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Prologue

The Evil One walks in these woods.

Noel Miller shivered as he recalled what the old man had said. He’d been trying to forget about it all day, but now that night had closed in and the forest had clenched itself tightly to either side of the road, those words kept worming their way into the back of his head.

The Evil One walks in these woods.

Noel’s horse nickered and shook her head. He leant forward in the saddle and whispered in her ear to calm her.

Forester Warwick, riding alongside Noel, snorted. ‘Your horse senses her rider’s nerves.’

Noel quickly sat up straight again. ‘I’m not nervous.’ Thinking he might have spoken too abruptly, he added, ‘Master.’

Warwick grinned, the silver stubble on his cheeks glinting in the moonlight. Thick lines furrowed his face and his skin was like aged leather. He’d been a forester for nearly thirty years and had spent most of that time living outdoors, battered by the wind and rain. ‘Don’t you worry, boy. Shawbury’s not far off now. Your mother won’t have to fret for much longer.’

Noel felt his cheeks redden. Warwick was always making fun of his mother. But she did have a way of embarrassing him. On the very first day of his apprenticeship with the Earl of Shropshire’s foresters, his mother had come running after him with a pair of mittens he’d left behind. She’d rushed up to him, puffing and panting, and insisted on trying to push the mittens over his hands herself. Noel still winced at the memory of the other young apprentices bellowing with laughter.

He took a deep breath, circled his shoulders and straightened his back. He might only be fourteen years old, but he was an apprentice forester. He had to make sure he at least acted the part.

But his eyes kept straying to the whorls of shadow and foliage all about him. The wind changed and the trees creaked and rattled. He caught a whiff of rot from the marshes that speckled the countryside in this part of Shropshire. Frogs chirped and cawed and the night insects shrilled.

Hills swept up to his right, only barely visible against the black sky. A ruin crowned one of the summits, the moon casting the ancient stonework pale and spectral. He’d heard the building had once been the fortress of a mad sultan who’d ruled these lands long ago. Now crazed djinns were said to haunt it. Hardly a comforting thought.

There was a rustle in the undergrowth and a dark form shot out of the woods. Noel jumped in his saddle, but then saw it was only a boar. The creature slipped like a sprite across the track and then disappeared into the trees again.

Warwick shook his head. ‘God’s blood, lad. Calm down.’

‘I’m fine.’

‘It’s just the woods. You telling me you never been out in them at night?’

‘Course I have, sir.’ Noel hesitated for a moment. Should he tell Warwick what was on his mind? ‘It’s just …’ His voice trailed off. He couldn’t bring himself to speak about it. He was certain Warwick would only laugh.

‘You’re not thinking about that old blind fool, are you?’

‘No, sir.’ Noel heard an owl hoot nearby. ‘Maybe.’

‘That man was a simpleton.’

‘He sounded sure of himself.’

The incident had happened earlier in the day. Warwick and Noel had been sent to Drayton to investigate a claim of illegal woodcutting. As they were on their way back, the old man had staggered out into the road, babbling that the Devil himself was hiding in the forest.

‘He killed a man yesterday,’ the old man had said, drool running down his chin. ‘I was near, but I hid myself. But the Devil it was.’

Warwick gave a wheezy laugh. ‘That old man was blind. How did he even see the Devil?’

‘Said he smelt the brimstone on his breath,’ Noel replied. ‘Said he heard him growling.’

‘Boy, the Devil might be at work in these lands. Perhaps his hand is behind our Rajthanan enemies even. But he won’t be hiding out in a forest to frighten old men. What purpose would that serve?’

‘Suppose you’re right,’ Noel mumbled. For a moment the darkness seemed less threatening and the shadows less thick. He cast his eye over the branches swaying all about him. Of course Warwick was right. The Devil wasn’t lurking in these woods …

‘Wait.’ Warwick stopped his horse abruptly.

Noel’s heart quivered and he dragged at the reins to pause his mare. ‘What?’

Warwick pointed into the mottled darkness to the right of the path. ‘There.’

Noel peered into the blackness. What was Warwick talking about? Then he spotted it – a tiny, greenish light winking in the gloom. ‘What is it?’

Warwick pursed his lips. ‘Must be poachers.’

‘You sure?’

‘That light’s right in the middle of the forest. There’s no track. Only poachers would go out there at night.’

‘But … would they light a fire?’

Warwick rested his hand on the pommel of his arming-sword. ‘They must have made camp for the night.’

‘Couldn’t it be bandits? Outlaws?’

‘Haven’t been many of them in these parts for a few years.’ Warwick turned his horse towards the light. ‘It’s poachers. I’m certain of it.’

Warwick set off along an animal track that wound through the trees. Noel nudged his mare and followed. The branches knitted together about him and twigs scratched at his face. Spots of moonlight lay scattered like coins across the ground. Occasionally, through the leaves, he caught glimpses of the pallid ruins hovering on the crest of the nearest hill.

He swallowed hard. If poachers were out here, he and Warwick would have to confront them. After all, one of the main jobs of the foresters was to prevent hunting in the earl’s woods. In theory, he and Warwick would have to capture the poachers and take them to Shawbury for trial. But that would prove difficult if there were many men and they decided to resist.

Noel had been training hard with his arming-sword, but so far he’d never had to use it.

He whispered a Hail Mary under his breath. With any luck, the poachers would scatter and disappear into the night.

The trail petered out and the horses were forced to wade through brambles and bracken. The ground became uneven as the base of the hills drew closer.

After perhaps two minutes, Warwick raised his hand to call a halt.

Noel rode up beside him. ‘What now?’

‘Quiet,’ Warwick hissed. ‘They’re not more than two hundred yards away.’ He nodded ahead to where the green light glimmered between the tree trunks. ‘We’ll go on foot from here.’

They both dismounted and tethered their horses. Warwick drew a pistol from his belt, flexed his fingers about the handle and then led the way ahead. They crept through the trees, treading as silently as they could. Noel winced each time the bracken crackled beneath his boots.

They passed through moonlit arcades of trees. Vines draped down from the branches and mosses furred the trunks. The sound of the frogs and crickets throbbed constantly.

Noel’s heart beat faster. He found his fingers sliding around the pommel of his sword. He’d sharpened the blade that morning, before they’d set out. He was certain it would do some damage if he landed a good blow. But would he be able to land a good blow? It was one thing to train, quite another, he was sure, to use a sword in a real fight. What if he lost his head and made a mistake? What if he found himself up against a more seasoned fighter?

What would it be like to feel a blade slicing into his stomach?

His heart raced and he panted softly. He had to calm himself. Get himself under control.

He shot a look at Warwick. The grizzled older man had a sword at his side and the pistol in his hand. The firearm’s polished metal glowed softly in the dim light and Noel could just make out the ornate designs engraved along the side plate. Not many people had a pistol like that. Although some crusaders had been issued muskets, a pistol was a special prize. It could fire six shots without reloading. You could kill a group of men before they even got near to you. Like magic.

Noel took a deep breath. He was with Warwick, who’d been a forester for years. The old man knew what he was doing. Noel would be quite safe while he was with him.

He squinted ahead and studied the light. Now that the radiance was closer, it looked as though there were in fact two separate lights standing close to each other. Two fires? Was that it?

And something else was bothering Noel. It had been lurking at the back of his mind since Warwick had first spotted the light.

‘Sir,’ Noel whispered.

‘What?’ Warwick said without pausing or even turning his head.

‘If that’s a campfire up there, why’s it bright green?’

Warwick muttered something that Noel couldn’t hear.

‘What, sir?’

Warwick drew to a halt and spun round. His eyes burned in the darkness. ‘You listen here, boy. You’d better shut your mouth and start doing what I tell you to.’

Noel gulped. What was Warwick so angry about? ‘But, sir, I just meant the fire’s a strange colour—’

‘I said, shut your mouth.’ Warwick grasped Noel’s tunic at the neck and twisted the material tight. ‘You and your bloody talk about devils.’

Noel’s breath was shivery. ‘Didn’t say nothing …’ Then he noticed the wild gleam in Warwick’s eyes. It was as though the man were crazed.

Or afraid.

Noel’s heart quickened. Warwick. Afraid.

He glanced in the direction of the light and then gasped.

The glow had vanished. He could see nothing but the patchy gloom in all directions.

‘What the devil?’ Warwick had noticed too. He let go of Noel’s tunic and scanned the surroundings.

‘What happened?’ Noel asked.

‘Some sort of trap, I’ll warrant. Guard my back.’

Noel drew his sword and stood with his back to Warwick, as he’d been taught to do many times before. He gripped the hilt tightly, but couldn’t stop his hand from shaking. The moonlight flowed and rippled over the blade as it moved.

He scoured the woods, staring into the caverns and passages formed by the trees. The wind tugged at the branches and sent the shadows shifting and weaving. He kept thinking he saw figures moving in the dark, but each time he concentrated on them they vanished.

There was a soft crunch off to his right. It sounded like vegetation breaking. He jumped slightly and stared into the gloom, but saw nothing but shadows.

‘What was that, sir?’ he asked.

‘Keep watching my back,’ Warwick hissed.

Noel nodded. His hand was shaking so much now that the sword was waggling like a silver eel.

There was another crunch, accompanied by a thud. It sounded as though something had struck the earth.

Cold fingers crept up Noel’s spine and his scalp crawled. His breathing was short, ragged and so loud it echoed through the forest.

Warwick pointed the pistol towards the source of the sound.

There was another thud. Then the shuffle and rustle of something moving through the undergrowth. Another thud. And then a great cracking, thrashing and groaning, followed by a thump that shivered through the earth. A tree had fallen somewhere in the dark.

‘By Saint Mary!’ Noel shuddered.

‘Keep to my back.’ Warwick was breathing heavily and his voice sounded strained.

More threshing in the undergrowth.

Noel’s breath came in short gulps. Tears pricked his eyes and he blinked in order to stop his sight becoming completely blurred. He thought of his mother for a moment, pressing the wretched mittens over his hands. He’d been furious with her for embarrassing him. Only now he felt ashamed of himself. He shouldn’t have been angry. She’d only been trying to look after him as she’d always done …

‘Run,’ Warwick said hoarsely.

It took Noel a moment to understand the words. The crashing in the forest was growing louder. And now he could see the two green lights again. They were hurtling towards him and Warwick.

Noel’s stomach dropped. Something warm ran down his leg and he realised he was pissing in his hose.

Warwick was already charging off into the woods and disappearing through a curtain of vines. Noel spun round and sprinted after the older man, trying to catch up. Behind him he heard a contorted howl that sounded like iron breaking. Sweat ran down his face and tears welled up in his eyes. He was wailing now and couldn’t stop himself.

To his left he heard more slashing and crunching. He caught sight of the green lights flickering through the netting of branches.

What was it? The Devil? Could it really be the Devil?

He was sobbing. What else could it be? It had to be the Devil.

Twigs and leaves slapped him in the face. He flailed through thickets of shrubs. He was dimly aware that he’d thrown his sword aside at some point. What a stupid thing to do. Now he had nothing to fight with. Although, what good was a sword against the Devil anyway?

He tripped on a stone, went flying through the air and skidded across the ground. As he scrambled back to his feet, he heard bellowing and roaring up ahead. He paused for a second, squinting into the dark. He couldn’t see anything, but he heard more howls and the crack and thump of a tree falling. Someone shouted – he was certain it was Warwick. There was a pop, and a flash lit up the forest for a second. Warwick must have fired the pistol.

And then there was silence.

Almost complete silence.

Noel could hear his own ragged breathing, the sizzling of the night insects and the cackle of the leaves in the wind. But that was all.

‘Warwick,’ he whispered.

There was no reply.

He swallowed, tasting salt from his tears in the back of his throat.

‘Warwick,’ he said more loudly, his voice shaking.

Still nothing.

A chill crawled across his skin.

His mind clouded for a moment and he couldn’t think what to do. Should he try to hide somewhere? Should he go back the way he’d come? He quickly realised he had to go forward, had to find Warwick. If he could.

Cursing the fact that he’d thrown away his sword, he sneaked ahead. The stench of the rot was stronger now and at one point his foot sank into a shallow pool. He must be near to the edge of the marshes.

Then he heard a splash and a slurping sound behind him. Something had dropped into swampy ground.

He froze. He had the strange sense that there was something near to him. He spun round and crouched slightly, panting hard. Who was there? What was there?

He saw nothing but tangled branches dripping with moss.

He waited for a moment, searching the alternating patches of light and dark. Then he sensed a tiny shift in the air, as if a door had closed at the far end of a long hall. Something had moved in the dark. But he couldn’t tell whether it was just ahead of him or further away.

And now he noticed a new smell cutting through the scent of the bog. It reminded him of coal smoke mixed with perfume. The hair shot up on the back of his neck. Was that smell brimstone?

Shaking, he turned and jogged ahead. He tried to go quietly at first, but then a metallic wail erupted behind him. His heart spiked and he charged forward, smashing aside bushes that got in the way. He was whimpering involuntarily. Tears smeared his eyes.

A branch smacked him in the face, but he ducked underneath it. He staggered through a mesh of vines and then came out in a clearing. Something lay glinting in the grass. As he ran closer, he saw it was a pistol.

Warwick’s pistol.

He grasped the firearm. His hand shook so much he thought he was going to drop the weapon. He’d never shot a pistol before, but he’d seen them used often enough to know what to do. You just pointed the thing at the target and pulled the small lever at the bottom – a ‘trigger’, it was called.

A roar boomed behind him. He swivelled and pointed the pistol at the shadows. He heard a thump and further crashing through the undergrowth. But he still saw nothing.

Heart smacking hard, he turned again and ran to the far side of the clearing. As he reached the trees, he almost tripped as his foot struck something lying across the ground.

He looked down.

His skin seethed and bile rose in his throat.

It was a human arm, severed from its body and its end a bloody stump. Worse, he recognised the material of the sleeve that still covered it. It was from Warwick’s tunic.

Noel stifled a cry.

There was a thud behind him and a shriek so loud it made the air shiver. A blast of hot air scorched the back of his neck and smoke billowed about him.

His heart bashed in his chest.

The Devil was right behind him.

His only hope was to shoot with the pistol. But would that even have any effect? Could the Evil One be harmed by a firearm?

He had to try.

Trembling, crying, he turned round.

A gigantic form towered over him, silhouetted against the moonlight. Two green fires glowed where he imagined the Devil’s eyes must be.

He gasped and raised the pistol. But the Devil lunged straight at him.

Piss flooded his hose and his bowels emptied. For a second he caught a glimpse of a monstrous face. He tried to pull the trigger but he’d already been whipped off his feet and swung into the air. Steam and smoke whirled about him. He felt himself being stretched apart. And then a great weight slammed into his chest.

As he slipped away he could think of one thing only – his mother weeping with worry as she pressed the mittens over his hands …



PART ONE
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SHROPSHIRE, 621 – RAJTHANAN NEW CALENDAR
(1856 – EUROPEAN NATIVE CALENDAR)

Jack Casey stood before the great portcullis as it groaned and rattled upwards. The chains and pulleys squealed so loudly he thought they would break and send the ironwork slamming back into the earth. This was the first time he’d seen the portcullis in use since he’d arrived in Clun Valley. Clearly it was in need of repair.

Indeed, much of Lord Fitzalan’s castle was in need of repair. When Jack glanced up at the walls and towers, he spotted many broken battlements, chipped turrets and cracked stones. Once the castle would have been a grand fortress, with banners flying above the keep and archers lining the walls. But that was all long in the past now.

The portcullis clanged into place and Jack strode through the arched passage beneath the gatehouse.

Constable Henry Ward stood waiting for him on the other side. The large man had his hands on his hips, and his eyes glinted from within his bearded face. An arming-sword hung at his side and an ornate rotary pistol was stuck in his belt. As always, he wore a white surcoat emblazoned with the red cross of St George – the mark of the Crusader Council of Shropshire. Three guards stood just behind him, also wearing crusader surcoats. Lord Fitzalan had long been one of the Council’s staunchest supporters and now few in his service even wore the Fitzalan sign.

Jack raised his hand. ‘Greetings.’

Henry narrowed his eyes and looked Jack up and down, his mouth twisting with distaste. Jack and Henry had never seen eye to eye, but over the past seven months, since Jack had returned from Scotland, their disagreements had become even more heated.

‘What is it you want, Henry?’ Jack held his hands open to show he wasn’t carrying a weapon.

Henry’s expression soured further. ‘I don’t want anything from you. I’d be happier to see you run out of that little enclave of yours. I can’t understand how you were ever appointed reeve of that village in the first place.’

Jack raised an eyebrow. ‘It was you who summoned me. If I’m not needed—’

‘Wait.’ Henry scowled. ‘It’s the master who wants to speak to you. It’s urgent.’

Jack followed Henry and his men across the bailey, through a set of double doors and into the great hall. The chamber was silent and all the shutters were closed. A handful of sputtering torches tried feebly to hold back the gloom, but most of the hall remained draped in shadows. Jack could only just make out the lord’s chair standing on the dais at the far end of the room.

Henry led the way up a set of corkscrew steps. The silence was so complete Jack could even hear the guards’ scabbards tapping against the wall of the stairwell.

When Jack had visited the castle in the past, the place had been bustling with men-at-arms, servants and courtiers. Where was everyone?

Henry reached a landing at the top of the stairs and paused beside a door. He turned to face Jack, his features lit only by a streak of light from an arrow slit in the wall. ‘You must not speak to anyone about what you see beyond this door.’

Jack blinked. This was a surprise. ‘What?’

‘You must not speak of it,’ Henry hissed, his cheeks flushing. His gaze was so intense that Jack couldn’t think of anything to do but nod his agreement.

Henry placed his fingers on the ringed door handle and paused for a moment as if deliberating whether or not to proceed. Then he pushed the door open and ushered Jack into a small but richly decorated chamber. The walls were plastered, painted dark red and adorned with tapestries. Two ornate chests stood against one wall and a wooden chair was lodged in a corner. Fresh rushes and herbs lay strewn across the floor, filling the room with a heavy sweetness.

A large four-poster bed dominated the chamber. The curtains around the bed had been pushed back and Jack could see Lord Fitzalan lying within, propped up against the pillows and enveloped in quilts and coverlets. The lord was so thin his cheeks sank inwards and there were deep hollows between the tendons in his neck. His skin was a greyish white and his face was smeared with sweat. His eyes were closed and his chest rose and fell unevenly.

Jack needed no explanation. His wife, Katelin, had died of fever twelve years ago. The memory of her lying on her deathbed, feebly raising her hand to him, was seared in his memory.

Henry closed the door and stood with his back to it, his huge frame seeming even larger in the small room.

‘How long has he been like this?’ Jack asked.

‘Four days,’ Henry replied. ‘Only a few know. It could … upset the people if it got out.’

Jack nodded. In the present climate, news of Lord Fitzalan’s illness could cause panic in Clun Valley. The Rajthanans’ forces had been massing at the border of Worcestershire for months. Their advance into Shropshire had stalled when troops were diverted to quell an uprising in al-Saxony. But everyone in Clun knew the invasion could come at any time.

‘We’ve tried to treat him,’ Henry said. ‘One of the monks from Clun Abbey has been visiting. But the fever has taken a strong hold and won’t let go.’

Suddenly Lord Fitzalan’s eyes sprang open and he began babbling in a weak voice.

‘My lord.’ Henry rushed to the bedside and placed his hand on Fitzalan’s arm.

Fitzalan stared at Jack and grasped at something on the bed beside him. It was only now that Jack noticed the sword lying half hidden beneath the quilts. With great difficulty, Fitzalan managed to grasp the sword’s hilt and drag the blade out from under the bedding.

He began speaking agitatedly. ‘They’re here. I knew they would come.’

‘You must rest, my lord,’ Henry said.

Sweat coursed over Fitzalan’s brow as he tried to lift the sword. ‘Bring me my armour. My steed. I will defend this manor.’

‘My lord, please.’ Henry grasped Fitzalan’s arm more firmly. ‘It’s not the heathens.’

Fitzalan’s forehead creased. ‘Not the heathens?’

‘No, my lord.’ Henry eased Fitzalan’s arm down so that the hilt rested on the bed once more. ‘It’s Jack Casey. You called for him, remember?’

Fitzalan’s jaw worked silently for a moment. His eyes swam as they searched the room. He seemed uncertain where he was. Then he jolted and pointed at a corner of the chamber. ‘The land is cursed! The King is dead and I am fading!’

Jack flicked a look at Henry. The ill news that King John had died had filtered back to Clun a week ago. The King had passed away peacefully in his sleep, it was said. But his heir, Prince Stephen, was barely seven years old. The Raja of All England, General Vadula, had appointed the Earl of Norfolk as regent. However, the earl was almost as hated in England as Vadula. He’d sided with the Rajthanans during the First Crusade and would do whatever Vadula commanded.

Fitzalan’s eyes focused on Jack. ‘There is pestilence. The animals are dying. It is as in the days of King Arthur. We are sick with enchantment. Only the Grail can free us. Galahad found it long ago. Then Oswin during the war against the Caliph. We must find it once again.’

Spittle foamed from Fitzalan’s mouth and he raved unintelligibly, trying to grasp at the sword again.

Henry spoke quietly to the lord, as if soothing a distressed child. Finally, Fitzalan slumped back on the pillows and slipped into an uneasy sleep.

Henry looked across at Jack. ‘I don’t know how long he can last.’

Jack pursed his lips. ‘Looks bad.’

‘He’s right about the Grail. It’s our only hope now.’ Henry looked at Fitzalan. ‘His only hope. The Grail can cure the sickness sweeping over us. And defeat our enemies.’

Jack took a deep breath. He was starting to understand now why he’d been summoned. ‘We’ve tried to find it. You know that.’

‘Not hard enough. We have to go back to Scotland.’

‘Sir Alfred said—’

‘Alfred’s not here now.’ Henry’s voice was sharp, and he stepped over to Jack.

Jack paused. The expedition he’d led to Scotland had failed. There’d been some talk amongst the Crusader Council about going back, but Sir Alfred had ruled against that for the time being.

But Henry was right. Alfred was now at the front, at the border with Worcestershire, and was unlikely to be back soon.

‘There’s no point,’ Jack said. ‘What we found there, it was a meeting point of sattva streams. It was strong sattva, but not much else. I don’t know if that’s the Grail – and I don’t know how we can use it, if it is.’

‘We’ve only got your word for that.’ Henry’s eyes glinted in the dim light.

‘Saleem was there too.’

‘That little Mohammedan? He’s one of your followers. He’ll say whatever you tell him to.’

‘Alfred said we can’t spare the men. We have to be ready to fight. I agree with him.’

Henry pointed at the prone lord. ‘And then he’ll die. Is that what you want?’

‘He could survive—’

‘Look at him.’ Henry’s eyes glimmered. ‘He could go at any time. The whole of Clun will fall apart if that happens. He has no heir.’

‘I can see the problem. But going to Scotland won’t help. Let’s send word to Alfred, or wait for him to come back.’

Henry’s face seethed. Suddenly, he lunged at Jack and grasped his tunic.

Jack was caught off guard and knocked back against the tapestried wall.

‘You will go.’ Henry brought his face close to Jack’s. ‘I order it.’

Jack gripped Henry’s wrist. ‘Let go of me.’ He didn’t want a fight if he could help it. But he’d hidden a knife in his undergarments before entering the castle, and he wouldn’t hesitate to use it if he had to.

‘You will do it, or I’ll march my men into Folly Brook and take it. And then I’ll put that Rajthanan witch you have hiding up there to the torch.’

This mention of Sonali made Jack’s face go hot. Sonali had been living in Folly Brook village since she’d arrived in Clun. She was under Jack’s protection and he wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her.

The blood pounded in Jack’s ears. But still, he held back. If he fought Henry, the guards on the landing outside would rush in. He couldn’t fight against so many with just a knife.

‘I said, let go of me,’ Jack hissed, staring at Henry. ‘Now.’

Henry was breathing heavily and his eyes were wild. He looked like a madman.

Jack removed one of his hands from Henry’s wrist and went to grab the knife.

Then Lord Fitzalan groaned. Henry looked back at the bed and eased his grip on Jack’s tunic. Jack wrenched himself free and slipped over to the door. As he left, he snatched a look over his shoulder. Henry was standing beside the bed again, and Lord Fitzalan was muttering and reaching up feebly.

Henry lifted his eyes to meet Jack’s. ‘I’ll be coming for you. You’re a traitor. Always were.’

Jack eased the door open and slid out on to the landing. The guards looked startled to see him alone, but they parted as he pressed forward. He brushed past them and clattered away down the steps.

He wasn’t sure what Henry would do next. In theory Folly Brook was safe. Sir Alfred was the leader of the local arm of the Crusader Council and he’d always sided with Jack. But with Sir Alfred away and Lord Fitzalan ill, there was no telling what Henry might try. Jack hadn’t liked the crazed look in Henry’s eyes.

Jack reached the bottom of the stairs. It was best he got back to Folly Brook as quickly as he could.

[image: missing-image]

‘It doesn’t look good, Jack, sir.’ James, a tenant farmer, scratched the stubble on his face.

Jack squatted down beside the dead sheep. Flies were already buzzing about the carcass, although the animal couldn’t have been lying there for more than a few hours. Its eye stared up at the overcast sky and its mouth hung slightly open.

‘Found her here just a few minutes ago,’ James said. ‘Came straight to find you.’

Jack rubbed his chin. The ewe looked emaciated, but it was clearly her hind leg that was the problem. The limb was swollen and when he touched it, the skin seemed to crackle beneath his fingers. He’d seen this in sheep and cattle before. One or more legs became infested with disease and the animal soon succumbed.

‘Must be the plague they’re all talking about,’ James said quietly. ‘Heard it’s all over Clun Valley. Sheep and cattle dying in their hundreds.’

Jack drew back from the carcass. ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions. It’s one dead sheep.’

He didn’t want to cause alarm in the village. He’d heard of the animal plague, but so far Folly Brook had been spared. He could only pray it stayed that way.

He stood up. ‘Best burn it. And don’t spend too much time around it either. The contagion could spread.’

‘I’ll do that.’ James removed his woollen hat and shook his head. ‘Pity. She was one of my best ewes.’

A shrill cry rolled across the field from the direction of Folly Brook. Jack frowned and searched the row of white-walled huts. There was another scream, and this time his heart jolted. He recognised that voice. He would be able to pick it out from a busy crowd.

His daughter. Elizabeth.

He sprinted across the recently ploughed field, slipping and sliding in the deep furrows. He reached the edge of the village and skidded round the corner of Elizabeth’s cottage. He drew to an immediate halt, James running up beside him.

Elizabeth was standing outside her doorway. She appeared well enough, but her face was red and she was waggling her finger and shouting at Sonali. ‘You took them, I know it!’

As always, Sonali was an improbable sight, an Indian woman in the midst of a European village. She wore an English dress and cloak, but this did little to make her blend in. With her tasselled earrings, numerous bangles and dark eyeliner, she was like a being from another world.

Sonali scowled at Elizabeth and drew her cloak more tightly about her. ‘I took nothing.’

‘You’re a thief,’ Elizabeth continued. ‘Always have been.’

Several villagers began gathering to watch the confrontation.

Jack stepped forward. ‘Elizabeth, what’s going on?’

Elizabeth turned to Jack and pointed at Sonali. ‘There were three eggs missing from my cottage today. She took them.’

Jack frowned. Eggs were highly prized in a poor place like Folly Brook, but stealing was unheard of. A thief would quickly be caught in such a small village. Furthermore, he was certain Sonali wouldn’t steal anything. If she wanted eggs, she would ask him for them. If there were no eggs available, she would accept it. If she were tired of living in the impoverished conditions here in the village, she would return to the Rajthanan-controlled lands. She could go back any time she wanted.

‘Why would she take eggs?’ he said to Elizabeth.

Elizabeth’s eyes flashed. ‘You know why.’

Jack stood still. The gathered villagers went silent.

You know why. Elizabeth’s words had been hostile, said in an icy whisper. She’d never spoken to him like that before. Not in the nineteen years since she was born. He and she had rowed, of course, but she’d never said anything to him with such … contempt.

‘What are you saying?’ he asked.

Elizabeth stared back. ‘She makes those potions with eggs, doesn’t she? She’s always making them.’

‘Potions?’

Elizabeth’s eyes blazed. She pulled a lock of her hair out from under her bonnet and held it up. ‘For her hair.’

‘Champoo? You mean champoo?’

It was true, Sonali did make that strange concoction the Rajthanans put in their hair. He’d often seen her stirring together the egg yolks, lime juice and meal before straining the mixture through a piece of cloth.

‘I don’t know what it’s called,’ Elizabeth said. ‘All I know is she’s always brewing up some mischief and you can’t see it, Father. You just can’t see it. Maybe that’s because she’s been putting that wickedness in your hair as well.’

Jack hesitated. He sensed everyone in the small crowd staring at him intently. The wind ruffled his long hair. Several strands had broken free from his ponytail and now fluttered about his forehead. He was suddenly aware of how light and clean they were. Sonali had convinced him to let her rub some of her champoo into his hair a few times. But he didn’t think anyone knew.

He quickly brushed the hair away from his face. ‘Listen, Elizabeth. Sonali wouldn’t steal from us. You need to stop this now—’

‘She’s a witch!’ Elizabeth’s voice was high-pitched and cracked.

The gathering went deathly silent for a moment and then mutters flickered from person to person.

Witch.

The word hovered in the air, seeming to echo between the walls of the huts.

Jack felt his face go cold and then slowly hot. How could Elizabeth use the word ‘witch’? Hadn’t he told her burning witches was evil? He’d been certain Elizabeth would never believe in such cruel nonsense.

Elizabeth glared back at him, her eyes burning and her chin raised defiantly. She’d always been a headstrong girl, but never like this. She’d never so brazenly challenged him.

For a second he felt as though he were going to raise his hand to her, something he’d never done, save for the occasional smack when she was very young.

But then Sonali grasped his arm. ‘Jack, leave it.’

He swivelled round. Sonali was staring up at him, her eyes moist and her brow tightening into a knot.

‘Leave it,’ she said again, her voice husky.

Then she spun on her heel and scurried away, holding one hand to her eyes to stop the tears. The crowd parted to let her through and geese honked and scattered as she rushed past.

Jack turned to Elizabeth. ‘You. In here.’

He grasped Elizabeth’s arm, shoved her into the cottage and slammed the door shut behind him. It was dim inside – the shutters were all closed and the central hearth contained only glowing embers. Elizabeth stared at him, the ruddy light tingeing her face.

‘What the hell has got into your head?’ he said. ‘How many times have I talked to you about witches? There are no witches. It’s just a wicked old custom.’

Elizabeth’s eyes shone and her bottom lip trembled. ‘Maybe I was wrong to call her that. But she’s still a thief.’

‘I don’t believe that for a second.’

‘She’s got you wrapped around her little finger, Father.’

‘Wrapped around …? I can’t believe the nonsense you’re talking today.’

‘It’s like you’re in a dream. You can’t see what she’s doing to you.’

‘She’s doing nothing to me.’

‘Oh really? Then why do you take her side over your own daughter’s?’

She brushed past him and fled out of the door, tears welling in her eyes. Her husband, Godwin, rushed over to her. Their child, Cecily, lay cradled in his arms. Elizabeth paused to check the baby for a moment and then led Godwin away from the cottage.

Jack was about to go after them, but stopped himself. His anger was draining away now. But his mind was whirling. What would he even say to Elizabeth if he caught up to her?

He rubbed his forehead as he watched Elizabeth, Godwin and his precious granddaughter disappear round the corner of a hut.

Christ.

Elizabeth was going mad.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
wder and magic,

In a world of gun ﬁ
5 ' ecnde the fate of England





OPS/images/ornament2.jpg





OPS/images/ornament.jpg





OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





