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Prologue

The mere has fingers, the boy’s mother told him. Clever fingers that reach up through the marsh and wrap around little ankles, strong arms to pull poor sinners downwards, and a great gaping belly that can never be filled. That is why men dig the ditches and tame the water. Let a mere be and it will devour all of Christendom.

Every night for a year after, he’d dreamt of it. An unending hunger reaching out for him. Sometimes he’d wake, the blanket wet with piss, and his mother would feel its damp warmth spreading to her and she’d sigh and go to wash it, again. The older boys saw this and named him loosebowel, mouseling, trembler.

So he learnt to ignore his mother’s warnings. When she talked of elves with their arrows, he told her he would raise a shield and fend them off. If revenants came wailing through the gloom, he would strike their heads from their bodies and banish their souls back to hell. Be it foul beast or wicked spirit, he would meet it with glorious battle.

Now, though, he wishes he had listened more closely.

The boy stands in the darkness, water to his ankles. The ground is not ground here, only hollows and yielding. Like walking along a riverbed, like walking on flesh. The only light is the sliver of moon above but even that is weak, as if it comes from beyond the edge of the world. It turns the reeds to silver seax, raised and sharp. It unpicks the trees and sky and water, knots them into strange tangles through which he can see no way out.

He had not meant to wander off the path. But the boy’s legs had ached and he only wished to rest a little where he would not be scolded for it. It had been a long week on the road, him on foot the whole time, and when he was not walking he was setting fires or feeding the horses, or fetching water. Even sleep was but a few moments, stolen on top of itchy hay or damp earth.

So he’d lingered a while behind the party, let them walk a dozen or so paces ahead. Enough for him to slow, to truly watch what was about him, and that was when he’d seen it. A break in the reeds and beyond it stones blushed yellow and white by lichen. The last of the daylight was with him and he thought he would wait there a while, until at least the others saw he was gone and called for him.

And then the daylight faded and with it the path back.

Now, the boy takes a step into a tussock of reeds. It crumbles beneath his foot like old bone. He trips but catches himself just in time. He must keep walking. They will be looking for him.

He had been so grateful to leave Gipeswic. It’s only now that he understands how safe he had been there in the great hall of Thegn Theodred, in the kitchen with its strong walls and full stores. The giant ovens, filling the air with the smell of baking bread. The yule boar, turning on its spit, the fat dripping down onto the flames and raising hissing, burning fire-snakes. His mother’s strong, warm arms, which fussed and pinched and protected.

He wipes at his eyes. He passed his thirteenth summer this year and is a servant to a great, learned man. He’s even earned the trust of the thegn’s wife. He is too old for fear.

But not too old for hunger, nor for cold. He can feel both settling on him, pinching the feeling from his fingertips and the strength from his legs. He puts his hand on his belt, feels the knife there. Not a warrior’s seax, but if some mere-beast comes he will raise the blade like a hero of old and strike, but no, he always wept to see even the chickens killed and

trembler

mouseling

that was why his mother sent him away not pride but

shame

He walks on and then cannot remember how long he has been walking. It might be no time at all or half a day. The fog is now so thick that he cannot see more than a step in front of him, so thick he might reach out and clasp it in his hand like so much wool. He can smell green and the rich rot of mere-pools. He does not like looking in them, so dark and deep that they steal even his reflection. There is far-off birdsong but he cannot tell where it comes from or if he has dreamt it.

He begins to sing. He hears how small his voice is, how it cracks and deepens as if he is only half a man, but he sings anyway. It is a stout song from the kitchens on the days before feasts, when every soul was damp with sweat and soft-limbed with weariness and still they had to work through the day and night to prepare a great meal for the thegn and his guests. A song for long hardship and just reward.

He sings it a dozen times and a dozen more. And then, when his throat grows hoarse and each breath feels as if it is full of embers, he sees something pushing out of the ground ahead.

A post. A sign of a path, something crafted by a man’s hand in this forsaken place. He stumbles, not caring that the water reaches his knees, his waist, for there is first one post and then another and ahead a stretch of wooden slats, all of different woods and hues, leading him onwards and in the air there is warmth and comfort, too.

A dwelling ahead, maybe, or even just a fire would be enough and he can see it now, boar-skin crackling with fat, the easy flesh of its cheek, a slice of bread and he would take even the burnt bottom crust that his mother would feed to the chickens and it is there he is sure right ahead of him but then he stumbles once more and

fingers grasping

his ankle caught

and there is water in his eyes in his mouth soaking his lungs winding about his throat and he kicks out but nothing yields and he feels it beneath him the great maw the empty belly and it will take him this mere will devour him just give him one more breath just

one more




Chapter 1

I slip from the convent just after Vespers, my lungs still filled with holy smoke. The evening is bitter, ponds and washbasins illuminated silver with ice. It’s barely a week into November in the year of our Lord 990 and here, hidden not far from the coast of East Anglia, the first cold of winter comes and turns water to bone.

Hurrying across the bridge that separates the higher land of the convent from the farmland that surrounds it, a few souls lift their heads and watch me pass. Some are in fields, sowing overwintering wheat and digging ditches. Others in swift little boats, pulling eel traps from the water with one hand, eel-spears held in the other. They give a fifth of all they farm to us, year after year: apples, wool, sometimes girls.

There are over a hundred souls out here to the convent’s fifty or so, drawn from a great multitude and deposited in this place. Some of them Anglisc, come from across the sea in centuries past, some northmen whose ancestors came to settle when this place was still under Danelaw. Still others Wealh, from the stubborn lands to the far west, most of them enslaved and then brought from the market at Gipeswic. And some who have been here since before all others, cutting the reeds and fishing the pools as they always have.

No matter who, they still call their greetings to me, which so often hold within them seeds of worry.

‘Some sickness, Infirmarian?’

‘Are you searching for some herb? I saw late hellebore, not far from here.’

I wave them off with thanks, telling them I have everything I need. I wish they would not shout out to me. The abbess may still be away in Gipeswic but she has plenty of souls keeping watch for her. I am into my fourth decade now and still I must creep about like some disobedient oblate.

It is a difficult path across the farmland to the very edge where tilled soil falls to marsh. My leather boots are sodden through and I can feel silt between my toes. A few times I step thinking there is solid ground in front of me and trip into water that reaches my shins. I wish I could turn around and return, set my feet in front of the fire in the infirmary and find myself some honeyed wine.

But Sweet has asked for me and she will not be ignored.

So I only reach down and pull the hem of my habit up, rolling up the hose beneath them so that my legs are bare from my knees down. Shameful if I were to be caught. Whore, Jezebel, Eve and all her passions. But I am far from the convent now and there are not many out to see me. Besides, if the abbess learns I have visited Sweet again, my clothing will be the least of any sins.

I continue on, cursing and spitting and wading through silt and bog and reeds. Over the four decades that this convent has been here, generations have fought the same battle: cutting ditches, pushing the water back and turning it to where it might be of use. Here they admit defeat and the marsh pours in. I am surrounded by frothing sedge and saxifrage, by ferns heavy with growth and greenery so thick it tangles even sound.

And, at the edge of it all, a small hut. The walls made of packed mud and reeds like many of the poorer dwelling-places about. Wood is only used for the walls of the richest of the ceorls and those buildings that belong to the convent.

There are fish and eels drying on a rack outside, fox and rabbit skins stretched out beside them, fellows in death where they never were in life. A bucket of urine to be used for tanning and a pile of dirty rushes that have not yet been swept back into the earth. Herbs and tiny charms made from delicate bird bones swing from the doorway.

A place of power, despite its smallness. It is enough to make me stop and take a few steadying breaths.

Then, I lift my shoulders and go to meet Sweet.

Inside, I press my hands against Eluned’s belly. She does not flinch, only stares into the fire that Sweet is tending. It is our only light in this dark place and sets shadows climbing up every wall. There is the rich smell of brewing pottage and the peat that burns beneath it, turning the air warm and damp as breath.

‘You said you felt it quickening?’ I ask Eluned.

She nods, once. Eluned is so young, with loose black hair and an undyed wool dress. There is a stillness about her that many in the convent think slowness. This is how Eluned wishes it.

‘When did you first know?’

‘A week,’ she says, softly.

‘She came to me yesterday,’ adds Sweet. She spoons the pottage into a bowl, passes it to Eluned. Then, one for herself.

‘Your monthly bleeding?’ I ask Eluned.

‘I did not have it,’ says Eluned. She lifts some of the pottage to her mouth but does not eat. Sweet has given her a gift of a bowl, filled with eel and sheep’s meat and crab.

I sigh and lean back on my haunches. Sweet has only two stools and she is already sitting on the spare one, her head bent over her food. She eats in quick, snapping bites, as if she expects it to be knocked from her hands if she does not finish it quickly enough.

‘Well, it is the old problem,’ I say. ‘Is it Sybba?’

Sweet reaches and pulls a fish bone from her teeth, then spits onto the pressed-earth floor. ‘Who else?’ she says. ‘The only woman he can have these days are those that already belong to him.’

‘Have you thought of telling the abbess?’ I ask Sweet. ‘The penitential says that if a slave bears the child of her master, there are punishments. The father should fast and the child should be freed.’

Sweet and Eluned look at each other over me and I know what they think. I have spent too long in the convent and have swallowed entirely all the talk of mercy and kindness. Both of them wear a cross about their necks, Eluned’s wooden and Sweet’s bone, but their faith is not one that follows the convent’s pattern. Eluned came from Wealh full of belief, but her years as a slave have taken much of that from her. As for Sweet, she wears other charms besides the cross on her neck, ones that are older, full of power.

Sweet is not alone in this. Many of the ceorls take Christ as their Lord readily, but He is often busy and so they pray to others, too: Woden and Frig and older powers that were never given a name. Christ may be king but He is the greatest of many.

When the gods do not answer, the ceorls turn to Sweet. The women who cannot bear living children, the men who wish to have their fates read, the households who are raising a new building and wish for a blessing for the threshold.

Many go to her before they would come to me for help. It is only for the worst that she calls down the convent’s infirmarian – or if she feels I should know of an illness or problem.

Sweet does not need me now. She could mix together a potion to kill the babe in Eluned’s belly in the time it takes most women to braid their hair.

It pricks at me, this lesson of hers. It is as if she thinks I am a child, innocent of all the sin about me. But I have been infirmarian for longer than I have been anything else, starting my learning when I was not even nine winters. I have seen bitter wounds and screaming death and I do not need her to tell me that Sybba is cruel and that the abbess does nothing as long as he pays his tithes.

‘Our priest is returning soon,’ I say. ‘Coming back from Gipeswic with the abbess. He might listen, where the abbess will not. I could—’

‘Leave it be,’ Eluned says. ‘The priest will only make it worse.’

‘As you wish,’ I say, standing. I wait for Eluned to continue, but it seems she has come to the end of her words. Beside me, Sweet has almost finished her bowl of pottage.

‘Is there none for me?’ I ask. ‘I have come all this way down.’

‘The abbess would say that good deeds are their own reward,’ says Sweet.

‘Well, the abbess is away still,’ I say. ‘And I find meat and wine also suffice.’

I meet Sweet’s gaze. She does not know her own age, but she must be well into her sixth decade, her narrow face deep-lined and watchful. She is small and thin, a knife that has been honed by age and use to nothing but edge.

‘The cure first,’ says Sweet, ‘and then you can eat.’

We prepare the drink together, mixing dittany and wild carrot into hot water and honey. Sweet makes a show of cutting the right amount, feigning that she did not know what Eluned’s trouble was all along, as if this is not the third time the girl has come to her in the last two years. She rolls up the sleeves of her dress, revealing constellations of bee-stings on her arms. She does not produce enough of worth to pay tithes and so spends any spare time in service of the convent tending the hives.

‘If you had come to the infirmary, we might have this with wine,’ I say to Eluned as I pass it to her.

‘I would be marked by the others,’ she says, shortly. ‘They would know me and my sin.’

‘It is no sin,’ says Sweet, walking across to take Eluned by her shoulders. An odd grip it is, gentle and tight all at once. She lowers her head and begins to murmur instructions to Eluned, ones that will teach her how to curse a man so that he cannot raise any part of him. They move from Anglisc to other tongues, words of British and Wealh that Sweet knows I cannot comprehend.

I only know British from songs and no Wealh at all, so I look instead to Sweet’s herbs. I keep mine in our infirmary storeroom, in close-packed boxes and tight-knotted bunches. Sweet hangs hers wherever she can find space: from posts driven into the wall, from thread pulled tight across the room. That which cannot be hung is placed in covered bowls arrayed on the floor against walls. I stand and begin to search through these, opening half a dozen before I find what I need.

‘A gift for you,’ I say, passing it to Eluned. The small brown seed is about the size of her fingernail. ‘Heartwort seed.’

‘What will it do?’ asks Eluned.

‘I use it for fevers,’ I say. ‘It removes heat, of all sorts.’

She runs her finger over the ridges of the seed. Beside me, Sweet snorts. ‘It will take more than a seed to quell Sybba’s lusts.’

‘But it is a start,’ I say. I press Eluned’s hands together. ‘Crush it and place it into his wine with other spices to mask the taste. Do you understand?’

She nods, sliding the seed into the pouch about her girdle. Then, she takes the cup of dittany and wild carrot and drinks deeply from it. Sweet and I both watch in silence, intent as two old crows over carrion.

After we have made sure that she will not vomit it up, Eluned leaves. Sweet gives her a handful of berries and herbs to place in the basket that she has brought with her, so that she might tell the others she was out foraging.

‘A mercy, to give Eluned heartwort,’ says Sweet when she is gone.

‘It was from your supplies,’ I say. ‘No great kindness.’

‘Well, next time I am by the infirmary I shall come and take from your stores, then.’

‘You would be welcome to it,’ I say. ‘If you ever came to see me.’

Sweet stares at the fire, which is beginning to dwindle. Eluned’s visit has set darkness threading through her, old memories and wounds.

‘If you ask me, the only way to stop Sybba is five coins of henbane in his beer,’ says Sweet. ‘And a quick burial.’

She lifts herself upwards, tosses a clod of peat onto the flames. It spits, then settles. There are rushlights hanging from the walls, their cores soaked in tallow fat, but Sweet has not lit them. Perhaps it is to avoid waste, but I think Sweet wishes to talk of this in a half-light.

‘If she asked,’ says Sweet, ‘would you give it to her? The key to her freedom?’

‘It would not work,’ I say. ‘Even if she was not caught, she would still be a murderer. That is a sin and—’

Sweet shakes her head. She looks at me as if she has found rot in her wheat after a damp summer. Sadness and worry in her eyes, but it is no sudden blow.

‘You have been there too long,’ she says. ‘You are like the rest of them. Too bound by what is good to see what is right.’

She wears a headdress knotted with thick thread that she has woven herself, beneath it pale blonde hair that is now mostly grey. Her dress is thin but well kept, the yew-dyed green faded through years of long use. The only sign of wealth is the beads of antler and pearl she wears around her neck beneath her cross and other charms. To any who might pass her, they would see a free woman, not rich but not yet starving.

It is a falsehood, of course. I know she has cooked meat because Eluned and I were coming. I know that she would rather have a belly empty than trade any of her treasures, scarce as they are.

And it is this, more than anything, that needles me. I am not the only one of us who clings to something half-false.

‘I came here,’ I say. ‘I might be whipped for breaking the abbess’s rule.’

‘And I know how much love you hold for her,’ says Sweet. ‘It is not much, to disobey one you hate.’

‘I have never said I hate her,’ I say, quickly.

‘No,’ says Sweet, ‘you have been careful not to.’

Sweet is always so, drawing me into words against the abbess. She collects them, I think, gathers them and waits for a day when they will be useful. But I will not be easily baited today.

‘I came to help,’ I say, ‘because you called. Nothing more.’

‘You come here to learn,’ says Sweet, ‘to gossip, to ask me where you might find this herb or that flower.’

‘I do not need that any longer,’ I say, ‘I know this marsh nearly as well as you.’

I wait for the laugh, the insult. There is none who knows the surrounding bogs and pools as Sweet does. But she only tilts her head.

‘Yes,’ she says, in a low voice, ‘you do. Half of the convent, half of the mere. But this place is not kind to border-walkers.’

Outside, I hear birdsong. The chatters of sparrows beneath eaves, the cry of a marsh harrier high above the reeds. Eels will be emerging to hunt, men and women will be laying down their tools and in the convent we will be preparing for our evening service of Compline. I should return to the infirmary soon or I will be missed.

‘You look thin,’ says Sweet. ‘Are you fasting, repenting some sin?’

‘No,’ I say, ‘the whole convent is hungry. The abbess hides it, but our stores grow low. She is in Gipeswic to sell what she can of our relics and tapestries and to beg her cousin for gold and supplies.’

‘Abbess Sigeburg begging,’ says Sweet, ‘I wish I could see that.’ She begins to spoon pottage into a bowl, this time for me. ‘And here I thought these last few years of poor harvests had hurt us alone. But it seems the holy women suffer alongside us on that hill of yours.’

Although the sisters of the convent are set apart from the ceorls by holy vows and high ground, in truth this is less a chasm and more a single handspan. We take their tithes and in return offer mass and whatever else the convent has in charity. The portress, or sometimes the abbess herself, will come and judge some dispute on who owns land or cattle or a slave. We draw on them for girls to become novices and when they are full grown these sisters often find a reason to pass by their former families. Many of the women are paid for duties that the sisters cannot or will not do, often cleaning or cooking before returning to their own homes. We may seem as two separate rivers, each with its own flow and course, but in truth we share the same source, the same end.

The same troubles, too. I watch Sweet finish her serving of the pottage, a knuckle of glistening gristle setting my mouth watering. The tug of it between my teeth, salt and fat to be savoured for days afterwards.

Then she stops, spoon in hand. ‘Oh,’ she says, mockery in her face, ‘but you are forbidden from meat, are you not?’

‘And far more,’ I say. I reach out to take the bowl, meat and all, when there is a sudden sound at the door. A knock, heavy and full of power.

Sweet and I both flinch, turn to each other. After years of unsteady peace, the northmen raids began again a decade ago with attacks in Kent. The stories came to us slow and heavy. Churches ravaged and razed, ports set ablaze and the souls in them raped and killed or carried off slaves. Our fear makes us twins; the same wide grey eyes, the same tight face.

It is Sweet who moves first. She unsheathes her knife, as if that might defend against a northman’s axe, and treads towards the door. I follow and grasp for Sweet’s spindlestick. I could laugh, for I would not trust it to keep away a wrathful goose, let alone a raider.

Sweet pulls open the door and steps into the doorway. Then, a half-bow as she hurries to place her knife back in her girdle. Sweet shows deference only when she must and I feel a different fear, now, that the abbess has returned and has come to find me in my disobedience.

I move forward, peering out. For a heartbeat there is only the marsh, its dark mere-pools grown black.

And then I see her. Not the abbess, but a woman, standing in the shadows beneath the eaves. She has her hands clasped tight together and I wonder who else would be out here at such a time, think of elves tricking children from their mothers and revenant ghosts coming to steal souls. But she cannot be either, for as my eyes grow used to the darkness, I see in this stranger’s face no signs of malice, no wickedness. Only resolve, and somewhere deep within that a great fear.




Chapter 2

She steps into the hut without waiting for Sweet’s say-so. It is so quickly done, her tread so easy, that neither Sweet nor I find the words to tell her no. It marks her as one who has spent her life walking through a realm of open doors and this room is but another.

She is unlike any other woman I have seen. Tall enough to stand alongside most men and large with it, her limbs thick and broad. Her face is plump and pale, her eyes so dark they are almost black. In a show of modesty, she is wearing a rough, undyed wool dress, similar to the habit that is given to all sisters. Yet her veil gleams, rich with embroidery of flowers and woodland, so that wherever she steps, water and earth step alongside her.

There is a burn on the right side of her face, running from her ear across her cheek and down her neck. Long ago healed, but still red and deep. She shows no shame at it, bears it as proudly as any thegn wears his arm ring.

Her head brushes the bones that hang from the roof and sets them dancing, rabbits and eels and foxes brought back to whispering life once more.

‘I am looking for a child,’ she says, ‘Father Botwine’s new servant. Eadwig, he is called.’

The stranger’s eyes search every shadow as if by the force of looking she might pull this child from wherever he hides. Sweet and I glance at each other. Ours is a small convent, and so though children stray they tend to be found quickly enough.

‘We know Botwine,’ says Sweet, carefully. Both of us are unsettled by this newcomer, her lost child. But she is of high rank and so Sweet must be deferent. ‘He is our priest. But neither of us know this Eadwig. What does he look like?’

‘Small, thirteen winters or so. Dark hair.’

This woman still has not given us her name, nor asked ours. There is a bluntness about her, thinking only of what must be done next and then what must come after. It is something I know myself, from those days in the infirmary when it seems as if every plague comes with its fellows.

‘I am sorry,’ I say, not without feeling, for though this woman is prideful and shows no heed for us, her worry for this Eadwig is plain. ‘I have seen no child like that on convent grounds.’

‘He was not on convent grounds,’ says the woman. ‘We lost him on the path here. We did not see he had gone, for he was always a quiet boy.’

For the first time, her words falter.

Beside me, Sweet stills. ‘In the marsh?’ she asks. ‘He was lost there? Alone?’

The woman frowns at us, as if it is we who are slow to understand, rather than she who is not telling us what is needed.

‘Yes,’ she says, ‘as we travelled with the abbess and Father Botwine, back from Gipeswic.’

I look to Sweet, who still does not move. Something about this tale scares her. Sweet, who is so often about our convent lands with her rushlights aloft that the others mistook her for a ghost-light. Sweet, who taught me all the marsh’s hidden paths and secret magics, how to pick woundwort and aster and dittany. And yet, she has always warned me against walking the mere alone and I have always obeyed. I thought it only good sense, for it is easy enough to lose bearings in the mist and stumble into a slow drowning.

I feel fear, then. Not my nightmares of wolves and raiders, blood and axes. Deeper, as if there lies a great giant beneath us, sleeping and waiting and hungry.

But when I look to Sweet, seeking comfort, seeking explanation, I see that she is no longer listening. Her gaze is beyond us both, through the open door and out to the marsh.

‘You are a pilgrim, then?’ I ask, for I do not like this silence and what might fill it.

‘A sister,’ she says. ‘Or, one to be. I am Wulfrun.’

I know the name. The abbess went to Gipeswic seeking gold and land for us and has returned with this woman instead.

‘You are Thegn Theodred’s wife,’ I say.

‘I was once, yes,’ she says. ‘He is dead now.’

‘They talk of you,’ I say. ‘The other sisters. They say you are a seer.’

But she has no time for even holy visions now. ‘We can talk of this when we have found Eadwig,’ she says, shortly. ‘Tell me, are there no more dwellings on this side? This is the closest to the marsh?’

‘Aye,’ says Sweet, spreading her hands as if it is a kingdom beneath her and not a wilderness. ‘Thanks to the abbess’s gift. This hide of edge-land, all for me.’

Wulfrun nods. ‘Well, if I ask one more kindness from you. A few of your rushlights.’

‘No,’ says Sweet.

Her refusal comes so sudden, so sure, that both the woman and I turn to her. Sweet may not own much, but I have never known her to refuse aid to any in need and a few rushlights is no heavy ask.

Wulfrun frowns. ‘What is your name?’

‘Sweet,’ she says.

‘Not a Christian name.’

‘No,’ says Sweet.

In the fire, the peat spits, hisses. Not long and it will burn down, leaving us all cold and dark.

‘Well,’ says the woman, fumbling at her purse. That worry at her heels again and she meets it with her shoulders straight and her chin high. Her only true shield an authority that has already passed. ‘Sweet, I might pay you for them, if you would—’

‘What will you do with them?’ asks Sweet.

‘I will light them and go to the marsh to search for the boy myself.’

‘No,’ says Sweet. ‘We do not go alone to the marsh.’

Wulfrun watches Sweet, her hands still rested on her girdle. I see the pleas, the threats, the soft words and the hard all on her lips. But she remains silent, for Sweet’s face tells her that there is no use in any of them.

Then, at last, she turns to me. For the first time, in the dimness, she sees that I wear the convent’s habit. Sees that I am far from its bells and candles, with this distant woman and her spells. Her gaze deepens and I feel as if I am being picked apart and set aside to be used later.

‘You are a sister here?’ she asks.

‘Infirmarian Hilda,’ I say. ‘Also called Hilda the Wise.’

‘The Wise?’ she says, a small smile on her lips. It pulls at the scar on her cheek, creates new shadows in the burn.

‘Every infirmarian is called so,’ I say. I do not tell her that none in the convent have started using it yet though I ask them to.

‘You do not look like the healers I have seen at home,’ she says.

Many think I will be large and ruddy with good health and bright eyes. She finds me sharp-featured, thin-shouldered. An infirmarian half in need of cures herself.

‘I have all the skill for it,’ I say, ‘and most of the good Christian spirit needed.’

‘Well,’ she says, ‘if I cannot go alone, would either of you come with me in that spirit? You know the ways through, yes?’

She speaks gently enough, but there is a tightness to her voice. Slowly, she finds that paths are closed to her that she once thought open. That whatever power she held as a thegn’s wife does not hold in this watery place. I feel pity, then. For this child lost in the marsh. For Wulfrun’s desperate search.

‘We know the ways, but would not take them at night,’ I say. ‘Even with rushlights.’

‘Our faith might guide us,’ she says.

‘It will guide you straight into a bog,’ I say. ‘I have seen sheep die there, pulled into the mere over the days. Too far for any rope to haul them free again.’

‘I am no sheep,’ she says.

‘No, men and women are heavier and only sink faster.’ I gesture at the jewels. ‘And those would pull you down all the quicker.’

‘You are telling me there is nothing to be done?’ she says. Disbelief in her voice, outrage. ‘That you stay warm beside your fires and leave him lost and alone, calling out for us and finding no answer?’

‘It is not out of comfort,’ I say, ‘but safety.’

‘No,’ says Wulfrun. ‘No, I will not have it.’ She takes a step back towards the door. ‘I have made the journey once and I might do it again. Look, the moon is strong tonight. The clouds have grown less heavy and I am sure that they will clear soon. You will both go with me then, in bright moonlight and good fellowship.’

Not a question but an order and yet neither Sweet nor I move. She looks between us. And, at last, there are no more paths to her. No more cunning words or heavy authority. She is only a woman, cast aside to die here.

‘Surely,’ she says, as if speaking might make it other than it is, ‘surely there is something that we might do.’

But before we can reply, there is a call at the door. A torch lifted to make shadows of us all and another woman’s weary voice.

‘Come, Wulfrun,’ she calls, ‘we have done what we might today. We will find him tomorrow, with the light, I am sure of it.’

I know the voice. It guided me here all those years ago, brought me over water and across thresholds and into service and duty. Told me I was wicked but that I might not always be so, that I was slow but that I would learn in time. Ordered me to be whipped and starved and praised, sometimes all in the same day.

‘Not yet,’ Wulfrun calls out. ‘I am talking here with Sweet, who warns me against the mere. Infirmarian Hilda is here also.’

Done without thought, without knowledge. She cannot know that the abbess has forbidden me from this meeting. Sweet flinches and Wulfrun’s eyes widen as she understands she should not say my name. Her hand twitches outwards, as if to take mine, a supplicant gesture that I would not expect from her. Seeking forgiveness, maybe, but as soon as I mark the movement it is gone.

Whatever her meaning, it is done now and so I walk to the doorway to greet our abbess.

‘I am here, Abbess Sigeburg,’ I call out, giving our Mother Superior a small bow.

The abbess is small, in her eighth decade. The last four have been spent at the convent and where any other sister might retire to a few years of comfort, she holds on. She speaks softly, in a way that others might think kind. But Abbess Sigeburg has a piety that creeps around a woman like a vine. She will strangle you with scripture and punishment and insist that you thank her.

She is wearing her travelling clothes today, so much of her finery is hidden. But wealth hangs about her still. Her Pater Noster cord swings from her girdle, each pearl a prayer. And, about her head, the sign of her office. A single square ruby set in gold, fastened about her wimple with a cord of gold-spun thread.

‘You must be tired after your long journey. I have mugwort to ease any pains. Or—’

She raises her hand to silence me.

‘We have looked all we can for this boy,’ she says, to Wulfrun. ‘Return with me to the convent, find a bed, and we will renew our search tomorrow.’

‘By then he might be dead,’ says Wulfrun. ‘Drowned.’

‘Or he lies, just beyond our borders,’ says Sigeburg. ‘Waiting for the dawn. Who knows, he may even find his way back himself and what a welcome for him.’

For all her faults, our Mother Superior has always been able to gather hope to her. It let her raise the convent out of this sodden earth four decades ago, let her bully and trick gold and tithes and relics from whoever would pay, so that once we had nearly a hundred pilgrims come to stay with us each year, the whole convent alive with their worship. Last summer we had but a handful. We have sold too many relics, offer too cold a welcome, are too far down dangerous and fog-knotted paths. Many make pilgrimage, instead, to Ely, where they hold the uncorrupted body of Saint Etheldreda and will bear any pilgrim to the abbey by boat and ask no payment for it.

Yet still the abbess believes, even as the convent begins to sag and rot, that she might save us all with a gift or two from her Ealdorman cousin.

But Wulfrun is still not swayed. ‘We will gather men now,’ she says, ‘with Father Botwine’s help, for I know the care he has for Eadwig.’

Wulfrun does not understand the fogs. They fall heavy here, enough so that some days you cannot see even past your own hand, let alone some distant holy house.

The abbess begins to shake her head, but Wulfrun says, ‘And this Sweet here, she knows the ways through.’

‘Is that so?’ says Sigeburg. She does not look at Sweet, who has stepped into the doorway. ‘I would not tell any soul to follow the paths she takes.’

Here, her eyes flicker to me. Sweet does not answer. She cannot. She exists here at the abbess’s pleasure alone. I think our Mother Superior likes to keep her down here as a shrike leaves behind butterflies it snatches from the air.

‘Is it true?’ asks Sweet. ‘The boy was left alone?’

The abbess is not a woman of raised hands or loud words. Joy or sorrow, wrath or terror, all of it she keeps fettered within her. But I have known her long enough to see what she cannot always hide. The clench of her fist, the small turn of her lips downwards. She is not stopping Wulfrun’s search because she wishes to be back, in front of a fire and with honeyed fruits at her fingertips. She is as scared as I have ever seen her.

‘What do you both speak of?’ I ask.

Both women are still for a while, so still that they might be figures in some tapestry, hanging always in the middle of their tale and never moving onward. Something passes between them that I do not understand.

‘Hush,’ Sweet says to me, gently. ‘It is not a tale for now.’

She presses at my back, pushes me ahead to join the abbess and return to my rightful place. I have a hundred protests, but I know neither woman will hear it and so I only stumble forward and make my careful way over to the abbess.

‘Come, Wulfrun,’ she says, holding out her hand. She is always so with women that she woos for this place. It will only be once Wulfrun has taken her vows that these kindnesses will sour.

Wulfrun pulls her veil tight around her once more. A wind picks up, brings with it the smell of salted fish, of far-away smoke and damp greenery.

‘It seems that all here have cast their vote against me,’ she says.

I do not think this will be the end of it, for Wulfrun does not seem like a woman used to defeat. But I am glad that we will not go searching tonight, for to lose a child is strange and worrying and I do not want to be out there, in the darkness and cold. A wicked thought, unchristian and uncharitable.

And, as we begin to pick our way back up the hill, the abbess turns to me. ‘I will see you at Compline,’ she says. ‘You will fast, for your current dress. You are a bride of Christ, not a whore.’

My habit and hose are still pulled up, showing my knees. I pull the hem down quickly. Wulfrun and the abbess return to the cart at the head of the procession loaded with supplies, though not as much as we would hope, and are drawn along. I walk behind them, every pool and puddle spreading dampness further up my skirt.

I barely feel it. The abbess has been threatening me with a whipping for the last year should she find me with Sweet, but today she rebukes me only for my dress. I do not think it mercy. It is the punishment of a woman who thinks too much of other matters to pay me much mind. And whatever lies heavy on the abbess might one day crush the rest of us.




Chapter 3

I sit in the infirmary the next morning, pulling leaves from rosemary. The fire burns strong, fresh-hung fennel shrouding the usual smell of blood and piss and bile. My patients drowse or else pray. It is how my infirmary should be, a place of quiet and rest not only for the ill but for those who tend to them.

The abbess would call it sloth if she saw me at my ease. I do not court her visits and she has not the stomach to stay here long. For all her praise of the miracle of man, his inner workings are too bloody for her.

I chew on a scrap of eel that one of my patients did not finish. I am meant to be fasting as punishment for last night, but it is an infirmarian’s gift to eat meat and fish that is otherwise kept from us.

This gluttony is the only thing that the abbess might find fault with here. Otherwise, I keep a fine healing-house, the rushes on the floor tumbled with lavender and sage, a half-dozen straw mattresses laid out in rows. Our sheets washed with lye against the fleas, though that is a battle that I think I will never win.

Though we traded away our tapestries last year to pay debts, the plaster walls shine still with paintings of miraculous cures: lepers dancing in jubilation, the blind with eyes flashing bright as kingfisher feathers, Lazarus waking from his death as if he is but a novice who has slept too long.

There is the sound of footsteps behind me and I start, swallow the eel so I will not be caught in this little sin. But it is only one of the ceorls, Oswy. A small, thin man, who always looks as if he is waiting for a blow, he serves in Sybba’s household as a freeman.

He has a belly complaint that loosens his bowels and takes the joy from his every mouthful. Though he has visited Sweet and me many times, neither of us has been able to ease it. Even so, he returns every few months with a new cause. Last time, it was a punishment for eating meat on a saint’s day. The time before, he told Sweet that one of the other women must have cursed him. In truth, I think he is afflicted with a long life at labour and that the only cure is an ease that he will not find in his current service.

‘Today, I think I have it,’ he says, sitting down to face me. ‘It is a water-elf.’

I know better than to tell him otherwise, though from what I have seen the water-elf disease pales the nails and dampens the eyes, none of which afflicts Oswy. Instead, I do what I always must, which is fuss and question and nod kindly when he tells me of his woes. With Oswy, it is less the cure itself and more the skill and time behind it.

And so I gather together the needed herbs, mixing them with ale and holy water and singing over them a charm. This seems to please him well enough, for after he has finished drinking he is in such good cheer that he smiles up at me and says, ‘Fair Alfred was asking after you.’

‘For a cure?’

‘I do not think so,’ says Oswy. ‘Even so, he bade me greet you.’

He sits, waiting. But I know Fair Alfred of old and to give that man even a nod is to invite far more. I lean towards him, lower my voice.

‘Do you know much of the marsh?’ I ask. ‘Sweet has always warned me not to go alone. The ceorls obey this rule also. Why?’

Oswy’s face pales.

‘It is dangerous,’ he says, ‘the paths—’

‘Please,’ I say, ‘I would know, if there is some other threat to us.’

But pleading will not draw it from him, any more than threat. I must be cunning.

‘It is only,’ I say, ‘Sweet is always talking of you. Of how you are wiser than many about. How you are able to recall what many others would forget.’

I do not think his name has been in her mouth for anything other than complaint. But Oswy, his chest held a little broader, his eyes a little brighter, does not need to know this.

‘It was before I was born,’ he says, slowly. ‘There are not many left alive who remember.’

Careful, half-false words, for he knows as well as I do that stories do not die with their speakers.

‘But you have heard?’ I ask. ‘From your father, perhaps, or others?’

Oswy watches me and then slowly shakes his head. ‘I cannot tell you,’ he says. ‘Only that you should listen to Sweet. Do not go alone to the marsh.’

He stands, his earlier cheer gone. ‘I will ask Tiw to give us strength.’

‘You might pray to a saint instead,’ I say.

He considers this. ‘Both,’ he says. ‘For if one does not help, the other might.’

I cannot tell him to give up his gods, for he will not heed me. And so I only say, ‘Do not let the abbess hear you speaking of such things. I would not see any of you punished for idolatry.’

But as he leaves, it seems as if the abbess is the least of what worries at him. I begin to tidy away the pestle and mortar and the emptied ale-cup. I have barely started before there is another at my side. Not a patient but my helper in the infirmary, Mildred. She has just finished letting blood and holds the basin of red to her chest, ready to take it to the garden to pour on our herbs and crops.

‘Is all well with Oswy?’ she asks, watching him leave.

This will be Mildred’s fifteenth winter and her sixth year studying under me. I have seen her grow from girl to maid and how with every passing year her limbs grow longer and more clumsy. She is already taller than me and may grow even taller still but she walks always with her shoulders hunched and face turned downwards. A meek girl.

And so this foolish question, for she knows that he is never well and cannot rouse the courage to ask what she really wishes.

‘No,’ I say. ‘He believes himself King Alfred born again.’

‘King?’ Stunned, her fingers loosen on the bowl. If she is not careful, she will drop it and turn our rushes blood-soaked as a battlefield.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Did the other sisters not tell you? We are to find him a crown.’

It is too far. For all her youth, she is a serious soul, with more of the novice mistress about her than the novice.

‘You are being cruel,’ she says.

I sigh. ‘Yes,’ I say, ‘I am sorry. I did not sleep well last night. This boy, he preys on me.’

Wulfrun and Father Botwine set out this morning and have not yet returned. There are tales of kingdoms out in the marsh, places for elves and old gods, where a man might think he has spent a day in pleasure, only to come back to find an entire century has passed. Perhaps Eadwig has stumbled into some such place. Perhaps that is why none of us should venture there alone.

At Eadwig’s mention, Mildred tenses. ‘I wished to ask you,’ she says. ‘The other sisters say that a devil has woken in the marsh, taken the boy for his own.’

How quickly a lost child becomes something else. Because we cannot bear it, I think. The thought that it was only our own slowness that allowed him to wander away from us, rather than some terrible creature.

‘I have not heard of this,’ I say.

The infirmary is apart from the rest of the convent. We have our own toilets and kitchen and go to the stream for our water instead of the well. Most nights I sleep on a spare mattress here, for I long ago grew tired of the farts and snores and bickering of the main dormitory, a small building higher up the hill and closer to the church. But it is useful to know what tales are being told.

‘And what else do they speak of?’ I ask.

‘They call me Littlevoice again,’ she says, scowling. An unkind nickname that trails after my apprentice like a dirty hem.

‘And what do they say of me?’ I ask.

She blushes. ‘Only the usual.’

Byblow. Bastard. Adultery made flesh and appointed beyond her birth. I have heard it all before and it glances off me now. Most of my sisters have not the wits to think of new insults but Mildred is loyal enough to feel the rawness for me.

‘So you do not think him devil-taken?’ she asks.

‘It has only been half a day,’ I say. ‘If the Devil has dragged him to hell, he will still only be halfway. Time enough for him to find his way back.’

I should not speak such words lightly, for Mildred pales. In truth, it worries me, too. I have not been able to return to Sweet’s yet, for the abbess checks for me at every meal and holy office. Whenever I have gone out to gather herbs, I have looked for her. I even went to the beehives, but she was not there. If Sweet does not wish to see someone, she is skilled at making it so.

‘He will return,’ I say. ‘I have faith.’

Mildred is still looking doubtful and so I ask, ‘How are the other patients?’

It is much as it always is. One sister is afflicted with a lump in her throat that is growing ever larger, another has recovered from her gutrot but is lingering in bed, unwilling to return to her duties in the kitchen.

‘They complain, also,’ she says. ‘They say the meals here are almost as small as those in the refectory. They say we keep back the best meat and fish.’

‘If that were so, we would both be far fatter and happier than we are,’ I say. ‘The abbess came back from Gipeswic with far less than she wished and we are all being given less.’

The abbess has not said as much, but it is plain to see. Before she
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