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  The Medieval Murderers

  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 currently writes the highly regarded Crowner John series of historical mysteries, based on the first coroner for Devon in the twelfth century; the
  fourteenth of which, A Plague of Heretics, has recently been published by Simon & Schuster.

  Ian Morson is the author of an acclaimed series of historical mysteries featuring the thirteenth-century Oxford-based detective, William Falconer, a series
  featuring medieval Venetian crime solver, Nick Zuliani, and many short stories set in various historical periods.

  Philip Gooden is the author of the Nick Revill series, a sequence of historical mysteries set in Elizabethan and Jacobean London, during the time of
  Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre. The latest titles are Sleep of Death and Death of Kings. He also writes 19th century mysteries, most recently The Durham Disappearance,
  as well as non-fiction books on language. 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 Murder
  by the Book and The Lost Abbot. In addition, she writes a series set in Restoration London, featuring Thomas Chaloner; the most recent book is Murder in St James’s
  Park. She also writes historical mysteries with her husband 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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  The Programme

  Prologue; In which Karen Maitland tells how a grisly discovery in St Oswald’s Church in Lythe, near Whitby, turns a Saxon princess into a
  venerated saint.

  Act One; In which Susanna Gregory and Simon Beaufort tell how Beornwyn’s hand is stolen from Lythe by two unscrupulous thieves in the year 1200,
  and taken to drought-stricken Carmarthen. A violent thunderstorm follows . . . and so does murder.

  Act Two; In which Nick Zuliani and his grand-daughter Katie travel to a Greek island on a mission for the Doge of Venice, and encounter murder and the
  cult of virgin saint Beornwyn.

  Act Three; In which Philip Gooden describes how John of Gaunt’s Thames-side place is shaken by a murder linked to a poem about Saint Beornwyn,
  composed by Geoffrey Chaucer, Gaunt’s protégé.

  Act Four; In which Bernard Knight tells how Saint Beornwyn led to a murder enquiry in 1405 in an obscure priory near the Malverns, which was resolved
  by Owain Glyndwr.

  Act Five; In which Karen Maitland relates how a Master of the Butcher’s Guild is determined to conceal the guild’s valuable reliquary of
  Saint Beornwyn, to prevent Thomas Cromwell’s most feared enforcer from destroying it. But when Cromwell’s enforcer arrives in Sherwood Forest, murder follows in his shadow and threatens
  to destroy more than the precious relic.

  Epilogue; In which Philip Gooden tells of an encounter between a dealer in saints’ relics and a Russian oligarch.
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  Prologue

  Lythe, near Streanæshalch (Whitby), AD 848

  On the dais at the far end of the mead hall, Badanoth, the grey-bearded ealdorman, slammed his huge fist down on the table, causing the horn beakers on it to tremble as
  violently as the men around him.

  ‘Oswy is a coward and a traitor, with the heart of a bleating sheep. He will never again be received in this hall. I will not share my cup with any man who crawls on his belly to hide from
  the enemy. I swear on the skulls of my fathers, if Oswy or his sons set so much as a toe on my lands, I shall impale them on stakes and set them up on the beach for my men to use as targets for
  archery practice. That at least would put some metal into those wretches.’

  One of the bondmaids, Mildryth, glanced over at Badanoth’s daughter, who was staring miserably down at her clenched fists. Beornwyn’s father had never been the most mild-tempered of
  men – not that any leader could afford to be gentle and forbearing if he had any hope of maintaining a strong rule – but since the death of his wife, Badanoth had grown increasingly
  irascible and violent. It was as if her passing had made him realise he was growing old and, like an ageing hound, he had to growl and snap ever more savagely to keep the young dogs from turning on
  him.

  And turn on him they might very well do, for Badanoth was the King’s thane, sworn to uphold the law in these parts, but a king’s thane is only as strong and secure as his king, and
  with the death of King Aethelred of Northumbria, the would-be successors were squabbling over the throne like gulls over a dead fish, with even blood brothers feuding on different sides.

  The heavens, too, seemed to have joined in the argument, and the skies had sullenly refused to yield any rain for weeks, leaving the streams dry, crops withering and the livestock needing to be
  watered by hand from the deep wells. Mildryth sighed. More bad news at this time was the last thing Badanoth needed, but it had arrived, none the less, whether it was welcome or not.

  The messenger had come not an hour since with news of another Viking raid on the east coast of the kingdom, the third since the full moon. This last attack had been against the lands of their
  neighbour, Oswy, a lesser thane, who’d been granted the land that lay along the coast to the north of Lythe, which he was sworn to defend. But, according to the messenger, Oswy had made no
  attempt to fight to defend the abbey and village where the sea-wolves had landed. His men had simply shepherded the villagers and monks to safety inland, leaving the Vikings to take whatever spoils
  they pleased, then torch the village and abbey before they sailed away. The flickering orange glow of the flames had been seen for miles in the darkness, making women clutch their children to them
  and moan.

  ‘My own countrymen have grown soft,’ Badanoth bellowed, ‘too content to warm their backsides by their fires, telling stories of past glories, instead of practising for war.
  Ploughing fields and milking cows are all our young men are fit for now.’

  He seized the arm of one of the young lads who had the misfortune to be standing close behind him. He pulled back the boy’s sleeve and savagely pounded the hilt of his dagger into the
  muscle of his forearm.

  ‘You think this scrawny arm could wield a sword from dawn to dusk in battle? This squab couldn’t even overpower his own grandmother, much less a berserker. At his age I could fire
  off a dozen arrows in the time it took for the enemy to raise his bow.’

  Mildryth saw the lad gritting his teeth, trying not to flinch and desperately attempting to look as if he were ready to fight the entire crew of a Viking warship single-handed. To his credit,
  when Badanoth finally released his arm, the boy manfully resisted the temptation to massage the bruises, though his jaw was clenched hard. But there was no mockery on any of the faces in the hall.
  Recounting tales of ancient wars was one thing, but Badanoth was right: it had been several generations since any in those parts had been forced to don a helmet and fight in bloody battle.

  They were farmers and fishermen now. They might draw knives or even swords over slights to their honour, but who among them would have the stomach to face the fiercest of all the Viking
  warriors, the berserkers, men who hurtled into battle clad only in bearskins or wolfskins, who ran howling like wild beasts to hack their victims into pieces? Their onslaughts were so violent that
  not even hardened warriors could stand against them. Men said that the berserkers became so crazed with bloodlust that when they had slaughtered every man, woman and child in a village they would
  even turn upon their own comrades, disembowelling one another in their frenzied madness, and all in the name of their murderous god Odin.

  Of course, Mildryth knew that all men exaggerate the strength of the enemy, especially when they’ve been defeated, but she had spoken to enough travellers who had seen the horribly
  mutilated bodies and smoking ruins of abbeys and villages to shudder whenever she heard the name.

  She glanced up again at the long table where Badanoth was growling orders for the daily training of all the men, more watches to be posted along the coast, additional traps to be dug and new
  weapons forged. The thanes and freeborn ceorls around him looked sulky and resentful, as well they might. Trying to wrest a living from the land and sea was hard enough without squandering precious
  daylight hours on this.

  The women shook their heads at the folly of all men. Mildryth knew many privately thought that thane Oswy had chosen the wiser path. Bury the valuables and take the families to safety. Wattle
  and daub houses could quickly be rebuilt, even a church could be replaced, not so people. Though Christ promised the resurrection of the dead, there were few who were so eager to reach Heaven they
  wanted to be sent there in pieces, hacked down by a Viking axe.

  Beornwyn, with a glance over at her father, who was deep in discussion with the men around him, rose gracefully and weaved her way through the women towards the door at the far end of the hall.
  Mildryth followed her. She was grateful for this growing rift between Beornwyn and her father. It meant that the girl was more determined than ever to enter the religious life as Mildryth had long
  prayed that she would.

  Outside, the evening air felt chill in contrast to the hot smoky fug of the hall. The roasting pit in the clearing in front of the cluster of long houses glowed a deep garnet red. Two sweating
  men, stripped to the waist, were turning a spitted sheep over the fire, while a third basted it with a long iron ladle. They barely glanced up as Mildryth hurried by.

  Ahead of her, she saw Beornwyn entering the small house that her father had reluctantly granted her after the death of her mother. The bondmaid followed swiftly, closing the door behind her. Her
  young mistress was already kneeling before the wooden cross set upon one of the stout chests that lined the single room. Beornwyn’s dwelling was plain and simple compared to the great mead
  hall. There was no gold leaf on the wooden carvings round the door. There were no tapestries hanging from the walls, no hunting trophies or weapons arranged above the simple bed, just plain white
  lime-washed walls and a fire pit in the centre of the floor. In fact, it was no grander than any of the humble ceorls’ houses round about, save for the fact that, unlike their crowded homes,
  only she and her bondmaid occupied this one.

  Mildryth sank quietly to her knees, praying, as she imagined Beornwyn was doing, for Christ and His saints to turn back the longships or hide Lythe in such a thick sea fret that the Vikings
  would never see the little church of St Oswald’s perched high on the cliffs, and sail on by. She felt a little guilty at this last petition, as if she were sending the sea-wolves to murder
  others instead, but Christ would surely spare their village, if for no other reason than Beornwyn.

  Mildryth opened her eyes and gazed in undisguised adoration at the beautiful face tilted up in rapture at the cross. Her mistress’s long elegant hands were lifted to heaven. Her green
  tunic and girdle were draped in graceful folds, accentuating the rounded breasts and narrow waist. Her flaxen hair was covered by a white veil, held in place by a circlet of bronze engraved with
  scenes from the life of St Oswald.

  If Mildryth was being completely honest, Beornwyn’s hair was more a mousy brown than flaxen, but her mistress was so seldom seen without her veil, even in private, that her bondmaid always
  imagined her hair to be fairer than it was. Besides, no matter what the colour, each day her mistress grew more like the Blessed Virgin Mary herself. And that holiness infused every feature with a
  heavenly radiance for those who had the eyes of faith to see it, which Mildryth did.

  Beornwyn, with a final gracious bow of her head, finished her prayers and Mildryth scrambled to her feet to help her rise. Beornwyn had evidently been so absorbed in her devotions she had not
  heard Mildryth enter, for she looked surprised to find her bondmaid close to her. She smiled her thanks and sank down on the bed.

  ‘You look troubled, my lady.’ Mildryth kneeled to remove her shoes, but her mistress gently pushed her hand away.

  ‘No, fetch me your mantle. I shall need it again tonight.’

  Mildryth’s brow furrowed in concern. ‘Please, my lady, don’t go again tonight. You must rest. You’ve had no sleep these past three nights. You’ll fall
  sick.’

  Her mistress gave a fragile smile and patted the young girl on her cheek. ‘Our Blessed Lord will sustain me. I must go to the church to spend the night in vigil. After the news the
  messenger brought today, it’s more important than ever that I offer my prayers.’

  Mildryth gnawed her lip. ‘They say many churches and abbeys have been attacked and the monks and nuns slaughtered. I know that the villagers are sinful, but priests . . . nuns . . . they
  pray all the time. Why doesn’t Christ protect them?’

  ‘They don’t pray for protection. They pray that they might be taken to be with Christ and He grants them their desire because of their faith.’ Beornwyn cupped the kneeling
  maid’s chin, raising her face so their eyes met. ‘Have courage. Why should we fear death, knowing that it is but a gateway to the eternal bliss of Heaven?’

  Mildryth tried hard to match her steady gaze, but even the prospect of Heaven did not take away the fear of the agony she might have to endure first. She’d heard that it took some people
  hours or even days to die of the terrible wounds the Vikings inflicted, and suppose she was taken as their slave – what might she have to endure then? An icy sweat crawled down her skin.
  ‘Is that what you pray for, my lady – death?’

  Beornwyn rose and crossed to the fire pit, spreading her hands over the glowing embers.

  ‘I pray that my father will allow me to remain a virgin, dedicated to Christ.’

  Her bondmaid stared aghast at her. ‘But Badanoth has already agreed to that. It is settled! You are to be abbess when the old abbey is rebuilt. They’ve started digging out the
  foundations of the old ruins. You could be installed as early as next year, at least in name.’

  Beornwyn grunted. ‘I went to the ruins this morning. The work had already stopped, even before the messenger arrived. My father says all the wood and stone will be needed for defences and
  he cannot spare a single man or boy to build abbeys when we could be attacked at any time.’

  ‘But the longboats don’t come in winter. When the days grow shorter, he’ll surely start to build again,’ the bondmaid said anxiously.

  Beornwyn shook her head. ‘When the storms are too rough for the sea-wolves to come, then it’s too wet and windy for any men to dig foundations or erect buildings.

  Both warriors and abbesses need fine weather.’ She laughed bitterly. ‘Besides, it may be too late by then. If my father fears thanes such as Oswy are failing him, he’ll seek to
  make alliances with other nobles to defend the coast. That will make him more determined than ever to use me as a peace-weaver, to marry me off to that vicious snake Aethelbald.’

  She turned. The expression in her eyes was one of fear, like a deer surrounded by baying hounds. ‘Pray for me, Mildryth. Pray that they will not marry me to that loathsome man.’

  Mildryth understood her fear only too well, for her own fate, if Beornwyn married, would be far worse than her mistress’s. A bondmaid would never be used as a peace-weaver, but Mildryth
  had been sold into bondage as soon as she was old enough to pick up kindling sticks, and knew she could be sold again or bestowed as a gift, like any cow or goat, to work or to be mated with any
  drooling old lecher, as her new master pleased.

  ‘Your father would never force you into marriage. He knows you’ve given yourself as a bride to Christ. He wouldn’t dare take you from God and give you into the bed of
  another.’ Mildryth wanted desperately to reassure her mistress and, not least, to convince herself. ‘I’m always telling those close to him of all the virtuous deeds you perform
  for the Church. They all know you for a saint. They’d speak out against it.’

  Again Beornwyn gently caressed her cheek with fingers still hot from being held over the fire. ‘You’re a saint yourself, Mildryth, and when I am abbess, you shall be by my side, a
  bondmaid no longer, but a freewoman, perhaps one day even prioress to the nuns.’

  Mildryth beamed with pleasure and gratitude. In truth, she had no desire to be anything as important as a prioress. Such a role would terrify her. All she wanted was to be a simple nun, for the
  freedom and security that an abbey offered in this life was more to be prized than any hope of Heaven in the next.

  ‘Now give me your cloak.’ Beornwyn stretched out her arms for Mildryth’s dark mantle of coarse wool, which her bondmaid wrapped tenderly about her, covering her head and
  tugging the edges forward so as to hide her face.

  Then Mildryth crossed swiftly to the door and, opening it a crack, glanced out. Most of the villagers had vanished inside their own houses by now, or were in the great mead hall, eating or
  serving Badanoth and his companions. Those that remained outside were too occupied with carving hunks of meat from the roasted sheep or checking on horses to take any notice of a bondmaid leaving a
  house.

  Mildryth turned and nodded to her mistress, who moved swiftly to the door.

  ‘If any should come looking for me, tell them I’m stitching the altar cloth and cannot be disturbed,’ Beornwyn told her.

  ‘Let me come to the church with you, my lady. I can keep watch. It isn’t safe for you to go alone. If the Vikings should come . . .’

  Beornwyn laughed gently. ‘And what could you do if they did come? One woman alone can slip away into the night and conceal herself far more easily than two. You will do me far greater
  service by staying here and making sure that no one comes looking for me so that I may keep my sworn vigil undisturbed.’

  So saying, she slid through the door before Mildryth could utter another word of protest, and was gone.

  Mildryth turned back to the cross and offered a silent prayer for her mistress, not one a priest would ever have recognised, but a desperate plea from the heart. Christ must hear Beornwyn and
  keep her father from making her a peace-weaver. Mildryth was as fearful as her mistress at the idea of her marriage to Aethelbald, for what then would become of her? She’d heard of the manner
  in which bondswomen were treated in his hall, taken by any drunken animal that wanted to satisfy his lusts, or worked till they were near dead.

  Mildryth had known from childhood that her only hope of a tolerable life was to attach herself to someone who might protect her. The old village crone who read the bones had foretold that
  Beornwyn’s name would live on for centuries long after Badanoth’s was forgotten. ‘And your fate, child, is bound to hers like ivy to a tree.’

  The bones had spoken and they were never wrong. So Mildryth had fought her way to Beornwyn’s side, even ensuring that the former bondmaid was accused of stealing, so that she could take
  her place. She felt no shame about that, for God had ordained that she should serve Beornwyn, and God’s will must be done. Besides, the bondmaid was a whore, one of those shameless creatures
  who would sleep with any man for a cheap cloak pin. She was not the kind of woman who should be allowed to soil with her filthy hands a girl as pure and virtuous as Beornwyn.

  Back then Mildryth had not understood what path her mistress would follow. In her innocence she thought the bones foretold had her mistress would become a great queen. But now she knew
  Beornwyn’s destiny was far greater than to become mere mother to a tribe. She would be a virgin of Christ, ruling over a double monastery of monks and nuns that would become even more famous
  than the one St Hilda had founded at Streanæshalch. There was no woman in the whole of the kingdom more saintly or more fitted than Beornwyn to become the abbess.

  Mildryth added another log to the fire in the pit before scrubbing her hands in the pail of water she had set ready, using a frayed twig to lift the ingrained dirt. Then she crossed to the chest
  and drew out a flat package wrapped in wool cloth. Sitting on the bed, she carefully unwrapped it and withdrew the long length of fine linen and the skeins of red, green, blue, silver and gold
  threads. The altar cloth was three-quarters finished, embroidered with an intricate design of foliage, fruit and beasts which framed the central panel depicting the slaying of St Oswald by the
  pagan king of Mercia. His severed limbs and head hung on stakes. Christ on His throne looked down on the dismembered corpse with sad and wondering eyes. His hand was raised in blessing over the
  saint, whose face even in death was cast up to heaven, praying not for himself, but for the souls of those slain with him.

  Beornwyn had begun the altar cloth some months ago, though of late, her vigils at the church had left her no time to work on it. Mildryth had carried on the work in secret while she waited for
  her mistress through those long evenings, so that no questions would be asked. Badanoth would never approve of his virgin daughter being alone, even while praying in a church, still less now that
  there was the danger of attack.

  Mildryth stitched steadily, glancing now and then at the door, straining her ears for any sound of Beornwyn returning, and fighting the soporific effect of that warm, smoky room. But like every
  bondmaid she’d been up since first light fetching wood and water, cooking, cleaning, milking and tending the crops, and not even such devotion as Mildryth had for her young mistress could
  keep her awake. Her eyes began to close.

  ‘Who passes?’ the guard bellowed over the roar of the strengthening wind.

  He stepped out of the bushes, planting himself full-square in the narrow track, an arrow raised in his bow, ready to be loosed in an instant. He peered suspiciously through the darkness at the
  two riders on their small stocky horses.

  ‘A friend,’ Wulfred called over, holding up his free hand to show he had drawn no weapon. But he knew his brother Cynwulf’s hand was grasping the hilt of his knife in his belt
  in readiness. Cynwulf could throw a knife as rapidly as this man could fire an arrow and just as accurately. Each man would surely end up killing the other. He prayed his brother wouldn’t act
  in haste, as he so often did.

  ‘Name yourselves,’ the guard demanded, peering into the darkness. He hadn’t lowered his bow an inch.

  ‘Alfred and Egbert, sons of Alcuin,’ Wulfred said hastily, before Cynwulf could blurt out the truth. ‘Our father’s lands lie to the west of the hills beyond the great
  river.’

  The guard took a step forward, trying to catch the words, which were being blown away on the wind.

  ‘Never heard of him, but you sound like Saxons, I suppose,’ he said grudgingly. ‘What are you doing here and why are you abroad so late?’

  ‘My father sought news about the Viking raids. We must return in haste to tell him of the attacks.’

  The guard finally lowered his bow. ‘Aye, there’s been attacks all right. My master, Badanoth, has doubled the guard, which is all very well for him, but he doesn’t have to
  stand out here on a wild night like this, freezing his backside off. Still, I suppose better a master who is prepared to fight for his land than a coward like Oswy, who turns tail and runs
  away.’

  Wulfred sensed the movement of his brother, and knew he’d pulled his knife from his belt, furious at the insult to their father. Fortunately the wind was tugging their mantles and causing
  their horses to skip sideways so the guard seemed not to notice. Wulfred kicked his beast to bring him alongside his brother and grasped his arm.

  ‘Keep your temper, boy!’ he whispered fiercely. ‘Do you want to die here?’

  He leaned forward to address the guard. ‘Send our greetings to your master. We must press on. We’ve a long ride ahead.’

  The guard nodded and stepped respectfully to one side. The brothers nudged their horses to walk on, but just as they drew level with the guard, a sudden flash of lightning lit up the sky.
  Wulfred clearly saw his face and knew he had seen theirs.

  ‘Wait,’ the guard yelled, trying to step in front of them again. ‘I’ve seen you before. Aren’t you—’

  But the two brothers dug their spurs into their horses and lunged forward, forcing the guard to leap aside out of their way. They galloped off into the darkness, as the shouts of outrage behind
  were muffled by a distant rumble of thunder.

  Mildryth woke with a start, thinking the door had opened and her mistress had returned, but the room was empty. A gust of wind again rattled the door and shutters, and she
  realised it was that which had woken her. The fire had burned so low it was little more than glowing embers. She hastened to put more kindling on it and blow it into life. Beornwyn should surely
  have been back by now, especially with a storm rising. If the wind was this strong down in the valley in the lee of the hill, it would be a hundred times worse where St Oswald’s church was
  perched, on the highest spot above the sea.

  Mildryth laid the altar cloth aside and crossed to the door. She opened it a little trying to peer out into the darkness, but the wind snatched it from her hand and flung it wide. Putting her
  weight against it, the bondmaid forced it shut. She stood with her back against the door, gnawing her lip. Her mistress couldn’t struggle home alone in this wind. Suppose she slipped and hurt
  herself, or a tree came crashing down?

  She hesitated. Beornwyn had given strict instructions she wasn’t to be interrupted. She needed absolute peace and solitude to draw close to God. Mildryth had heard tales of men and women
  who’d been disturbed while they were sending their souls out among the spirits, and their souls had not been able to return to their bodies. They had woken from their meditations as the
  walking dead, never to return to life.

  But surely the noise of the wind in the trees would have already disturbed Beornwyn’s meditations. A long low rumble of thunder banished any uncertainty in Mildryth’s mind. Her
  mistress hadn’t even taken a lantern to guide her way home on such a dark night. She must go and help her.

  Mildryth swiftly rewrapped the altar cloth and replaced it in the chest before lighting a horned lantern with a taper from the fire. She picked up a long sharp hunting knife and slipped it into
  her belt. If the Vikings came, she would feel better knowing she had something she could use to defend herself. She swaddled herself in an old patched mantle and once again wrestled with the door,
  having to set the lantern down and drag the door with both hands to close it against the wind.

  There was no one about at this late hour. Even the hounds had taken shelter, and besides, they knew the villagers too well to bark at any with a familiar scent. The main gate in the high fence
  around the village would be barred now, and the watchman hunkered down behind it, trying to keep warm. But Beornwyn always came and went at night using a place in the fence behind the mead hall
  where several planks had been worked loose by some of the village boys who used that route to sneak in and out in defiance of their elders. It was invisible unless you knew where to find it.
  Mildryth found the spot and crawled through.

  As she laboured up the track to St Oswald’s church, the trees were bending low and the night was so dark it made her eyes ache trying to peer into it. Twigs and last year’s dried
  leaves were dashed against her face, stinging her skin. Several times her heart thudded in her throat as she thought she saw men running towards her between the trunks, but it was only the shadows
  of branches whipping back and forth in the dim yellow glow of the lantern. She drew the mantle tighter about her face and struggled on up the hill, though the wind was pushing her back with every
  step. Every so often she stopped and cast about with the lantern in case her mistress was lying hurt somewhere. But soon she realised it was futile. First find out if Beornwyn was still in the
  church, then if she was not, Mildryth could make a thorough search.

  The wind was gusting even more fiercely on the top of the rise. The church reared up in front of her and she struggled into the shelter of it. In the lee of its walls, the wind was considerably
  lighter, though as it tore through the branches of the trees on either side, the noise was so loud that an army might have been marching within feet of her and Mildryth would not have heard
  them.

  She hesitated, then lifted the latch on the door and pushed it open, shutting it quickly behind her. The shutters of the church rattled and the flame of a single fat candle on the altar guttered
  wildly, then righted itself as the draught died away.

  Mildryth edged forward, keeping the lantern low to the floor for fear that the light might startle her mistress from her meditation and cause her harm. As she did so, she thought she saw
  something long and pale lying in front of the stone altar. She stopped and slowly raised the lantern. A wolfskin was stretched out on the ground, next to a basket of meats, bread and cheese, and a
  flagon with two gold-rimmed horn beakers placed next to it. A woman was lying on the wolfskin. She was naked. Her long mousy-brown hair had been loosened from her plaits and fell in waves over her
  breast. Her face was half hidden, cradled on her bare arm and, judging by the steady rise and fall of her ribs beneath the milky skin, she was sleeping soundly.

  Mildryth was so dumbfounded she could scarcely take in the scene. She stood swaying back and forth on her heels until at last a single word forced its way from her mouth.

  ‘Beornwyn!’

  The girl gave a slight wriggle and sleepily opened her eyes. For a moment she stared up at Mildryth, almost lazily as if she thought she was someone else. Then she gave a stifled cry of
  recognition and sat upright.

  ‘I . . . I gave orders I was on no account to be disturbed. How dare you follow me here?’ She scrambled to her feet, her face flushed.

  ‘The wind . . . it was strong . . . a storm’s coming,’ Mildryth said. ‘When you hadn’t returned I feared you were lying hurt somewhere.’

  Slowly, slowly the meaning of what she was seeing was beginning to take form in her mind. ‘I thought . . . I thought every night you’d been coming here to pray. You told me you were
  keeping vigil, praying that you might remain a virgin of Christ. But you’re not praying . . .’

  She stared at the two beakers arranged beside the flagon, at the meats, at the naked breasts of her mistress. ‘You’ve been with someone. Who? Who have you been meeting
  here?’

  Beornwyn came towards her, her chin lifted. ‘I don’t have to explain myself to you, a bondmaid. What business is it of yours who I meet?’

  ‘But you want to be a nun, that’s all you’ve ever wanted. You told me. You told me you didn’t want to be married to Aethelbald. It’s all been a lie!’ Mildryth
  wailed.

  ‘I can assure you, it most certainly is the truth that I don’t want to marry that snake Aethelbald, because . . . because I am in love with another. There, does that satisfy
  you?’

  ‘Who? Who are you in love with?’ Mildryth demanded furiously. ‘You are sworn to Christ!’

  Beornwyn hesitated. She had the grace to look a little abashed, but the expression stayed on her face only for a moment before she lifted her chin defiantly. ‘Cynwulf, son of the thane
  Oswy. He is the man I love. I cannot help myself.’

  ‘But his father is the man your father branded a traitor and coward.’

  Beornwyn nodded. ‘Now do you see why I must meet him in secret? Do you really think my father would accept Cynwulf as a son-in-law? What else could I do? I have to be with him. I cannot
  give him up.’

  Mildryth took a pace back, holding her hands up in front of her as if she were trying to push the knowledge away. ‘All this time I thought you were preparing to be a nun, all this time I
  thought you were so holy . . . and you’ve been meeting him . . . no, not just meeting him, you’ve been sleeping with him in this very church. I thought you were a virgin, but
  you’re nothing but a fornicator, a sinner, wicked, wicked—’

  ‘How dare you speak to me like that?’ Beornwyn stepped swiftly forward and slapped Mildryth hard across the cheek. ‘I love Cynwulf. I have always loved him and I will always be
  faithful to him, as if I was his true wife, which I am in all things but name.’

  ‘No!’ Mildryth sobbed. ‘You promised that we would be together in the abbey. You promised to take me with you . . .’

  Beornwyn put both hands on her shoulders and pushed her hard. ‘Get out. Go now! And if you dare breathe one word of this to anyone I will have you sold to the next slave-master who passes
  through the village. When you are entertaining a boatload of sailors then you’ll understand the meaning of fornication!’

  Beornwyn turned away and moved gracefully up the church towards the wolfskin lying before the altar. In the soft candlelight the smooth muscles of her bare back undulated beneath her skin as she
  walked away.

  ‘She’ll have grown tired of waiting and gone by now,’ Cynwulf said angrily, as he and his brother, Wulfred, led their horses up the rise towards the
  church.

  ‘It’s not my fault my horse got a stone in its shoe. Besides, it’s hardly likely she’d come all the way up here on such a night. Only a madman would venture out when he
  could be sitting by his own fire with a flagon of mead inside him. I don’t know why I let you drag me out here.’

  ‘Because I’m your little brother and you swore to look out for me,’ Cynwulf said.

  Although it was too dark to see the expression on his brother’s face, Wulfred knew this last remark was said with a disarming smile which, ever since he’d been a little boy, had been
  enough to turn away the wrath of any elder, no matter what mischief Cynwulf had been up to.

  When Wulfred had discovered what trouble his little brother was embroiled in this time, he’d tried in vain to talk him into giving up the girl. When Cynwulf stubbornly refused, he would
  gladly have left the young fool to take the consequences, or so he tried to convince himself. But with the Viking raids and the rumour that the old dragon Badanoth had redoubled the guards, someone
  had to watch the boy’s back. And ever since the young cub had been able to haul himself to his feet, it had always been Wulfred who’d had to make sure he didn’t fall down
  again.

  Wulfred clutched his mantle tightly about him against the wind, which threatened to drag it off. He tugged impatiently on the rein of his horse, urging the beast up the last steep rise.

  ‘Why couldn’t you have fallen for some girl of our own clan? Christ knows, you only have to glance at a girl for her to throw herself at you. You’re not exactly lacking in
  choice.’

  ‘You may as well ask a man why he won’t settle for copper when you’re dangling a bag of gold in front of him. Our girls are pretty enough, but next to Beornwyn, they’re
  as plain and charmless as mules are compared to the finest horse.’

  ‘And have you told fair Beornwyn you think of her as a horse?’ Wulfred said drily. ‘I’m sure she’ll be most flattered.’

  By way of reply Cynwulf swung himself down from his horse and punched his brother on his arm. ‘She’s a jewel, an angel, the fairest swan and the purest rose dropped from Heaven
  itself. Satisfied? Now you wait here and keep watch. If that guard did recognise us, he might have summoned help and had us followed. So you make sure you keep awake.’

  ‘Not much chance of sleeping in this wind,’ Wulfred grumbled, as a distant rumble of thunder rolled through the darkness. ‘Be quick. I don’t want to be caught out in this
  when the storm breaks.’

  Wulfred settled himself with his back to the wall of the church, drawing his mantle over his face. He watched the track intently, though unless the guard was carrying a flaming torch, on a night
  like this Wulfred would have been hard-pressed to spot anyone creeping up on them out of the writhing trees and bushes.

  He had resigned himself to a long, cold wait, but he’d scarcely settled when he heard a shriek behind him, so loud it carried over the roar of the sea and wind. He sprang to his feet and
  raced up towards the church, dragging his sword from its sheath as he ran. He was about to hurl himself at the door when Cynwulf came staggering through it and collapsed into his brother’s
  arms.

  Fumbling to hold both his sword and his brother, Wulfred lowered the lad clumsily to the ground.

  ‘Where are you injured? Who attacked you?’

  Wulfred took a firmer grip on the hilt of his sword, his body tense, ready to defend them both when Cynwulf’s assailant burst out of the church. But no one emerged. Cynwulf was shaking and
  babbling incoherently. Wulfred could make little sense of it, but the boy didn’t seem to be mortally wounded.

  ‘Stay here,’ Wulfred ordered.

  The door of the church was swinging back and forth in the wind. Wulfred edged towards it, ready to strike. He slid into the church, pulling the door closed behind him as silently as he could. He
  had no wish to be ambushed from the back. He flattened himself against the wall, watching for any sign of movement. A candle was burning low on the altar. Nothing stirred in the shadows, but there
  was something pale lying on the ground. With his left hand, Wulfred pulled out his dagger and, holding both weapons ready, he edged along the wall towards the altar.

  He stopped as his mind at last made sense of what his eyes were seeing in the dim light. A naked woman lay sprawled on her belly on a wolfskin. Her face was twisted sideways towards him, her
  arms flung wide as if she was penitent, praying. But he didn’t have to touch her to know she was not praying, at least not in this life. Her eyes were wide and staring, her mouth open, frozen
  in a scream of pain and shock. Her back was scarlet with blood, which had run down and soaked into the wolf’s pelt beneath her. She had been stabbed, not once, but half a dozen times in
  savage frenzy.

  Wulfred hurried from the church, pausing only briefly at the door to gulp down the cold air and try to steady his thoughts. His brother was still crouching on the ground where he’d left
  him, moaning and rocking back and forth in misery, but there was no time to let him grieve. Wulfred dragged him roughly to his feet.

  The younger lad grasped his arm frantically. ‘You saw her, didn’t you? You saw her . . . I didn’t imagine . . .’

  ‘She’s dead, little brother.’

  ‘Who did this to her, Wulfred?’ Cynwulf’s voice was broken by dry sobs. ‘Who would want to kill such a wonderful creature?’

  ‘I don’t know who did it, but I do know who will be blamed for it. As soon as her body’s discovered, all of Badanoth’s guards will be questioned. The one who challenged
  us must have recognised us. In that lightning flash he saw our faces as clearly as if it was noon, and he saw in which direction we were headed. They’ll think this is our revenge for the
  insults Badanoth heaped on our father.’

  ‘Then we have to get out of here,’ Cynwulf said frantically. ‘We can’t go home; that’s the first place his men’ll come searching. We have to get far away.
  Come on!’

  But his brother pulled him back. ‘If Badanoth thinks we killed his daughter he won’t just seek our deaths, he’ll start a blood feud between our kin that’ll last for
  generations. We won’t need the Vikings to destroy us, we’ll do the job ourselves. No, we have to make them blame someone else . . . The Vikings! Badanoth constantly fears a raid, and
  where else would they make for but a church?’

  ‘Badanoth isn’t stupid. He knows they’d never sail in a wind like this,’ Cynwulf protested.

  ‘So . . . they could have been blown off course, driven to take shelter in the bay, and with the night so dark and windy they’d easily get past the guards,’ Wulfred said,
  trying to sound more certain of this than he felt.

  A spasm of grief suddenly overwhelmed Cynwulf again and he crumpled against his brother. ‘But she’s lying in there – dead. My Beornwyn is dead!’

  ‘Yes,’ Wulfred said grimly, ‘and by dawn she must be more than a stabbed corpse.’

  ‘What . . . what do you mean?’

  Wulfred felt the trembling grip of his brother’s fingers on his arm and knew that Cynwulf was not going to be able to face what must be done.

  ‘Stay here on guard and swear to me, little brother, that whatever happens you will not set foot inside the church again tonight.’

  Another flash of lightning cleaved the darkness and as the thunder answered it, the first heavy drops of rain began to fall. The storm had broken at last.

  The young priest did not make his way to the church until mid-afternoon. The downpour had beaten the vegetables and fruit in his little patch into the mud, and now that the sun
  was shining hot and strong again, he’d spent several hours salvaging what he could and laying them out to dry before they rotted in the mud. The daily offices he’d said in haste and
  with a good deal of ill humour as he worked. But only when he’d saved as many of his crops as he could did he finally toil up to the church to check that the wind had not wreaked more damage
  than usual there.

  He knew something was wrong when he saw the door half hanging from its hinges, though he tried to convince himself that the wind must have battered it open. But he smelled the stench of blood
  and shit before he even set foot inside.

  He had taken no more than a pace into the church before his legs buckled and he sank to his knees. He didn’t even have the strength to crawl outside before he vomited. It was a long time
  before he could steel himself to look again. A severed head with long brown hair was impaled on the top of the wooden cross on the altar. The limbs had been hacked from the corpse and hung at each
  corner of the church – north, south, east and west. The feet and hands had been cut off and dangled like bizarre fruit from the windows. Blood had dripped onto the sandy-coloured stones
  below.

  Beornwyn’s flayed skin lay draped over the stone altar like an altar cloth and a buzzing cloud of flies crawled over the skinned torso, which had been dumped beneath the smashed image of
  St Oswald. Even as the priest stared in horror, a single blue butterfly fluttered drunkenly in through the open door and alighted on the mutilated corpse among the flies. It uncurled its long
  proboscis and delicately sucked the juices of the dead. The priest vomited again.

  AD 864

  Mildryth holds out her hand for the coin that the pimple-faced young monk proffers. She examines it carefully before sliding it away in her scrip. Satisfied, she nods and leads
  him up the path towards the small stone chapel that has been built a little way from the church. She gestures to him to enter and follows him in, keeping a close watch as he kneels in reverence.
  Thieves are always ready to steal holy relics, and monks are the worst of them all. Mildryth guards her saint as fiercely as any she-wolf protects her cubs.

  A long wooden box lies upon the stone altar, surrounded by the burning candles offered by the villagers and strangers who come to pray to the saint. There have been many more strangers coming to
  the shrine of late. There are rumours the Vikings are preparing to come across the seas in force, not just a raiding party, but huge fleets of longboats full of warriors ready to slaughter and burn
  the whole kingdom. People are terrified that they will die unshriven. They come to the shrine to pray to the saint who was slain by the Vikings, for surely she has the power to save them.

  The monk leans forward and presses his lips to the box containing the mortal remains of the blessed martyr. He touches his fingers to it, and then to his forehead, mouth and breast as if
  anointing himself with her holiness. Finally he clambers to his feet and backs out of the shrine as if leaving the presence of a great queen.

  He turns and gazes earnestly at Mildryth, then seems to remember she is a woman and averts his eyes. ‘They say you actually knew her. You were her closest companion, her disciple. Tell me
  of her death,’ he begs, closing his eyes as if preparing himself for a moment of ecstasy.

  Mildryth has been waiting for this. They all ask for that tale, the strangers who come to her shrine. She recites again how the virgin Beornwyn was praying alone to the blessed St Oswald when
  the Vikings attacked, striking her down before the very altar as she was kneeling in prayer. How, like St Oswald, she was dismembered as an offering to the god Odin, but even when the saint’s
  head was struck from her body, her lips had continued to pray for the souls of men. The heathens had flayed her skin from her body, but the Virgin Mary had sent a cloud of butterflies, as blue as
  her own heavenly mantle, to cover her, so no man might look upon the saint’s private parts to her shame.

  It has been more than fifteen years since the night her mistress was slain and now Mildryth herself can no longer remember what is true. Sometimes in her dreams she sees her own hand stabbing
  the knife into that bare back, over and over again in such a murderous rage of hatred she cannot seem to stop. But when she wakes she knows it was the Vikings who slaughtered her beloved Beornwyn;
  everyone told her it was and how could she say otherwise?

  The young monk kneels before her, takes her hand and kisses it. They think if they touch the hand of the woman who touched Beornwyn, her blessing will pass to them. She is the living link to the
  blessed saint, as the Bishop is the living link to St Peter and to Christ Himself. Mildryth’s touch will save them.

  ‘Ask Saint Beornwyn to pray for me,’ the monk pleads.

  And Mildryth will, for she is the virgin saint’s guardian and protector now, just as she has always been.

  Historical Note

  Lythe means ‘on a hill’, and the church and graveyard of St Oswald are situated on a hill overlooking the sea on the Yorkshire coast. From there you can see the
  ruins of Whitby Abbey, several bays further along the cliffs. It is believed that the present St Oswald’s church occupies the site of an ancient Anglo-Saxon church.

  By AD 848, this Anglo-Saxon church was all that remained of a Celtic double monastery that was probably built around the same time as the nearby abbey of St Hilda in
  Whitby (Streanæshalch), housing both nuns and monks in AD 657. Unlike St Hilda’s abbey, the Lythe monastery had fallen into ruins long before the time of the
  Prologue and only the church remained in use.

  From AD 793 there were an increasing number of Viking raids on the Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria. The raiding parties often targeted churches and monasteries,
  because of their rich store of gold and silver treasures, but raids increased dramatically from AD 835 with a full invasion being launched in AD 865.
  In AD 867 the Vikings destroyed the abbey of St Hilda in Whitby. The Vikings settled and eventually converted to Christianity, burying their dead at Lythe and building a
  wooden church on the site. This church was replaced with a stone Norman church after 1066.

  During the remodelling of St Oswald’s church, Lythe in 1910, builders discovered that thirty-seven carved stones from a much earlier period had been built at random into the later Norman
  church walls and buttresses. Two of the stones have been dated to the eighth century. These carved stones were restored in 2007 and are now housed in a permanent display at the beautiful St
  Oswald’s church.



     
  

  Act One

  I

  Whitby Abbey, Winter 1199

  It was a pity that Reinfrid and Frossard were friends. Reinfrid was clever, and might have risen high within the Benedictine Order if Frossard had not been there to lead him
  astray with mischief; and Frossard might have accepted his lot as a lay brother if Reinfrid had not been constantly telling him that a son of Lord Frossard, albeit an illegitimate one, deserved
  better than life as a labourer.

  One bleak evening, when a bitter wind turned all to ice, the two young men chanced to meet in the monastery grounds. It was Reinfrid’s turn to prepare the church for compline, while
  Frossard had been charged to clean the stables.

  ‘The abbot has been vexed with us ever since we let that pig into the scriptorium,’ said Frossard, chuckling at the memory of scribes scurrying around in dismay while the greedy
  animal feasted on finest vellum. ‘So I have a plan that will take his mind off it.’

  Reinfrid brightened. Life had been dull since their last escapade, and his quick mind chafed at the strictures of a cloistered existence. He had never wanted to be a monk, but as the youngest
  child of an impoverished knight, he had been given no choice. His unhappy situation was what drew him to Frossard – the solidarity of two youngsters whose lives were blighted by circumstances
  of birth.

  ‘It concerns Beornwyn,’ Frossard went on, ‘the virgin killed by sea-pirates up in Lythe three and a half centuries ago. She was chopped into pieces, and her flayed corpse was
  found covered in butterflies the following day.’

  ‘She is not a saint,’ said Reinfrid, haughty in his superior knowledge. ‘The Church does not recognise her, and Abbot Peter deplores the fact that pilgrims visit her
  shrine.’

  ‘Yes, and do you know why? Because it means they do not spend their money here. He would be the first to acknowledge Beornwyn if her bones were in his abbey.’

  Reinfrid laughed. ‘So what do you suggest? That we steal them for him?’

  ‘Yes.’

  The blunt reply made Reinfrid’s jaw drop. ‘But that would be impossible! They are watched day and night. We would never get near them.’

  Frossard smirked. ‘Oh, yes, we will. I met two of the guards yesterday, and we got talking. They are on duty tonight. They mentioned a liking for wine, so I sent them a flask – and
  in it is some powder from old Mother Hackness, which will make them sleep like babies. All we have to do is walk to Lythe, collect the relics and bring them back here.’

  Reinfrid raised his eyebrows archly. ‘And present the abbot with stolen property? I doubt that will go down very well!’

  ‘We shall say that Beornwyn appeared to us in a dream and told us to fetch her. The fact that the guards slept through her removal will be proof that we acted with her blessing.’

  Reinfrid was thoughtful. Saints were always appearing to people in visions, asking to be toted from one place to another, so it was not beyond the realms of possibility that Beornwyn might
  prefer an abbey to the paltry little fishing village four miles up the coast. Frossard grinned when his friend made no further objection.

  ‘It is a good plan, Reinfrid. What can go wrong?’

  At midnight, Reinfrid slipped out of the dorter and ran to the postern gate, where Frossard was waiting. They set off together, descending the hill to the little village
  clustered below, where the familiar smell of fish and seaweed assailed their nostrils, along with the sweeter scent of ale from a tavern that kept notoriously late hours. Bawdy songs and womanly
  squeals gusted from within. The pair borrowed a boat to cross the river, then climbed past more cottages until they reached the cliff path that ran north.

  It was a clear night, and bitingly cold, so they walked briskly. Both knew the shrine well. It was a pretty place near St Oswald’s church, which had been built shortly after the
  saint’s martyrdom and not changed since. It comprised a stone chapel with an altar, on which stood a plain wooden box that contained the relics. The villagers had decorated the chapel with
  pictures of butterflies, and candles always burned within. Relics were vulnerable to unscrupulous thieves so the shrine was never left unattended.

  Frossard grinned triumphantly when they reached the building and saw the two guards slumped on the floor. The empty wine flask lay between them. Reinfrid was uneasy, though, and crept towards
  them to make sure they were really asleep. He touched one cautiously, then jerked his hand back in alarm at the cold skin.

  ‘Christ in Heaven! They are dead!’

  ‘No!’ Frossard grabbed a candle to look for himself, but it took only a glance to see that Reinfrid was right. He backed away in horror. ‘Mother Hackness said her powder was
  safe!’

  ‘How much did she tell you to use?’

  Frossard looked stricken. ‘Three pinches, but I needed to be sure it would work, so I added the lot. But I did not know it would . . .’ He trailed off, appalled by the turn of
  events.

  Reinfrid forced down his panic, and began to make plans to extricate them from the mess. ‘You must burn the shrine with their bodies in it. Then everyone will assume they fell asleep, and
  failed to wake when a candle fell and set the place alight.’

  ‘And you?’ asked Frossard nervously. ‘What will you do?’

  ‘We cannot incinerate a valuable relic, so I will carry Beornwyn to the abbey and be as surprised as anyone when she is discovered on the high altar tomorrow. It will be declared a miracle
  – she did not want to burn, so she took herself to Whitby. Obviously, we cannot take the credit now; we must distance ourselves from the whole affair.’

  ‘Yes!’ breathed Frossard, relieved. ‘The guards’ families know I sent wine, but they will not want it said that their menfolk were drunk while they were minding Beornwyn,
  so they will keep the matter quiet. Your plan will work.’

  Reinfrid shoved the casket in a sack and tossed it over his shoulder, leaving Frossard to deal with the fire. Frossard’s hands shook as he set his kindling, and it was some time before he
  had a satisfactory blaze. He waited until the flames shot high into the night sky before turning to follow his friend. Then it occurred to him that Mother Hackness might guess the truth, so he went
  to her shack in the woods, shaking her awake roughly to inform her that her powder had killed two men.

  ‘You are a witch,’ he hissed, ‘and the abbot will hang you. The best thing you can do is leave Whitby and never return.’

  The following morning saw grief and dismay in Lythe, which had lost not only its saint, but two popular villagers.

  To Reinfrid’s surprise, his brethren greeted Beornwyn’s arrival not with delight, but with consternation: it was not her doing, they breathed, but that of a rogue who had planned to
  sell her until assailed by fear of divine wrath – a thief who did not care that relations were now soured between the abbey and village.

  It was too near the truth for Reinfrid’s liking, so he took measures to convince the monks otherwise. He began a rumour that Beornwyn had been carried to the abbey by butterflies, the
  creatures that had covered her murdered corpse. He was somewhat startled when the cook and the almoner, who were impressionable and rather gullible men, claimed they had seen the casket arrive,
  borne on a cloud of iridescent wings. Everyone believed them, and the monks began to accept that Beornwyn’s appearance was indeed miraculous.

  Meanwhile, the villagers of Lythe marched in a body to the abbey and demanded their property back. They did so with such accusatory belligerence that Abbot Peter, whose first inclination had
  been to oblige them, could not possibly do so without acknowledging that his monastery was guilty of theft. The villagers left empty-handed and furious.

  That evening, the abbot sat in his solar with his brother, William, who was visiting him from the family home at Broomhill in the Malvern Hills.

  ‘Unfortunately, I suspect Beornwyn’s bones were filched by members of the abbey,’ he said unhappily, swirling his wine in his cup. ‘There was never any miracle,
  and the cook and the almoner are mistaken about what they saw.’

  ‘You do not believe in miracles, then?’ asked William, surprised.

  ‘Of course, but this affair smacks of mischief – of a prank gone wrong. And I have my suspicions as to who was behind it.’

  ‘Then be careful how you deal with him,’ warned William. ‘A man who abuses sacred objects is a man with the devil on his shoulder.’

  Abbot Peter worked hard for the next few days, hunting for evidence. When he had found enough, he summoned Frossard and Reinfrid to his presence. He studied them as they stood in front of him.
  Frossard was nervous, attempting to disguise his unease with a sullen scowl; Reinfrid, the clever one, was all innocent smiles.

  Peter leaned back in his chair and picked up a beautiful silver box that William had given him. It contained a potent remedy for headaches, from which he suffered cruelly when he was under
  stress. And he had certainly been tense since the Beornwyn incident.

  ‘You two have committed a terrible crime,’ he began.

  ‘Whatever do you mean, Father Abbot?’ cried Reinfrid, his expression half-way between hurt and indignation.

  Peter glared at him. ‘Let us not play games. You both know what I am talking about.’

  ‘Oh!’ exclaimed Reinfrid, beaming suddenly. ‘You refer to me slipping away from the abbey once, to pray at Beornwyn’s shrine. I told her that if she ever wanted to come
  here, she would be welcome. I admit I should not have done it, but it is hardly a crime.’

  ‘No,’ agreed Frossard, taking courage from his friend’s cool composure. ‘And I am sure she will be much happier here with you, sir, than in that dirty little chapel at
  Lythe.’

  The abbot regarded them with a mixture of sadness and disgust. Reinfrid had been blessed with a keen mind, so what had possessed him to befriend the foolish Frossard? Peter blamed himself: he
  should have seen years ago that they were no good for each other. If he had kept them apart, they would not be standing in front of him now, with the devil on their shoulders. He set the box on the
  table with a snap.

  ‘The guards’ families told me about the wine you sent,’ he said. ‘And Mother Hackness did not go far. She told me what you threatened to do to her.’

  Frossard gulped in alarm. ‘Whatever she said about me is a lie. She is a witch, trying to cause friction between the abbey and Lythe.’

  ‘Well, I believe her,’ said Peter firmly. ‘Meanwhile, you were both seen walking through Whitby on the night of the fire – by patrons from the tavern that stays open
  late.’

  ‘Drunks,’ declared Reinfrid promptly, ‘whose testimony cannot be trusted.’

  ‘You stole the relics, killed two good men and set a blaze to cover your tracks,’ said Peter harshly. ‘You are reckless, selfish and stupid. Unfortunately, the abbey’s
  reputation might never recover if people find out what you have done, so I cannot make your guilt public.’

  Frossard sighed his relief. ‘Shall we consider the matter closed then?’

  Peter eyed him in distaste. ‘I want you out of my sight – permanently. Your punishment is to suffer the same fate that you tried to impose on poor Mother Harkness: you will leave
  Whitby and never return.’

  Reinfrid frowned, confused. ‘You mean you are transferring me to another abbey?’

  ‘And letting me go with him?’ added Frossard eagerly. ‘Good! I shall be afforded the respect I deserve in a different monastery. They will not order the son of a lord
  to demean himself with tasks beneath his dignity. I shall never clean stables again.’

  Peter smiled without humour. ‘I would not inflict you two on another foundation. No, I am releasing you from your vows, Reinfrid. As from today you are no longer a Benedictine. You have
  always despised us, no matter how hard we tried to nurture your talents. Well, now you have your wish: you are free. Go, and take Frossard with you.’

  Reinfrid regarded him with dismay. ‘But go where? The abbey is all we know. And how will we live when neither of us has a trade?’

  ‘You have your wits and your capacity for mischief,’ said Peter. ‘And hardship might make you reflect on the harm you have done. You will leave immediately, and if you ever
  come back, you will be hanged. Now get out of my abbey.’

  Stunned, the two youths went to collect their belongings. Then they stared at the road that lay ahead of them, lonely, snow encrusted and unwelcoming.

  ‘Oh God!’ moaned Frossard. ‘How will we survive?’

  ‘With this.’ Reinfrid reached inside his cloak and pulled out the abbot’s silver box.

  Frossard regarded it in alarm. ‘Are you mad? His brother gave him that, and it contains medicine for his headaches. Now we shall hang for theft!’

  ‘We did not steal it,’ said Reinfrid haughtily. ‘We took it as payment for the shabby way in which we have been treated. And it is not the only thing the abbey has
  provided for us: I also filched two nice warm habits from the laundry, along with this.’

  He unwrapped a small bundle, and Frossard recoiled in revulsion when he saw the skeletal hand within, its delicate bones held together by blackened sinews.

  ‘Christ God!’ he blurted. ‘Please do not tell me it is Beornwyn’s!’

  ‘Who else’s would it be?’ asked Reinfrid scornfully. ‘Do not look so appalled! It is the basis for our new occupation. As soon as we are away from Whitby, we shall don
  these habits and present ourselves as two pious monks who have been entrusted to deliver sacred relics to another abbey.’

  ‘Which abbey?’ asked Frossard warily.

  ‘One that lies in the direction we happen to be travelling,’ replied Reinfrid with a grin. ‘People will give us alms, and they will pay to petition the saint in our
  charge.’

  Frossard regarded him doubtfully. ‘Really?’

  ‘Of course! We shall earn a fortune, and no one will harm two men of God. Beornwyn will be our protection as well as our path to a better life.’

  II

  Carmarthen, Summer 1200

  It was the hottest August anyone could remember, with not so much as a drop of rain seen in weeks. Crops withered, cattle grew thin and the wide River Towy was reduced to a
  muddy trickle. Carmarthen reeked with no fresh water to wash away its filth, and its people baked under an unrelenting sun.

  Sir Symon Cole dragged his heels as he rode the last few dusty miles home. His three-week foray in the forest had been unsuccessful – the ground was so hard and dry that he had been unable
  to track the cattle thieves who had been plaguing the town – and he was not looking forward to telling the victims of the raids that he had failed to catch the culprits yet again. As
  Constable of Carmarthen Castle, he had a duty to protect the town and its livestock, and its people had a right to expect more of him.

  He wiped the sweat from his face, wishing he could dispense with his mail and surcoat – it would have been far more comfortable to ride without them. Unfortunately, southwest Wales had
  never really appreciated being ruled by Normans, and there were plenty who would love to strike a blow against the King by shooting one of his officers. As Cole had no wish to invite assassination,
  the armour had to stay.

  His horse was panting from the heat, so he took it to the river to drink, although it was a while before he found a stretch that was not choked by the foul-smelling algae that proliferated when
  there was no current to wash it away. While the animal slaked its thirst, he stared downriver at the little town that had been his home for the past fifteen years.

  It was dominated by four main features: the Austin priory, pretty St Peter’s church, the castle and the bridge. Cole was proud of the castle. It had a motte and two baileys, and when he
  had first arrived, it had been a grubby collection of huts and wooden palisades. Now it boasted comfortable living quarters, a chapel and a gatehouse, while the curtain walls were of stone. He was
  in the process of building watchtowers along them.

  ‘Lord!’ muttered Sergeant Iefan, veteran of many campaigns and Cole’s right-hand man. ‘I have never seen the valley so dry.’

  Neither had Cole, and it grieved him to see the rich forest turned brown and parched, and the once-lush pastures baked to a dusty yellow. If there was no rain soon, the crops would fail
  completely, and they would all starve that winter.

  When the horses had finished drinking, they rode on, and Cole’s thoughts turned to the family that would be waiting for him. He had not wanted to marry Gwenllian ferch Rhys any more than
  she had wanted to marry him, but the King had been keen for a political alliance with a princess of Wales, so neither had been given a choice. After a stormy beginning, they had grown to love each
  other, and their marriage was now blessed with two small children. He hoped there would be more, and ached to see them again.

  As he reached the Austin priory, the gate opened and Prior Kediour stepped out. Kediour’s face was grim, and it became more so when Cole shook his head to indicate that he had not caught
  the raiders. The prior was an imposing man with thick grey hair, deep-set eyes and a dignified, sombre manner. He was respected by his brethren and the townsfolk alike. Like Cole, he had taken part
  in the Third Crusade, when he had been a Hospitaller – a warrior-knight. Penance for the lives he had taken in God’s name had later caused him to transfer to a more peaceful Order.

  ‘This cannot continue,’ he said testily. ‘We lost another cow last night, and we shall have no herd left if you do not stop these villains.’

  ‘They are well organised,’ said Cole, a little defensively. ‘One group distracts us while the others strike. Yet if I divide my men, we are stretched too thin.’

  ‘Then you will have to catch them by cunning. Ask your wife for ideas.’

  Cole smiled. Gwenllian was by far the cleverest person he knew, and while other men might have bristled at the implication that their spouses were more intelligent than they, Cole was
  inordinately proud of his, and was always pleased when her skills were acknowledged.

  ‘Much has happened since you left,’ Kediour went on. ‘You have visitors.’

  ‘From the King?’ asked Cole uneasily.

  John had been crowned the previous year, following the death of Richard the Lionheart. He was a weak, vacillating, deceitful man, and Cole, plain-speaking and honest, had been unable to shower
  him with the flowery compliments John felt he deserved. The silence had been noted, and Cole had acquired an implacable enemy. Cole’s marriage meant he had a lot of in-laws who would fight if
  he was dismissed without good cause, so John was busy looking for one, and a veritable flood of emissaries came to assess his accounts, watch the way he built his castle, and monitor his rule.
  Gwenllian was determined they should not succeed, and had managed to send each one away empty-handed. So far.

  ‘Nicholas Avenel,’ replied Kediour. ‘The new Sheriff of Pembroke. He has an evil reputation, and is accused of despoiling churches and kidnapping wealthy burgesses for ransom.
  His henchman William Fitzmartin comes with him.’

  ‘I do not know either.’

  ‘John’s creatures,’ said Kediour disapprovingly. ‘Here to find fault. They have not managed yet, but there are those in the town who aim to help them.’

  ‘Adam de Rupe,’ sighed Cole, knowing who he meant. ‘The mayor.’

  Kediour nodded. ‘You exposed him as corrupt, which means he will not be re-elected next month. And his servants Gunbald and Ernebald hate you for gaoling them last year.’

  ‘But they stole from the church,’ protested Cole. ‘They were caught red-handed.’

  ‘Yes, but all three think they were misused regardless. And then there are Miles de Cogan and Philip de Barri. I do not trust either, despite your kindness towards them.’

  ‘Miles is my deputy. He is not an enemy!’

  ‘He is jealous of what you have – namely Gwenllian. He is in love with her.’

  Cole gaped at him. ‘He is not!’

  ‘He is, and everyone knows it. However, Philip worries me more.’

  Cole made an impatient sound. ‘He is Gwen’s cousin – family. Besides, if I am ousted from Carmarthen, he will lose his post as chaplain.’

  ‘Just be careful,’ warned Kediour. ‘However, they and the raiders are not the only problem you need to solve. Come to the Market Square, and I shall show you
  another.’

  Cole would rather have gone straight to Gwenllian and the children, but he dutifully followed the prior into the town centre. A crowd had gathered, and there was an atmosphere
  of excited anticipation, all centred on two young men in Benedictine habits.

  ‘They claim they are taking a holy relic to Whitland Abbey,’ explained Kediour with obvious disapproval. ‘The hand of a saint named Beornwyn, no less. But they are Benedictines
  and Whitland is Cistercian. Why would one Order bestow such a favour on another?’
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