the Prior didn’t even know about. She knew religion was merely a veil over their motives for many of the powerful men of the Church.

			The bustle began to die down as the monks’ food was taken out. Linnet ate quickly, even the leftover food was better when there were visitors. The soup had more vegetables and even some scraps of meat in it for once. She slipped out as Isabelle was begging for a bit of pastry. 

			She bumped straight into the bursar, Brother Oswyn. He couldn’t have done the reading as he still had his cloak on. He took her by the arm, laughing.

			

			‘What are you running from, Linnet? Have you been up to no good?’

			She took a quick step back, shrugging off his hands. His breath was hot on her face, but sweet-smelling. He stepped in closer again, almost whispering. ‘I know your secret, Linnet, and I bet the Prior would like to know it too. A little Dutch mouse told me something tonight that I think he’d be interested in.’ 

			Linnet forced her face to go blank and looked at Oswyn as if he’d not said anything at all. The noise of the kitchen behind them carried through the night air. Linnet wondered how long he’d been waiting for the moment to pounce, looking to feed off her fear. She’d been on the island for more than a few weeks and he’d not said a word until now, contenting himself with scowling at her if she passed him.

			Well, damn him. The sound of the curse echoed in her head as loud as if she’d shouted it at him. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction though. Anyway, the only reply she could make would be ‘Which secret?’

			Instead, she hit back. ‘Have you seen the new Inspector yet? He’ll be wanting to look at your figures, I’m sure.’

			Oswyn frowned, distracted by news he wasn’t aware of. He had been on the mainland today and come back later than these visitors, that much was clear. She glanced at his cloak, fully splashed with tide mud and again supressed a grin. 

			‘Where’s he from?’

			‘Durham, I think. He was talking about the new Bishop.’

			‘Ah, Bishop Foxe, of course.’ He was back on firmer ground now, about to tell Linnet how he’d met him, given him good advice, been his best friend for many years, something like that. He’d go back to baiting her later.

			As he drew a breath, he was distracted by a movement behind her. 

			

			‘Child! Are you hiding in here? Be gone with you!’ Oswyn shooed Isabelle away like a pest, and Linnet took her chance to escape.

			The young novices were running around, fetching candles, wine, good bedding for the visiting Father. Despite her fears about Oswyn, Linnet enjoyed the sense of urgency. The monks were far fewer in numbers than they had been when she was a child visiting. She thought there had been about thirty then, double what it was now. This priory felt like it had been forgotten by Durham and the rest of the country. Even the Christmas celebrations had felt muted. She’d ignored them, going only to the church services she saw Ann going to, hiding in the Scriptorium the rest of the time, trying not to garner any attention, working hard on the prayer book. 

			Ann was marching out through the gate to the nearby field, carrying a torch and the cakes, with a gaggle of the young island girls around her giggling with excitement. Her face was a mixture of grim satisfaction and lines of disappointment. They would chant ‘St Agnes is a friend to me, I give this gift to help me see, who my helpmeet shall be’ as they threw seed over their shoulders. Someone, the liveliest and loudest, probably Molly the innkeeper’s daughter, would squeal that she’d seen a wraith, and they would all run off in a frenzy of excitement. Linnet wondered what Ann had seen in the grain when she was young, surely not the sot she was married to now, who she largely ignored, and who had only managed to give her one living child. 

			She saw Tom standing in the courtyard. She had been going to ask him about mending her cloak even before Isabelle suggested it. 

			He smiled at her, then shook his head as he saw her cloak.

			‘Linnet, what do you do with your clothes? For a scribe who spends her time inside, how do you get those holes and tears?’

			

			Linnet shrugged; she had no idea either. Sometimes she’d sit down to illustrate a page, and hours later, hands frozen, she’d look down and her clothes would be sporting new marks and rips as if the animals she’d drawn had been playing with her. She was a grown woman with the clothes of a ragged child. 

			Tom lowered his voice. ‘Isabelle told me the Inspector is here.’ 

			Visitors were good for gaming so Tom would be hoping for some sport with the Inspector’s retinue, although Linnet didn’t think the novice monk looked likely and he seemed to be the only person who had come with him. The monks would be staying away from the inn for now too. Tom’s blue eyes were bright with dicing fever regardless. He made a good living as a fisherman, but his time on the water didn’t compare to the chance to win and win again, and he would lose as if his money was swimming away from him. He’d not been like that when he was young, she wondered if his mother’s death had started his fondness for the dice.

			‘Can you mend my cloak then?’ 

			He muttered a bit about how she was only friendly when she wanted something from him, but they both knew that wasn’t true. They would talk most evenings – sitting by the sea or in the tavern. 

			She left him the cloak. If she’d been cold before, she was slowly freezing to her bones now. She wondered if the Prior and the Inspector were still talking or if they’d gone to sleep. If they had, the Prior’s parlour might have the end of a fire she could warm herself by. The Chapter House was brightly lit and warm but she couldn’t risk going in there, of course.

			She listened, just outside, but there was only a low crackling. Cautiously she slipped inside. No men, a glowing fire, and some peace and warmth at last. She spun slowly in front of the steady heat, like a chicken on a spit, but just as she was feeling some warmth returning to her, she heard voices coming. 

			

			She froze. She had no business being here. Looking around, she crouched down behind the big chest. Stupid. Why had she risked her place here for a moment by the fire? And now, hiding like a disobedient child. This was just what Oswyn would want. He’d never fully accepted why the Prior had let her stay, and she could feel his eyes on her at all times, looking for a mistake to cut her loose. 

			The Prior, the Inspector and the novice came in, talking louder than before and with more cordiality. Father Nicholas had been well fed, but the Prior had obviously taken care that the food wasn’t too rich. 

			‘I’ve asked Brother Oswyn to join us. He was busy today but he should be along soon.’

			‘I’ll only need to see his accounts, if he has them ready?’

			The sharp tone was still there in the Inspector’s voice, only slightly softened by the spiced wine he was sipping. Linnet could smell the nutmeg and the sour heat underneath it, the wine in the Priory was not of the best quality.

			‘He’s very conscientious, Father, they’ll be in good order.’

			‘And what monies do you have coming in? I know the farms to the north have been harried by the Scots and are being tardy with their rent.’

			‘Yes, we have had some requests for more time which we are assessing. Fenham Farm has paid this year but not its arrears. We are also producing prayer books and the like for some local gentry.’

			‘Do you have a scriptorium here? Which of your monks are scribes and which limners?’ 

			Linnet kept listening but there was silence for a minute, only the fire crackling and the chairs creaking a little as the monks settled themselves after their meal.

			

			Prior Richard seemed happy; he was paying her a pittance but it was all hers. Would the Inspector think her presence here unholy? She wondered what Oswyn might say to him, something that might make him insist she left? She was already holding her breath, folded into as small a space as she could manage, hands gripping the rough wooden edge of the chest next to her. 

			‘We have – a woman,’ the Prior faltered a little.

			Again, a moment’s silence. 

			‘A woman? Well, Bishop Foxe is not against the idea of cheap labour when you can find it.’ But he didn’t sound pleased.

			She could hear the novice shifting his feet but he didn’t speak up.

			The Prior breathed an audible sigh of relief as he continued. ‘She is the grown daughter of John-the-Lies – have you met him? No? He’s one of the Obituary Roll-Bearers. He’s known to carry inks and extra parchment with him, always got a good story to tell, although who knows how true they are. He knows all the history of the holy houses and is quick-witted. As she travelled with him, his daughter picked up her skills. Anyway, she came here to wait for him. She can scribe, make inks and illuminate, we can use her skill.’

			He was confident now, back on his favourite subject. ‘There’s some leftover parchment from when they tried to have a scriptorium here before. One of the farmers is saving his male calves for me, and the tanner can make more parchment, not the highest quality but good enough for purpose. We could produce more if we had more learned monks. We have some books here too, so don’t need to wait for the quires for copying.’

			Borrowing quires was troublesome for some religious houses, Linnet knew. They got the best books to copy if they had the ear of the bishops. She’d seen no sign that the Prior was well connected. Perhaps he could use this time with the Inspector to become favoured by Bishop Foxe.

			

			‘What about this woman, why did she not become a nun if she is skilled in scribing?’

			Linnet struggled not to snort. That had never been her wish, although when she and Guy were in disguise, she’d dressed as one. If danger threatened again, a nunnery might be a good place to hide. Lost in thoughts of herself as a nun, she missed the rest of what they were saying.

			Oswyn came in and the Prior introduced him. From where Linnet was hiding, she could only hear the men, not see them. Father Nicholas was coughing now, with Oswyn banging him helpfully on the back. Perhaps the wine had gone down the wrong way.

			Once they were settled, the talk turned back to the accounts.

			‘Of course, you must come and see my books tomorrow, Father Nicholas, and you—’

			‘I’m Brother Cassian.’ That must be the novice. A rough local voice, from a man well into his middle years. 

			The Inspector grunted in assent.

			‘My door is always open to you, knock for me.’ Oswyn’s voice had its customary and oily charm. Again the Inspector didn’t answer. 

			The Prior took him out towards his lodgings, telling Oswyn to show Brother Cassian to the dormitory, and Linnet could finally make her escape, out into the inner courtyard and across it to her room above the larders.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			It was raining. Starting with the slow rain in the air that caught at clothes and hair and settling in to a solid sheet of water coming down unceasingly.

			Linnet stood outside the kitchen and looked out across the church and the graveyard. Everything was grey, the Priory’s warm stones washed out by the grey light, the grey water, the grey sky. The land around was still, the only sound the streaming rain, and dimly through it, the people hurrying and cursing at their labours. 

			The Inspector strode through the inner courtyard without minding the weather at all, as if he was protected from it somehow, although his hair was plastered wet to his scalp. The Prior followed, eyes narrowed and thoughtful from beneath his cowl. The novice was looking around at the Priory with keen blue eyes.

			Isabelle and Pol were almost dancing in the rain, with the bird flapping around her head as she span, not noticing the monks until they nearly ran into them. The Inspector stopped for a moment as if to assess their presence, then marched on, through a large puddle, splashing the child from head to foot.

			Linnet smiled. It wasn’t kind but the dripping child’s barely contained fury and the bird’s indignant hopping brightened the grey day.

			

			The Prior stopped to ruffle Isabelle’s wet hair and say something to her, before catching up with the Inspector. The child ran off mollified, the raven swooping behind her.

			All the monks trooped through, going to Prime, their second morning prayers. Their usual chatter was subdued by the Inspector’s presence. Today he would watch them at their offices and rites, and tomorrow he would start on his report. Brother Marcus was a half-step behind Oswyn as usual, close enough to breathe in the air the other was breathing out. Oswyn walked a little faster, trying to put more space between them, but as his legs were half the length, Marcus only had to stretch a little to be as close. And just a pace behind the two of them, the childlike skipping of Brother Maykin, too fresh-faced for anyone to call his given name of Matthew, shoving and whispering with the other younger monks, despite their attempts to be solemn. 

			After the first morning bustle, the courtyard fell quiet again, with the rain the only noise, falling on the stones with a dedicated solidity, a sworn devotion of wetness.

			Linnet roused herself. She’d been standing idle for nearly half an hour, just watching the rain and the people. Watching the rain and the people from under the courtyard eave, as if she were a lady of leisure. It was also foolish to be out here, not hidden away in the Scriptorium. 

			In the silence, the fear about Oswyn’s words from last night came rushing back. What had he found out about her? What did he mean by ‘a Dutch mouse’? She knew he’d been at the Durham Priory as a novice, but he’d left years before she and her father had been in the area. The monks were always moving, from priory to abbey to cathedral. Migrating crows her father used to call them.

			She thought about her father and the last time she’d seen him. It must have been about five years ago. His face, a mask of indifference, her own red with shouting. Did she regret running off like that? No, not even with what had happened since. She couldn’t have stayed any longer and she hadn’t wanted to travel with him. He said he was off to scribe for one of the makers of bibles overseas, but she knew there was more to it, something hidden from her. He wanted to marry her off, have her safely looked after, he’d said. She had asked him safe from what but he’d refused to answer. Even if they’d not argued, once she was no longer a sweet child on his travels, for the nuns and servants to fuss over, she’d have been a burden and he didn’t take kindly to burdens. 

			

			He didn’t take kindly to much, although none of his friends would have known it, always laughing and joking and telling tales. It was Linnet who saw his sour side, the silences that lasted for hours. As a small child, she thought he’d a set number of words and he’d use them up with the monks, leaving nothing for her. Older, she realised his words were currency and he hoarded them, flashing them around as bait to catch greater prizes, not to be wasted on a useless girl as they walked and rode between his fishing grounds.

			There was the roll they carried, sometimes two rolls, for the monks to write their remembrances on, then there were the secrets, the stories and the gossip and the news, which could be dangerous, taken from town to town. He had meetings with men who never gave their names, who didn’t look at her or pay her any mind, low talking and then tasks given. Letters of introduction written, documents made that she doubted were real.

			The monks were in the Priory Church now, singing their prayers. Linnet could hear them from the Scriptorium, the familiar words and patterns washing over her like the rain. She ground up more oak galls for ink, sharpening quills from goose feathers, scraping the vellum smooth for use. When her mind was taken up with worry, she couldn’t write, but there was always other work to do. The oak gall ink scent rose up to soothe her, the spicy notes so familiar.

			

			People thought of scribes sitting on their high stools loftily writing but they didn’t see all the preparations and the labour – and backache – that took up so much of the time. 

			Linnet stood up and went back out to the courtyard to stretch. As a child, all the walking she did with her father had kept her supple but now her days were spent in the Scriptorium with the books. Ann in the kitchen thought of her as idle, which she supposed she was in her eyes. She didn’t lift heavy pots or scour them, or constantly have her hands in water, even on the coldest days. None of the island women had much time for Linnet, she wasn’t pretty or young, or interesting to them, not a good source of gossip or chatter. She’d never had close friends. Only Tom now. 

			The monks were filing out of the Priory for their tasks. They seemed smoothed out and set apart after their singing. Even the ones who quarrelled most, pinching each other during mealtimes and fighting for the best tasks, came out looking almost saintly. She envied them those moments of certainty and peace. 

			As she watched, that smooth surface began to crack and fall off as they became themselves again. Godfreyd pushed arrogantly past Brother Benedict, a short, round-bellied monk who was always following him around. Godfreyd had somewhere important to go to, at least he thought so, probably the Infirmary. He was a strange Infirmarian, he so hated touching people she’d noticed, but was very aware of his senior position in the Priory. 

			Oswyn was bustling and trying to catch up with the Prior and the Inspector. She could hear him starting to talk about ‘when I met the Bishop’. The Inspector looked impatient and kept turning his face away. They went off to the Prior’s parlour. Brother Marcus looked after them wistfully, wanting to join them. He had his eye on Oswyn’s role, she knew. And of course, Brother Maykin, showing off to the other novices as he chattered on about St Vincent, the topic of the day’s sermon. She heard him say the saint’s body had been protected by ravens – she wondered if Isabelle knew that.

			

			If Oswyn was busy trying to impress the Inspector, she hoped he would be distracted from her and her past. He would probably prefer to keep taunting her for longer anyway. She’d seen him the same with others, a sly insinuation here, mockery there. She thought he grew fat on people’s secrets. Was he really a threat? 

			She’d stood around long enough today. She went back to the prayer book and wrote methodically for several hours. Sometimes it really did feel like work.

			At one point she could hear voices outside. She looked out of the small window in her room and could see the Prior and Oswyn were arguing with each other, but in low tones, trying not to be heard. The Prior was leaning back against the damp wall, ignoring the cold that would be seeping through. Oswyn was trying to tell him something – she heard ‘if someone were not who you thought’ – but the Prior brushed him away, eager to get back to the Inspector. 

			Was Oswyn about to tell the Prior about her? Thanks to the Inspector, it would have to wait. She could do nothing without knowing what he was going to say, so she would have to keep quiet. Back to her book.

			Another disturbance brought her out in the late afternoon. She could hear squawking and yelling and something being thrown. Looking out, she saw Oswyn chasing Isabelle out of his room. The raven was fluttering around aggressively, swooping at him while the child dodged his hands. 

			

			‘And don’t creep in here again, you rat!’ Oswyn yelled at her, raising his voice above the loud croaking from the bird, who seemed to be taunting him, swooping just out of his reach.

			He was rarely seen to lose his temper, unlike the Prior who would often be seen shouting, and Linnet wondered what Isabelle had been doing. The noise and commotion had brought out the Prior and the Inspector. The Inspector looked askance at the girl and the bird again. Linnet could see he was asking the Prior about Pol. Whatever the Prior said didn’t seem to satisfy him, as he shuddered and crossed himself. 

			Maybe the Inspector was afraid of ravens. Linnet knew some of the islanders spat when Isabelle and Pol went past. Ravens were supposed to bring death.

			Oswyn saw the men talking and hurried over, eager to smooth away any impression of disorder and keen to take his moment.

			‘I trust all is well with the inspection so far? The Prior has asked I show you my books tomorrow.’

			The Prior looked irritated at Oswyn’s interruption but nodded.

			‘And perhaps we can talk about Durham? And the Bishop? I hear he is making great changes there?’

			The Inspector also seemed unwilling to talk, nodding equally abruptly. The Prior nodded towards the novice, who had followed them out. ‘Brother Oswyn, take Brother Cassian to Father Thomas, he can help him with the garden until we need him again.’ And with that, the men went back into the Prior’s parlour and with a firm bang of the wooden door, that was that.

			Oswyn looked after them thoughtfully and then turned towards Cassian. Their voices carried clearly over to Linnet as she stood there in the shadows.

			‘Bit old to be a novice, aren’t you?’ he asked.

			

			The novice flushed slightly, but stood his ground. ‘Aye, well God called me so I dinna complain to him he were late.’

			Linnet wondered why he had become a novice now. Most men of his age had a trade, a family. He was her father’s age, she thought.

			‘And you’re travelling with Father Nicholas? Did you not have a monastery to stay at and learn your lessons?’

			‘The Bishop wanted him to have another monk with him, and couldna spare a full Brother.’

			‘And we’ve to look after you while the Inspector does his duties? I’ve not got time to hold your hand while you do your lessons.’

			‘Well no one was asking you to, I’m able to do my own learning.’

			The flush on Cassian’s face had deepened and he was standing close to Oswyn. 

			‘Don’t speak to me in that tone, Brother!’ Oswyn’s tone was sharp, but he took a careful step back. ‘Now follow Brother Maykin away to the gardens, you’ll find Father Thomas there and he can have you do some weeding.’ He grabbed the young monk who was passing and pointed them both to the far corner of the outer courtyard where the gate led to the ground the monks tended.

			Cassian didn’t move at once, staring at Oswyn with narrowed eyes, before he turned away and headed off.

			Neither monk had seen Linnet, watching from the shadows. 

			The black cat slunk past Linnet’s ankles. He was damp and smelled of outdoors, rain and smouldering fires. The Prior and Oswyn might think they were in charge of the Priory but the cat had other ideas. Linnet had been tempted to give the cat a name, Tibet or Mite maybe, but she’d stopped herself. Names made you attached to things, and she needed to keep a little removed, on watch to keep herself safe.

			

			The light had gone and Linnet was straining to see the words. She set her work aside and went to find food but it was too late, another evening when she’d missed the meal the kitchen provided for the Priory servants. She would have to ask Ann for any scraps that were left over.

			Isabelle was sitting in a corner of the kitchen, laying out herbs and plants and stones covered in lichen around her, singing and counting on her fingers. Pol kept moving the herbs and hopping across her patterns until she lost patience and shooed him out.

			‘What are you doing with those, Isabelle?’

			The child didn’t answer, brushing Linnet’s question aside. She gave up trying to talk to her and finished her bread. It was stale, the hard end of a loaf, nothing to soak and soften it in. Ann showing again what she thought of her. 

			It was still raining. No one was lingering outside and no one was chatting. Linnet didn’t want to go to bed yet, she felt restless and irritated. Maybe she should think about moving on. If the Prior here could accept a female scribe, there would be other places she could work. Or she could make inks and sell them at market as she’d done before. Or she could thieve enough to keep herself fed. She’d not got caught yet. She took pride in the fact she never thieved for profit, only for food, or those special items – the ones she felt deserved to be looked after properly – the ones neglected by others that she knew she would cherish. 

			There was a sudden hubbub of noise as a rowdy group of men fell into the kitchen. They were covered in stone dust, the new masons here to finish the floor. The usual babble of languages, only one or two were Englishmen, the rest from all over. There was a constant flow of workers keeping the Priory running, no wonder the Prior was so concerned with the accounts. The different accents reminded Linnet about the ‘Dutch mouse’. Was one of the masons Dutch? She listened carefully but the noise was too great to hear any individual voices clearly. When she got the chance, she would have to find a way to speak to them and see what she could find out.

			

			Despite the rain, Linnet left, there was little space in the kitchen now. She held her skirts up as best she could but encrusted mud was dragging them down. Her small room was damp and often the mud would stay for weeks, crusting but too wet to brush off. Maybe she should think about becoming a nun after all, with someone else to keep her clothes clean and fresh. She envied the monks who never had to think about such things. 

			She’d read the Rule of St Benedict and thought that back in time, the monks had done their own washing and cleaning and cooking. Maybe that was before the gentry started sending their sons into orders. 

			Outside she saw Oswyn heading towards the Priory Church to light candles for Compline. He came over to her at once. She readied herself for more baiting.

			‘When were you at Durham, Linnet? I know you and your father spent some time there.’ 

			She shrugged. ‘On and off when I was a child. We moved a lot.’ 

			‘Your father certainly likes to travel. When did he tell you he’d be coming to the island?’

			She flinched. ‘He said something a little while ago.’

			‘I’m not so sure he did, did he, Linnet?’

			He was right of course. She thought fast. ‘But what did you want to know about Durham?’

			‘I’m not sure you’re old enough, what is your age?’

			‘I’m twenty-five.’ She wasn’t entirely sure. Her mother had died when she was small and her father hadn’t cared enough to tell her. 

			

			‘Pity,’ he said, distracted as she had hoped. ‘Too young to remember.’

			She chanced a question.

			‘What were you talking about with the Prior this afternoon? I heard you from the Scriptorium.’

			He looked at her sharply, did he realise she was also a watcher and a secret-gatherer? ‘We were talking about Bishop Foxe, a very important man. He has the ear of the King, you know. He wants everything catalogued and valued so he can account for the church’s property.’

			She knew he couldn’t really know the Bishop but she was interested in what he was saying anyway. The King had been on the throne for ten years or so, but some still thought of him as a new king. No one was quick to make a lot of noise about a king these days, in case they were accused of treason a few short months later, when the tide had turned and the laws had changed. The big families up here, in the north, they had felt the sting of this. Henry Percy had been imprisoned by Henry VII, but released quickly afterwards and was now often seen in his court. The Nevilles talked loudly about how Henry had a right of succession before the Battle of Bosworth, but everyone knew that swords and fighting men had spoken, rather than family trees and the right of kings. 

			She’d heard talk of one of the princes coming back to claim his throne, but she wasn’t sure what truth there was in that. The talk in Bishop’s Lynn had been that they’d never been seen since their time in the Tower of London, and she felt sure that two small boys would have been no trouble for men of power to hide away, only to be seen as bones after that, if at all.

			‘What business is it of the King’s what the church has?’

			‘Everything is the business of the King.’

			He lost interest in her again, turning to talk to Brother Marcus who had appeared behind him. Marcus had been here since the turn of the year, just after her arrival. He had moved from another monastery and come in ready to be the bursar, as his old Abbot had sworn he would be. That was a promise that the Prior had no trouble breaking. He might not like Oswyn – Linnet didn’t think any of the monks did – but he saw no reason to replace him. Marcus had taken the news calmly, but persisted in behaving as if he were Oswyn’s senior apprentice, always trying to talk him through a new method of working, or with an idea for the books. Oswyn flattered him from time to time, but more often dismissed him. 

			

			She went back out into the rain and kept walking.

			Lost in thought, she found herself at the water’s edge down at the fishermen’s beach below the Priory buildings. The fog had rolled in and she could see almost nothing around her. Any moonlight was obscured by the clouds, the world around her a dark haze of rain falling and waves rushing in and out. Wearily she trudged back up the small slope to her room, dim candlelight shining through the Priory Church windows over the fields showing her the way. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			She needed egg whites and stale vinegar to set her inks, and she was in luck. Ann was making nun’s kisses, those little custardy tarts that the Prior loved so much. Linnet could see the jug of egg whites at her side, but she didn’t want to ask while Ann was busy beating the custard.

			As she stood nearby, waiting for the right time, Brother Oswyn came in, full of his own importance, waving his ledger book at Ann.

			‘What’s this cinnamon, Ann? Have you used all that was brought last time the pedlar was here? I can’t see the need for this and long pepper both.’

			Startled from her baking, Ann stared at Oswyn with almost open insolence. She’d no time for any of the monks bar the Prior.

			‘Brother Oswyn, cinnamon and long pepper are not the same. You’d be sure to notice if these nun’s kisses had long pepper in them – and the Prior wouldn’t be pleased, or his guests.’

			Before Ann could stop him, Oswyn dipped a fat finger in her custard and tasted it. The kitchen fell into a shocked silence. 

			‘I taste no spices in this, but it is fine, I’m sure you could cook as well without the expense. I’ve a mind to tell the Prior we’ve no need of spices when the pedlar comes next.’

			

			Ann’s chin and her sagging neck were scarlet and blotched, like an angry chicken, Linnet couldn’t help thinking, as she slapped Oswyn’s hand away from her bowl. 

			‘It tastes good, as you say, because it has the cinnamon in it! Without it, it would be naught but a posset and fit for no decent table. I’ll be talking to the Prior mysel – he’ll be hearing from me. If my kitchen canna have spices, you’ll be the one cooking as I’ll be gone, do ya ken? And ev’n the bairns here wouldn’t be putting their dirty fingers in my pudding, I’ll not be having it.’

			Oswyn took a swift step back as the angry woman advanced on him, which took him backing into Linnet, standing so far unobserved by the wall. She felt his weight on her foot as he stumbled backwards and then suddenly he was inches from her face.

			‘And you, what are you doing in here? Are you not in the Scriptorium? The Prior doesn’t pay you to gossip in here with, with…’ He stuttered a little and she could see he was rethinking whatever words he had been about to use about Ann and the others in the kitchen. 

			‘I’m here to ask for egg whites for the ink.’ She was answering him but also talking to Ann whose fury seemed to have ebbed a little. She’d get the vinegar another time, better to be off.

			Ann nodded silently and handed over the jug. ‘I’ll be wanting that jug back this afternoon, mind,’ she said before turning her back on the pair of them. Ann’s tempers were legendary. Linnet wondered how long this one would last. She could hear Ann muttering loudly about Oswyn as she left the room, how he messed up her kitchen by coming in wet after his early morning swims, and what a stupid idea it was to swim in any case, especially now, in the dark and cold of winter.

			Linnet had seen him coming back from those swims, and seen him sidle into the kitchen to steal freshly baked bread before the proper time, too hungry and cold from the water to wait. She couldn’t imagine going into that dark, muddy water from choice.

			

			Outside the kitchen, she tried to leave without catching any more of Oswyn’s attention but she couldn’t move fast enough, keeping the jug steady in her hands. He pinched at her arm and she had to twist to stop the jug falling.

			‘I’ve not forgotten your secret, Linnet. You’re not here waiting for your father, are you? I happen to know John-the-Lies isn’t in England, is he?’

			Linnet fought to keep her face still and the jug upright. Her father had never spoken to her of which side he backed in the Cousins’ War, and she had never known which king the men who tasked him with spying were working for. Had Henry’s reign meant he needed to stay
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