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​CHAPTER ONE: THE OFFICE OF THE DEAD
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Winter, 1349. North Yorkshire.

The snow did not smell of purity. In this part of the world, even the snow smelled of wet wool, woodsmoke, and the lingering, copper tang of old blood.

Brother Cyprian pulled his cowl lower against the biting wind, though it did little to shield him. The cold in the north was not merely a temperature; it was a living thing that sought out the gaps in one’s faith as surely as it sought the gaps in one’s cloak.

He stood at the edge of the Abbey’s lichyard, his boots sinking into the slush. Before him, the stone walls of St. Jude’s rose like the jagged teeth of a skull, grey against the bruising purple of the twilight sky.

"He is as we found him, Brother," the nervous novice whispered. The boy was shivering, though Cyprian suspected it was not entirely due to the frost.

Cyprian nodded, saying nothing. He stepped forward, the hem of his black habit dragging over the frozen mud. He had ridden for three days from the Bishop’s palace in York, through villages that were nothing more than ghost towns. The Pestilence had passed, they said. The Great Mortality was over. But looking at the hollow eyes of the men who guarded the Abbey gates, Cyprian knew the plague had taken more than just lives. It had taken their certainty.

It had taken his, too.

He knelt in the snow.

The body lay at the base of the high stone cross. It was—or had been—Father Thomas, the sub-prior. Cyprian knew him. A man of strict rules and hidden gluttony. Now, he was a canvas for something unholy.

Cyprian’s stomach tightened, but his face remained a mask of marble calm. He had seen bodies piled in the streets of Avignon. He had seen dogs eating the faces of the dead in London. He was not easily moved.

But this was different.

Father Thomas had not died of the buboes. His throat had been opened, a clean, confident smile of red cut from ear to ear. But it was the positioning that made Cyprian’s breath hitch in his throat.

The dead man’s hands were not folded in prayer. They were pinned to the frozen earth with iron nails. And in his open mouth, stuffed deep into the throat to silence him even in death, was a fistful of dried rowan berries.

"Witchcraft," the novice whimpered, making the sign of the cross. "It is the work of the forest women."

Cyprian reached out. His hand, long-fingered and scarred from a life that had not always been spent in a library, hovered over the corpse. He touched the skin. Ice cold. Rigor had set in.

"Witchcraft is a convenient word for inconvenient sins, boy," Cyprian murmured, his voice a low rasp that sounded like grinding stones.

He plucked a single red berry from the dead man's lips. He crushed it between his thumb and forefinger. It bled a sticky, orange juice.

"Where is the woman who tends the sick in the village?" Cyprian asked, wiping the pulp onto the snow. "The one they call the herbalist."

The novice’s eyes widened. "Rowan? She lives by the river, past the mill. But Brother, you cannot go there. It is nigh on Vespers. The woods are... unsafe."

Cyprian stood up, his knees cracking. He looked at the looming, dark shape of the forest that pressed against the Abbey walls. He felt that familiar pull, the dangerous curiosity that had almost damned him once before.

"The woods are God's creation, just as this Abbey is," Cyprian lied. He felt no presence of God in either place. "Cover him. And pray for his soul. I have an appointment to keep."

He turned his back on the cross and walked toward the trees. The wind howled, sounding like a choir of the damned singing the Vespers, and for the first time in years, Cyprian felt something other than numbness.

He felt the thrill of the hunt.
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​CHAPTER TWO: UNCONSECRATED GROUND
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Rowan did not need the church bells to tell her that death had come to the Abbey. She smelled it on the wind—a scent sharper than the woodsmoke from her hearth, heavier than the coming snow.

She stood at her work table, a slab of rough-hewn oak stained with the juices of a hundred different roots and berries. Her cottage was small, a wattle-and-daub structure that leaned precariously toward the frozen river, as if trying to distance itself from the village proper. Inside, it was warm, cluttered with drying bundles of sage, mugwort, and yarrow that hung from the rafters like sleeping bats.

Her hands were busy. She was grinding dried nettles in a stone mortar, the rhythmic scrape-scrape-scrape the only sound in the room.

The village called her a healer when their children had fevers, and a witch when their cows went dry. She accepted both titles. Neither paid well, but both kept people at a respectful distance.

She paused, the pestle hovering.

Footsteps.

Not the shuffling gait of a villager seeking a poultice, nor the heavy tread of the miller. These footsteps were measured, purposeful. The steps of a man who believed he owned the ground he walked on.

Rowan wiped her hands on her apron. It was already stained with earth and crushed blackberry juice, looking alarmingly like old blood. She pushed a stray lock of hair—the color of polished copper—out of her eyes. She did not reach for a weapon. Her knife lay on the table, close to hand, but she knew better than to brandish steel against the Church.

The door did not open. It was struck, three hard raps.

"Enter," she called out, her voice low and husky, shaped by years of silence.

The door creaked open, admitting a swirl of snow and a tall, dark figure that seemed to swallow the firelight.

The monk was imposing. That was her first thought. He was not one of the fat, soft brothers from St. Jude’s who came to her secretly for tonics to ease their gout. This man was lean, built like a wolf in a wool habit. His face was sharp angles and shadows, his eyes dark and intelligent, burning with a cold fire that made the hair on her arms stand up.

He did not bless the house. He simply stepped inside and closed the door against the cold.

"You are the woman called Rowan," he said. It was not a question.

"And you are far from the scriptorium, Brother," she replied, leaning her hip against the table. She refused to lower her eyes. "Or has the Bishop sent a new hound to bark at the heathens?"

The monk’s eyes narrowed slightly. He scanned the room, his gaze lingering on the drying herbs, the bubbling pot over the fire, the small clay bowls of powders. He moved with a predatory grace, stepping closer until the scent of him hit her—frankincense, cold air, and something uniquely masculine.

"A man is dead," he said softly.

"Men die every day," Rowan countered. "Usually from the stupidity of their own making."

"Father Thomas was murdered."

Rowan felt a flicker of surprise, but she clamped down on it. "Thomas? The Sub-Prior? I suppose his gluttony finally burst him?"

"His throat was cut." The monk watched her face closely, hunting for a flinch. "And his mouth was filled with these."

He reached into the folds of his habit and withdrew a small, white handkerchief. He unfolded it on her table, right next to her mortar.

Inside lay a cluster of crushed, red berries.

Rowan looked at them, then back at him. She didn't blink. "Rowan berries," she said flatly. "A common winter fruit. Birds eat them. Unless you think I commanded a flock of starlings to choke him?"

"They are your namesake," the monk said. "And the village says you threatened him three days ago when he refused to bless the graves of the unbaptized."

"He refused to bury a child," Rowan’s voice dropped, turning hard. "A babe who died before the priest could sprinkle water on its head. He told the mother her child would burn in limbo. I told him he was a heartless bastard who would rot for his cruelty. That is not a threat, Brother. That is a theological observation."

The monk stared at her. For a moment, the mask of authority slipped, and she saw something else—a flash of tired amusement, or perhaps respect.

"My name is Cyprian," he said.

"I didn't ask."

"I am investigating this crime for the Order. And until I find the killer, everyone in this godforsaken valley is a suspect. Especially the woman who keeps jars of poison on her shelf." He gestured to a jar of foxglove.

"Medicine," she corrected. "In the right dose. In the wrong dose, prayer is deadly too."

Cyprian stepped closer, invading her space. He was tall enough that she had to tilt her head back. The air between them crackled, sudden and sharp. It wasn't fear. It was recognition. Two predators, circling in a cage.

"Show me your hands," he commanded.

Rowan hesitated, then held them out, palms up. They were rough, stained with green and purple juices, the nails short and dirt-rimmed.

Cyprian took her hands in his. His skin was shockingly warm. He turned them over, inspecting her palms, her fingers, looking for cuts, for blood, for guilt. His thumb brushed against the sensitive skin of her wrist, right over her pulse.

Her heart hammered against his touch. She saw his eyes dilate, just a fraction.

"You have strong hands," he murmured, his thumb tracing the calluses. "Hands that could crush herbs... or wield a knife."

"Or save a life," she whispered, her breath hitching as his grip tightened. "Depending on the need."

He held her gaze for a long, suffocating second. Then he dropped her hands as if they burned him.

"Stay in the village," Cyprian said, his voice rougher than before. He turned on his heel, his cloak swirling around him. "If you try to run, Rowan, I will hunt you down. And I do not miss."

"I have nowhere to run, Monk," she called after him.

He paused at the door, looking back over his shoulder. The firelight caught the sharp line of his jaw. " everyone has somewhere to run. Until they run out of road."

Then he was gone, leaving her alone with the howling wind and the ghost of his touch on her skin. Rowan looked down at her hands. They were trembling.

She grabbed the pestle and slammed it down into the mortar, crushing the nettles to dust.
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