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PART ONE 
THE STRAWBERRY MOON 



CHAPTER ONE 

1.1 ADELAIS 

Adelais knew the winds by their smell, even when she could not feel their touch on her cheek. From 

the east they arrived the sisterhouse along a slow-flowing stream that carried so much sewage that it 

was called the Pissbourne.  It curved around the capital’s walls, a stinking barrier between the 

hilltop hamlet of Montbeauvoir and the crawling mass of Villebénie, half a league to the south on 

the plain. Veer a little south of east, and there might be hints of a richer corruption from the great 

gibbet dangling its thin fruit outside the city walls at Moncrâne. The west wind was cleaner, though 

laced with wood smoke from the sisterhouse and the cluster of houses around it, but to Adelais the 

rare northerly breeze was the fairest, no matter how strong or cold or wet, for it carried memories of 

home, fading but bittersweet, the way incense clings to wool.  

On a morning in the last quarter of the strawberry moon, the wind blew from the foulest 

quarter of all, for the south wind reached Montbeauvoir across the great, crenellated midden of 

Villebénie. It choked on a thousand fires and festered in the city's tanneries and slaughterhouses; it 

eddied in fetid, piss-trickling alleyways and flowed over the encircling bone-grey walls into the 

slums piled against them. The wind pushed soldiers, merchants, and wagons along the Great North 

Road at the foot of the hill, and had no time to lose its smell even over half a league of summer-lush 

fields. It broke like an invisible wave against Montbeauvoir's slopes, and when it reached Adelais, 

tending the sisterhouse's vines, it still carried the taint of packed humanity, living and dead, from 

scented lord to manure-footed stable boy. Today she didn’t mind the stink, for if the gods willed, it 

was a breath that would blow her homewards, away from enforced servitude in this fordæmdur 

sisterhouse, and back to Vriesland where she belonged.  

She’d tried before. Fool that she was, she simply stole a sisterhouse cloak and as much food 

as she could carry, and walked out. Within a league two priests had spotted the novice’s habit under 



the cloak and seized her. Novices did not leave sisterhouses unaccompanied, not unless they were 

on an errand. The beating that followed had put her in the infirmary, face down, for six days. Adeifi 

Fabianne enjoyed administering punishments, particularly on a novice’s bared backside; she had a 

range of pliable willow switches for the purpose. 

Adelais had learned one thing from that whipping, though. It had been thrashed into her, one 

cutting stroke at a time. Did. She have. Any idea. How a lone woman. Would be expected. To pay 

her way. On the road? Adelais wondered if Adeifi Fabienne relished that thought, too, but it had 

rung true enough for her to plan her escape differently this time. This time she’d be dressed as a 

man. They’d seek a novice, and not see a peasant. 

That old cow Fabienne was ‘supervising’ the novices in the vineyard now from a bench in 

the sun. Her back rested against the orchard wall and the white hood of the Daughters of Salazar 

was angled to shade her face. Her mouth hung open, and at the top of each breath came the faint 

catch of a snore. There would never be a better time. Adelais worked her way steadily away from 

Fabienne, down the hill towards the man-high stone wall that enclosed the sisterhouse’s land. She 

hoed assiduously as she went, dry-mouthed with nerves even though she hadn’t done anything 

wrong. Yet. From time to time, just in case anyone was watching, she’d pick up a weed and drop it 

into the gardeners’ sack slung around her shoulder. Beneath that light litter of greenery lay her 

cloak, her own cloak that she had been wearing when she arrived nearly two years before and had 

stolen back that morning from the Eldest Daughter’s private rooms. There was also some food, 

mainly cheese hoarded from her meals. Enough for two days, if she was careful. It would take her 

eight or ten days to walk home, but she’d thought of that, too. This time it was going to work. 

Adelais had a cache hidden down the hillside, below the vineyard’s lower wall; a peasant’s 

linen cap, a loose, belted coat of the style they called a cotehardie, hose for her legs, flint and char 

to make fire, and a knife. The corpse in the in the infirmary hadn’t needed them any more. She was 

tall for a woman, and slender enough to pass as a youth. She’d even had a fellow novice trim her 



hair that morning. The novices did that for each other; it was almost their only permissible 

grooming. One or two of them even liked the boyish look, though Adelais still felt the loss of the 

tresses that she used to plait into a honey-gold crown of maiden’s braids. Fate hadn’t given her 

much of a figure but it had given her hair, and it still hurt that it was hacked so short that she only 

saw loose ends. Long hair was vanity, the Eldest Daughter had shouted at the assembled 

convocation the day Adelais arrived. She’d made Adelais stand in their midst, weeping, humiliated, 

with her head rough-shorn into tufts that were bloodied where she’d struggled. Vanity! And the 

punishment for vanity, she’d thundered, was leprosy. It was written. Those who thought they were 

fair would end their lives as outcasts, watching their own faces rot away. 

Soon Adelais would not have to put up with this skit. In Vriesland men and women stood tall 

before their gods; gods who laughed and drank and fjakked like people. The old gods walked this 

world, unseen but mighty like the great bears in the forest. They did not hide beyond the stars or 

demand worship in temples. And in Vriesland she’d grow her hair long enough to have maiden’s 

braids once again. Maybe she’d find a man for whom she’d comb them out, as she had once for Jan.  

That was another hard lesson; Ischyrian priests don’t take wives, and women who fall for 

priests are called harlots and sent to sisterhouses a hundred leagues away.  

At least no child came of it. 

Adelais tugged at her habit where the coarse, un-dyed wool scratched at her skin, slick with 

new sweat, stale with old. She'd learned to live without fashionable dresses, but she'd never lost her 

yearning for the touch of clean linen against her body, encircling her waist and slipping over her 

backside like a lover’s caress.  

Soon, girl. 

Adelais was nearly at the lower wall. An old, twisted fig tree grew in one corner, thick with 

leaf and heavy with unripe fruit. The sturdy branches within provided a natural, hidden ladder. She 

paused, working her hoe, her eyes up the hill. Two hundred paces away Adeifi Fabianne showed no 



sign of waking, even though some of the younger novices were now playing 'catch-me' games 

between the vines, running to and fro in the way the geese darted and squealed when Adeifi Elodie 

threw scraps. No-one was watching. Adelais backed into the tree and climbed until she could lie flat 

along the wall, knowing she should go, right now, but putting off the moment. Lichen crumbled 

under her fingers. Her heart was pounding. The sisterhouse was at least some form of security. 

Food. A few friends. Two hundred paces below her, across a steepening hillside too rocky to farm, 

was the Great North Road, and it was flowing with people; farmers rumbled towards the city in 

produce-laden wagons. Other carts rattled north, empty. Further away a stream of people emerged 

from beneath the towers and battlements of the capital’s north gate, like maggots crawling through 

the teeth of a skull. Within the tree she was between the worlds, invisible to all. 

What would the Eldest Daughter do to her if she was caught again? At that thought Adelais 

swallowed to force saliva into her mouth and reached around to touch the pouch hanging from her 

belt, feeling for the hard square in the lining that was her grandmother Yrsa’s hidden talisman, her 

parting gift. Yrsa had carved a flat piece of yew-wood rune-upon-rune to make a bind-rune, stained 

with her blood, whose destiny was to bring Adelais home. Back in Vriesland, before the Galman 

conquest, folk touched Mjölnir hammer pendants in times of stress. Now the old gods were 

proscribed and their symbols had to be hidden. 

The precious scrip on her belt hid one other treasure; within its lining was the pouch to 

Adelais’s sling, and the leatherwork around its top unravelled to yield the sling’s thongs. Typical 

Yrsa; honour the gods, then give them a little help. Adelais had been good with a sling, the best in 

her village; with the knife, flint and char in her cache she could live off the land. She could do this. 

And she had to do it now, for when the bell sounded for Noon Office they would all be expected in 

the temple and her absence would be known. She had to be long gone by then. 

Deep breath. One last look, all round, and Adelais slipped off the wall, beyond the 

sisterhouse’s boundaries. There were footholds on the far side. She knew her way down; she’d done 



this before. Her cache was twenty paces away, where loose stones masked a hidden void. Now she 

must be swift, and transform herself from escaping novice into a lanky peasant before anyone saw 

her. She crouched in the low scrub at the wall’s base, looked around, and let out an involuntary yelp 

of fright. 

A huge she-wolf sat just below the hiding place. Adelais’s mind raced at this impossibility; 

she had not seen a wolf since she was taken from Vriesland, and even there only in the depths of 

winter when hunger drove them out of the forests into the domain of mankind. Never here, in the 

warm south, in summer, with a nation’s capital half a league distant. Adelais stooped slowly, 

making no sudden movements, until she could grasp the hoe she’d dropped from the top of the wall. 

She’d been intending to knock off the metal end and keep the shaft as a staff, but it made a weapon 

of sorts and she felt a little safer with it in her hands. 

They eyed each other. The wolf made no move to charge; it sat on its haunches with its 

mouth a little open, panting, tongue lolling. After several heartbeats it lifted a hind leg and scratched 

at its neck, sending a dandelion-puff of dust floating on the wind. Adelais began to relax. But she 

had to get to her cache and the wolf was in the way. Need must conquer fear. She took one step 

towards it, the hoe levelled like a spear.  

The wolf stopped scratching, dropped its head, and growled; a low, menacing rumble. It did 

not move away. Adelais stopped. Impasse. She was now visible from the road; a novice, outside her 

bounds. She had no time to assemble her sling, and no room to swing it anyway from this animal 

track between scrub and wall. She stooped, picked up a stone, hefted it, and hurled. The wolf 

dodged, but stayed in position, snarling, more like a guard dog than a wild animal. Adelais took one 

more step towards it, and the wolf seemed both to grow and drop its head at the same time. By the 

gods, it was big. Now the fangs were bared and the warning was clear, as if the cache held the 

wolf’s cubs, not old clothes and a knife.  

Adelais retreated a pace and waited, squatting to hide from view as much as she could, but 



still exposed. She threw another stone, earning herself another snarl. That wolf was not going to 

move. Skit. Her eyes flicked between the wolf and the road below, where some kind of procession 

had emerged from the north gate, led by two mounted clerics in the white robes and black cloaks of 

the anakritim. Adelais swore again in gutter Vriesian and retreated into cover below the fig tree. To 

be seen by a cleric would be bad; to be seen by anakritim could be fatal; the Order charged with 

maintaining the purity of the faith of Ischyros would probably burn her as a witch if they found the 

taufr in her scrip. Adelais glanced up at the sun, climbing towards noon and the bell. She did not 

have long. 

And the wolf was still there. Its head was twisted over its shoulder as if it, too, was watching 

the anakritim. It turned back to look at her, staring as if there was something that she should 

understand. 

The anakritim were close enough now to see that the priest in the lead rode a destrier 

befitting a great noble, and the one riding half a horse’s length behind sat on a grey too fine for any 

vow of poverty. Two mounted soldiers cleared the road in front of them, though their task was easy; 

traffic scrambled out of their path into the verges and ditches the way a pond’s shoals of little fish 

will part and reform around a hunting pike. She could make out the blue of the royal badge on each 

of the soldiers' surcoats, even at this distance. Two more soldiers followed, bunched on their horses 

behind a wagon with a solitary prisoner sprawled across its boards. He might have been chained, 

but it was too far for Adelais to be sure. She wondered if there was to be an execution, for prisoners 

who had been put to the torture often had to be carried to their deaths, but no crowds followed to 

see the spectacle, and there were quicker routes to the killing ground at Moncrâne.  

The wagon rolled in a rut, close enough now for her to see the prisoner contort as if in pain. 

He was definitely chained. The priest on the grey reined in until he was alongside the wagon, 

looking into it as if concerned before spurring back to join the leader. A slight unease began to grow 

in Adelais's mind; the anakritim had no baggage, so they were making a visit to somewhere nearby, 



not starting a journey. The unease grew into a terrible possibility; what if this was the Anakritis-

General himself? What other cleric would be escorted by king’s men? She’d only knew the man 

who ran the most feared Order of the Ischyrian faith by reputation; she’d never seen him. Nobody 

ever wanted to see the Anakritis-General, Ghislain Barthram. 

People called him the Angel of Death. 

Adelais looked up at the fig tree, calculating her chances of climbing the wall without being 

seen. Maybe she’d have to delay her escape to another day. 

Cries of alarm carried to Adelais even across three hundred paces of hillside and she looked 

back towards the procession. A man had sprung onto the moving wagon and was crouched over the 

prisoner. Soldiers were spurring to intercept him, drawing swords or levelling lances. Sunlight 

flashed on steel as the assaillant drew a short sword, reversed it into a two-handed grip, and struck 

downwards at the man chained at his feet. !



1.2 MALORY 

When the prisoner groaned Pateras Malory d’Eivet reined back alongside the wagon, leaving his 

master to ride ahead. He could not quite rid himself of regret at causing pain, and this one’s body 

was in truth too broken to be moved. It was sad, but necessary. There was always so much suffering 

before truth, and usually even more before Ischyros could be glorified in a sinner's repentance. 'You 

are saving his immortal soul,' Pateras Ghislain Barthram always said. ‘Without repentance there is 

no Unburdening, and no pardon. Without pardon he would fall from the bridge of judgement into 

the fiery pit of Kakos. His pain now is as nothing to the infernal pains he would otherwise endure 

for all eternity.’  

Malory d’Eivet knew the Anakritis-General was right, but still Malory felt twinges of guilt. 

Their prisoner had cradled his hands claw-like across his chest, hunched over to the limit of his 

chains, and was making the high, nasal, keening sound that was his usual response to agony. 

Strange how deep must be the instinct to reach out for support as the wagon lurched, even with 

broken hands.  

"We will soon be there." Malory caught a trace of the man's smell, and tried not to let his 

disgust show in his voice. The brown robe that had once identified Carel de la Tour as a lay brother 

was threadbare, stained to the colour and texture of a dung-heap, and it stank like one. A ragged flap 

hung loose where the lion badge of the Order of Guardians had been torn from his chest, exposing 

an irregular patch of dirty skin. The shirt beneath had long since rotted away.  

Carel de la Tour looked up, cowering like a dog, but Malory smiled in the way he would 

indulge a child who feared a beating. Reassured, his prisoner spread his legs wider on the wagon 

bed to brace himself against further lurches, lifting his feet along the cloak rolled up under his 

ankles. The cloak had been Malory's idea. He was still not sure whether it was to show compassion 

or minimise his own guilt.  



"Thank you, Pateras." The words disintegrated into a coughing fit that sprayed droplets of 

blood upwards, though none came near Malory's robe. Carel de la Tour wiped his cheek against his 

shoulder and managed a small, nervous smile; it folded the dirt on a parchment-white face and lifted 

his beard into bristles over the cheeks. A bond was growing between them. Malory had seen it 

before, that link between a prisoner and his interrogator. It came when any hope of their former life 

was gone, and all that was left was utter dependency. For as Assistant to the Anakritis-General, 

Malory could be cruel or merciful, feed or starve, reward co-operation or fail to intercede to stop the 

agony, even walk away with sadness that they had failed him. That look of fearful, grovelling hope 

always told him the prisoner was ripe to spill whatever secrets were left. They just had to keep him 

alive for long enough. 

The dog comparison was good; some might even call this bond a form of love. 

"The Daughters of Salazar have an infirmary.” Malory spoke as if his main concern was for 

his prisoner’s care. 

Carel de la Tour lifted his head so he could look down the length of his body, past the 

chains, towards the remains of his feet. Was that a silent comment? Was there still a spark of 

defiance in there? The chains, Malory knew, were entirely symbolic. This one would never walk 

again. 

"Thank you, Pateras."  

But the subservient tone reassured him. Pateras. Malory's consecration as priest was recent 

enough for him to smile inwardly when a man who must be over forty called him ‘Father’ in the 

High Tongue.  

“And you have a son, yes? Guy, is it not?” 

De Tour nodded his head cautiously.  

“Yes, my son is Guy.” The tone said ‘as you know’. The face was fearful, clearly wondering 

what role this son might play.  



“He is full grown, now.” It was, after all, five years since de Tour was incarcerated in the 

Black Tower, along with every Guardian knight in Villebénie. “You would be proud of him.”  

De Tour’s eyes widened. “You have seen him?”  

“The faith can be merciful to those who abjure sin. We will bring him to you at the 

infirmary.” 

Oh, that light of hope in the man’s eyes. The wonder, quickly masked. He could work with 

that. 

"Pateras Malory." Ahead of them Ghislain Barthram turned, lifting an arm so that his black 

cloak fell away from his white habit. He beckoned imperiously. 

"Pateras Ghislain." It was Malory's turn to show respect. He spurred his horse into a trot to 

catch up. 

"You are too soft, Pateras Malory. He is a heretic." 

“Láthos mou, Pateras." Malory made the ritual apology, ‘my mistake,’ and inclined his head. 

The roles they played as anakritim were now deeply ingrained, even shaping their speech when no-

one was listening; the implacable Anakritis-General who smelt heresy, and the gentler assistant who 

would plead on a prisoner's behalf. Sometimes Pateras Ghislain listened to Malory’s intercessions. 

Sometimes it would be easier for Malory to stop a water mill with his bare hands. At first, Malory 

had doubted their work. Could it really be Ischyros’s will to hold a man's feet in a fire? But he 

doubted no more. The abominations they had uncovered must make even the prophet Salazar weep. 

Mistakes would be understandable, in a way, in territories newly brought to the faith, for they might 

be only mistakes; it took generations to purge all traces of the old gods, and there were whole 

realms to the north that resisted the blessings of Ischyros. There were times when the anakritim 

chose to educate as well as punish, but not with the Order of Guardians. Lapses were utterly 

unpardonable in the faith’s own knights. 

There was much work to do. 



A shout from behind made Malory turn. At first it was simply a soldier’s ‘Oi! You!’ but 

within two heartbeats it was ‘Stop where you are!’ A man was climbing onto the wagon, using a 

moving wheel to launch himself upwards. He was plainly but respectably dressed in a good quality 

cotehardie and a woollen cloak that had fallen open as he sprung, revealing a short, two-handed 

hunting sword hanging from his belt. He old enough to have grey strands in a well-trimmed beard, 

and he stared down at Carel de la Tour as if suddenly unsure. There was something in that wide-

eyed, pasty look that reminded Malory of men he’d seen on the scaffold in the moments before their 

execution; this was a man reconciled with his own death. Malory turned on his grey, knowing he 

would be too late to intervene; already the soldiers behind were spurring forwards, one levelling a 

lance. 

The drama was unfolding with skin-prickling slowness, all within a few heartbeats; the 

assailant had time to say ‘Brother Carel?’ followed by ‘forgive me, Brother’, for Carel de la Tour 

had smiled, knowing him. Carel even opened his arms, welcoming death, for the man kneeling 

above him had drawn his short sword, reversed it into a two-handed grip, and plunged it downwards 

in a killing blow. 

The soldier’s lance caught him in the chest from behind, throwing him forwards and 

sideways so that the sword’s point struck into the wooden boards by Carel’s shoulder. The man 

hunched over his own weapon, supporting himself on it, his body twisting as the soldier’s 

momentum carried him past. A spray of blood blossomed briefly from behind him as the lance was 

wrenched out, and the man coughed once, massively, bloodily.  

Malory lifted his hand as the second soldier drew level with the cart, swinging his sword.  

“No!” Malory needed to talk to this assassin, while he lived, but knew instinctively that the 

man was dead, even before the sword bit into his neck, crumpling him into the corner of the cart 

like a pole-axed bullock. 

For the time it takes to draw several breaths there was near-silence on the road. Apart from 



the soldiers, wheeling their horses back to the cart, everyone had frozen, staring inwards. Then 

blood began to flow through the boards of the cart into the road, and a merchant’s wife screamed.  

Malory stared into the cart, his mouth working, unable to think. The assassin had fallen 

across Carel’s arm, curved around the sword still embedded in the wood, his almost-severed head at 

an impossible angle and the beard now red, clogged, dripping. A miniature, silver Hand of Salazar 

lay near the mouth on a broken chain; the man had been a devout Ischyrian. Half-closed eyes stared 

at Carel, who was spattered with blood but seemed to be unharmed; he was breathing deeply, 

rapidly, like a man saved from drowning. Carel was the first to move; he lifted his free arm and 

touched the dead man’s face with the back of a clawed, broken hand.  

“They knew each other.” Ghislain Barthram had arrived at his elbow. He seemed more angry 

than shocked. “How did that happen?” he shouted at the sergeant, who’d dismounted and was 

hitching his horse to the wagon’s side. 

The sergeant didn’t answer at first, but swung onto the cart and tugged the two-handed, 

short-bladed sword from the wood. He examining it with a soldier’s eye before glaring at his two 

men who’d been in the rear, demanding that they answer. 

“He just walked past, like he was in a hurry,” said one. 

“Couldn’t see the blade,” pleaded the other. They were all looking about them as they spoke, 

weapons ready, watching for another attack. 

“It’s easily hidden beneath a cloak, Pateras.” The sergeant did not sound apologetic. “It’s a 

hunting sword, see? Draws quickly. Useful at close quarters when a charging boar might come 

inside the swing of a fighting blade. Double grip to strike true through the hide.” He held the sword 

two handed, pointing it at the body. “And this one was prepared to die to kill the prisoner. He had 

no chance of escape.” He bent to unbuckle the dead man’s belt, pulled it free, and sheathed the 

sword. Carel looked almost wistful as he took it away. “My guess is that he’d have fought until we 

killed him rather than be taken alive.” 



There was truth in that. In captivity the man would have died slowly, in unspeakable pain, 

and only when the Tormentors had squeezed every last drip of information from his body. 

“Do we go on, Pateres?” The sergeant glanced between the two priests. 

“Yes.” Barthram’s response was immediate and emphatic. “We will take our guest to the 

infirmary at Montbeauvoir, as planned.” 

“And do we send for more men?” 

Barthram turned slowly in the saddle, staring at the crowd. Some people flinched from his 

gaze. None seemed to worry him. “No. But you will ride in the wagon with your sword drawn. 

Come, Pateras.” He beckoned Malory alongside him once again.  

“Why do you not send for more soldiers, Pateras?” Malory asked quietly. He was still in 

shock. Fearful for Carel, not for himself. No-one would attack a priest. 

“I think this man was acting alone, on impulse. And if we surround the heretic with guards 

our plans will not work.” He made a dismissive gesture that required silence, and they rode in a 

calculating quiet almost to the crossroads below the sisterhouse. The Anakritis-General was 

thinking. He did not sit easily in a saddle but hunched forwards, so full of tension that when he 

began to speak it seemed that cords in his neck were pulling his jaw down. 

“Tell me, Pateras.” Barthram sounded like one of Malory’s tutors at the seminary, talking 

him through a difficult question of religion. “Why would a man sacrifice his life to kill our 

prisoner?”  

Malory had been pondering that. “At first I thought it might have been a devout man who 

hated the Guardians for their heresies.” 

“Enough to die for that hatred? Unlikely.” 

“And the assailant cried ‘forgive me, Brother,’ before he struck. What’s more he delayed his 

stroke to be sure he had Carel de la Tour.” 

Barthram’s head swivelled at that. “So he was a Guardian. There were a few who escaped 



the net. Now why would a Guardian kill one of their own?” Barthram had a way of asking questions 

that implied he already knew the answer. 

“To stop him telling us something.” Malory knew they were on the brink of a great truth, 

and the dying man behind them held the key. 

“We have held him for five years. He might already have told us.” 

“Not if our possession of that knowledge would be known to the world.” 

“Exactly.” Barthram straightened in the saddle as they turned at the crossroads, taking a 

climbing, lesser road. A novice was running uphill through the lines of vines stretching towards an 

orchard; the sisterhouse of Montbeauvoir must lay beyond its leaves.  

“Was he working alone, do you think?” Barthram was testing him. 

“It was a desperate act,” Malory replied. “The Black Tower must have been watched.” 

“Which suggests a small group. Enough to keep one man always near the gate. Who knew 

that we were going to move the prisoner?” 

“You. Me.” Malory had learned to answer crisply. “The garrison captain, yesterday. The 

men, this morning.” 

“Anyone else?” 

“The boy. The heretic’s son. But he was excited beyond words at the hope of seeing his 

father again. I cannot believe he would be part of this.” 

“But his friends might. After all, he is the son of a Guardian, and he would have shared that 

excitement. Will he come, do you think?” 

“Oh, yes.” Of that Malory was sure. And all their plans depended on that boy's hope.


