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    A small group of historical mystery writers, all members of the Crime Writers’ Association, who promote their work by giving informal talks and discussions at libraries, bookshops and literary festivals.




    Bernard Knight is a former Home Office pathologist and professor of forensic medicine who has been publishing novels, non-fiction, radio and television drama and documentaries for more than forty years. He is author of the highly regarded Crowner John series of historical mysteries, based on the first coroner for Devon in the twelfth century; and of the Dr Richard Pryor series.




    Ian Morson is the author of an acclaimed series of historical mysteries featuring the thirteenth-century Oxford-based detective, William Falconer, and a brand-new series featuring Venetian crime solver, Nick Zuliani.




    Philip Gooden is the author of the Nick Revill series, a sequence of historical mysteries set in Shakespearean London, including Sleep of Death and Death of Kings, and also writes 19th century mysteries, most recently The Ely Testament. The author of various non-fiction books on English, his newest title is Idiomantics, and he blogs on language at www.philipgooden.com. Philip was chairman of the Crime Writers’ Association in 2007–8.




    Susanna Gregory is the author of the Matthew Bartholomew series of mystery novels, set in fourteenth-century Cambridge, the most recent of which are Mystery in the Minster and Murder by the Book. In addition, she writes a series set in Restoration London, featuring Thomas Chaloner; the most recent book is The Piccadilly Plot. She also writes historical mysteries under the name of Simon Beaufort.




    Karen Maitland writes stand-alone, dark medieval thrillers. She is the author of Company of Liars and The Owl Killers. Her most recent medieval thrillers are The Gallows Curse, a tale of treachery and sin under the brutal reign of English King John, and Falcons of Fire and Ice set in Portugal and Iceland amid the twin terrors of the Inquisition and Reformation.
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    Prologue – In which Ian Morson tells of Prior Wigod of Oseney Priory writing The Play of Adam, and how the world’s first murder – of Abel by his brother Cain – is enacted with equally murderous results.




    Act One – In which Susanna Gregory relates how The Play of Adam travels from Oxford to Carmarthen in the year 1199, and the castle’s constable and his wife encounter murder among rival clerics.




    Act Two – In which Karen Maitland tells how the townspeople of Ely fear that The Play of Adam has unleashed a demon upon the town, after a gruesome discovery is made in the cathedral.




    Act Three – In which Philip Gooden tells the story of a playwright who wishes to obtain revenge on William Shakespeare and comes to an unfortunate end, while player Nick Revill faces the secret agents of the Privy Council.




    Act Four – In which Ian Morson writes about Doll Pocket satisfying her yearning to become an actress, while Joe Malinferno struggles with the mystery of Egyptian hieroglyphics. Unfortunately, the rehearsals for the newly discovered Play of Adam result in a murder. But has it to do with thespian jealousies, or something much more arcane?




    Epilogue – In which Bernard Knight recounts how The Play of Adam is revived by an academic department during the Second World War, which provides an unexpected finale.
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            I am gracious and great God without beginning.




            I am maker unmade; all might is in me.




            I am life and way, unto weal winning.




            I am foremost and first; as I bid, shall it be.




            The bliss of my gaze shall be blending




            And flowing from hardship protecting;




            My body in bliss still abiding,




            Unending, without any ending.


          


        


      


    




    Prior Wigod carefully put down his quill so as not to splash the ink from the nib, and leaned over his work to admire it. He muttered the words he had written to himself, then with an improper sense of pride, got up from his chair and stomped around speaking them out loud. He grunted with pleasure. The words sounded fine echoing round his private parlour. So he knew they would be even more portentous carrying out over the assembled crowd of common people who would come from nearby Oxford to stand before the main doors of Oseney Priory on Easter Sunday in the year of our Lord 1154. Perhaps he would play the part of God himself. Why not? He was prior of the recently augmented Augustinian community, and this play was to be performed to mark their first twenty-five years.




    He looked at the words he had written once again, some admittedly borrowed, it was true, but some his own. Mostly his own, he liked to think. And they were written in the vernacular in order to reach the hearts and minds of the ordinary people of the town. The community he led, instituted by Robert D’Oyly, was of the Canons Regular of St Augustine, and part of their role was preaching and teaching. Feeling an unseemly swelling of pride in his breast, before retiring for the night he hurriedly kneeled before the large crucifix that hung on the eastern wall of his parlour. Bowing his head, he prayed to the Lord for His forgiveness for the sin of pride.




    At daybreak, Brother Paul, who was designated the ‘careful brother’ by the prior because he could be relied on to see that all things were done at the appointed time, rang the bell to rouse the brethren. This was the call to dress and enter the church for prime, the first daylight service of the seven offices ordained by the psalmist. Paul muttered the relevant words under his breath as he cheerfully and lustily tolled the bell.




    ‘Seven times a day do I praise Thee because of Thy righteous judgement.’




    On that cold March morning, Brother Wilfred was the last of the brother canons to rise, and had to hurry from the dormitory, through the cloister court, and into the church transept, where he received a severe look from the prior. Wilfred was often late and regularly chastised for his misdemeanour, but it made no difference. He was young and still not used to breaking his rest at midnight to the sound of Paul’s sleepless bell, only to return to his austere pallet and rough blanket after singing matins and lauds in a dark and cold church. He felt he had only just closed his weary eyes again when the prime bell rang. This morning, like so many before, he found himself stifling a yawn. On the other hand, he could not help but notice the bright fervour that shone in Paul’s eyes at the final exhortation to ‘let everything that hath breath praise the Lord’.




    The careful brother was no older than Wilfred, but had been rewarded for his zeal by the prior. His recent appointment as the toller of the bells that regulated the daily affairs of the priory had filled Wilfred with envy, though he did not know why. The last thing he wished for himself was to have to be awake before everyone else in order to rouse the Augustinian community out of their beds. It’s just that envy was Wilfred’s natural state. He envied the rotund Brother William, who had long held the position as kitchener, because he obviously filled his belly with extra food. He envied Brother Alfred the infirmarian, because he had an easy time tending the sick and elderly monks, which kept him indoors on cold and inclement days such as today. And he envied Brother Roger, who was the cellarer and had access to the stores where the casks of wine were kept. From Roger’s sometimes unsteady gait, Wilfred suspected him of ‘sucking the monkey’, as the novices called it. This practice involved sticking a long piece of straw in the bunghole of a cask and sucking out the contents without apparently broaching the barrel.




    Wilfred knew why he envied all these people, but he could not say why he especially envied Brother Paul. Perhaps it was not because of his position, but due to the fact that he and Wilfred had begun as novices on the same day. And yet Paul had progressed so much further and faster than Wilfred. Even the next ritual of the long day reminded Wilfred of his junior status. For it was in order of seniority that the canons silently processed out to the cloister to wash their hands and faces at the stone trough that ran the length of one side of the court. Wilfred was in the rearmost echelon, preceding only the young novices who had just begun their long journey towards priesthood. As he stood in the lengthy queue for these ablutions, Wilfred heard one of the novices behind him, unused to the rules on silence, whispering to the young boy next to him a choice piece of news that Wilfred had not heard.




    ‘I heard it said that the prior has written a play to be performed as part of the Easter liturgy.’




    The other novice must have been more concerned with observing the Augustinian rules. Wilfred heard only a noncommittal grunt from him before the novice-master scurried past him towards the original offender. Wilfred, his eyes still looking ahead, heard the crack of an open palm on tonsured head. The offending novice had been duly reprimanded for his infraction. But not before he had planted a seed in Wilfred’s head.




    Of course, it could be nothing but the exaggeration of an overwrought boy, this talk of a play. For many years the canons of Oseney Priory, built on the southernmost arm of the water meadows close by the walls of the university town of Oxford, had included small dramatic episodes in the Easter liturgy. On Easter morning, after the third responsory of matins, two canons clothed in albs walked to where a wooden cross had been laid on the floor of the church just below the altar. It represented a grave, and they seated themselves there until three more canons carrying censers and representing holy women, joined them. At this point one of the seated canons in the guise of an angel asked the holy ‘women’, ‘Whom do you seek?’ The three canons answered, ‘Our Lord, Jesus Christ.’ The angel then gave the holy ‘women’ the message of the Resurrection, and told them to go forth and proclaim it. They then intoned the antiphon, ‘Surrexit enim, sicut dixit dominus. Alleluia.’ Finally, the choir, as always, finished matins with the Te Deum.




    So the rumour of a play to be performed at Easter could amount to nothing. On the other hand, if it were true, Wilfred had a desire to take part in it. Life at the priory was one of endless, dull repetition. He knew it was a state of existence that he should have realised before he committed himself to God, but when he was a novice it had all seemed so new and exciting. Now, the thought of doing something unusual, like taking part in a pageant, served to lift his spirits. He could not wait until the daily assembly in the chapter house. Perhaps the prior would make an announcement. Easter was only a matter of weeks away, and much would need to be done to prepare the scenes he had heard other priories and abbeys had performed as a way of teaching the lay community some of the key points in the Bible.




    It was finally Wilfred’s turn to wash. He plunged his hands into the shallow runnel of icy water that trickled down the stone trough in the cloister, and splashed some on his face. He risked darting a quick look behind him to try to identify the novice who had broken the news of the play. From the reddened mark on his forehead, he saw it must have been Alcuin, a ginger-haired youth from Wales with big, ungainly hands and feet. The novice’s pock-marked face had a sour look on it that intimated he resented being humiliated by the novice-master. Wilfred wondered if he would last the course, and graduate into the order. He himself had had to contain his prideful anger on more than one occasion, and knew how the new boy felt. He tried a smile of sympathy on him, but Alcuin looked away in embarrassment. Wilfred shrugged and walked through to the refectory. There, the assembled canons ate the usual light breakfast of bread and ale standing up in silence, as was the custom. He groaned inwardly when, all too soon, he heard the ‘careful’ Brother Paul tolling the inexorable bell calling everyone to Mass.




    Once Mass had been celebrated, Brother Paul hurried off to toll the bell calling the canons to the chapter house. His duty was hardly essential at these times, as the routine of the priory – indeed, of every religious house in England – was rigid and regular. Everyone knew to move from the church and into the chapter house at this time of day. The only times the sound of the bell was of use was late morning, when the canons had dispersed to carry out various tasks concerning the business affairs of the priory and needed to be called together for High Mass; and also for vespers. After dinner, the canons had a short rest period, terminated by the office of nones. Then there began the five-hour working day, which the canons spent in the gardens, fields, workshops, kitchens and storehouses of Oseney Priory. The vesper bell was essential to call them for evensong from their various allotted tasks in the scattered buildings and grounds of the ever-growing priory. But Paul took his task seriously at all times of the day, and even though he knew some canons grumbled about his zeal, that did nothing to dim his enthusiasm. The marking of the set points of each and every day with the sound of a bell was as important to him as his sevenfold daily praise of God.




    As he was ringing the bell to call his brothers to the chapter house, he noticed that Brother Wilfred was for once at the head of those entering through the grand doors of the room on the east side of the cloister. This was most unusual. Wilfred was forever dragging his feet from one part of the priory to another, and from one task to another. Paul had tried more than once to rectify this, suggesting that Wilfred should show more enthusiasm as everything the canons did was in praise of the Lord. He had thought that Wilfred would have responded well, as they had been friends from the day they had arrived together as novices at the priory. But on the third occasion that Paul had chastised him – in the friendliest of ways – Wilfred had turned on him, and suggested he mind his own business. Paul preferred to forget the actual words, which had been, ‘Go kiss the Devil’s arse, Paul. Are you trying for early sainthood or something?’ He had put the outburst down to the fact that it had been Lent, and Wilfred, as were some of the other inexperienced canons, was always fractious when hungry. Paul himself relished fasting at Lent as it gave him a curious feeling of flying out of his own skin, and therefore closer to God.




    Slipping quietly into the chapter house, Paul waited whilst a few brothers shuffled up along the stone bench that ran around the whole chamber, and then sat in the space made for him. The coldness struck through his vitals, and he silently praised God for his discomfort. He listened as Brother Martin finished the reading of the daily chapter of the Rule, and then the prior stood up.




    His seat was set in the rounded apse at the eastern end of the chapter house, and stood at the top of three steps. So when Prior Wigod rose from his chair, he presented an imposing figure appropriate to his position. It had been said in the dormitory that morning that he had an important announcement to make. But Wigod still stuck rigidly to the proper procedure. His first words were to lead the canons in the praise for the saints and martyrs of the day.




    ‘Let us praise St Piran of Padstow, St Caron of Tregaron, and St Kieran of Ossory in Ireland.’




    The assembled twenty-five canons and six novices intoned prayers and praise for the saints. It was as if the prior’s own words were echoing around the vaulted chamber. Next there came the prayers for the souls of the benefactors.




    ‘Let us pray for the soul of Robert D’Oyly, and his wife, Editha. She it was who saw a group of magpies chattering in the marchlands of Oseney Meadows and realised they symbolised souls in purgatory crying for prayers. In 1129, Sir Robert granted the lands on which our priory now stands. And so this is the twenty-fifth year since our founding.’ He paused dramatically. ‘And in order to celebrate that founding, and to further our purpose as canons regular, I have decided that a pageant or play will be performed outside the church doors on Easter Sunday.’




    A murmur of excited comment rippled around the chamber, which on any other occasion would have been the cause of a severe reprimand from the prior. But on this special day he was pleased beyond measure at its occurrence, and let the lapse pass. He continued to explain his plans, ensuring the canons knew the source of the text.




    ‘The scenes I have written so far include “The Creation of the World”, “The Fall of the Angels”, “The Fall of Man”, “The Story of Cain and Abel”, and “The Deluge”. I shall complete the central piece of this Easter celebration shortly, with “The Nativity”, “The Passion” and “The Resurrection”. It will be called Ordo Representationis Ade – The Play of Adam.’




    The only canon capable of interrupting the prior did so at this moment. He was Brother Sylvanus, and had stood for election as prior against Wigod three years earlier. The previous prior, who had died of a fever, had been quite severe in his sense of duty, and Sylvanus looked to carry on his stern discipline. Unfortunately for him, the twenty-five canons who were in a position to vote on who became prior – the lay brothers being excluded from this process – had expressed a desire for a gentler approach to the praise of God. Wigod had been elected, and the defeated candidate had never let him forget the perceived snub. Sylvanus questioned every proposal and every decision that Wigod came up with. This time it was concerning the language of the pageant. With a sneering tone in his voice, Sylvanus made his position clear.




    ‘I hope that the text to be spoken by the canons will be in Latin, Brother Wigod.’ He alone called the prior by his name rather than using his title.




    Wigod smiled wearily. ‘The liturgy will of course be in Latin, as will the psalms and songs. For example, at the end of “The Fall of the Angels”, the choir will sing “Te deum laudamus: te dominum confitemur”.’




    Sylvanus smirked, believing he had cornered the prior. ‘I think I hear the sound of “however” hovering over your exposition.’




    The prior was undeterred. ‘Indeed you do, Brother Sylvanus. The stories will be told in the vernacular. One of the purposes of our order is to preach and teach to the populace. How are we to do that properly unless we speak to them in their language?’




    He looked across the sea of nodding tonsured heads, knowing that most of the canons agreed with him. Only Sylvanus’ head went from side to side but, seeing he was outnumbered yet again, the disgruntled brother merely satisfied himself with a hiss of disapproval. He seemed to have contented himself with the knowledge that his day would surely come. And almost in the prior’s next breath, he saw it had. Wigod, as was his nature, had the inspiration to seek some reconciliation with Sylvanus, and made an offer.




    ‘I would like you, Brother Sylvanus, to select which of our brethren will enact which scenes, and the characters they will portray. I am sure you will be able to match the abilities of each with the person they will represent.’




    Sylvanus grinned wolfishly, seeing a way immediately to ruin Wigod’s plans.




    ‘I will indeed undertake the task you suggest, Brother Wigod, if I can also instruct those I select in their roles. And I will allocate the parts according to the zeal and piety of our fellow canons.’




    That was not what the prior had intended, having thought more to match each canon’s personality with the part as he had written it. He had drafted the words spoken by Noah with Roger the cellarer in mind, because he was vague and uncertain at crucial times. And the spare and sinuous frame of Brother Alfred made him eminently suitable for the part of the Serpent in ‘The Fall of Man’. But his decision had been made, and he could not now rescind it. With an inward sigh, he accepted his former rival’s plan.




    ‘I am content to leave it all in your capable hands, Sylvanus.’




    The prior was so occupied with meeting Sylvanus’ cold stare, that he didn’t notice the disappointed look on Brother Wilfred’s face. With Sylvanus in charge of selecting which brothers were going to take part in the play, Wilfred saw his chances of being involved slipping rapidly away. His standing in the eyes of the strict disciplinarian, who had been novice-master in the days of Wilfred and Paul, was as low as it could be. The pious Paul would be selected first, and then most of the other twenty-three canons well ahead of Wilfred himself. He sighed and slumped in his seat, hardly listening to the rest of the prior’s announcements.




    He was greatly surprised, therefore, when he felt a restraining hand on his arm as later he shuffled out of the chapter house to his general duties of the morning. He looked round, and saw the beaming face of Sylvanus with a strange look on it.




    ‘I have you in mind for a part in the pageant, Brother Wilfred.’




    Wilfred gasped at this unexpected turn of fortune. ‘Of course, Brother Sylvanus. I hardly expected such an honour, but I will be delighted to help in any way I can.’




    ‘Then you shall have the part of Cain. The . . . prior . . .’ Sylvanus managed to squeeze the offending word out somehow, despite his displeasure, ‘. . . is even now going to the scriptorium to have the best scribes write out the words for each part in his play. You will have only your words, and the word that will prompt you to say your lines. The whole text is far too long to allow a copy of it all for everyone.’




    There was a suggestion in Sylvanus’ tone of the play being overlong and wordy, but Wilfred didn’t care about the politics of the priory. Let Sylvanus undermine the prior all he wished, he had a part in the Easter play. He thought he understood the principle of the performers’ scripts, and hoped he could cope.




    ‘Yes, Brother. I will not let you down.’




    It was only after Sylvanus strode away to speak to Brother Paul that Wilfred had a niggling doubt about the part. Was his selection to play the part of Cain some reflection on Sylvanus’ opinion of Wilfred’s attitude to God? Did he think Wilfred somehow impious? But whatever his fellow canon’s opinion, it didn’t much matter. He would be in the Easter play.




    It was three days before Sylvanus handed Wilfred the single sheet of used and scraped vellum that had his words on it. He peered at it, the minute and ragged script looking as though a spider had stepped in ink and scurried across the page.




    ‘Who wrote this?’ he complained. ‘It is too small to read, and the lines are not level.’




    Sylvanus’ mouth turned down in a sneer. ‘Wigod has the best scribes making copies of the whole play cycle. Therefore he had the novices trying their skill at writing the actors’ pieces. I am afraid Alcuin has proved he is not cut out for the scriptorium. The only merit of his hand is the smallness of his text. At least it has not been wasteful of precious vellum.’




    Wilfred was about to point out that the palimpsest he held had been so often scraped that its greyness made the text barely legible. Its worn nature meant it could hardly be said to be precious material. But he kept his mouth shut, fearing that Sylvanus might change his mind and give the part of Cain to someone else. He looked at the line and a half of Abel’s first speech that gave him his cue.




    

      

        

          Come, brother Cain, I would we went


          With hearts full blithe.


        


      


    




    He guessed that the last word of this speech was probably rhymed with ‘tithe’. Abel’s tithe being more acceptable to God was the cause of the fight between the brothers, which had tragic consequences. Reading on, he mouthed his own words.




    

      

        

          ‘What? Where to now? In wastelands gone?


          You think I wish this town to leave?’


        


      


    




    He looked at the older canon, eager to get it right from the beginning. ‘A m I to be argumentative, then? Or do we just read the words solemnly?’




    Sylvanus shook his head impatiently. ‘You are to put your heart and soul into the part. Don’t you understand? You are to be Cain, the first murderer on earth, slayer of his brother.’




    ‘And who is to be Abel?’




    A sly grin replaced the sneer on Sylvanus’ face.




    ‘Why, have you not guessed? Brother Paul, of course.’




    Sylvanus had selected Paul for Abel almost as quickly as he had settled on Wilfred for Cain. When he had suggested to the prior that he not only select the canons to play each part, but also instruct them in their preparations, he had thought he could ruin Wigod’s idea with ineptness. So he had chosen the lazy and feckless Wilfred immediately. Later, he had seen the possibility of being more subtle in his undermining of Wigod’s plans. Unwittingly, he had selected a person, in Wilfred, who suited Cain down to the ground. It became clear he should then oppose him as Abel with the most irritatingly pious canon in the form of the ‘careful’ brother. Paul was Wigod’s greatest advocate, and had been rewarded for siding with him in his election as prior by being appointed the toller of the daily warning bells. Sylvanus was therefore Paul’s natural enemy, and he sought any way he could to denigrate him. His direction of the pageant of ‘The Story of Cain and Abel’ would be an exercise in revenge.




    As the weeks passed, preparations for the Easter play progressed slowly but surely. Because the weather was cold, the prior agreed for the rehearsals to take place in the warming room, the only chamber in the priory that had a fire other than the kitchen and the prior’s own hall. It was a large, low-ceilinged room below the dormitory with vaulted arches curving overhead. On the day he was to begin with Paul and Wilfred, Sylvanus was first tutoring those who were to present ‘The Deluge’. Progress had been slow because Brother Roger, the cellarer, was drunk. Sylvanus had been reluctant even to appoint the man as Noah, but the prior, finally poking his nose in Sylvanus’ selection of characters despite his promise in the chapter house, had prevailed. One of the novices, a boy with a soft and feminine face, which caused him much embarrassment, was Noah’s wife. In recompense for all the ribbing he got about his appearance, he took to the shrewish part, as Prior Wigod had written it, with relish.




    Wilfred walked into the warmth of the undercroft just as Noah was being chastised by his wife.




    

      

        

          ‘No; I must go home, I must,


          My tasks are numerous.’


        


      


    




    Roger, stumbling over the words, replied,




    

      

        

          ‘Woman, why do you thus?


          To make us more mischief?’


        


      


    




    The novice roared out his response:




    

      

        

          ‘Noah, you might have told me of it!


          Morning and evening you were out,


          And always at home you let me sit,


          Never to know what you were about.’


        


      


    




    There was a rustle of parchment as Roger fumbled the sheet that held his words, losing the place momentarily. Sylvanus sighed, and poked a bony finger at the text. Roger hiccuped apologetically.




    

      

        

          ‘Sorry, sorry. My lady, let me be excused for it.


          It was God’s will, without a doubt.’


        


      


    




    The novice, whose name no one seemed able to remember, rushed over to Roger.




    

      

        

          ‘What? You think that you’re going just yet?


          No, by my faith, you’re getting a clout!’


        


      


    




    He accompanied the words with an appropriate action, and Roger howled as the blow landed. Sylvanus grinned behind his hand.




    ‘Very well. That is enough for today. I see Wilfred is here, and I must practise “Cain and Abel” next.’




    Brother Roger glowered at the fresh-faced novice, and slouched back to his duties as cellarer. It was likely he would sup some more wine through his straw to deaden the blow that had caught him round his ear. The novice blushed, but Sylvanus exchanged an encouraging word with him and he left flushed with pleasure.




    Paul entered, apologetic about his lateness, though none had thought him tardy. It was another trait of Paul’s that irritated Wilfred no end. His constant regret for minuscule transgressions that no one else would have thought important was further proof of his earnest saintliness. He looked eagerly at Sylvanus.




    ‘Shall we begin, Brother? Only, it will not be long before I must ring the bell for terce.’




    Wilfred glowered at the remark, but Paul merely smiled beatifically in return. Sylvanus raised a hand to acknowledge Paul’s reminder of his own importance.




    ‘Of course, Brother Paul, we should not delay the passage of the priory routines by one mote of time, should we? Brother Alcuin, who is to play the part of the foolish and lazy Brewbarret – and how appropriate that is – is not free today. So we will concentrate on the quarrel between the two brothers. Where are your scripts?’




    Wilfred and Paul each produced the sheet with his lines on it. It was noticeable that, after only a few rehearsals, Wilfred’s was already tattered and creased. Paul’s parchment was naturally as pristine as the day he had been given it.




    Sylvanus guided them quickly through the first section of the short play in which the two brothers paid their tithes to God. Cain did it with great reluctance, and his tithe burned badly as he offered it up. The prior had written this to reflect the situation in the real world where there was a shortage of wheat due to last year’s crop failures in England. It had not affected the wealthy priory at Oseney, but Cain’s worries would speak loudly to the peasants and landowners who would come to watch the Easter plays.




    As the play progressed, Wilfred became as angry as the character he played. He spoke the lines to the sainted Abel in the form of Paul, with deep feeling.




    

      

        

          ‘Oh, go and kiss the Devil’s arse!


          It is your fault it burns the worse.


          I wish it all were in your throat,


          Fire and sheaf and every sprout!’


        


      


    




    Sylvanus could not help but encourage him in his anger, pointing at the horse’s jawbone he had obtained.




    ‘Very good, Wilfred. I have got Cain’s weapon for you. Take it up.’




    Paul spoke next, as Abel, giving his lines the very saintliness that drove both Wilfred and Sylvanus mad.




    

      

        

          ‘God’s will, I suppose it were,


          That mine burned so clear.


          If yours smoked, am I to blame?’


        


      


    




    Wilfred grabbed the jawbone, and stood close to Paul, his face bright red.




    

      

        

          ‘What? Yeah! And you’ll pay for the same!


          With this jawbone, as I thrive,


          I’ll let you no more stay alive!’


        


      


    




    Wilfred swung the bony weapon, and in the spirit of the novice playing Mrs Noah before him, struck a heavy blow at Paul, who fell to the ground.




    The prior, when informed by Sylvanus about Wilfred’s intemperance, was very angry. He stared balefully at his former opponent for the office he now held, who stood contritely before him. He took a deep breath before speaking his mind.




    ‘I cannot blame you for Wilfred’s evil action, Sylvanus. It was probably most unexpected. And you tell me that Paul is not seriously hurt.’




    ‘No indeed, Brother Wigod. He ducked just as Wilfred brought the blow down, and it hit him on the shoulder. He is a little sore, but his life is not imperilled.’




    Prior Wigod grunted in relief that a more serious matter had not to be given judgement on. Heaven forbid that he would have to deal with a murder. He waved a dismissive hand at Sylvanus.




    ‘You may go. I will decide what to do with Wilfred this afternoon. Let him stew in the meantime.’




    It was only after compline, late in the day, that the prior gave Wilfred his penance in the presence of his victim. Paul, for his part, conveyed by the look in his eyes his saintly forgiveness for the sin of his attacker.




    It was out of a lifelong habit that Wigod awoke just before midnight.




    He sat up in the chair where he had spent an uneasy night, and awaited the bell calling him and fellow canons to matins and lauds. When it did not come as he expected, he at first imagined that somehow he had mistaken the hour. But after a short time, he became convinced that he was correct in his thinking and that somehow the careful Brother Paul had mistaken the time.




    Wigod rose from the chair and left his private quarters. He descended the wooden staircase to the cloister, and crossed to the north-west corner where the door to the bell-tower stood ajar. With a sense of foreboding, he peered into the gloom of the tower, where hung the ropes that connected to the church bells. His worst fears were realised when he saw in the dark of one corner a huddled figure lying on the floor. He stepped towards it, his heart pounding with trepidation. He groaned when he saw it was Brother Paul and, on closer examination, that he was lying in a pool of blood. Suppressing an urge to vomit, Wigod realised that Paul’s head had been stove in by a heavy object. Next to the body, covered in blood, lay the leering white jawbone of a horse.




    The prior heard a gasp from behind him and, turning round, saw that other canons had risen as he had, and been curious about the lack of a peal of bells at the appropriate time. He controlled his own nausea, and waved a hand at the cellarer, who was at the front of the small group of black-robed men.




    ‘Brother Roger, you will close this door and stand guard. Do not let anyone enter until I allow it. Thank goodness the bolt on the other door to the tower, inside the church, is rusted in place.’ He approached the cellarer, who was for once sobered by what he had glimpsed, and whispered in his ear. ‘This will be resolved internally by myself. No one else will know of the unfortunate circumstances of Paul’s demise. Understand?’




    Roger nodded and, allowing the prior to slip past him, pulled the door of Paul’s temporary tomb firmly closed. Wigod looked severely at the other canons, and pointed to the entrance to the church in the opposite corner of the cloister.




    ‘You will all carry on as normal. Brother William, you will officiate for me.’




    The canons turned to obey, but the prior had a word for two of them.




    ‘Sylvanus, Wilfred, you will come with me.’




    The two designated canons cast an uneasy glance at each other, and followed the prior towards the chapter house. Once there, Wigod slumped on his elevated seat, his head hung low, while the two canons hovered hesitantly before him. The silence was oppressive, until the comforting sound of the rest of the priory was heard from the church as they began matins. The chant seemed to calm the prior, who raised his head, having come to a decision. He was sure he knew who had murdered Paul, and resolved to deal with the matter in his own way. For the good of the priory. No one else but he knew that his Order had intimated that Oseney was soon to be declared an abbey. Nothing was going to stand in the way of that coming to pass. Not even a murder. He looked hard at Sylvanus and Wilfred. The older man returned his stare brazenly, but the younger looked fearful of what Wigod was about to say. Finally the prior spoke, mustering as much authority as he could.




    ‘I will not allow this . . . incident to disrupt the good running of this priory, nor will I let it prevent The Play of Adam going ahead on Easter Day.’




    He saw that Sylvanus was about to protest, and raised his hand to stop him.




    ‘“The Story of Cain and Abel” will have to be withdrawn, of course, but the rest will go on as if nothing has happened.’




    Sylvanus at last managed to get his protest out. ‘How can I go ahead directing the canons when one of our number has been murdered?’




    The prior smiled chillingly. ‘You won’t need to. I will take charge of the play. And nothing will be said of murder ever again. Brother Paul died in an unfortunate accident.’ His harsh gaze told both canons that this was the way it would be.




    ‘And what of me?’ Sylvanus’ question was filled with righteous anger.




    ‘You will prepare yourself for a journey. A long journey,’ the prior replied.




    ‘To where?’




    ‘There is a solitary cell on an island on Leven Sands close by Low Furness, in the north-west of England. You will spend the rest of your life there pondering on the great sin of murder.’




    Sylvanus’ face went ashen, but he said not a word on his defence. So the triumphant prior, now convinced of his own rightness, continued his exposition.




    ‘You see, I could tell from the murder weapon that it had to be you or Wilfred who had killed Paul. Only you two, apart from myself, who suggested using a real jawbone, knew of the implement to be used in the play. Only you two harboured resentment at Paul’s – shall we say – zealous nature.’




    Wigod showed with his own careful selection of words that he was aware how irritating Paul could be. The poor dead fellow had come close to irritating him more than once. But he had not harboured a desire to murder him, as Sylvanus obviously had. His old adversary found some words at last.




    ‘And so, when Paul was murdered, you found it convenient to place the blame on me, who has sought to check your excesses all these years. You could not even consider the possibility that it was Wilfred.’




    The young canon in question blurted out a denial, but the prior was unmoved.




    ‘It could not have been Wilfred. I know that for sure. Because my punishment for him hitting Paul in your rehearsal was for him to prostrate himself before the altar all night until the matins bell rang. I watched as he lay face down, his arms forming the cross. He could not have got into the tower from the church because the door bolt that side is rusted in place. Nor could he have come out through the door into the cloister without me seeing him. To make sure he kept to my punishment, I sat up all night in my chamber, from where I can see into the north-east corner of the cloister. Unfortunately, I could not see the part of the cloister directly below me. So I did not see you, Sylvanus, creeping along to the bell-tower in order to kill Paul before midnight.’




    ‘That is that, then.’




    Sylvanus was seemingly resigned to his fate. He glanced at Wilfred, who returned his look with one of simple innocence. Turning on his heels he left the chapter house in order to pack his few belongings.




    The prior gazed sternly at Wilfred.




    ‘You, brother, must continue to expiate your sins. As it will be an onerous task for your lazy bones, I am appointing you as the bell-ringer in Paul’s place. I hope it will prove to be a burden to you.’




    Wilfred bowed his head, but found it hard to suppress a grin. He hurried from the prior’s presence to begin his new task.




    Wigod walked to the outer gate of Oseney Priory to observe a humbled Sylvanus already crossing the water meadow towards Oxford, and his long journey to his exile in the north. Something about Wilfred’s grin gave him a cold feeling in his chest, and he returned to the priory church to communicate quietly with God. But first, he walked down the nave to the bell-tower door, which had long been rusted shut. He wiped his hand over the rusty bolt, and it came away with a greasy smear on it. He pulled on the bolt, and it slid easily. The coldness in his chest became a fist squeezing his heart as he thought of Wilfred’s grin. He had chosen the wrong man as the murderer in his desire to be rid of Sylvanus. And his old enemy had finally triumphed, knowing that Wigod would be forever mortified by his banishment of an innocent man. But Wigod knew there was nothing to be done now – he had made his decision – and to go back on it would show weakness.




    Instead of entering into a colloquy with God, he rushed back to his quarters, and got out his fair copy of The Play of Adam. Picking up his quill, and dipping it in ink, he added two lines to the angel’s words at the end of ‘The Story of Cain and Abel’ by way of a warning to others.




    

      

        

          Beware the sins of envy and vainglory,


          Else foul murder ends your story.
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    Oseney Abbey, Oxford, September 1199




    It was a pretty day, although a nip in the air and the profusion of blackberries in the hedgerows told Canon Wilfred that a hard winter was coming. He settled more comfortably on the camomile bench and turned his face to the sun, breathing in deeply of the sweet scent of herbs, freshly cut corn and scythed grass. He sighed his contentment.




    Life had been so much nicer once Prior Wigod had died. The old tyrant had kept Wilfred as ‘careful brother’ for the best part of fourteen years, a miserable existence for a man who liked his bed – getting up in the middle of the night to call the others to prayer was an onerous, thankless task, and Wilfred had hated it. Then Wigod had died suddenly in his sleep. At least, that was what had appeared to have happened.




    That had been more than thirty years ago, and since then Wilfred had been careful not to earn the enmity of another Head of House. The current one was Hugh, a malleable, shy man, who had been only too pleased to accept fatherly advice from one of the foundation’s oldest members. Indeed, Hugh considered Wilfred a friend, one of the advantages of which was that Wilfred felt he had the right to lounge in the sun of an afternoon. The other canons resented Wilfred’s indolence, but he did not care. Surely, he had earned a little luxury in his evening years, especially after the suffering he had endured under the despotic Wigod.




    Of course, Wigod had been a gentler, kinder man before Sylvanus – the canon he had exiled to Leven Sands in an act of poor judgement – had been killed by robbers on his journey north. Wigod had told everyone that he blamed himself for the death, but Wilfred knew it was a lie. Wigod held him responsible, which was unfair. It was not he who had ordered Sylvanus away. Wigod’s sour humour had not even improved when Oseney had been elevated from priory to abbey, with all the privileges that went with a more exalted status.




    But three decades was a long time, and no one remembered Wigod now . . .




    Wilfred closed his eyes and was just slipping into a pleasant doze when footsteps crunched on the path. It was Robert, the young canon Hugh had asked him to mind. Wilfred disliked the task for two reasons: firstly, it was unwelcome work for an indolent man, and secondly, Robert was shockingly impudent. To teach him his place, Wilfred used him like a servant, compelling him to bring wine and treats at specific times in the day – and as Robert considered himself destined for great things, it was proving to be a sore trial for him.




    ‘Two groups of visitors have just arrived,’ Robert reported excitedly as he handed his master a cup of wine. ‘A bishop elect from the See of St Davids and his retinue; and envoys from the Archbishop of Canterbury.’




    ‘Important men,’ mused Wilfred. ‘What do they want?’




    ‘Nothing, other than a bed for the night.’ Robert smirked. ‘They are old enemies, and started quarrelling the moment they set eyes on each other.’




    ‘Then I know how we shall keep them apart,’ said Wilfred, pleased. ‘With The Play of Adam. It is always popular with guests, and we have honed it to perfection over the last thirty years. Prior Wigod took against drama after . . . certain events, but I reinstated it after he died, and everyone loves our performances.’




    ‘Yes,’ said Robert without enthusiasm. He had been listening to Wilfred’s bragging conceit about this particular drama for longer than he could remember, and was heartily sick of it – especially as the old man could never be persuaded to reveal what the ‘certain events’ entailed. ‘I suppose you will play God, as usual?’




    Wilfred glanced at him sharply. ‘Of course. Why?’




    ‘Because I should like to do it, for once. I am tired of being the serpent.’




    Wilfred fixed him with an icy glare. ‘You will do as you are told, and be grateful you have a role at all. Now go and tell Abbot Hugh my suggestion.’




    ‘Will you include the bit about Cain and Abel this time?’ asked Robert chirpily, ignoring the order. ‘You always leave it out, but our brethren are bored to tears with the rest of the play after so many years, and a new section may revive their interest.’




    ‘How dare you!’ cried Wilfred, outraged. ‘They love The Play of Adam. Now go and do as you are told before I box your ears.’




    Full of resentment, Robert slouched away, while Wilfred struggled to bring his irritation under control. Was the lad right? A number of canons had asked recently if he knew any other dramas, and their attendance was not what it had been. But that was too bad. Finding another one would mean work, and that was something Wilfred was unwilling to contemplate.




    Still angry, he went to round up his actors.




    As usual, The Play of Adam was scheduled to be performed after the office of nones, in the afternoon when the brethren had free time. Wilfred scowled when he saw how few of them were present. How could they prefer reading in their cells to his production? What was wrong with them?




    The visitors were there, though, three standing in one group and four in another. Judging by the way they were glaring at each other, Robert had been right to say they were enemies. Abbot Hugh was between them, his face pale and strained: clearly, keeping them from each other’s throats was transpiring to be a trial.




    Wilfred turned as someone came to stand next to him. It was Robert who, without being invited, began to tell him which visitors were which. Usually, Wilfred would have berated him for his audacity, but that day he was interested to hear what the boy had learned.




    ‘The tall, proud man is Gerald de Barri, Bishop Elect of St Davids. His companions are Pontius and Foliot, both canons from his cathedral, which voted unanimously to have him as their prelate. Unfortunately for Gerald, the Archbishop of Canterbury does not want him, and refuses to issue the necessary charters.’




    Wilfred studied the trio. Gerald was a handsome man with thick grey hair and snapping black eyes; he was certainly elegant and haughty enough to be a bishop. His fellow priests were less imposing: Pontius had sharp, ratty features and wispy fair hair; Foliot was small and dark, but with a kind face and gentle eyes.




    ‘And the others?’ asked Wilfred, turning his attention to the four men on Hugh’s left.




    ‘Prior Dunstan from our sister house in Canterbury, and his secretary, Hurso. And the two knights who guard them are Roger Norrys and Robert Luci. Luci is the one who looks like a scholar, while the big, loutish brute is Norrys.’




    The moment Wilfred saw Dunstan, he was put in mind of a goat. The Prior had a long, thin, white beard, and pale, widely spaced eyes. By contrast, Secretary Hurso possessed a comb of red hair and beady eyes that were redolent of a chicken.




    The knights were Hospitallers, recognisable by their black surcoats with white crosses. Luci was cleaner than most warriors, with neatly cut hair and an air of quiet contemplation. Norrys, on the other hand, looked like most of the louts who had forged a bloody trail to the Holy Land a decade earlier: large, brutal, ruthless and stupid.




    Time was passing, so Wilfred nodded that the play was to begin. An expectant hush fell over the little audience as the first actor stepped forward and began to tell the story of the Creation. Wilfred was gratified to see the visitors nodding approvingly. He felt vindicated. Guests always liked The Play of Adam, even if his brethren were uncouth ingrates. Indeed, he had sold many copies to admiring audiences over the years, keeping the modest profits for himself, of course. The vellum original, beautifully and painstakingly scribed by Wigod, had been purchased by no less a person than the Dean of Ely Cathedral, and put in the library there for posterity.




    As usual, the play passed off without a hitch, and when it was over, Wilfred repaired to the kitchen for a cup of congratulatory wine, leaving his actors to dismantle the stage and store away the costumes and props. He had not been relaxing for long when Robert arrived.




    ‘Our visitors are arguing again,’ he reported gleefully. ‘Bishop Gerald said the Serpent reminded him of Prior Dunstan, and Prior Dunstan took offence. They are yelling loudly enough to be heard in Oxford!’




    ‘Why such vitriol?’ asked Wilfred curiously. ‘Such spats are hardly seemly.’




    ‘Because Dunstan is the Archbishop of Canterbury’s envoy, and he is travelling west to tell St Davids that they cannot have Gerald as their prelate. Meanwhile, Gerald is travelling east to tell the archbishop to mind his own business. It is the second journey for both of them, and they met on the first one, too. Their hatred is months old.’




    ‘Is that why Dunstan has two knights with him?’ asked Wilfred. ‘Lest St Davids objects to being told what to do?’




    Robert nodded, his eyes gleaming, and Wilfred looked away in distaste. The lad really was disagreeably malevolent.




    ‘Gerald is popular in Wales, so Dunstan’s task will not be easy,’ Robert said. ‘He contrived to meet Gerald here, hoping to convince him to drop his claim and save him a journey, but Gerald refuses. Dunstan is furious, because he did not enjoy his first foray into Wales, and he thinks his second will be even more unpleasant.’




    Abbot Hugh arrived at that point to congratulate his friend on the excellence of the performance. The guests, he said, had thoroughly enjoyed it – and so had he, because it had given him a respite from acting as peacemaker.




    ‘Do they really dislike each other so much?’ asked Wilfred, a little stiffly after the Abbot’s backhanded compliment.




    ‘I am sure they would kill each other, given the chance. For clerics, they are uncommonly vicious. Indeed, Dunstan’s servant is ill, and claims that Gerald has poisoned him.’




    ‘And has he?’ asked Wilfred uneasily.




    ‘No, the fellow is malingering because he does not want to go to Wales. It is unfortunate, because Dunstan has asked us for a novice to replace him.’




    ‘Not a novice,’ said Wilfred immediately. ‘Send Robert. I am sure he would love to go.’




    ‘I cannot leave Oseney!’ cried Robert, horrified. ‘I am cultivating friendships and contacts that will stand me in good stead for when I am abbot. A journey would ruin—’




    ‘A journey might teach you some humility,’ interrupted Hugh sharply, shocked to learn that his post was coveted by such youthful eyes. ‘Wilfred is right to suggest you go.’




    Wilfred allowed himself a small smile of satisfaction as the lad stamped away. That would teach him to make disparaging remarks about The Play of Adam!




    That evening, Abbot Hugh was obliged to entertain the guests in his private hall, although he confessed his reluctance to do so to Wilfred. With the air of a martyr, Wilfred offered to help, waving away Hugh’s relieved gratitude. The truth was that Wilfred did not mind at all: fine wine and expensive sweetmeats would be on offer, which would be a lot nicer than a crust in the refectory and compline in the church.




    Unfortunately, the guests were disagreeable company, and although Wilfred was not usually averse to being entertained by spats, even he found the constant sparring tedious. Moreover, Robert was there on the grounds that he was now a member of Dunstan’s party. The boy’s eyes shone with malicious glee as the arguments swayed back and forth.




    ‘You will never be bishop, Gerald,’ said Dunstan, for at least the fourth time. His pale goat-eyes were hard. ‘So you may as well save yourself a journey and go home to Wales. You are Archdeacon of Brecon, are you not? Why not be content with that?’




    ‘Because I was born to be Bishop of St Davids,’ replied Gerald coldly. ‘My father is Norman, but my mother hails from Welsh stock, so my dual heritage will unite an uneasy nation. Moreover, I am familiar with Court, I have three decades of experience in the Church, and I am a scholar of some repute. There is no man better qualified than me.’




    ‘None more modest, either,’ murmured Wilfred to himself. Unfortunately, wine made him speak more loudly than he had intended, and the three Welsh priests glowered at him when Dunstan roared with spiteful laughter. Wilfred gulped when he saw he had made enemies of the St Davids men, and was glad they would be leaving in the morning.




    ‘You tried to be bishop twenty years ago, Gerald,’ said Dunstan when he had his mirth under control, ‘and you were rejected then, too. You should have learned that you are not wanted – not by the Crown, not by Canterbury and not by Rome. You are even less popular with our new King than you were with his father, and should abandon your claims while you can. Only a fool irritates John.’




    ‘I am not afraid of John,’ said Gerald contemptuously. ‘And I despise anyone who is.’




    ‘Yet sometimes it is wise to be wary,’ said kind-eyed Foliot quietly. ‘John is not a man to cross, because he bears grudges.’




    ‘I will not sit at a table where treason is spoken,’ said Norrys the Hospitaller, standing abruptly. His loutish face was flushed with anger. ‘Calling the King vengeful is—’




    ‘Prior Dunstan tells me you were once Constable of Carmarthen, Norrys,’ interrupted Abbot Hugh, diplomatically changing the subject while the scholarly Luci grabbed Norrys’s arm and tugged him back down. ‘That must have been pleasant.’




    ‘It was pleasant,’ agreed Norrys, while his scowl suggested this was not a topic that pleased him either. ‘But I was ousted in favour of Symon Cole, a dull-witted youth who had distinguished himself in battle with acts of reckless bravado.’




    ‘It was not just his courage that impressed King Henry,’ said Luci quietly. ‘He married a Welsh princess, who provided an alliance with powerful native rulers.’




    ‘But the old King is dead,’ said Norrys sullenly. ‘And the new one has intimated that he would like Cole out of Carmarthen and me in his place. He does not care who is related to whom in Wales.’




    ‘That particular Welsh princess is my cousin,’ said Gerald icily. ‘On my mother’s side. So Cole is my kin, too. Did I hear you call him a dull-witted youth?’




    ‘He was a dull-witted youth when he took over Carmarthen,’ Norrys smirked, and his expression became challenging. ‘Now he is a dull-witted man.’




    ‘I take exception to—’ began Gerald angrily.




    ‘Enough, please!’ cried the abbot. In desperation, he turned to Wilfred. ‘Perhaps you will tell our guests about The Play of Adam. I am sure they will be interested.’




    ‘Well,’ began Wilfred, pleased to be the centre of attention. ‘It was—’




    ‘There is a section about Cain and Abel,’ interrupted Robert eagerly. ‘But it has never been performed at Oseney. It is a pity, because I would make an excellent Cain.’




    Wilfred glared at him, glad he had persuaded Hugh to send the boy away. With any luck, he would never return.




    ‘I have a gift for you, Robert,’ he said, forcing himself to smile. ‘To remember me by when you trudge the long and dangerous road west.’




    Robert snatched the proffered package in delight, but his happy expression faded when he saw what he had been given. ‘A copy of The Play of Adam,’ he said flatly. ‘How lovely.’




    It was the one Wilfred had forced him to make himself, and by giving it back to him, Wilfred was effectively saying that he did not value his work. Abbot Hugh took it from him.




    ‘I see it includes the section about Cain and Abel,’ he mused. ‘It looks innocuous enough. Why do you always omit it, Wilfred?’




    ‘Because it is dull,’ replied Wilfred shortly. ‘And I decided long ago that it was not worth an audience’s time, although we have rehearsed it on occasion.’




    ‘You have?’ pounced Hugh with obvious relief. ‘Good! Then summon your actors and put it on for us now. And when it is finished, it should be time for bed.’




    ‘I would rather not,’ said Wilfred shortly. ‘There is some suggestion that this particular section may bring bad luck, and we—’




    ‘Bad luck?’ interrupted Gerald in lofty distaste. ‘I would remind you that we are men of God – we put our trust in the Lord, not in heathenish superstition.’




    Wilfred opened his mouth to object, but a spitefully gleeful Robert was already moving tables while the abbot was hastily assuring the company that heresy had no place in Oseney. Wilfred grimaced when he saw he was to have no choice, and itched to wring Robert’s neck.




    ‘May I play God?’ asked Prior Dunstan, once the preparations were complete. ‘I do not know the words, of course, but I can read them, and I have always wanted to act.’




    ‘No,’ said Wilfred, more curtly than he had intended. ‘That role is mine.’




    Dunstan said nothing, but Wilfred was taken aback by the venomous glare he received. Clearly furious, the prior spun round and marched away.




    ‘You should not have annoyed him,’ said Secretary Hurso, watching him go. ‘He may look harmless, but he is clever and determined, and will make for a dangerous enemy. Gerald should watch himself, too.’




    There was no time to ponder the remarks, because the abbot was signalling to tell him to start. Wilfred shoved his first player onto the makeshift stage, and ‘The Story of Cain and Abel’ began.




    ‘You are pale,’ whispered Robert, appearing at Wilfred’s side and making him jump. He held a jug of wine. ‘Drink this. It will calm your nerves.’




    ‘My nerves are perfectly calm,’ snapped Wilfred, but it was a lie, because his heart thumped and his hands were sweaty. He could not stop himself from thinking about what had happened when this particular section had last been performed at Oseney. It was all very well for Gerald to sniff his disdain at the concept of luck, but Wilfred was less willing to dismiss things he could not begin to understand.




    He drank two cups of Robert’s claret, but it only served to make him more agitated than ever, and he kept seeing the face of a long-dead canon named Paul in his mind’s eye – surprisingly vividly, given that Paul had been in his grave for almost half a century. Wilfred listened to the familiar words, and heartily wished the abbot had found another way to distract his querulous guests.




    

      

        

          Beware the sins of envy and vainglory,


          Else foul murder ends your story.


        


      


    




    For some unaccountable reason, the final couplet struck a cold fear into Wilfred. Was it guilt, gnawing at him in a way that it had never done before? He shook himself impatiently. It was late, he was tired, and he had drunk too much. He would feel better in the morning.




    But the room tipped, and he stumbled to his knees. What was happening? He grabbed the table for support, upsetting the wine jug as he did so. He felt terrible – there was a burning pain in his innards and he was struggling to breathe. Was he having a seizure? Or was it divine vengeance for his role in the untimely deaths of Paul, Sylvanus, Wigod and several others who had had the temerity to stand between him and his desire for an easy life?




    Then another thought occurred to him, one that made his blood run cold. Had he been poisoned? Prior Dunstan’s servant claimed he had – by the priests from Wales – and Wilfred was sure the trio had not forgotten his incautious remark about modesty. Or had Dunstan made an end of him because he had wanted to be God? Or was this Robert’s parting gift to a master he disliked? Yet surely no one would kill for such petty reasons?




    ‘A seizure,’ declared Hugh sadly, when Wilfred had stopped shuddering and lay still. ‘He was past three score years and ten, so had reached his allotted time.’




    But someone among the onlookers knew different.




    II




    Carmarthen, December 1199




    Gwenllian awoke to a world transformed. There had been a few flurries of snow the previous day, but nothing to prepare her for the fall that had taken place during the night. She opened the window shutters to a blanket of pure white, broken only by the icy black snake of the River Towy meandering towards the sea.




    She leaned her elbows on the sill and gazed out at the town that had been her home for the past thirteen years. She had hated it at first, frightened by its uneasy mix of Welsh, Norman and English residents, while the castle had been an unsavoury conglomeration of ugly palisades, muddy ditches and grubby tents. It was certainly no place for a Welsh princess, who had been raised in an atmosphere of cultured gentility, surrounded by poets and men of learning.




    She had not been particularly enamoured of her new husband, either. Her father, Lord Rhys, had arranged the match because it had been politically expedient to ally himself to one of the King’s favourite knights, and Gwenllian had been horrified to find herself with a spouse whose mind was considerably less sharp than her own. But she had gradually grown to love Sir Symon Cole, and to love Carmarthen, with its bustling port, hectic market and prettily winding streets.
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