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Prologue
The Bird at Dawn
Holy Island, September 1539

Brother Matthew reached the road while the sea still covered it.

He stood at the edge of the mainland and watched black water slide between himself and the island. Nothing marked the safe way across. No stones. No posts. No lamps.

Only a pale strip of current turning beneath the last stars.

Behind him, somewhere beyond the low hills, a horse stumbled on the northern track.

Matthew looked back.

He could see no rider.

That did not mean the rider was not there.

For three days he had travelled by paths that avoided towns. He had slept once beneath a hedge and once in the empty loft of a fisherman’s barn. He had eaten an apple, a heel of hard bread and nothing at all since the previous morning.

The bundle beneath his robe felt heavier with every mile.

It contained no gold.

Men had already killed for less.

Wind moved across the mudflats and pressed his wet clothes against his skin. Far beyond the water, Holy Island was a shape inside the darkness. The priory church rose above the village, roofless in places and silent since the king’s commissioners had closed it two years earlier.

Tynemouth had fallen later.

Brother Anselm had known it would.

Take the cliff stair. Wait until the tide turns. Carry this north.

Matthew put one hand against his chest.

The inner star lay inside waxed cloth, its seven bronze points wrapped so tightly that they could not cut him.

A bird called from the darkness.

Not a gull.

Three low notes travelled across the water.

Matthew answered with two.

For a moment, nothing moved on the island.

Then a hooded lantern opened and closed.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Matthew’s knees nearly gave way.

Agnes Bell was waiting.

The tide withdrew slowly. Ridges appeared beneath the water, then pools, then a glistening path of sand and stone. Matthew waited until the current stopped running across it.

Brother Anselm had made him repeat the rule.

Do not follow the first road you see. Follow the road the water leaves behind.

Matthew stepped onto the sand.

Cold water entered his shoes.

He carried no lantern. Agnes’s signal had shown him the line, and the whitening sky now separated pools from deeper channels. Twice he stopped and listened.

The distant horse had fallen silent.

Halfway across, Matthew found a single black feather resting on a ridge of wet sand.

It had been placed there after the water withdrew.

His mouth went dry.

He left the path and ran.

Mud dragged at his shoes. The wrapped star struck his ribs. Behind him came a shout—not from the mainland but from somewhere on the road itself.

Matthew did not turn.

The island rose ahead. Agnes stood on a low bank with her lantern covered. She wore a fisherman’s coat over a plain wool dress, and her grey hair had escaped its cloth cap.

“You are late,” she said.

“They entered the church.”

“Did Anselm follow?”

Matthew could not answer.

Agnes read the answer in his face.

She took his arm and pulled him above the reach of the water.

“How many?”

“One close behind. More may come when the road opens.”

“Then we have until the next tide.”

“He crossed before it was safe.”

“So did you.”

“I had a guide.”

Agnes looked towards the pale eastern sky. “So does he.”

They moved through the sleeping village.

No bell called the community to prayer. No lamps shone from the priory range. Doors that had once opened before dawn remained barred. Buildings already stood empty, stripped of books, vessels and cloth.

Matthew had expected silence.

He had not expected the island to feel as though it were holding its breath.

Agnes led him through a narrow yard behind a stone house. Fishing nets hung from pegs along one wall. Beneath them stood a wooden chest.

She opened it.

Inside lay floats, hooks, two coils of rope and a small pewter goblet.

Matthew stared at the cup.

“That cannot be the hiding place.”

“Why?”

“It is a cup.”

“Excellent. Men searching for a star will ignore it.”

“Men searching a religious house take every cup.”

“They already did.”

Agnes lifted the goblet. “This one was recorded as cracked.”

Matthew examined it. The metal was dull and scratched, but he could see no split.

“It is not cracked.”

“The record is.”

For the first time since Tynemouth, Matthew almost smiled.

Agnes carried the goblet into the house. A low fire glowed beneath the chimney. On the table lay a knife, a wooden rule and a strip of folded vellum.

She unwrapped the inner star.

Bronze caught the firelight.

The central piece of the Tidemark Seal was smaller than Matthew’s palm. A tiny hole pierced each of its seven points. Fine marks crossed its face, too shallow to read without the outer ring Anselm had kept.

Agnes touched one of the marks.

“Seven roads.”

“That is what Anselm believed.”

“What do you believe?”

Matthew thought of the hidden names beneath Tynemouth. He thought of boots entering the church and a dark feather turning through torchlight.

“I believe somebody has worked very hard to erase them.”

“That is not the same thing.”

“No.”

“It will do.”

Agnes placed the star against the goblet’s base. It fitted a shallow hollow beneath the stem.

“You knew its shape,” Matthew said.

“I knew the road would send something.”

From outside came the scrape of a shoe on stone.

Agnes closed her hand around the star.

Matthew reached for the knife.

She shook her head and pointed towards a narrow stair.

They climbed to the upper room and looked through a gap in the shutter.

A tall man stood in the yard.

His dark hat hid his face. Seawater shone on the hem of his coat. One hand rested on the leather case at his side.

He looked directly at the shutter.

“Brother Matthew,” he called.

His voice was calm.

That frightened Matthew more than a shout would have done.

“The road is over,” the man said. “Anselm has nothing left to protect.”

Agnes moved away from the window.

“Does he know you?” Matthew whispered.

“He knows everyone who has carried a message north.”

“Where is your door?”

“Open.”

Matthew stared at her.

“Then close it.”

“A closed door tells a hunter where to look.”

The latch downstairs lifted.

Agnes took the goblet, the star and the folded vellum. She pushed Matthew towards a second stair concealed behind hanging cloth.

They descended into a store room and left through a low opening behind the nets.

The eastern sky had begun to brighten.

Agnes crossed the empty ground towards the ruined priory. Matthew followed, expecting a hand to close upon his shoulder at every step.

They passed through the old churchyard.

Weathered stones leaned from the grass. Some carried crosses. Others held names cut by hands dead for centuries.

Agnes stopped before a broken arch.

Seven small birds had been carved around its inner curve.

Most were so worn that Matthew would not have noticed them.

One had no eye.

Agnes set the goblet on the ground and filled it with water from a leather flask.

“Seawater?” Matthew asked.

“From the well.”

“The clue says the bird drinks.”

“Birds are not foolish enough to drink the sea.”

Light touched the highest stone.

One by one, the carved birds cast thin shadows across the arch. Six reached the wall behind them.

The eyeless bird cast nothing.

Agnes turned the goblet.

The water inside caught the arch upside down.

In the reflection, the eyeless bird became whole.

Its beak touched the rim.

A line of light passed through the goblet and struck a stone at Matthew’s feet.

He knelt and brushed away wet grass.

A narrow door had been cut into the ground beneath seven shallow stars.

It stood open.

Inside lay darkness and the smell of old earth.

“You opened it before I came,” he said.

“I needed to know the road still led somewhere.”

Matthew looked at the star in her hand.

“If he finds this—”

“He will find a cup.”

Agnes removed the goblet’s base. Beneath it was a hollow just deep enough for the bronze star.

She placed the star inside.

Then she did something Matthew did not expect.

She took it out again.

“What are you doing?”

“Separating the object from the answer.”

She wrapped the star in the strip of vellum and pushed it into a crack beneath the threshold. Then she sealed the goblet’s base around the folded record.

“The cup finds the door,” she said. “The door keeps the star. Neither betrays the other.”

A black feather drifted through the arch.

It landed in the filled goblet.

The water trembled.

Matthew turned.

The tall man stood at the far end of the churchyard.

Agnes closed the narrow door with her foot. The seven stars vanished beneath grass and dawn shadow.

The man walked towards them.

Behind him, the sea returned to the road.


Chapter One
The Road Under Water
Nine days after Mum said they were not going to Holy Island, they were going to Holy Island.

Elliot had written both statements in his notebook.

He had drawn a line between them and added:

ADULT DECISIONS MAY CHANGE WHEN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE IS PROVIDED.

Evelyn read this over his shoulder.

“That isn’t why she changed her mind.”

“It happened after Dr Rahman showed her the photograph.”

“It happened after Dr Rahman promised there would be four adults, two locked buildings and no underground passages.”

“The photograph was archaeological evidence.”

“Mum likes locked buildings.”

“Most adults do.”

Ozzy barked from the back seat.

The car ahead had stopped beside the causeway warning board. Dr Rahman climbed out wearing an orange waterproof and held up one finger to show that they should wait.

Beyond her, the road crossed three miles of sand and shallow water towards Holy Island.

It did not look like a road.

It looked like someone had drawn a thin grey line across the sea and hoped nobody would ask what happened at high tide.

Reflective poles marked both sides. Halfway across stood a wooden refuge box raised on tall legs.

Elliot pressed his face to the window.

“The safe period started at eight twenty-five.”

Mum checked the clock. “It is eight thirty-seven.”

“The next unsafe period starts at twelve ten.”

“Which is why we will be across long before then.”

“The tide can rise faster when—”

“Elliot.”

“I’m only saying the table is a prediction.”

“Dr Rahman checked the official crossing times. Mrs Hume checked them. I checked them. The guesthouse checked them. If Ozzy had access to a phone, he would have checked them.”

Ozzy barked again.

“He says he would,” Elliot replied.

Evelyn watched Dr Rahman walk around the warning board. The archaeologist crouched, picked up something white and returned to her van.

Mrs Hume sat in the passenger seat. She looked back at Mum’s car and gave a thumbs-up.

They had both agreed to the trip because of the letter.

It had arrived at Tynemouth Priory two days earlier in a cream envelope addressed to Mrs Margaret Hume. Inside was a copy of a photograph, a square of waxed cloth and one sentence written in careful blue ink:

If the children found Anselm’s door, bring them to the island before Crowe finds Matthew’s.


The letter was signed Nora Bell.

Mrs Hume knew the name.

Nora had worked with museum collections across Northumberland for nearly forty years. She had helped identify objects, correct old catalogue mistakes and return several boxes that other people had forgotten borrowing.

She was eighty-four years old.

According to Mrs Hume, she also disliked telephones and answered emails by printing them.

The photograph enclosed with her letter had been taken in 1956.

It showed Edwin Crowe standing beside Holy Island harbour.

In his hand was a goblet.

Nobody at Lindisfarne Priory, Lindisfarne Castle or the county archive could find any record of it.

Dr Rahman waved them forward.

Mum put the car into gear.

“Final rules,” she said.

Evelyn groaned.

“If you groan, I add rules.”

Evelyn stopped.

“We stay together. We enter no closed area. We touch no historic object unless a member of staff hands it to us. We do not follow Professor Crowe anywhere.”

“What if he follows us?” Elliot asked.

“We tell an adult.”

“What if he is the adult?”

“A different adult.”

“What if—”

“No.”

“That wasn’t a yes-or-no question.”

“It is now.”

The van moved onto the causeway.

Mum followed.

Tyres hissed over wet tarmac. Water filled the ditches on both sides, reflecting the wide morning sky. Farther out, mudflats shone like sheets of beaten metal.

Ozzy stood with his front paws against the window and sneezed at a gull.

Evelyn looked back at the mainland warning board.

Something black moved beneath it.

Not the white object Dr Rahman had collected.

A feather.

It had been tucked beneath the lowest corner of the sign, protected from the wind by the wooden post.

Evelyn twisted in her seat.

“What is it?” Mum asked.

“Nothing.”

The board became smaller behind them.

The feather remained perfectly still.

Crowe had crossed this road during the night.

She knew that from the room he had rented overlooking the harbour. Nora’s letter said he had arrived before anybody invited him.

Perhaps the feather was only his way of saying he had reached the island.

Or perhaps it was a warning.

Evelyn took out her phone and
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