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Pray for us, we sinful folk unstable. . . .
My child is dead within these two weeks,
Soon after that, we went out of this town . . .
Up I rose, with many a tear trickling on my cheeks
—Geoffrey Chaucer,
The Canterbury Tales

A curious incident is brought to our attention from the
year 1377. In December of that coldest year in the medieval
records, the village of Duns in the northeast of England suffered a great tragedy. Five of its young boys were burned to
death in a house fire near the center of the village.
As was common with many tragic events in that century,
it was supposed the Jews were to blame. Yet all Jews were
destroyed, forcibly converted, or expelled from England by
order of the Crown, some fifty years earlier, in 1325.
Although most English peasants at that time had never
traveled during the course of their lives more than twenty
miles from the place of their birth, five men from the village of Duns loaded the charred bodies of their children on a
farm cart and journeyed over two hundred miles to London.
The Court record states that the villagers went to present the
bodies to the King, and to demand justice against the Jews.
The historical record is clear on these few facts. History
does not record any further details about the incident—neither the motivations, intentions, nor experiences of those who
undertook this arduous journey are noted. Not a single person from the village is identified, not even the guilty party.
—Miria Hallum,
The Hollow Womb: Child Loss in the Middle Ages

L I T U RG Y OF T H E HOU R S

Lauds		 Aurora, the dawn prayer, to greet the day

Prime		 Early morning prayer, first hour, about 6 a.m.
Terce		 Midmorning prayer, third hour, about 9 a.m.
Sext		 Midday prayer, sixth hour, about noon

None		 Midafternoon prayer, ninth hour, about 3 p.m.

Vespers		 Evening prayer, at the lighting of lamps, 6 p.m.

Compline		 Night prayer, before retiring for sleep

Matins		 Vigils or Nocturns, during the hours of night

BOOK

CHAPTER 1
n the end, I listen to my fear. It keeps me awake, resounding through
the frantic beating in my breast. It is there in the dry terror in my
throat, in the pricking of the rats’ nervous feet in the darkness.
Christian has not come home all the night long.
I know, for I have lain in this darkness for hours now with my eyes
stretched wide, yearning for my son’s return.
Each night that he works late, I cannot sleep. I am tormented when he
is not here—I fear that he will never return. I lie awake, plagued by my
own fears of loss and loneliness.
But my fears have never come to pass.
So on this night, I tell myself that the sound I hear is frost cracking,
river ice breaking. I lie to my own heart, as one lies to a frightened child,
one who cannot be saved.
All the while, I know it is a fire. And I know how near it is.
First, I could hear shouts and cries. Then there was the sound of rapid
running, of men hauling buckets of water and ordering children to help.
A house burns.
Yet always I fear to venture forth, for my fright has grown into a panic
that gibbers in the dark. What if someone started this fire to burn me out?
What sport would they have, watching a mute moan as she turns on
the spit?
A crackle and hiss in the distance. A heavy thud, and then the roar of
an inferno. Where is Christian? I must go, I—
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Scrambling out of the straw, I rush to the door in my nightclothes.
Then I remember poor Nell, who died last spring.
I do not forget her agony.
I blunder in the darkness, fumbling for the fireplace soot. I smear the
smooth edge of my jaw, marking with trembling fingers a hint of beard
on my soft upper lip and my chin.
Always, I must hide my true face.
As my fingers work, I grip hope to me, a small bird quaking in the
nest of my heart. Desperately, I mumble the words of a prayer from my
past.
O Alma Redemptoris . . .

My sooty ritual is perhaps my own strange paean to womanhood.
Like Theresa of Avignon, that spoiled heiress of the French throne, who
shared my vows at Canterbury, the world will see me only as I intend. It
is a type of vanity: if I cannot be a woman, I will be as ugly a man as I
can muster.
And in this ceremony, my dread subsides. My fingers stop trembling.
I think clearly for a moment. Even now, perhaps Christian is one of those
who carry buckets of water to fight the flames. Christian will be fine. He
is strong, vital, alive. He is mine, and I am his.
All will be well. I repeat it in my head like a rosary. All will be well.
Then there are harsh shouting voices outside, men rushing toward the
burning building. “Trapped!” they shout.
Now I quake with dread, for I am not finished. I should wrap my
bosom tightly, bind the feminine shape of my body into that of a eunuch.
But I lunge for the door, my bosom unbound, my heart full of fear for my
son, and fear for my own flesh.
Even as my heart belies me, I pray that this fire is nothing. Nothing to
do with my life, my secrets.
Across the village square, the largest house—the home of Benedict, the
weaver—is consumed by flame. Every piece of wood smokes and bends
in the fire. The roof seems supported not by heavy timbers, but by ropy
masses of blazing smoke.
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It is the home where my son is an apprentice.
The smoke chokes and claws at my nostrils and my throat. The roof
catches in a roar of flaming darkness. The crowd churns in turmoil, seeking to save their village, their children.
Not one of the villagers pays the slightest heed to me.
I am an old man to them, and a broken, mute one at that—wiry as a
starved mule, leathery with long labor. It is rare that any in this village
look beyond the wrinkles and the rat’s nest of chestnut-colored hair to
see my face.
Tonight, I force them to see me. I seize each of their faces with my
gaunt hands, turning them, staring quickly into each pair of wild, frightened eyes. Here is that layabout Liam’s frightened pale face and red beard.
He looks for his son too. Across the way is a boy wrapped in a cloak and
hood. My heart lifts—is it Christian?
But when I meet that boy’s eyes, they are black as night. It is only
Cole, the orphan. I see my friend Salvius, the blacksmith. He runs past,
throwing water on the flames.
Then I see Tom, who hangs back in the crowd. I clutch at him, wanting answers, but Tom pushes me away, his wide-set, cowish face full of
fear.
I turn. I pull down another man’s hood, and it is bald Benedict, the
weaver who owns this house. He gives me a dark glance and pulls away,
to lift a bucket of water.
I grasp a short man next, small Geoff, the carpenter, with the squint.
“Where’s my boy?” he shouts in my face. “Where is he?”
I turn about again, I seize on every person, look into every face. I hope
for only one boy, I search for his blue eyes. My son.
Christian.
Is this really all the living folk we have? Frantically, I count on my
fingers. All the women accounted for and most of the men.
Only a few are not here: Jack, whose foot was trampled by a cow, and
Phoebe, who is about to give birth. Benedict’s wife will be with her this
night—Sophia is the closest we have to a midwife now, now that Nell is
gone.
That accounts for three. But where are the older boys?
Desperately, I search each of these villager’s faces again and again—
going over old ground—until they push me away.
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Men and women shout their children’s names. “Breton! Matthew!
Stephen! Jonathon!” The large boy who belongs to Tom. The son of the
carpenter. Then the second son of the weaver. And the eldest son of Liam,
the woodsman. But there is only one name that echoes in my mind, and
no one shouts it aloud. My son, my only.
Christian— Christian— Christian—
The house falls half apart, split wide, a timbered carcass steaming and
cracking in the winter frost. Salvius is always brave: he leaps up onto the
smoldering threshold and uses a beam to batter in the smoking door.
Then Liam steps into the smoke, wrapping his arms in a wet cloak.
I push my way through the milling villagers to see Liam and Salvius
emerge, dragging out a charred body. Then another, and another. Five, in
the end—all the missing accounted for.
My tongue forms his name, but I cannot speak a word. Instead, I give
a cry—that meaningless animal groan that is my only language now.
The flames rise again, the west wind gusts strong across the heath, a
demon roaring as it takes the building apart. The crackle is that of hell
itself. The men run frantically with buckets of water to save the neighboring crofts.
The five bodies lie on the ground, black as broken shadows. They stink
now of death. Burned flesh, scorched wool. It is a nauseating stench, yet
despite myself, my mouth waters at the smell of flame-roasted meat. I am
always so hungry.
A bit of metal glimmers faintly below one charred head. It is a thin
silver chain. Is that my chain? My boy’s neck?
I am pierced to the root then, all of my veins bathed in a liquor of
terror.
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CHAPTER 2

T

he day is almost upon us, the houses and trees silhouetted by a
faint blue light in the east. The burned croft is a smoking wreck,
embers steaming in the dawn.
The wind dies now. In this winter, we have had several unfortunate
fires, but this is the worst yet. The crowd slows its frantic work, as the
danger fades.
Now I can hear them: the cries of children, the sobs of babes in arms.
No doubt those cries were all around me for hours in the crowd. Yet I had
ears only for one cry, and that cry never came.
The bodies are surrounded by their families. These youth were our
bleak earth’s brightest, our highest roll on Fortune’s wheel.
I go to the dead. They are blackened and unrecognizable, each boy
stretched out like a penitent against the raw earth. These are other children,
not mine, not mine.
But I reach out my hand, I cross them with the holy sign. My mouth
moves silently in the rhythm of that last rite, although I have not a whit
of faith left in me.
If I still believed in such fictions, the souls of these innocents would
be trapped in limbo for eternity. A cold God to condemn children to such
punishment. And my blessing means nothing: we have no priest in this
village, no sacrament of burial, no sacraments at all.
The world blurs as my eyes go wet.
A voice calls my name loud. “Mear!” I turn, blind and terrified, covering my tear-streaked face. Liam’s voice is strained and hoarse. “Mear.
Ah, Mear, there is no shame in tears. All of us have lost.”
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Liam is the poorest man in the village, and we have lived side by side
so long that I have wondered if he and his wife Kate see through my sootstained skin to the woman underneath. I stay apart from him as much as
I can, but always he talks to me, despite my silence.
Most of the villagers act as if I am of no more importance than a
beast. No one here ever pays me mind. There are few who know I am
alive. I prefer it that way, for I want to be invisible.
Yet I would have taken my child and left long ago except for this man,
Liam, and my friends Salvius and Nell. Salvius needs me at his bellows
and his smithy—he values my labor and my friendship. And Liam at least
helps me laugh.
But Nell—poor Nell—she is gone.
Now Liam puts an arm around my slight shoulders, holding me as I
sob. There is no laughter in him after last night. His green eyes are full of
water, and his red beard trembles.
“Oh, Mear, thank you for blessin’ their souls.”
Who else has seen me bless and cross the dead?
But Liam does not care that I make the sign reserved for priests and
nuns. He mourns over his son, and then he turns to look at another body,
close at hand.
“I think here’s your lad. Seems to me it has to be him. He was the last
one I brought out—the tallest and the furthest from the door.”
And when he says this, I cannot pretend any longer, I cannot wish
away this hard truth. The silver chain glimmers faintly in the dawn
light—it does not lie. I fall to my knees. Here is my beloved, my son.
Liam bends down to his own firstborn son, burned and blackened
on the ground. A groan comes out of the stricken father, an anguished
sound to shake the earth.
Now the crowd swells and crests under the whip of a mad grief.
Tom is slavering out some half-remembered tale, a demonic vision.
“This is the work of those who killed the Christ. They are cursed—
infested with the devil’s seed! They drink children’s blood in the night!”
Everyone knows this is the third terrible fire we have had this winter.
This time, it was Benedict’s weaving house that burned, and some in the
crowd move toward his family.
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“Why were the lads here?” cries Geoff, the carpenter. “Why were they
burned?”
“I didn’t do it!” Benedict’s voice is strained with fear. “They gathered
at Vespers, I tell you the truth. They were only here to work on the grand
tunics for Sir Peter of Lincoln.”
“Where were you then?” shouts Liam, choking back a sob. “It’s your
house!”
“I was with my wife!” Benedict sweeps his hat from his weathered
scalp and throws it on the ground. “I took Sophia ’cross the valley to see
to Phoebe’s birth.”
The men stink of rage, like a pan of smoking oil before it catches fire.
“You’re a liar!” says Geoff to Bene, pushing toward him through the
crowd.
“Goddammit, I lost my son too,” Benedict shouts. “I wasn’t even here!”
Hob, the alderman, affirms that Benedict returned late, at Nocturns
hour.
Most times the crowd will listen to Hob, but today they will not be
stilled. Women scream at Benedict and his family, wanting his blood in
payment. Small Geoff rushes at Benedict, to hurt him.
But Geoff can’t get through the crowd drawn tight around Tom, who
bawls out the sordid details of his imagined witchcraft. The Star Chamber, the White Tower, evil stories of Old Gods and black fairies. And
that ancient villain, the Jew.
“Every child knows who does dark deeds in the night,” shrieks Tom.
“Every child knows we suffer now in this world because of that crime
against our Lord Jesus Christ. Jews did this!”
Ripe nonsense. But the villagers want so desperately to believe there
is a reason for this loss.
Tom tells them that there is a root out of which murder grows, a seed
that can be plucked. The fires come most likely from an old chimney
catching, or a load of hay that catches spontaneously. Yet no one has died
from the previous fires. This time, the villagers want a cause, a goat to tie
the blood to, an empty vessel to fill with hatred and bludgeon with their
loss.
“The Jews!” calls Tom again.
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There are a few of Jewish blood here—I know who they are, even now,
years after they converted. How long will it take the crowd to remember and
find those who once were Jews in this village?
“Damn the Jews to hell!” someone in the crowd shouts. “Make the
Jews pay!”
No one notices when I rise from the ground and stagger to the smoking ruin. My mute questions will find no answers in gruesome children’s
tales. I know what will tell me the truth— the bare reality of the boys’
deaths. I push through the crowd to the place they died.
What power held the door so the boys could not flee the rising flames?
With my foot, I stir the warm cinders. The door broken by Salvius lies
in pieces, smashed flat. But there is a knot here, an unlikely twist of the
rope that I must examine.
I can see now that this was the rope that held the door tight closed.
I pick at it, pull out pieces of a rope still stretched taut across the doorframe. I have seen this curious binding once before. But no fairie tied
this knot. No errant ghostly Jew. It is a triple knot, tied fast across a half
hitch. It crumbles to ash under my probing touch.
“Trial by water,” wails Tom. “Trial by fire. Kill the traitor Jews, save
the innocent!”
Liam taunts Benedict. “Don’t you know a Jew? Did you burn the place
for her, Bene?”
“We are all of us the traitors to our children! Every man in this village,” cries Benedict. “Every man stands accused, every one should suffer
trial by water, I tell you. Every one of us!”
“Who do we drown first?” Liam’s face is stained with tears.
“Hell, I know you did it,” screams Geoff at Benedict. “You killed
them. Drown yourself in the pond first!”
The people surge back and forth, panicked. My heart thrums, fear
shrinking my bowels, quivering through my pulse.
The quarreling men bring back to me the chaos of my dying home
village many years ago, when I made that last promise to my mother. I
can picture the hands moving from gestures to fists, from sticks to sharp
sickles. Quick as a breath.
“That’s enough!” Hob’s deep and lordly voice finally stills the milling
crowd. “The blood of these innocents cries out, as our brother Tom tells
us. Their souls plead for vengeance! I agree. But I tell you, drowning—or
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near drowning—half the men of this village won’t bring our children
back to us.”
The crowd murmurs affirmation.
“What will bring them back is justice!” shouts Hob. “And there’s one
seat of justice here on earth.”
“Kill them Jews,” mutters Tom again. “Kill ’em now.” But the crowd
ignores him this time.
Hob cries out louder. “We will take the proof to our King!”
“To the King,” echoes Salvius. His masterful tone is a herald’s cry that
cuts through the chaos. Salvius leaps onto Benedict’s cart that stands near
at hand and finds a common cause with the crowd. “Come, my friends,
we will seek the King’s justice!”
Some in the crowd move at this—the men who shouted loud against
the Jews now lift the lifeless bodies from the ground.
Benedict and the orphan, Cole, load the body of Benedict’s son onto
the cart. The boy’s corpse lands with a sodden thunk.
Geoff pushes past me, muttering. “If I cannot kill a Jew here, at least
I will go with my son, Goddamn them, and tell the king what I think of
his damn’d protection against Jews, much good it did us.”
Liam lifts his own son’s cold body. He places him gently on the straw
in the cart. “I’ll go with you, my boy,” he says to his son, and shakes with
weeping.
The wind blows a hard gust. There is a simmering argument in the
crowd. When the harvest failed and the belts tightened in this starving
season of ours, most were left too weak to search for food outside the village. How can any of us take a journey now?
My friend Salvius waves away the questions. “Yes, yes, we’ve got
enough food, and we’re taking strong men only. We’ll make it all the way
to London, by God’s bloody Son!”
As the light bleeds into the sky, the feeling of the crowd shifts with it.
The hunger for this journey jumps back and forth between the villagers,
like the heat of a flame passing between them.
Geoff protests, his voice a thin reed of reason. “We should take them
to somewhere close-at-hand. The Abbot at the Cluny Monastery—it is
close on the King’s road.”
Salvius skillfully whips them all forward, turning them all toward a
journey as a great beast is turned with a small prod.
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“The Jews!” the crowd cries. “We seek justice against the Jews—and
we will take this proof of their crime all the way to the King. The Throne
will judge the Jews!”
The men bellow loud, they swear on their children’s unburied bodies, they will go and find the truth. Hob and Benedict shout themselves
hoarse, promising justice to their clans. I turn away—I cannot keep up
with the arguments that shudder from the crowd. None of their moans
and barks is worth a spit in the wind.
I look at my son, and I sink into grief. When they come to get the
body with the necklace, I do not let go. I close my eyes, I can hear them
all around, their voices a cacophony.
“Why do you hold on, old Mear?”
“Let the body go.”
“He is the father.”
“Show him pity. He canna speak.”
Tears leak out of my tight-shut eyes. I want my boy. My soul is tied to
his sweet body, the one stretched out as a tortured savior. I can feel his
burning through my flesh, the choking smoke is in my own lungs. I will
burn with him.
But however much I wish it, I cannot take myself out of existence. I
open my eyes once more. My body still breathes, my heart pounds ignorantly in my bosom.
I will not let him depart from me. I will heal him, I think desperately. I
will care for his wounded body until he is well again.
The men lift his body onto the cart.
They are taking him away. There will be nothing left to me. Not a
body, not a token, not a grave.
I lift my face, stained with ash and tears. A baying sob breaks from
my throat.
Years have passed, almost a decade, since I made a sound that the villagers could hear. Now, all turn toward me. Even the men loading the
bodies on the cart heed me.
I make a motion. I will come with them, wherever they are taking my
son; I will go too.
Tom points at me and mumbles more of his cracked vision. “Let ’im
come along! Mear here, he’ll find the truth, I tell ye. The angels done
foretold it.”
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People look away from Tom, shaking their heads. Few believe that
I understood the debate of the morning and all the decisions that have
been made. No one believes that I can make the journey.
I stumble back to our tiny cruck house—wattled and daubed by Christian and me. I bind my bosom firmly this time and I pack what little I
have. After the poor harvest this fall, there is no food for me to bring
except one old loaf of dark bread and some dried mutton. I put on the
tarnished silver chain that matches the one my son wore; and I search for
but cannot find my ring. I have had it for years, but it is not in its hiding
place under the hearthstone now. My heart plummets at this loss, but it
is too late. I do not have time to hunt for it further.
I seize also the sheepskins and furs that make up our bed, and a small
pot of soot, for my face in the night, and that is all.
When I return, Hob has ordered supplies from the meager stocks of the
village. He asks for sacrifice from families here to sustain the men on the
open road, and his appeal is met despite the larder houses that sit empty
after the terrible autumn and the poor fields that yielded nothing. Geoff
piles up wood and tinder; Benedict loads straw and fodder into the cart.
Liam has brought an axe, while Salvius sends Tom the miller to retrieve
the last remaining sack of flour from the mill.
The villagers are like the swallows I watched as a child at a cliffside
near the sea—gathering, arguing, a swarm of rising fervor filling them.
I remember the flock of birds moving as a mass—breaking, re-forming,
ragged at the edges.
Finally, a few brave souls know that it is time to fly.
The men put their shoulders down and push against the cart. Every
person in the village wants to touch the wood of it, as one would touch a
baptized child. The outstretched hands seem to hold it back for a moment,
and then, with a loud heave and the crack of breaking hoarfrost, the
wheels roll forward. The shifting crowd gives a hollow cheer and surges
in a mass.
It is a confusion of purposes. The cart is leaving the village, but at the
same time, it is as if the whole village is going with us. There are dogs
and small children underfoot, and mothers are wailing, their ululations
echo against the trees.

11

Ned Hayes

The small children of the village who trail the cart are beginning to
know that those dead are not coming back. The realization of their loss
blanches them white—grief giving their cheeks and chins a gray pallor,
corpse-like in this light.
Salvius leaps again upon the farm cart, his handsome face distorted
by grief as he stands tall. His hair catches the dawn light, bright as wheat
chaff. “We will not stop until we see the king—until we claim his protection and his justice. Our children’s bodies will testify to the murder. We
go to the king in London!”
“Aye,” agrees Hob. “We take the bodies to the king—we seek justice,
not vengeance!”
“What’s the diff’rence?” shouts Geoff, and the crowd roars its approval.
There is one elation at the prospect of traveling, of going somewhere
so far away it is almost mythical: London. The women pull the children
close, keeping them away from the cart and its dangerous journey. Several stand up to Hob and Salvius and begin to badger their men to come
home. They question Hob and Salvius openly, doubting this accusation
against ghostly Jews in the forest, these will-o’-the-wisp murderers. Hob
and Salvius do not deign to answer them.
For the spirit moves the men, just as it moves the wing’d creatures and
rough beasts. I think of our first parents—Adam and Eve—as they staggered away from their paradise, thrust out of the garden by an avenging
angel.
We are at the edge of the village commons now. After this point, we
cannot turn back. We must find out who did this.
I am already weary, yet as I struggle to catch up with the cart, I know
that I am really going because my son is going. I have no one else. My
whole life is contained in that tortured, blackened husk. My child.
Where else would I go, but with him?

12

CHAPTER 3

S

tars steam away as a pale sun rises, hot coal dropped in a watery
sky. Light seeps across the forest as the reedy shrieks of wood fowl
echo in the trees.
The valley where our village of Duns rests is surrounded by forested
hills. The path from our village to the King’s Highway is no road at all;
it is a crooked line of mud rutted with cart tracks, a rough trough where
the dirty snow is stabbed through by the hooves of feral sheep. To the
east, that faint track leads up through the forest until it reaches, finally,
the open country and paths that lead to other places.
The flock of villagers around the cart thins now. At first, as we
approach the last house of the village, it appears Hob and Salvius might
be heading for the open ground of the graveyard, but then the cart passes
that turning. Hob is taking us beyond the bounds of the known world,
aiming for the White Road, the King’s Highway.
Sophia, Benedict’s wife, calls out to us. “Without a noble blessing, you
lot take your lives in your hands!”
I know she is right. Peasants should have a tunic from a Lord of the
Land, to show his blessing on our travels. Except for Benedict and his
family, the others here do not have my knowledge of how the world
works. I do not know if half of them have ever set foot outside the forest
around our little vale.
These men have set, grim faces. They push on despite the warning.
They are the fathers of the missing, and this drives them onward. And
always, they look to Hob for direction.
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Hob is sinewy and grizzled and humorless: sharp-eyed as a blackbird
and possessed of the false merriment of one as well. Veins make ridges
and valleys on his forehead and the backs of his leathery hands. Like
maps, the lines on his hands point to destinations unreached.
Hob urges us on. The others need a leader as they stumble forward,
nearly blind with grief. Near the front of our pack is stoic, brooding
Geoff, the carpenter. His eyes remain as dull and remote as ever, but his
hands move constantly now, touching the cart, his side, his hat. It is as if
his hands are puppets on a string, plucked by someone else’s mind. Beside
him is that layabout Liam, his bright red hair all awry, his lips moving
with silent words I cannot hear, curses or prayers.
I am surprised to see both Liam and Geoff continue with us. Both
of them are poor and aimless in their ambitions. They have naught with
them for the journey, but—like the other men—they ignore their womenfolk and push forward.
The women like Sophia know the truth of adventures like the children’s crusades, when people—young and old—wander from their villages onto the open road, trusting in God’s providence, often to their
own perdition or ruin. So the women collect the old, the infirm stragglers, the random children, and the feebleminded. Those too weak to go
should not be pulled into the current of our passage, enticed down a path
with no certain end.
One who does not need their help is Tom the miller, bullheaded and
massive, who seems to move the cart almost by himself. His arms are
heavy with muscle from the millwheel, his hands horned with calluses.
Yet despite his brawn, his mouth is still full of those empty blustering
words, those accusations. I think he talks so he won’t have to think.
The thinking is done for us by Salvius, the blacksmith, the kindly one
who gave me the wood to build my hut. He looks back for me from time
to time. He looks back perhaps also to find his ward—young Cole, the
orphan—who Salvius says he did not see this morning.
Salvius does what he can to encourage us, even as he looks up and
down the trail. Cole has not yet been found, even among the dead.
Benedict, who owned the burned weaving house, is trying to push
the cart, but at every step he is pulled backward by his wife. He shakes
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Sophia off time and time again, and in the end, she simply staggers after
him, crying, no longer pulling at his coat.
I pass her slowly, my feet already wet and painful, weighted down by
my solitary bag of rags and oddments. At this point in the morning, as
the others fade away, Sophia is the only woman in the village still with
the cart. I wonder if she is afraid of going back to the village alone. She
is known to have Jewish blood—even though her family converted when
she was a babe in arms.
As I pass, Sophia turns to me, her face wet and heavy with sorrow.
“Ol’ Mear, this is a pilgrimage for fools—you can’t go on this journey.” She takes my arm gently. A few of the men nod in agreement, and
look away.
But I lift my hands, I make gestures as forceful and angry as I can,
trying to show them that I need to be with my son.
Still, she pulls me back toward the village. So I make a sound as only
the mute would make. This time, as loud as I can muster: a keening howl.
There is an argument, Sophia’s voice high and strident, the men shouting back. Hob comes to us, muttering blackly under his breath. He sees
my agonized face and makes the final decision. “Let ’im come. His only
family lies here dead, isn’t that enough for ye?”
Salvius and Benedict push the cart ahead while Hob is separating
Sophia from me, so Salvius misses when Geoff speaks up. “Aye, Salvius
is going too, even though young Cole is back in t’ village.”
When I am free, I push myself forward and I go to Salvius, I pluck
at his sleeve, and Salvius follows me. I point at Geoff, and Geoff repeats
what he said, and explains further: “Sure, I saw Cole this morning, with
water for the fire. He’s alive, in the village, I tell you.”
Salvius starts with surprise, and then he wraps his own cloak around
my shoulders for the road ahead, wordlessly thanking me. He takes his
belongings from the cart. He will go to find Cole.
“Take ’er with you too, won’t you?” says Hob. He points at Sophia,
who is marooned in the road, standing like a weeping statue. Her beautiful black hair is caught by the breeze and whips around her face. Her
white skin seems paper-thin in this light, and her eyelids flutter, as if she
is caught in a terrible dream.
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I think it is more than grief that keeps her here. Her incessant need,
her grasping desire, is to own or hold onto all that she can. She always
wants to hold the reins, to have what she cannot keep. But for the first
time, Benedict is pushing on without her, disappearing around the bend
ahead, and she does not know what reins to seize.
Gently, Salvius takes her hands and turns her back toward the village.
Sophia walks in a daze, but she will be safe with Salvius escorting her.
Her face shines with tears as she stumbles backward, past us and down
the road.
I see them go, and something quails in me, a cold thing turning across
my grave. I am worried about us traveling on the open road without
Salvius’s sure confidence, his clear purpose, and his lordly manner. He
directs men as few others do. We may be lost without him.
Fog lifts in the valley, rising as mist through the bare-limbed trees. Far
below lies the deeping combe with our village in the heart of it.
My whole world for nearly a decade has been contained in that place—
and now the village of Duns looks so small. I hold up my hand, form a
circle with my fingers. The distant village, wreathed in mist, seems a
child’s plaything that I can hold in my own hand.
A great fallen yew with nurslings jutting evergreen from its broken
body lies near our path. This is the very place at which I first saw the village ten years ago. The line of trees here on the ridge is unchanged, as if
I came here only yesterday.
I waited in the quiet vale of Duns far too long. At first, it was a refuge,
where I could hide my tracks and recover my strength after the vicious
attack that drove me from my home and my books. Then I met Nell, and
she gave me sanctuary, and in that comfort of her friendship, I remained
for years.
Last spring, after Nell was killed, I knew the village was no longer
safe: my haven was gone. But I had only a few months to wait until
Christian was ten years of age, and then he could claim his birthright.
One winter more and then we would have left together.
But now my son is gone—alone, without me—where I cannot follow
until my ending comes in its turn.
Breathing deeply, I try to still my fear as I stare down at my wet feet
in rags trudging through the snow. I step onto the sunken, snowy track,
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and I move beyond the fallen yew. Past this point exists a world—a life—
known to me years ago. Ahead of us on the King’s Highway is a monastery, where lives a monk who spent much of summer beside me as I held
my babe. He scribbled constantly, writing down the stories I told him. I
wonder if he is still there.
Would any remember me now at that monastery on the road? And
what of Canterbury Abbey far away? And the Court?
Do any remember my name, after all my years of silence and obscurity?
The cart rocks to a halt just before the crest of a long hill. The heavy
weight of the bodies has sunk the cart deep into a rut, and a wheel sticks
fast in slush and snow. Ice welds the cart hard to the hillside.
“Heave ho,” shouts Hob. “All as one, push together. Now!”
The first thrust from our shoulders doesn’t budge the cart. Not a bit.
Benedict glares at Geoff and me. “Come on, even you weak ones there,
you push too!” Geoff the carpenter, stares back at Benedict. He still holds
resentment toward the man whose house burned.
Hob puts his shoulder down. “Come now, men. Heave ho! Can’t you
move it?”
But Liam mocks him, making a half-born attempt at a joke. “Oh yes,
Hob—it’s me who’s holding it back. If I’d just lift my li’l finger, you’d
move, you would.”
There’s a faint whisper of chuckling, but that dies quickly. No one
dares laugh out loud at Hob. And these are our boys we carry.
Liam and Benedict push at the stuck cart. Hob and Tom lean their
bodies against the heavy wooden wheels.
I come to the cart and take hold. I peer inside, I shuffle through the
straw, trying to find more answers. The chaos I see slowly resolves into
sense, like letters read in a forgotten language.
The bodies of our boys are thin and weak from the poor harvest this
fall: I can see their bones. Yet these boys are clad in heavy cloaks and
warm furs. They are wearing the most lordly clothes possessed by their
families, as if they wished to make themselves look better than they are.
These are the best garments of their meager homes.
The threads and fur are burned and tattered, so I know for truth that
they wore such clothing to their deaths. Even as I flinch from the sight,
that firm fork of logic seizes hard. They were in a house, not on the road. No
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one had planned a journey, that I knew of. So why were these dead boys wearing furs and cloaks?
The cart does not move, despite our efforts; instead, one wheel sinks
deeper into the snow.
Hob bends down and digs with his hands. He barks hoarsely at us in
his commanding tone. “You lot, find summat to wedge it out—branches,
wood, straw—anything to get this wheel out.”
Reluctantly, I leave behind the puzzle of the boys’ clothing. We step
into the forest and spread out, trying to find spare wood.
Sound carries far here in the trees. Snow slides off a heavy oak as
some creature shuffles through the woods, and ancient branches snap.
Out of the corner of one eye, I see the flash of colored feathers. It is a
yellowhammer, black eyes flickering in a hedgerow, tiny breast plumped
out in golden livery, streaked with colors rich and brown. It was calling
in its winter song:
A little bit of bread and no cheese—
A little bit of bread and no cheese—

Moments later, the bracken flutters and the slight shadow of the bird
darts into the woods. Deep in the forest now, I hear a low voice that
wends back and forth, whispering in secret. It is one of our party. I edge
my way closer, stepping quietly so I can hear.
“Why were they together that night?” In this close copse, I can hear
the whisper louder by some trick of the woods. “It’s a lie, I tell you—
they’re lying to us!”
It is the small carpenter, Geoff, speaking with a dour look.
I have always found him distasteful. Perhaps it is but the memory I
have of Nell whispering to me of his father: a man who defiled his own
son. On that man’s deathbed, she said, there were running sores on his
flesh, the price of Gomorrah. Nothing she could give would help him,
and no one believed the rumors of him.
And she was killed for it.
Geoff, now a man himself, has his father’s choleric looks. He bears the
same harsh voice, the same dark flickering eyes. I wonder if his father’s
desires run in his mind, in the blood.
Geoff is speaking to Liam as they push their way through the woods,

18

Sinful Folk

searching for loose branches. “Our lads were takin’ a journey—they were
dressed in warm cloaks an’ furs!”
Geoff has seen what I saw.
But Liam isn’t listening. Instead, he interrupts before Geoff can speak
again. “You’ve got to promise me to tell no one of my crime. You know
what I did. Benedict knows it too. But keep my secret, an’—” begins
Liam. Then my footsteps through the rotten snow, and a branch cracks.
I tumble forward out of my hiding spot. Liam starts with sudden fear.
He drops the wood he has collected.
But I stumble forward, keeping my face incurious, even while my
heart churns. What secret? I wish Salvius were still here, to find the truth
of this. He would know what to do. What crime does Liam conceal?
When they see it is only me in the snow, they pick up their wood
again. Liam nods his head in greeting, gives me a wink. “Mear knows the
truth of all things, dontcha know? Pity ’e can’t talk.”
Geoff grimaces. He stoops and lifts a pair of twigs out of the thin
snow in this copse. “An’ I’ll ask you this—why the rush to get on the trail
at first light?”
“Aye, an’ we have no blessing for the open road.”
“Why does that matter?” says Geoff.
Liam grimaces. “Without that, we can be taken, dontcha know? Any
man can kill us.”
I am surprised that Liam knows this. He is right that we have no
sanction from the Lord of our County, Sir Peter of Lincoln, for this journey. And without an embroidered Lord’s tunic, or some such blessing—
some holy writ of Church or King would serve—we are prey, subject to
any man’s whim or greed.
“How do you know?” Geoff shakes his head.
“I’ve been out here before. I’ve seen it happen,” whispers Liam. And
this is a surprise to me too—for years, I have thought Liam was born and
bred in the village of Duns.
“There’s a liar here somewhere,” continues Liam. “After all, the house
with boys in it was tied shut, from outside. Salvius and I had to break the
door to get the bodies out.”
The knot. I have a sudden vision of the boys pushing helplessly on the
door, striving to get out as the knot holds tight. Smoke overwhelmed
them. My eyes fill with tears.
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Liam rips a branch from a small tree, his hands shaking with anger.
“Before this journey is done, I tell you, I will know why they were gather’d
together. Why did this happen?”
“I blame Benedict,” says Geoff. “It was his house, and the first fire this
winter where someone died. I don’t believe his story of the boys weaving—not for a moment. Here’s my guess—what if the boys were seeing
his wife already?”
My heart sinks. Sophia, even in her fathomless need, would not
seduce boys so young, would she? Liam gives his face a sardonic twist,
a leer that makes his grin unseemly. My skin goes cold at that look. It
makes me doubt him more. Liam always has been at the bottom of the
village bounty, scraping the dregs. What if his need finally broke him
and he took vengeance on his betters?
A loud bellow echoes from far away, on the other side of the hill. It
is Hob’s voice. Liam and Geoff lift their heavy load of branches, and we
start back.
The skewed cart lies like a foundered ship in the drift of snow. I take my
turn digging wearily at the frost-hardened ground; then I reach down to
rub my painful feet, and I see a boy in a hooded cloak. He stands on the
other side of the cart, pushing alongside us.
For a moment, my eyes are bewitched. I see Christian standing alive
and hale again. That moment lasts a long breath, and then it is gone.
The boy’s hood drops off his head.
Raven-black hair. Sunken coal-black eyes.
It is only Cole.
He is Salvius’s misbegotten ward, the orphan. But he is here alone.
Hob talks to him, asking of his “Uncle Salvius.”
I cannot hear all they say, but it seems Cole was in the woods and
found us on the trail. He points at the cart, gesturing toward his dead
friends. Hob’s face is hard and untrusting.
Cole has the curse of lying and of theft. Few folk trust him, least of all
Salvius who often must punish him for his many misdeeds. And Cole’s
face is etched by the scars of ringworm. Such marks are said to be the
mark of a devil or a witch, and those scarred are mocked and called by
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names, so as to torment the devil inside. I do not know the truth of it. I
do not concern myself.
He is a gangly, overgrown orphan boy from the edge of the village, the
one some whisper was abandoned by his own mother. Perhaps they said
the same about my Christian.
In fact, Cole once helped me watch my son. He is a little older than
the boys who died but always he drifts toward those younger than he. For
Cole has a wandering stammer, and no one treats him as a man. His weak
voice is the last echo of the tenderness I once saw in that lad.
Cole says he sought us out, hoping he would find Salvius here, wanting to honor his dead friends.
I think that Cole is like the other children—he will spend the heat
of this winter day walking with us, but he will fade eventually, when he
wearies of the hard track and the heavy cart. In fact, even now, I can see
a few of the other children in the valley below, wandering back along the
switchbacks toward the distant village.
“Cole can come with us,” says Hob. “It’s too late in the day to send for
Salvius.”
“Let’s go back ourselves,” says Geoff. “You’re right. It’s late—I’m
damn’d tired.”
“None of us are going back!” Bene seizes Geoff’s head with his great
weaver’s hands. He turns Geoff, forces him to look up at the trail ahead.
“Look at the tracks, I say, look at them!”
We all stare at the hillside. The virgin snow is spattered with bootprints that go out of sight.
“We’re followin’ the villain, can’t you see?” says Bene. “The tracks
are—”
Geoff wrenches his head out of Benedict’s grasp. “To hell with yer
tracks! My son is gone—he ain’t comin’ back.”
“Push on,” calls Hob, and Geoff’s complaints are ignored. The cart
tilts forward this time and out of the ditch. Red-haired Liam and I both
hold now to the branches of the whippletree in front, guiding the way
forward.
Hob moves behind me then, goading us to the work. He spits on the
ground and slaps our shoulders. I am the only one to follow his gaze and
glance behind us. He is staring into the distance, along our backtrail.
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Deep in the vale, a large puff of steam or snow punches into the air.
A rider. I watch closely. Some group of people—another cart—follows
along the adjoining trail, but I cannot see them in the trees.
Hob touches Benedict’s elbow and whispers low. Benedict’s cheek
twitches, and he scratches anxiously at his bald scalp. Hob glances back
again, then he shouts loud, urging more miles before nightfall. I put my
shoulder to the cart.
We are pushed onward by the force of their will.
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he day wanes until the sun is caught once more in the net of the
darkening sky. I struggle ahead of the cart now, into the tracks.
“Stay back,” calls Benedict. “Come back to the cart!”
But I pretend the wind covers his words, that I cannot hear him. Ice
cuts through the canvas rags on my feet, but still my curiosity compels
me. I pretend to stumble, and I fall to the ground so my face is close to
the trail.
The marks of boots and horses are here. That is true.
But the tracks go the wrong direction. There is no bootprint going
out of our village, no horse going toward the deep woods. No one fled.
Instead, some strangers came into our village. Three men and at least two
horses, by the look of the prints. But who?
Our village is small, and we should have seen them, unless they came
in the night.
“Come back, Mear,” Hob calls out. “The bandits may be ahead.”
I now know we chase no bandits, no Jews, no villain here at all. Yet
from their vantage point, these footprints are unseen, and rapidly the
steps are disappearing in the thawing snow. In less than an hour, it will
not be possible to see which direction they came from, even up close.
Soon, the truth will melt away.
Christian would be asking for answers; even in his youth, my son had
a penchant for inquiry. Always he wanted to stretch his wings. Why am
I trapped in this village? And why can’t I go to Lincoln town this spring with
the lads? Why not? Why?
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Always asking, Socratic in endless examination, until finally I would
throw up my hands and shake my head in mute exasperation. In the night,
he would murmur his questions to me again, and then I would answer as
best I could, whispering back what I hoped was true. I imparted to him
all I could of my secrets, of what my mother taught me.
I also gave him the tools of inquiry and debate. I murmured like a
night animal, teaching Aristotle’s endless coiling logic. In my ear, I can
hear him now—repeating back to me the secret lessons, his sibilant whisper in my ear:
Every art aims at some good end. The end of the art of medicine is health;
the end of shipbuilding a vessel; the end of strategy in battle that of victory; the
end of economics, wealth. The ends of master arts are preferred to subordinate
ends… for all things aim at a good end.
I clench my fists until the skin whitens and the knuckles crack. Anyone among us has seen so many die over the years—wave after wave of
death sweeping in like a tide that strikes all, haphazard. The good, the
bad, the virgin, and the harlot: no one is spared, all go rose-spattered
with plague lesions. I see no sense, no judgment before doom strikes.
Death takes us all with the black malady or the sweating sickness, or the
white blindness or the winter croup, or the crops failing or bitter water
in our mouths.
There is no justice to such deaths, and there is no sense.
But this fire—the flames that burned our boys—these few deaths
were an act of malevolence. Someone intended this. There was a judgment made, an evil act. And in this, it is for sure and certain that there
is a soul at fault. Someone can be blamed for these deaths, if not for all
that came before.
I look down at the wrong-way tracks. I squint, wishing I could read
more from this trail. I will find out what I can from the signs I do see. I
will know the truth.
What was your good end, Christian?
The cart comes closer. Benedict throws off his hood and shouts at me for
abandoning my post. He says without my guidance, the cart nearly went
off the trail. At this, Hob glares at me too and curses under his breath, as
if I am a wayward child. But I pay them no heed.
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There is a stab of pain in my side. My limbs are weak as water, for I
have not been able to eat much this winter with no food in the larders
or the mill. And now my feet and toes feel each lump of frozen mud. I
am not that young Miriam who once climbed these hills with a babe in
her arms. I am old and tired now. My legs burn with effort, but still I
persevere.
Hob watches us all closely, as if he wants to be sure no one will go
ahead again, and he goads the men harder to push the cart up the long
hill before sundown.
Hours later, as evening shadows surround us, the hillside finally flattens, and the path opens out into a hollow encircled by boulders. Beyond
a last steep embankment is the King’s Highway. We will camp here for
the night before gaining the highway.
I collapse into a drift and lie there nearly insensate.
Through my fog comes Liam’s voice. “God’s wounds, Mear, you look
weary enough for Death himself to dance with. Why dontcha shove off
your pack—’ave some water and a bite o’ mutton. Tom there, he’s already
lightin’ a fire to warm your bones.”
In this makeshift shelter between boulders and under overhanging
snow, Liam lays pine boughs and bracken over cold ground. I let the flow
of his voice settle me onto the branches as he wraps me in a fur-lined
cloak. Then he uncovers my numb feet, examining each inch of whitened,
cold skin.
“A hard nip of frost, but they haven’t gone to rot yet,” Liam says. “But
there’s a cut on your toe too—you’ll want to watch it close.”
I open my eyes and look at the campsites in this ravine. There are six
of us, and only five spots out of the wind. Even Cole has found a place.
He puts his bedroll under the cart.
There is not a place left for me, it seems.
Liam has seen the same. “Well, I’ve got to tell you, Mear—there’s
naught left for another body out of the wind, is there? Would you have in
mind to share mine own mansion?”
I stare at him. I am so weary that I cannot find the humor, and my
friend Salvius never jokes like this.
Liam speaks again, his prattle lifting my spirits. “There’s no roof, of
course. No walls either, I’m afraid to say. And I must admit to a certain
breeziness in the night, but I ’ave my standards, I’ll have you know!”
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He wags his finger in my face. “I’ll warn you now, ol’ Mear, with
that wild life you lead, you can’t be bringing your brewmaids and your
wenches around here! An’ there ain’t no cows to warm the place either.
But hell’s bells, you’ve got me—and what a cowish girth I bear.” He grips
his belly and grimaces broadly.
Liam goes on in the same fashion, and by the time he finishes, I am
bent over with laughter, the sounds coming out of my mouth a hacking
hilarity.
I am astonished I am able to laugh at all. Then the chuckles turn into
broad guffaws, and I find that my cheeks are wet, my eyes leaking wildly.
Tears stream down my face, grief melding with mirth in some wild
witch’s brew that brings the fact of Christian’s death deep into me. He is
dead and gone; I am alive and able to laugh. This is the truth of it, and
nothing I do will change it now.
Our camp is in the lee of a slab of rock jutting from the hillside. The
outcropping looms over us, thick with snow-covered moss.
Geoff sidles into our campsite. He takes Liam’s ear and whispers
urgently. “Lookit this—my son had this with him.” Geoff opens his
clenched hand. Inside is a small carved wood animal, that great bird that
nurses its young on its own flesh. A pelican—a symbol of the Christ—
and it is scorched by flame.
“What is that to you?” asks Liam.
Geoff digs his foot deep into the snow. He cannot meet our eyes. “It
was the first lovely thing he ever made.”
“A memory,” says Liam. “An heirloom of his house.”
“Why would he take this to Benedict’s house?” says Geoff. “Why take
something so precious to our family? Was he going away from our village? Were they all leaving us?”
I have a niggling thought in the back of my mind that there is something here that ties Geoff’s son to my Christian, but I cannot think what
it is right now.
Christian was not leaving me, my heart says loudly, so that I cannot
hear that still-small voice in me saying something true and painful.
Now Liam is telling his tale. “I saw in the cart that in my son’s hand
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was the stick he uses to walk the sheep over to the Hartvale meadow. His
walking stick.”
“An’ you weren’t going anywhere with him.”
“You know I can’t leave the village.” Liam’s eyes slide nervously from
side to side. “If the King’s officers found me out here . . . I’m only on this
journey now because my boy is dead, and I . . . I could not leave him.”
Geoff nods. Curiosity eats at me, a poison that makes my skin crawl.
How much do I really know of Liam? I raise my eyebrows at him, I grunt,
but the two of them don’t pay me mind.
“Where were the boys going?” hisses Geoff. “I don’t believe for a
moment that Benedict had them weaving—every time he says it, his eyes
belie him.”
“Do you mean to accuse Benedict of doing something with them?”
Liam seems taken aback by the insistence in Geoff’s face.
Geoff whispers. “Ayuh, Sophia was suppos’d to be in that house that
night. An’ what if Benedict was jealous of his own wife? What if he—?”
Liam sighs wearily. “Foolishness. What about the other fires? And
why would Benedict burn his own house? Why would Bene—?”
There is a sudden, loud laugh. Benedict has stepped into our campsite.
In fact, he almost strides onto my bedroll. He claps Liam on the back
“What’s that you say— ‘Why would Bene—’?”
“Nothing,” mutters Liam. “Just talk. It were nothing.”
“Nah, tell the truth.” Benedict gives that laugh again, a forced jollity.
Geoff stares with the bloodlust of the accuser and raises his voice.
“You tell the truth, Bene! What journey did you plan with our boys?”
Hob and Tom come closer when Geoff shouts. Benedict stares back
and forth between the men, his face flushing slowly red. “The truth?”
“Yes,” says Geoff. “Tell us, why were the boys there, at your weaving
house?”
Bene breathes out, a long hiss. “I do not know why they died.”
Geoff shouts again. “Goddammit, Bene, you know why they were
there—I can see you do! Why were the boys there at your house? Were
they seeing your wife?”
Now the blood drains out of Bene’s face, his skin white with rage.
“Wait, wait,” says Liam. His hands move nervously. “That’s not what
we meant—”
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Benedict makes fists, his fingers clenching and unclenching. “Then
speak plain. What do you mean?”
Geoff does not falter. “Sophia—she saw more than one man, as you
well know—and I just want to know, did she see any of the boys in her
chamber, did she—”
Benedict brings his great weaver’s hand up. Faster than I could have
imagined, his clenched fist strikes Geoff’s face, knocking him flat against
the ice.
The winter air seems to freeze as Geoff falls. A stray snowflake hangs
in the air. Bright blood spatters from Geoff’s broken lip onto the white
snow.
Benedict roars, a sound that has words in it I cannot decipher until
after it is all over. “You damn’d scut-worms! Ah lost my own son—my
son—an’ you lot still accuse my wife, my own Sophia. She lost him too,
you know!”
Benedict glowers in rage. We look away in shame.
“You there,” Bene points at Liam. “I can turn you in, you know. There’s
still a reward—in gold—for poxy bastards like you.”
“I know,” mutters Liam. “Please . . .”
Liam scurries back from Benedict’s rage. I huddle into my bedroll.
But Bene has turned away from him. He glares, bloodshot and bellowing, at all of us. Only Tom holds his gaze. It would seem Tom has
nothing of mortification in him, but I see a catch in the corner of Tom’s
eye before he locks his gaze, as if he must force himself to do this. It is as
if an actor’s mask drops over his whiskered face.
“Right,” Tom says. “The boys had naught t’ do with Sophia. She’s a
pure one.” His tone is sincere, though the pupils of his eyes move ever so
subtly back and forth.
Liam scurries back from Benedict’s rage. I huddle into my bedroll.
Benedict turns from Tom. He seizes Geoff, like a cat shaking a trembling, torn rat. “Goddam you, my wife is pure, ah’ll have you know—
pure as the feckin’ driven snow!”
Benedict whispers thickly as blood drips down Geoff’s face. “Say it to
me. Say it!”
Geoff’s voice shakes. “Aye, Bene. Sophia is pure.”
Benedict drops him to the snow. The anger washes out of him as rapidly as it came. He seems spent now, exhausted by his rage.

28

Sinful Folk

Bene is not a man familiar with emotion—he is the one who coldly
calculates the odds. I have seen him in the village, running games of
chance against the day of harvest—the next throw of dice, the next shot
by a bow. He gives the winners their take without feeling, and takes
the loser’s coins without a care. But Benedict bet awry when he married
Sophia. He wooed her knowing she had been a Jew, thinking her family
had gold buried.
In the end, there was no gold, no dowry, nothing for him except the
big weaving house that just burned to the ground and Sophia’s ever-wandering eye. She seeks for something everywhere—something Benedict
can’t, or won’t, give her.
There is an emptiness in her heart that can never be filled, a bottomless longing that causes her to hunger for affection and devour every scrap
of kindness. Whatever you give her is never enough.
She has even seized on me at times—mute Mear—for conversation.
For when she seizes me, I touch her hand, I look into her eyes, I watch
her face, I smile when she speaks. And Benedict never does these small
things.
Now Bene talks quietly, his voice hoarse. “Tha must see, these lads
were not on a journey. They had naught for the open road. My boy—”
Benedict’s voice breaks.
A bird calls, distant and wounded. The woods are still as death. Quick
steam huffs in and out of Geoff’s open mouth.
Hob steps forward. “Enough of this shite. Look to the campsite—we
must be ready for the night.”
And with that, the dangerous moment seems past. We gather wood
and help Tom build his fire. As I pick up spare twigs and dried bracken,
I wonder how far our sounds penetrate into the black forest, and how far
our shouts echo along the White Road. Anyone approaching along the
road could find us here.
Supper is roasted pork we brought from the village, and warmed snow.
After we have licked our fingers clean, we edge closer to the fire, heads
cocked toward the whispering wind as it brushes the treetops. Night
birds warble, and small creatures rustle in the snow.
Benedict digs in the straw of the cart and brings out a half cask of
cider. Tom and Bene guzzle long before they share with the rest of us.
The apples were squeezed in the summer and fermented all the fall. I
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gulp a mouthful, and the taste of it is bright and bitter on my tongue. My
head goes dizzy after a single swallow.
Hob has the knife out that he used to carve our dinner meat. He
passes the cider and doesn’t take a sip. Instead, he painstakingly strokes
a whetstone across the edge of his blade. “The road tomorrow could be
dangerous. Bandits and the like.”
The cider goes around the circle again, and we lean closer to hear Hob
speak again. “We must stick together, that’s our only hope. We will get to
the monastery, seek the Abbot’s protection, demand justice for our loss.”
Hob’s knife scrapes harshly on the stone. “We few from the village
are nothing in the greater world, you understand. We could be taken for
chattel, for labor, even for killing sport.”
“Aye,” Tom agrees, his words already blurred by drink. “Captur’d by
witches.”
Liam laughs aloud. “Oh, Tom, if you’re fear’d of witches, you can
sleep in my bed, with smelly ol’ Mear.” The other men guffaw, but Tom
continues, the cider giving him a pompous certainty.
“They say if you creep along the right valley in the dead o’ night, ’round
the dark o’ the moon, you’ll hear them witches a-singin’ an’ a-chantin’.”
Yet this time when he speaks, there is something in his tone that gives
us pause. There are some who believe to speak of a thing is to summon
it into the world, and Tom speaks with such conviction. We become so
quiet that the loudest noise is the sizzle of burning tree sap.
The darkness around us presses down, as if to listen. The music of the
wind rises and falls with the swirls of the snow, the creaking of the sea
of branches in the darkness above us. Liam takes a long swallow of cider,
and even the sound of it splashing in the cask unnerves me.
“Ah think there was more than one of them witches in our village. Ah
saw them once, dancing, deep in the woods,” says Geoff. He pushes the
words out carefully, drink slowing his speech.
“There was one we know for sure,” says Benedict. He takes the cider
from Liam and spreads his hands apart, to make his point. “She was a
strange woman—kept herself apart.”
“Nell,” says Cole. “That was her name.” And as he speaks, there is a
loud and distant moan, one tree moving against another. I can’t tell how
far away the sound is, or which direction it comes from. Sound travels
strangely in the wildland.
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“You hear that?” Geoff says. His eyes gleam in the light of the coals.
His whisper is coarsened by fear. “What is it?”
Eventually the wind dies, and young Cole goes into the bushes to
drop his pants. He returns and wipes his hands with dead leaves.
“There’s someone following, on the hillside, on the open road behind,”
says Cole. Geoff turns from the fire and climbs up onto a stone, to see
our backtrail.
“Whoever follows is not from our village!” Benedict says. “Ah think
they might be—”
“There’s no one behind us,” Hob says shortly. “You all are pie-eyed
drunks. Go to bed.” Hob spits on his whetstone and keeps sharpening
his knife, louder now.
Yet one by one, each of us steps away from the brightness of the flames
and looks up at the hillside where the faint track winds back and forth.
“Look,” says Tom. “The moon’s got a fairie circle ’round it.”
All of us turn our eyes higher, to see the three-quarter moon floating
in a fog-flecked winter sky—glimmering around that uneven globe, an
ethereal silver circle.
“More snow coming tonight, that means,” says Liam. “A heavy fall of
snow.”
“Aye,” Benedict agrees. “The new snow will cover our tracks, but it
won’t cover our cart. If there’s someone coming, we should get ready for
a fight, dontcha think?”
“Nah, there’s no one there,” Hob repeats calmly. “Who would be out
from the village, in the woods?” Bright sparks shoot out as Hob rasps
hard at his blade.
I look back at the dying fire. Cole has not moved with the rest of us to
gaze up at the moon overhead, at the clouds rapidly moving in. Instead,
he still scans the hillside, his mouth nervous and twitching, firelight
flickering across his anxious face as he pulls aside his hood. In the faint
light, I discern a faint burn on his neck, something red and unhealed, a
touch of ash and pain. I see a tremble in his fingers, wide fear in his eyes.
And it comes to me that Cole knows of that night. It beats in me, in
my blood.
Cole knows.
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crackles on the sheepskin as I push it away, white plumes
Frost
of breath rising in the faint light. For years, I have arisen at Lauds,

before dawn: in this hour, the deep darkness of the sky is touched with
royal blue.
The landscape has changed in the night. A vast shroud of snow drowns
every feature, the unceasing tide sweeping over the land, covering the
path and the campsite.
Under the new snow, our campsites are hidden, like the holes of vermin, buried among the rocks and drifts. Above us now, the high hill is
peaked with an overhang of snow that curves like a butcher’s blade above
our hollow.
I move toward the cart and sweep away the fresh snowflakes that lie
on my son and his friends. And there, in the morning light, I see a flash
of silver that catches the sunlight—the chain on my son’s neck glimmering from the straw.
Drawn by that brightness, by the need to see his face, I push aside the
straw. I pull aside the sackcloth that covers the boys, and I fumble at the
rope tied across the cart.
Then a shiver runs up my spine. For the rope is looped with that
strange triple knot tied fast across a half hitch. It is the same knot that
was tied across the door of the Benedict’s house. It was this knot that
killed him.
The one who tied this knot might be here. He must be traveling as one
of our company. Who?
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My fingers tremble, but I slide the curving snake of that triple knot
apart. I turn the bodies of our boys, blackened and charred. And here, on
this one neck, is the silver chain that marks my son.
I touch the chain, and then I see a new surprise. Strung on its slender length is the ring I told Christian he must never take from our little
house. I had noticed the chain, but I had not seen the ring. Christian
took an heirloom of our house—he is wearing that great token of his
father’s love.
When I left Canterbury Abbey, I took with me everything my lover
had given me, most importantly this ring. I took it from the abbey for my
newborn son to have when he was grown.
At the last new moon, I told Christian of it, finally, when he had
nearly reached the age of ten. I unearthed it from the small birch box in
which it had been hidden all those years, and I showed it to him. The ring
was his by heritage, the only token of his father I still bore.
My heart tells me the truth, but I do not want to hear it—Christian
took the ring from our croft because he would not return. He meant to leave our
village forever.
A cry comes up my throat: I choke it off unvoiced.
Now I wonder if it was right of me to stay hidden in the village all
those years, wanting to protect my son from the world, sheltering under
Salvius’s gentle care. For all those years, I had not even taken a daylong
sojourn to discover if the Earl or Edward won their clandestine struggle,
or if any knew of Christian’s birth.
Admittedly, my boy’s life in Duns had not been much. He grew strong
from work, he learned the secret lessons that I taught, but he couldn’t
claim what was his by birthright.
He would have gone to claim this birthright. Oh, my son—Christian.
Now perhaps in death, Cristian’s true name has been taken from the
world. But I still live, I still breath, I still know.
I unfasten Christian’s chain and remove the ring. I place it ever-socarefully on my own small chain, close to my heart. Then I refasten his
own silver links around his neck, letting him keep one of his last possessions. I will give him the silver chain, even when he is buried in the
ground.
Yet I grip the ring in my hand, my heart pounding. I must hold this
tight. It is the last sign of my past, the last token of who I once was.
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Our fire is almost out now, the large heap of wood we gathered the day
before nearly devoured. The men hardly stir in their sleep, the sound of
their breathing deep with the residue of drink. The rotten aftertaste of
cider is still in my mouth as well.
But I am sober this dawn, and cold, so I pile dead bracken and fresh
wood on the fire. The bracken smokes, and we need more firewood, so I
push my way through the snow toward the trees.
My thoughts turn to my companions. I have seen much through my
ten years living with them, but now it seems I may not know the truth
of these men. Any story is an ocean whose tide begins in a place I can’t
know, and my life is but a moment in that flood, my part in it only a mote
in the flow.
Before I came to this village, these men and their families had a long
history. They had generations to build up resentments and grudges, and
stories that trickled down through the years, which allowed them to
know each other in ways I will never know. For my village—generations
in the building—it all disappeared when I was a child, wiped out by the
plague, the last remnants of my people scattered and lost.
What do I really know of these men from the village of Duns? As I stagger
through the drifts, the threads of logic weave together into suppositions,
accusations.
Geoff did it. That small man with the dark and gnomish face, the
uncertain expression. He was a weak boy, the butt of jokes when he was
a child. Even now Geoff cannot shake the fear that he is still mocked
behind his back. There were reasons for the teasing. That is an old history,
full of rot and pain, and I know but half of it.
What if Geoff took his pleasure with boys, just as his syphilitic father
before him? Could he have tied the house shut, set the fire, and burned
them to their deaths? What if Geoff accuses Benedict to conceal his own
crimes?
I come back down the hill with an armful of wood. The fire smolders
hot with dry twigs. Smoke rises. Dawn strokes the horizon with an edge
of steaming brightness.
I think of the several fires in our village: who lit those? And why?
And then, why would the boys gather together? Perhaps to speak of
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their fear of Geoff? But who would be afraid of that man? He is small and
frail and he and I are all too often discarded from manly work, because
of our light frames.
Maybe it’s Liam. He told Geoff he hides a crime. I spend my time serving
Salvius’s smithy and doing what I can to curry favor with Benedict, not
with such a poor woodsman. Despite this, I thought I knew Liam well,
with his fox-like face and his fringe of red hair, and always he seeks to
ally with me.
They still call Liam “young ’un,” and it is not because he is particularly young—he is older than half the men. They call him that because
he came to this village a mere fifteen years ago, marrying into the village. His father and his grandfather and generations before him did not
live here. And I imagine the men do not trust him, because he is still an
outsider.
What would Liam do in fear of his own life?
And what of Tom’s vision? Tom is an unlikely prophet, with his wideset, staring eyes, his mad speech and his great oxen muscles. But what if,
for once, Tom’s eyes had seen aright?
What if there was indeed a Jew who wished revenge for the killings fifty
years ago? Someone who saw his family die and came back to put a bloodcurse on our village for the crimes of the past? There are still Jews concealed—what if one held a grudge?
I shake my head. I do not believe it. Tom’s vision of Jews in the night is
but a faint and uneven sketch: there is no truth in his fantasy of sacrifice
and sorcery.
Then again, what do the men know of me? I am an old mystery to
them and an outsider as well, even after all these years. If someone discovered my secrets, I would be the one accused. I am bound by silence,
but that would not prevent them burning me as a witch. I have dreamed
that death far too often, grinding my teeth in the fetid darkness of my
little hutch.
Do they suspect? How long will it take for the men to accuse me? I wish
again that Salvius was here. He has always upheld my manliness, trusted
my strength in gathering wood for his smithy. Salvius is always my truest
friend, my first defender. There is no falsehood in him.
Liam and Geoff, though, they worry me. I shake my head. Secrets
and lies.
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I trudge to the top of a hill, where the wood is dry. From the forest,
we are invisible.
Yet now I can see that our camp has been revealed to anyone who
travels on the open road. I have revealed it by making a smoky fire. From
our campsite, a black line of smoke rises tall from the hollow, a beacon
against the aurora light. I must get dry wood now, not wet, and damp the
smoke.
Why were the boys together? If the murder was aimed at the village, as
some rude crime aimed at all of us—or as some sacrifice to a pagan god—
then someone would have had to gather the boys together. They would
not have gone willingly if they knew the true purpose of their gathering.
Benedict says he had gathered them because he needed all their nimble, small fingers to move the warp and woof. He had a great set of weavings due for delivery at Lincoln.
But could he have told a tale to us? Bene the weaver is always jealous of
Sophia, and always he seeks to hold her for his own. His sunburned bald
head always seems worried for her. And because he has remained faithful
to her—despite her many small betrayals and cheats on him—that has
made me respect bald Bene despite myself.
For there is much to dislike in Benedict. He still conceals the fact of
the boys’ intended departure from the village. And I know for certain
that they meant to travel away from us: the truth is with the boys.
The chain around my son’s neck, and the ring. Liam’s son’s walking stick. Geoff’s son, who carved a pelican, took that heirloom of their
house with him.
It was a secret journey, to set out in the night—only Benedict knew
the truth of it. And like our travel now, I doubt anyone had a lord’s blessing. Not them. Not us.
And even now Benedict does not tell the boys’ secret.
Hob, the dark-haired alderman, has some hold on Benedict, for often
I see Bene’s hands tremble with fear as he looks at Hob.
Could Hob have tied that triple knot? Hob has always been our leader
in the village, but why now does he drive us forward with such fervor?
And why would Hob have any cause to burn them up in the night?
Cole knows. If I gain his trust, if I find a way to worm my way into his
heart, he might tell me more of the truth. I know he saw something that
night.
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I kneel on the hillside to gather dry twigs. Something catches at me,
a distant sound. In this late morning, frost thickens on the wind; snow
is gusting down.
Already the new-fallen drifts are hardening under a crust of ice.
Yet that fearful promise of cold is not what brought me pause. I wait, I
listen. These hours are as silent and pallid as the inside of a whitewashed
tomb.
Someone moves in the camp. I look down. It is Cole, pissing in the
snow. Then he sees me, he finishes, and he strides slowly toward the hill
on which I crouch.
I push the fresh snowflakes out of my face and peer again at the horizon, squinting against the faint dawn, my eyes tearing in the cold. There
comes a faint sound, the cry of a lost winter bird. Then I see them, a shape
of men on horses.
The uncertainty in me resolves into a knot of fear in my belly, a churning mass of dark apprehension. I duck quickly into the hollow, but I know
it is too late. They have seen the smoke. They know there is someone in
this corner of the snowbound world, someone with fire and with food.
Cole comes up into the trees, close enough to touch. I take his shoulder and push him down into a small ravine so we cannot be seen. I look
at the distant figures, the moving dots of men on horses, growing visible
even in the scrim of falling snowflakes.
I point and show Cole with my hands how open we are to eyes on the
road, how vulnerable to bandits.
As I turn to slide back down the lee of the hill, Cole speaks: “We must
tell Hob.”
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try to wake the men, but they still lie heavy with drink. Tom and
Liam don’t even move when I push at them. Benedict and Geoff stir
when I thump their chests, but that is all. Bene still has his arm wrapped
around the empty cask.
Hob did not drink the night before, but we cannot find him—he is
already out of his bedroll, and we do not know where he has gone.
Snow is falling down from the sky now, but I cannot wake the drunken
sots.
So I quickly strip all I can find from the men’s beds. The best furs, the
solid boots, the packs that hold all of our food and the heaviest cloaks.
These things we push deep under the straw beneath the boys’ bodies on
the cart.
Food and good warm clothes are always the first to be taken on the
open road; only after those things are gone will the bandits search for
weapons and for gold.
I grip tight my ring. Those many years ago, this talisman was concealed next to the flesh of my tiny babe when I fled from the Earl and
his men.
Quickly, I conceal it in the same place now. I lift the chain with the
ring over my neck, and give it back to him, pushing it under Christian’s
corpse. A splash of snow over his blackened body, and the ring is hidden
again.
Then I stagger back up the hillside with Cole to check on the approaching men. From behind a brace of trees, we peer out to see a small troupe.
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Yet no glint of armor, no heraldic flag. Steam rises from the horses, their
sides flecked with frozen foam.
We are near the top of a high bank, made higher by ranks of white
drifts that overhang the hollow. From here, if we slide the wrong way, the
weighty drifts might collapse: I am careful not to disturb the crest. We
were fools to camp so close under the overhang.
I look up into the slowly falling flakes. Bare black trees quake under
the mass of the heavy snow.
Three riders lead the charge, well fed and well armed, surmounting
the hill astride heavy horses. The largest rider is a swarthy man who
holds a notched sword with a rich hilt. He holds it with pride, for it is
the band’s only true weapon. The others bear staffs and pikes. More than
common ruffians, but do they work on their own, or has some lord hired
them?
The mounted men rein in their piebald and uneven steeds.
“There must be a hollow ahead,” says the swarthy man. “That’s where
I seen the smoke come from.”
“Rabbit holes,” says another. “Coneys in a trap.” He has a sallow face
streaked with a violet birthmark. And a bare red stump at the end of a
sleeve, where a hand should be. A thief.
His horse shies back as it scents us behind the bushes. The man’s darting eyes move toward our hiding place. I duck lower, behind a fallen tree.
“They think to hide the merchandise,” the swarthy man says. He gives
a harsh laugh. “Try to escape their due—but we’ll get our five men out of
them. They can’t hide forever.”
The sallow-faced man replies. “I don’t believe a word of the story they
told in the village.”
Behind them, a strange cart with mismatched wheels comes into view.
It is topped with a type of pen with bars and shackles. I have seen the
like before: this cart is a cage for serfs who have escaped their masters, for
criminals who avoid their lords. These men work to retrieve lost servants.
I have heard rumors that when those servants are not found, they take
another man’s serfs—as slaves—to fill the number they have lost. They
take who they can find.
I look down at our concealed camp. I push my hands down into the
stinging cold and slide backward, motioning to Cole. He slides down
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the hillside toward the fire. Soon I can see him in the campsite, striving
again to wake the men.
Then, on the edge of my sight, a shadow moves. Someone is hiding
there, watching from the trees.
I flinch back: I am discovered. But it is only Hob, our leader. He must
have seen me watching on the hillside.
Now Hob comes toward me, striding tall and confident. He puts a big
work-coarsened hand on my shoulder.
“Don’t worry yerself about them men on the horses,” he says. “I’ll take
care of ’em. No need to tell the others. Not yet.”
So I wait there alone in the trees as Hob half slides, half walks down
the long bank of the hill, away from the overhanging danger of the drifts.
Soon he is far below the trees, out of sight of the men. For a moment, he
is out of my sight too, behind the last tall drift. Then he barrels his way
through, and now I can see him moving along the base of the hill.
The men on horses are casting about for the source of the smoke they
saw earlier, but the thin fumes are hard to see in the brighter light. In the
fresh sunlight, mist is rising in thick waves from every outcrop and stone
and tree. The earth itself seems to be melting into smoke.
“Hallo,” calls Hob. He comes toward them like an apparition rising
out of the fog. The men draw their horses back.
“It’s the merchant,” says the swarthy man finally. “It’s Hob!”
“Come back with our gold then?” says the man.
Hob speaks, but I cannot make out his words. The other man with the
birthmark guffaws. The rest of the men join him in laughter, and for the
first time I fear for Hob. These men seem to know him, but they do not
mean him well.
“Look, my friend,” says the swarthy man. “You made a devil’s bargain,
an’ there ain’t no way out of it.”
“They’re dead, I say,” Hob barks at them. “Heaven help me, those boys
are gone to God.”
The large man on the horse glances over at his birthmarked friend, to
see how much of this he buys. But the sallow man has a sneer on his face.
“Come now, Hobby boy, where are they then? Where did you hide
’em?”
“I’m telling you the truth,” Hob repeats. “Those lads are—”
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The swarthy man holds up a hand, stops Hob’s voice in his throat.
“I told you lot what to do, an’ how to do it,” he says. “Keep your plan a
secret. None to know.”
The man with the birthmark urges his horse forward, pushing Hob
back against the snow wall. “But no, bastard had to tell someone, an’ now
they’re all gone. Runned away, am I right?”
The swarthy man sits back—he shakes his head sadly, as if bemused
by man’s perfidy.
“Where’s our gold, Hob?” barks one of the other men. “Where the
bloody hell did it go?”
Hob shakes his head nervously. He no longer seems tall or confident.
Against the men on their horses, he is a supplicating child.
“Spent it, no doubt,” says the one-armed man. He leans forward and
his horse rears suddenly, so that Hob cowers down in the snow to escape
the hooves.
“My partner,” Hob says loudly. “My partner, he—”
“He has a partner!” The men guffaw again, but there is no humor in
it. “Oh yes, that’s a new one—a partner who took the gold an’ ran for the
castle!”
Who is Hob’s partner? It is Liam? Is it Benedict?
“We’ve got the gold,” Hob blurts out. “Back at the village.”
Once more, Hob’s words are cause for mirth.
The swarthy man bellows at him now. “An’ if we were to go back to
the village, what would happen there, do ye think? No, no, my friend,
you’re stuck with us here. An’ we want the goods. We paid for it, an’ we
want ‘em.”
“But I’m telling you, they’re gone,” Hob bleats.
“Loosen yer tongue, Hob. It’ll do you good,” says the swarthy one.
Suddenly, Hob flinches back and yelps in pain. Something is bright red
on the skin of his cheek, and his shoulder is now bare. A moment later I
hear the crack. A whip, moving too fast for me to spy.
“Tell the truth! Where are they, eh?” bellows the swarthy man.
“Where the feck are they hiding?”
Hob does not reply, and the whip crack comes again, and again.
I watch a moment longer, from my hillside combe.
Then I slide backward, moving down into the camp, out of breath.
Cole runs up beside me.
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“Mear,” Cole mutters in my ear. “Where’s Hob? I’ve got to tell Hob
what happen’d. I was there that night, and I saw—”
The whip crack comes again on the other side of the hill of snow,
and there is a sudden high shriek. The sound of horse hooves are on the
hillside.
Desperately, I lean close to Cole, wanting him to speak. But he is
silent, his face white, as we hear screams of pain from the other side of
the slope.
The horse hooves are coming nearer every moment. Cole whispers in
my ear, but he does not speak of the fire now.
“I will run,” he says. “I will be a lure for those men on horses, I will
take them fara way from our camp.”
I shake my head. No. But Cole does not listen; he has in mind to be
a hero.
Cole runs. At first, I struggle after him, trying to pull him back.
But I cannot catch him, so I turn the other direction and climb the rise
through the trees.
Finally, after a hard climb, my head crests the rise and I can see and
hear the men on their horses again. The swarthy man is bellowing, “Find
the rest of ’em, wouldja? They have to be here somewhere! Where’s his
feckin’ partner?”
The men look around at the woods, spurring their horses onward,
while the birthmarked one uses a pike to shove Hob into the cage, as one
would move a cow into the stocks. The other horses trot forward slowly.
With Hob secured, the birthmarked one canters up to the large man.
He squints into the sunlight. “If we find ’im, do we take the gold back
from ’im too?”
The swarthy one drops his jaw in mock surprise. “I’m surpris’d at you,
Dirk, sure I am. You’d take back your payment, given in proper business,
after you have the goods?”
Again, the men laugh. The swarthy man cuts the laughter short.
“Dirk—best be quick ’bout it. Take us over the top of the hill.”
I slide hurriedly down into the campsite again, my hands sinking
into the stinging-cold snow. The white hillside quakes with the sound
of hooves.
The overhang casts a shadow over our camp. The new-fallen snow has
created an overarching heavier lip above us in the night, a looming threat.
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The words of the men on the other side are muted now, swallowed by the
snow. Here, close-at-hand, I can hear tiny ruptures, cracking and creaking. Quaking in my heart, I step under the shadowed curve.
I can see that Tom’s bedroll is too close to that heavy knife-edged kerf
of snow. I seize his legs and lean backward. Halfway out from under the
overhang, Tom’s face twitches now, his fingers fumble for his covers.
“Bloody ’ell, gerroff me!” Tom’s eyes open, still bloodshot with drink.
He shouts at me. “What are you tryin’ t’ do?”
Benedict raises his head uncertainly. He looks at the sharp edge of the
overhang, then turns his head toward the sound of the pounding hooves.
He stands and staggers forward. “Where are they?” he says to me. “Have
they found us already?”
But Tom pushes me then, and I fall into the thick snow. As I claw
back to my feet, Cole slides past—he is running toward the cart, but I
have no time to find what he is doing.
“Get ’way, you daft bugger,” Tom shouts at me.
“Did they track us?” Benedict says. “Are they here?”
Liam finally stirs, moving like a sleepwalker. I seize his chin and turn
his head to look upward. I point, my finger trembling. Above us is where
the danger lies now.
A wave of sound ripples along the edge of that ocean of snow. A faint
crack, the crumble of mortar, and then a sudden ripping crash. A vast
cathedral collapses around us, long pillars splintering to bits, cracking
apart into massive snowballs and frosty dust.
Liam moves quickly then, scrambling out of the way.
I am thrown forward, my feet churning wildly in the surf of roiling
white.
The riding men surge into our campsite now, their horses slowing in
the deep drift rolling from the overhang.
The snow has covered most of our cart, and the riding men do not stop
there. Cole lunges out from underneath the wheels. “Damn you to hell,”
he brays. “Bastards!” A horse rears back, and Cole seizes the large man’s
sword. He dashes madly for the woods.
Cole runs like a hellion, using the sword to balance as he skitters across
packed snow and fallen ice. The swarthy man spurs his horse ahead.
Cole is the rabbit, leading them away.
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Then the hillside goes, a snow-packed promontory as thick as my chest
breaking off. I turn to run, but something cold strikes me in the back,
rolling over me without pause and flattening my face into the stinging
ice. When I raise my head, I can see blocks of frozen snow tumbling past,
rumbling across our fire pit. One great chunk lands on the cart, which
trembles from axle to whippletree. Now it is entirely concealed.
Cole will escape, I think. Cole is away from here. But he knows what happened that night.
Then another blow strikes me in the back. I stagger, and another
comes and another. The sounds I hear change now as I’m pushed deeper
underneath. My eyes flicker open. If Cole dies, I will never discover—
I swim desperately upward as falling ice shudders over me. I struggle to breathe, thrusting my face toward a tiny dot of light. My limbs
are encased in frost, and it clots tight around me. I beat my bloody fists
against soft and suffocating walls until my eyes close dark in dream.
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T

en years ago, at Michaelmas, the early autumn hours were fading into dusk. The day was dying slow. I had fallen off the straight
and narrow into a place of harsh rocks and broken brambles, like the
story of Satan falling from heaven on Saint Michael’s Day. But I had
fallen from no heaven, and those who pursued me were no angels.
Someone wished me dead and silent, and my lover’s heir with me; they
had proved it already. But my head whirled with questions: Did the Earl
of Hereford succeed in his plan? If I went to Court with my son, would fortune
change? Did Edward love me true?
I have never yet found answers to these riddles.
On that long autumn day, I stole a monk’s cassock and cloak from the
Cluny monastery, rosary beads and all, using the shapeless brown cloak
to conceal my womanly figure.
I hacked my auburn hair down to a nub and shaved a tonsure on my
scalp. Yet my disguise was thin, for I carried with me that tiny mewling
creature borne only by a woman. My babe, Christian.
Yet I had spent a season at that monastery before I departed in my
monk’s stolen garb, and my caution had faded. After I went on the open
road, I nursed little Christian openly in the woods, my monk’s robe
pulled down, my breast displayed for forest creatures to see.
Then the flap of a bird in a bush, and the crack of twigs under stealthy
footsteps. There was someone watching me from the trees. A faint shape
and shadow in the wind, a stirring in the leaves. I gazed into the dappled
dark, wondering at the watcher.
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I was facing away from the road when they came.
I heard them first. The sound of horses in the distance was a vast
thrumming like a swarm of distant angry bees. Then I turned and saw
them.
They rode over the crest and achieved that stretch of the King’s Highway in the blinking of an eye. Four of them galloped down the center of
the road, horses lathered, heraldry whipping in the wind of their passage.
I remembered the men who shot my carriage full of arrows, who killed
my guard. I knew how quickly they could strike.
To this day, I do not know if these men were the Earl’s liege men or
if they were other messengers entirely. I do not know if they would have
killed me, or galloped past.
I did not wait to find out.
I ran. A path seemed to open before me into the woods, some small
track to a little town, a forgotten village.
I sensed the watcher—keeping pace with me in the thickening forest,
maneuvering silently through the clasping vines, the slapping branches
and heavy windfall logs—close to me at times.
Then my poor left foot betrayed me, catching on an errant vine and
sliding helplessly on slick rock. I tumbled into a bramblebush, pushing
Christian out of harm’s way before I plunged headfirst into the misbegotten backwater of a summer-shrunk creek. I pulled myself out of the
deep and stinking sludge, clawed my way up the granite, and reached
for my crying son, his blanket caught precariously in brambles. But my
foot lodged in a fold of robe, and then I fell without stopping, slamming
backward against the great unforgiving rock.
The distant thrumming of the hooves still shuddered through me as
the stone caught my head on the way down.
I woke in near darkness, my head throbbing as if it had been used as a
blacksmith’s anvil. There were voices around me, a deep baritone and a
pair of tenors in some uncertain argument.
With bitter mud and the iron tang of blood in my mouth, I cautiously
lifted my head, the pain coming in a fresh wave. I swallowed hard. It
seemed I had bitten myself when I fell, my teeth knocking together,
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nearly severing my tongue. There was a swelling in my mouth and a broken something: it felt like one of my teeth.
My heart leaped up into my throat. Where was my child?
Three men stood above me in the dusk. The oldest short and small,
skin burned nut-brown by sun. The second, taller and redheaded, standing close at hand, staring, picking nervously at a bit of mud in a bedraggled soldier’s sash. Heavy muscles for a young face: a deserter from some
army, by the looks of it. And then the third: tall, with the noble face of a
god, a smoothly handsome visage under an unruly sheaf of golden hair.
I’d later learn their names: Geoff was the short brown one; Liam, the
nervous redheaded one; and Salvius, the strong leader with the golden
hair.
I wrinkled my nose at the smell. Even their leader stank. The stench of
the men was richly pungent, redolent of hard labor and old food.
These three were no knights errant. The redhead’s sash was the only
sign of rank or station. They otherwise wore the tattered shifts of peasants. The tallest—the golden-haired one—was the cleanest and most
comely. A line of neat knots tied his cloak closed. The others let their
open tunics hang to their waists.
Goats bleated around them in the bracken, udders pendulous, eyes
running brown with rheum. As I watched, a strand of nettles disappeared
in one masticating jaw.
I wiped my mouth and tried to speak. I choked on my swollen tongue,
blood still draining in my mouth, and no sound came out. I tried to move
and staggered as I stood.
The nervous redhead spoke. “He looks for the little one.”
I made to speak again as they watched me stumble forward.
“Yes, the babe,” said Salvius patiently. “He wants to know where the
infant is.”
By “he,” they meant me.
“I dunno,” said small Geoff suspiciously. “What did he do with the
mother?”
Redheaded Liam lifted Christian from the ground to show him to
me. My babe was, as ever, perfectly serene, his blue eyes staring wide and
unafraid, his little face bemused, uninjured but for a small scratch from a
thorn. He seemed happy and unconcerned.
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A purple-dyed cloth was wrapped tight around him, a hand-made
weave. I had never seen that pattern or that piece of cloth before in my
life. And he was chewing on a new twist of rag, dribbling white out of
the corner of his mouth. It seemed that someone had given him a rag
dipped in milk.
When I saw small Christian eating without me, my body itself was
jealous for his touch. My body longed for him. Truly it did, for I was
swollen, my breasts aching with his absence.
But the men grimaced at me. They thought I’d stolen this sweet young
thing.
“Where’s the mother?” said Geoff. “You bloody monk, what you done
with her?”
I saw myself through Geoff’s narrowed eyes. I was slathered in mud
and filth, my eyes staring whitely out of the black muck, the stench of
blood on me. I looked the very picture of Satan, risen from the depths of
the earth, an evil creature giving sacrifice to my dark god.
I gestured at myself, struggling to speak through my broken teeth, my
swollen tongue.
“Who wrapped the babe? Who fed him?” asked the redheaded one
suspiciously.
I had thought it was these men who had cared for little Christian. But
who had done it, if not them?
Behind the men, I caught a glimpse of some shape moving away from
us in the forest. It was a woman: somehow I sensed that. A furtive one
who moved without the need to prove her strength, a specter in the leaves
trailing a faint scent of lavender and mint. Gone now, a shadow in the
woods.
Christian looked at my muddy face, and he began to wail. Geoff
handed me the baby. He wrinkled his nose in disgust and repeated himself. “Where’s the mother, eh? You got a tongue in your head—is she
buried in the pit?”
The blond Salvius spoke calmly. “Tell us true. Are you the child’s
father?”
I was on the verge of sliding that ratty monk’s frock down off one
shoulder, so that I could still Christian’s hungry cries. At the moment
when all would have known I was a woman, I managed to hear the last
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word: “father.” They believed my disguise, they thought I was a man. I
was helped by the mud all over my face and body.
So I threw the baby up onto my shoulder. I jogged Christian up and
down, holding him close and tight. He was quiet now, and so was I.
“Who are you?” they said to me.
“Me . . . Mear . . . Mear . . .” my mouth stuttered, an idiot sound, trying
to say Miriam with my cut tongue. Only later did I realize that if I had
succeeded in saying my name, I would have been exposed as a woman just
as quickly as if I’d shown my breast. But at the time, I could not speak,
not clearly.
The men eyed each other nervously.
“Harebrained fool, he is,” said Liam. “Mad as the wind.”
Inspiration came to me then, as suddenly and clearly as a finger of
lightning. I brought my arm up from my side and drew my fingers carefully down my throat, as if I’d been cut deep there. I grimaced and shook
my head as if in weariness of constant explanation.
The men stared. My heart sank, but I made the cutting motion once
more, trusting that God would not grant me the seed of such a hope
without allowing it to take root and grow.
Young Liam rubbed the reddish stubble on his chin. Then he grinned,
revealing the cracked teeth that populated his jaw, like lost and yellowed
pawns. “Bugger it, ’e is a mute.”
“What’s that?” Brown-skinned Geoff cracked the knuckles on one
clenched fist, looking me over carefully.
“Mute,” explained Salvius. “It happens. My cousin like this can’t talk
to save his life. Couldna ever get a buggerin’ word outta him.”
“I dunno.” Geoff pulled anxiously at a wayward goat.
“He could still be dangerous,” said Liam. “Could still be mad.”
“Well now,” said Salvius. “Let’s say he can’t talk, but that doesn’t mean
he’s mad. An’ he’s not lookin’ down into the mud, so maybe there isn’t a
mother at the bottom of that damn’d pit.”
I shook my head emphatically, pointed at my own chest, and at my
child.
Salvius saw my reaction and shook his blond hair. Then he glanced
down into the morass. “Don’t look like we’ll ever know what happened,
not unless this mute monk can draw us a bloody picture.” He came closer
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to me, wrinkling his nose at the reeking mud.
“Look, you,” Salvius said to me. “I know you can listen at least. You’ll
be alright now, hear? Just tell me true, the babe—is the child your own?”
I nodded carefully, my head still throbbing with pain. I tried to speak
again, my throat straining.
“Mear, ear—whate’er your name be,” said Salvius forcefully, as if commanding the others. “I’ll take care of you.”
The blacksmith had made up his mind.
Salvius laid a gentle hand on my shoulder, his fingers broad and bluntly
tipped, a warming strength coming through his blacksmith’s grip. I grew
to know this man’s ways well in the years after. The charming blacksmith, strong and powerful. My friend and patron in the village.
“Don’t you worry, we’ve got you safe now.” He gave me a broad smile.
Yet the others were unsure. The darkly scowling Geoff backed away,
making the sign of blessing broadly, crossing the air over my head thrice,
to ward off devils. “What if this Mear is one of those who bring the
plague?”
“The black death?” I can still recall Liam’s wide-eyed stare: so young,
so suspicious. Open-mouthed, stubble-faced Liam, before that dark-red
beard grew in.
Geoff made the sign of the cross again. Even now, he is quick to cast
blame. “Those blasted goats found this false monk. An’ you know that
billy goats can see every devil!”
Liam laughed aloud. But Salvius knew Geoff wasn’t making a joke.
“I said I would protect this one.” There was a threat in his deep baritone
voice. “Would you put my word to the test?”
“A witch thing,” muttered Geoff. “He is a devil, an’ a witch.”
Salvius moved toward me, and I flinched back.
Somewhere came the gusting scent of mint and lavender again, and
then a distant whiff of smoke. Burning in the air. Was the other woman in
the forest here still, tracking us?
But the man with the bright hair, handsome Salvius, winked at me,
a sly and subtle movement only I could see. I wasn’t scared anymore. He
won me over.
“God’s wounds, if he has a demon, I can beat it out of him.” He
cracked his knuckles. “If he doesn’t have a demon, then we will have a
new man in the village. Let’s take ’im back with us.”
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“But the child—” began Geoff, tremulous fear still in his voice. “He
could be a devil too!”
Salvius spit on the browned and muddied grass at my feet. “The child
isn’t a devil—not yet at least. I can use another man, to work my bellows
in the smithy, an’ I choose this one here. He owes us one harvest at least,
for savin’ his life, an’ that of his child.”
The tide had turned.
That stuttering stillborn attempt to say my name were the last words
I said out loud in public for many years. I locked my speech in an iron
chest—buried deep in frost. It was the one gift the Abbess had proclaimed God’s own gift to me—and I hid it for ten years, as the fool
buries his gold in the earth.
And now I have known these men for a decade now. Geoff has mellowed with time, although he is suspicious by nature: only Liam’s jokes
can turn him from finding fault. Liam himself has begun to feel the
weight of time, pushing down on his bright spirit and endless jokes. The
knowledge that he will never be anything but a poor woodsman hurts
now.
Only Salvius has not changed much. He remains a masterful man,
sired and named by an errant priest, and our men still listen to whatever
he says. I have seen him use his power to influence men to their better
natures and to serve the greater good. And in that moment when my life
hung on a knife blade, Salvius found a way for me to live. He could claim
he needed another man to run his bellows, and none would challenge
him.
I have earned my bread for years now at that smithy. And for all these
years, I have always remembered his grace and that great debt I owe to
him: Salvius was the one to save me. Salvius kept me alive that day, and
ever.
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D

istant hoofbeats pound away over the snow, reverberating in
my flesh. The top of my snowy grave shifts and cracks open. Light
and air flood in.
I can breathe. Then another piece is pulled away. My head is free: only
my waist and legs are now encased in this jagged crypt.
Tom paws at the snow with his great bare hands, digging as a dog
hunting for a stoat. Liam carefully pushes apart frozen snow with the
blunt end of an axe. Benedict lifts chunks of ice out of the hole.
My breath rattles in and out in ragged gasps.
“He lives!” grunts Liam.
“It’s a miracle!” says Tom as I turn my head to look at them. “I think
my son brought ’im back from the dead to be with us.”
Liam and Benedict ignore Tom’s talk of ghostly saviors. Liam sits
back on his haunches, gazing upon my anxious face with a wry satisfaction. “Well, that’s only two still missing then. Think the bandits took
them?”
“Nah,” says Benedict. “They looked for gold an’ rich booty. We had
neither. They never even found our cart—leastwise, not when Cole led
them off into the woods. Sav’d us, he did.”
Not for the first time, I wish I could speak. These men never heard
the bandits talking. They do not know that the thief and the slave dealers
knew Hob, or that gold had been exchanged. And they don’t know that
Hob has been taken by them.
A shiver runs down my bones: no one knows except me.
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I look from side to side. What did Liam say about Cole?
Tom pauses in his labors. He must have seen my wide eyes. “Don’t fret
yerself—you’re alive, but we lost two of our company.”
“Hob and Cole, both gone,” says Benedict. He stands and limps to the
side. His leg has a gash in it.
“Those men took ’em!” Tom declares, and I wish I could tell him how
close he is to the mark. “Indentur’d servants are worth their weight in
gold, I tell you.”
Carefully, Benedict scrapes ice from my chest with the flat end of the
axe. I keep the flinch from off my face, although a dull ache runs through
my tender breast.
“If you’re a highwayman,” says Benedict, holding his leg, “you can’t be
sellin’ lads on the open market. Only way you can sell ’em is to a lord—
you should know that.”
No, I think. None of us knew that. Why would you know that?
“An’ that Cole,” continues Bene. “He has a foul look an’ a scarred face.
He wouldn’t be worth much—”
“Geoff is lookin’ for the missing ones in the woods,” says Liam.
Benedict grimaces, the pain in his leg showing in his face. “I dunno
if he’ll find a trace of ’em. If they’re dead, the snow will cover ’em fast.”
Then we hear Geoff’s hoarse shout. “Help—help the lad!”
Benedict starts limping as fast as he can down the hill of snow. Liam
tries to lift me out of the hole—although I resist his awkward help. I pull
myself up onto my feet, the blood throbbing in my temples, my head aching. I can stand on my own though, and to my surprise, none of my bones
are broken. I can see the entire extent of the avalanche now. The spots
where Tom and Geoff lay before were brutally erased by that white tide.
As I limp down the icy hillside, the wind gusts me forward, a stinging
residue of grainy snow in its teeth. The protection of the overhang is gone.
The wind floods straight down off the King’s Highway now.
I was the one who brought the attack upon us. I started the fire, telling
every man for miles that we were here in this hollow. My fire was how
they found us.
Yet my thoughts are stilled by a sign I see: on other side of the hill,
there is a very faint path out of the woods, a solitary set of hoofmarks. I
look around, but no one else in our company seems to notice these marks.
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I peer closely at the tracks: a single horse with a crack in the near hind
hoof.
The tracks are deep but melted at the surface. So someone came in the
hours of darkness and did not come back after dawn. Our hiding place,
such as it was, worked to fool at least that solitary man. But who came out
of the woods? Who followed us along the village track?
When we find Cole, he is shivering at the bottom of a ravine, his flesh
blue with cold, still holding the stolen sword. Geoff tells us he discovered
Cole by the sound of the lad’s chattering teeth. All morning, Cole had
scampered ahead of the bandits, and kept them chasing him through the
woods, until he slipped down an icy crevasse into a half-frozen stream.
By that time, our cart was entirely covered in snow, and the rest of the
men had hidden in the woods, so there was no camp to plunder. After
some searching, the horsemen seemed to give up and rode away.
Cole was fortunate, for when Geoff found him, he was nearly helpless,
his legs trapped by ice. By the time we pull him out of the water, he is
frozen half to death.
We cover the shivering lad with all of our furs, and Tom wraps him
in his great arms, warming the boy with his bulk. Cole is alive. And that
is a miracle in itself.
Yet no one except me saw the men take Hob. So half the morning,
they waste in calling for him. At first the calls are strident and angry, and
then desperate, and finally empty of hope.
“Hob!”
“Hob, mate, come back!”
“Hob, help us!”
“Hob!”
In the search for Hob, the men find standing stones at the edge of the
King’s Road. They are engraved with Roman letters and numbers, but
there are no arrows to point the way.
Hob would know which way to go. But he is gone.
The hoofprints of the bandits have been covered by blown snow, and
even if we knew which way they went, it is far from certain we would
want to follow them.
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Hours later, Benedict has given up on Hob. “Pack it up,” he says in a
flat and distant voice. “We need to move on.”
Liam and Geoff stare at him in shock. Bene continues. “We should
take Hob’s things as well. Mayhap we will find him on the road, mayhap
he has gone ahead.” The last was said in a querulous tone, as if Bene did
not expect to be believed.
“Oh God, Hob,” said Geoff, his voice cracking with desperation.
“What are we to do?”
“Go on,” said Bene. “We will continue. We will seek justice, as he
wanted us to do. At the monastery ahead.”
“I tell you, we should turn back now,” says Geoff. “There ain’t no sense
in going on.”
“No,” says Benedict. “I can’t go down that hillside again with this
wound in my leg.”
“An’ we seek justice,” bellows Tom. “Go to the monastery! We must
get the protection of a lord for our troubles, show the bodies to the Abbot.
And then we can—”
“We can’t go back,” says Liam. “We know now there are bandits closeby, and despite what Hob said, I think someone is in the woods. We
could make a run for the monastery. It would be a straight shot at least.”
“But if we’re going to go on, which way?” says Geoff. “I can’t read
these stones, can you?”
“No. And I can’t run,” Bene says, pointing down at the blood on his
leg.
Geoff speaks in a bitter tone. “You and your injured leg, Benedict.
That is what is holding us back from safety.”
“True,” agrees Liam. “I say we leave you here for the bandits, and go
for the monastery on our own.”
Benedict limps forward. A hard disappointment crosses his face, and
anger blanches his features. “You’re one to speak, Liam, with your feckin’
crime still unaccounted for, and who’s to know you won’t do it again.
Now you’re just a feckin’ hand-to-mouth woodsman. You’re nothing!”
“Why don’t you know which bloody way to go then? You brought us
here!” says Geoff. But Benedict isn’t finished yet.
“You may be grown, but you speak as a child. Sure, you two bastards
go on the open road. And who’s going to miss you if you don’t come
back? I’m the one who has to get back to the village. The folk there need
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me. Real lords and ladies need me. Goddammit—Lord Peter of Lincoln
relies upon my work—who but your stinking dead son needs you, Geoff?”
“That’s enough out of your bloody mouth,” says Geoff, and he reaches
for a branch to strike Benedict with.
Hob, Hob, Hob is gone. It chants through my head, a hopeless
rhyme. Our leader is gone, and we are fighting on the road with bandits
around us.
I turn away from the men as they struggle in desperation, and I look
at the stones. On one, LONDINIUM is carved, plain to see. No one else
can read, but I know the Roman letters.
I point. That way. South. Toward London.
No one notices, so I grip Tom’s arm hard, twist him towards the
stones. He sees my hand pointing and stares.
“Mear knows which way to go for the monastery,” Tom says in surprise. The fight halts, the men breathing heavily, steam rising from their
mouths.
“How the feck does he know?” Liam squints with suspicion.
Benedict shrugs. “Does it matter? Let’s go on then.”
“We don’t need to keep going!” says Geoff again. “Turn back and we
can—”
“Shut yer mouth,” says Tom, and he pushes the cart so hard it starts
rolling down the long hill of the King’s Highway, and Geoff must run to
catch up.
We are on the King’s road now, and our passage is the more dangerous. For we have no blessing or sanction from our Lord, Sir Peter, to be
abroad upon the open road. This makes us vagabonds; any man may kill
or injure us without consequence.
We are outside the law.
Ahead is a great breadth of countryside stretching out, forests and farmland. Hillocks and haystacks rise up, isles in a smoking brume.
After the snow of the night before, the day is washed clean: all is silver
and bright with ice, and a light wind moves us forward. Here and there
snow has blown aside, revealing the line of the great white stone road that
slices through the hills. It is an unswerving line marked by the Romans,
carved straight out of this untrammeled landscape.
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By the hour of Sext, Cole has warmed his bones. The men try to
put both of us on the cart, but I push back: I am fine. Cole still shivers
uncontrollably with cold though, so I make him sit high on the crossbar.
Up there, he is swathed in blanket and he sights ahead for rocks and dips
in the way ahead. When Benedict stumbles and bangs his leg once again,
Cole is the one who calls to the rest of us for a halt. And when I seem
tired—as I often am on this long track of winter thorns—Cole is the one
who encourages me: “Aye, Mear, keep goin’—don’t give up now! Keep
pushin’—you’re doin’ fine.”
“Oh aye,” replies Tom. “You’re one to talk. You’re sure pushin’ us
along!”
“Ayuh, how’s the view from up there?” laughs Liam. “Cole—think
you can hold a jousting pole up there? Fight off them bandits for us with
one hand?”
Cole chuckles, grateful for their jokes. We listen to him with every
roll of the cart’s heavy wheels on the snow. As we labor hard, his voice is
like flowing sweet water, soothing our passage.
The long day passes slowly. With his keen eyes and high vantage point,
Cole is the first to spot the glint of sun on that great black roof, a speck
of shining mica in the white wilderness. “It’s the monastery!” he calls.
There is a palpable sigh of relief. The monastery will mean free food
and lodging.
“Bread,” says Geoff simply. “All’s I need from that monastery is a loaf
of fresh bread.”
“Venison,” Benedict exclaims, his heavy brow wrinkling. Monks have
the right to kill the King’s deer.
“Ol’ Mear, he’s told me many a time of the glories of that selfsame
monastery,” Liam jokes. “Ayuh, Mear tells tales all the day long!”
The men laugh at mute Mear, and even my face cracks in a rare smile.
Something in me, an unreasoning hope, thinks I will hear of Edward at
that monastery.
But I know for truth that if we do not move faster on this road, we
will not reach the place before Vespers, when the gates are locked. And it
comes to me that we have not buried these dead, as the law demands. So
what will the monastery make of our burden of bodies? Will they take us
for penitents or heretics? How will I mark Christian’s life?
I glance back at the open road. A faint whirling in the air appears, and
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from this distance it seems as small as a dust devil. But this is no summer
day—that is no dust. It is a puff of snow kicked into the air by motion far
away along the road.
The same troupe of bandits may have found us again. It is the sign of
distant horses.
Desperately, I gauge the time remaining to us. The ones who follow
us are three hills back—so we have a bit of time—but what will we do
when they arrive?
The sun is higher in the sky, but we are not yet at the crest of the long
hill when someone’s stomach growls.
“Ah, I hear that,” says Liam. He slows and wipes a sweating brow
before he peers up at the light of the sun. “Noon—time t’ eat.”
The cart slides to a halt. Geoff pulls the coal box and the tinder out.
The men speak of food and fire. Tom takes his empty wineskins down
and packs them full of snow so we will have water to drink later. And
then we gather wood.
Hob would have prevented this halt, but he is not here to advise caution. And by the time I realize what they intend it is almost too late. I
stand, and let out a sudden howl of fear. The laughter stops.
“Mear, what’s wrong?” says Cole. I point at the far-off dust demon.
Benedict shades his brow and squints. His eyes are not as keen as mine,
and he is not as decisive as Hob.
“Ah, I see them,” Benedict mutters finally, his mouth pursing in
concern.
The riders move out of sight behind a curve in the road. From behind
the hill, we can see a great puff of gritty snow being thrown into the air
by the horses that bring our pursuers closer. Someone is riding hard, or
there are many riders.
“Well, what next?” says Liam.
Hob’s absence is like a tooth missing—everyone feels the wound, but
no one knows how to fill the gap. The men are still numb and purposeless at the loss of their leader. They still expect someone else to tell them
what to do.
I glance from side to side. The road is bordered by gorse bushes and
rough-hewn logs: there is a gap in the logs ahead where a cattle track
wends its way back to a snow-filled wallow.
I make a plan, pointing at the gorse bushes, urging them on.
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Benedict hesitates, and then the distant clamor of horse hooves fills
the air, a terrifying punctuation. The sound is closer than expected,
another trick of the winter air.
I gesture furiously.
“We need to get off the road,” Benedict says in slow realization. “That’s
our only chance.” He claps his hands together, finally taking action.
“Alright,” he says. “Get off the road! Gerroff the road!”
The gorse and bracken will conceal us from any quick-passing stranger,
but perhaps not from the searching eyes of a thief. It is, at best, a stopgap,
a makeshift battlement.
But the men echo Benedict’s shout. “Gerroff the road!”
Cole is off the cart in a wink, wrapped in his layers of blanket. The
cart is trundled quickly off the track and into the wallow, nearly spilling
our load as we bury it deep in the snowbank. I keep urging us farther
down: we must hide well.
I am surprised to discover that Liam knows how to hide in the wilderness. Years ago, he must have been a fugitive, for he is quick to take a
branch and brush away our cart tracks.
Moments later, when I look at the road, there is no sign of the cart, as
if it had floated away in the fresh snow.
Even so, they may find us here. But though they whisper furtively, the
men don’t seem to realize that we can hide our possessions better. Even if
they find us, they may let us go if we have nothing on us to take.
Again, I must fill the gap created by Hob’s loss. Quickly, I take everything that was hidden in the cart and I gesture to the men to give me
what treasures we have. I take a small sack of gold out of Benedict’s coat,
as he tries to fight me off and then glares at me in silent astonishment.
Then I clamber down the hillside to find a new place of concealment.
My feet ache with cold, but I must go as far as possible. The heavy
cloaks, the furs, the gold pouch, the food. All of these I bear in silence,
holding our life in my hands.
When I slide over the last boulder at the foot of the bank, I find a
heavy stick gouging at my thigh. I am struck by its yellowed whiteness.
Bone.
I’ve landed in an open grave. A place of bones and stripped bodies. A
few rags left, but all cloaks gone. Mere months ago it happened, for there
are still hanks of hair. But no cross, no priest, no burial. This curve of the
road brought someone desperate here, who did not balk at killing.
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I push our cloaks and belongings under the bones and stuff snow
around the verge. A fat crow flutters near at hand, watching for fresh kill.
I climb out of the pit, away from our hiding place. If they find me, I
do not want them to find everything we own.
My breath is a ragged razor in my mouth as I reach a flat place near
the top of the hill, and sweat sheets into my eyes.
From behind the bushes, I see the same sallow man with the missing
arm. He rides ahead looking from side to side, scouting the road. He
reins in his steed as he comes across a fur dropped at the side of the road,
a clear signal that someone passed this way not long before. Inwardly, I
curse our carelessness.
The man stretches down from his horse and picks it up. Then he smells
it and feels how warm it is.
My skin crawls as the man’s gaze sweeps through the bracken, across
the gorse bushes, in the direction of my hidden face. I tremble, hoping
he cannot see us.
But the other riders thunder closer. Just before they reach him, the
one-armed man kicks his heels against his horse’s flanks, and waves his
men on. All of them gallop past as we hold our breath in the shadows.
Then the iron cage jounces past on misshapen wheels, and everyone
can see the form of Hob inside. He’s huddled miserably against one bar,
holding on against the constant shaking, and blood trickles down his
scalp.
For a long time afterward, we are frozen there in the bushes, the rest
of the men realizing, finally, what has happened to Hob.
The road is empty of sound and sight, a white expanse, the snow slowly
drifting across it. We wait a long time, but the bandits do not reappear.
Finally, I notice Cole’s teeth chattering, like quick and nervous laughter. That sound spurs me to action, and I scramble back down the hillside
to retrieve our heavy clothes, the gold, and the food.
Now we must pull the cart back onto the open road. It is not an easy
task, even with Tom’s great shoulders behind the mass of it.
We have half the cart out of the bushes when a new sound comes. We
turn to look, but it is too late.
A single horse clatters around the distant corner of the trail, out of the
copse of ash and rowan trees it comes, the boughs breaking asunder, the
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load it bears driving it forward like a rabid hound. My throat chokes with
urgent pain, a moan breaks out of my lips.
Hurriedly, I seize the notched sword and swing its heavy weight high
in the air, holding it like a brand.
The tall man riding hard and alone is within reach of the sword now.
His face flashes toward us.
I can see a head of wheat-colored hair, a strong jaw, and a strong
mouth that smiles with each thump of the horse’s hooves on the road.
The sides of his steed are flecked with white lather.
A foam of sweat is dripping from her, steaming on the cold snow. It
is an old smithy horse, a mare, not bred for this kind of pace. My heart
hammers.
I know the horse. We all know the rider.
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