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WINNIE HATHERALL PAUSED at a gateway and surveyed the green expanse of the Beaumont estate beyond.

Yesterday, dust hung in the air as hooves pounded the turf, and armour clattered as knights charged. The watching crowd erupted into loud “huzzahs” as lances splintered against their targets.

Colourful pennants fluttered from the ridge lines and guy ropes of the gaily striped tents and pavilions in the historical encampment. Passersby were invited by lords and ladies, or by serving wenches and serfs, to step inside and admire hand-carved chairs, decorated trunks, and rope beds. People thronged the bustling marketplace, where peasants and artisans sold their wares. Drawn by the sounds of clashing steel, the crowds moved on to watch the heavy combat foot fighters.

Now, all the re-enactors, cosplayers, performers, and visitors had gone, leaving trampled, flattened grass as evidence of the first Sixpenny Cross Medieval Fayre.

Winnie had enjoyed it all immensely and drew a deep, relaxing breath of late August’s moist morning air. Her dog, Lennard, becoming impatient, nudged her hand.

“Yes, yes, I’m coming.” She rubbed his neck before walking on. The gravel on the track scrunched beneath her feet as she followed Lennard.

She hadn’t taken many steps when her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out, frowning. She was even more puzzled when she saw the name on her screen. Why was Virginia Oldrieve calling this early on Tuesday morning?

“Hello, Virginia. I didn’t expect to hear from you until later today. Is something wrong?”

“Oh, Winnie, something is very wrong.” Virginia sounded distraught. “Can you come to the brewery, now, please?”

“Um, yes.” Winnie thought quickly, “But it will take me a little while. I’m out with Lennard, and I need to go home for the car.”

“Oh, yes. I see.” A slight hiccup convinced Winnie that Virginia was close to tears. What could have upset her so much? “Well, as soon as you can, then. I really do need you, Winnie.”

Before she could draw breath to respond, Virginia abruptly ended the call.

“That was odd.” Winnie looked at the silent phone in her hand, then looked around.

She was in the parkland on the far side of the estate’s Manor House and its lake. Whether she continued on the route she chose for Lennard’s walk this morning, or retraced her steps, she was still well over a mile from home. She decided to continue for Lennard’s sake and stepped out, still frowning.

Why would Virginia call her? Winnie had known of her for several years, but only came to know her better over the last year, during planning for the Fayre, and thought her a strong, no-nonsense sort of woman. What could have upset her so much?

Winnie mentally ran through all her responsibilities for the weekend, especially yesterday, as the tents, stands, and arenas were dismantled. Could she have missed something? Was that why Virginia called her? Deep in thought and almost without realising it, she passed the lake and continued to follow Lennard along a well-used path. The sight of a Jack Russell and two black Labradors heralded the arrival of Freddie Beaumont, peer of the realm and legitimate Lord of the Manor.

“Good morning, Winifred,” he boomed as he strode towards her.

Winnie returned his greeting with a lower-level hello. The dogs sniffed each other, then tore off into the park. With their tails high and their noses close to the ground, they traced the tantalising scents left by the thousands of visitors who came and went during the Fayre. Freddie’s Labradors, Oliver and Winston, and Gigi the terrier were as spoilt for choice as Lennard.

“Excellent weekend, don’t you think?” Freddie continued.

“It was indeed,” Winnie agreed. Normally, she would have happily chatted with Freddie, but this morning, she quickly excused herself.

Concern for her flitted across his face as he scanned hers. “Everything alright, Winifred?”

“Not quite,” Winnie admitted. “Virginia called me, and she sounded distraught. She wants me to go to the brewery, and I’m on my way home for my car.”

“My Land Rover is closer than your car. Come along. I’ll take you wherever you need to go,” Freddie offered. “The dogs can go in the back.”

Winnie thanked him as he about turned and led the way towards the Manor House. “Any idea what’s up?”

“None, only that Virginia wants me to meet her at the brewery,” Winnie informed him. “I have no idea what she thinks I can do. I know very little about breweries.”

They reached the house, and Freddie hurried towards a row of cars and SUVs, including his infamous Land Rover. Its numerous repairs were evident in its ragged patchwork of colours, the most striking of which were a mallard-green door and a baby-blue side panel. He opened the tailgate and pulled out a set of steps, which he set down for the dogs. Gigi trotted up first, followed by Winston, then Oliver, who were clearly used to the routine. Lennard sniffed the steps suspiciously before looking at Winnie.

“Up you go,” she told him. With a resigned sigh, he hauled his large body up the steps into the cargo area.

Winnie clambered into the passenger seat while Freddie stowed the steps, closed the door on the dogs, then hitched himself into the driver’s seat. He fired up the motor, ground his way through the gears until he found reverse, then backed out of the parking space. As they reached the estate’s always-open wrought iron gates, Winnie’s phone rang again. She saw her sister Amy’s name in the display and answered the call, but before she could utter a word, Amy said, “You’re not here.”

“How observant of you.” Winnie refrained from rolling her eyes.

“Where are you? It’s not even eight o’clock. I’ve put the kettle on for us.”

“Then take it off again and please bring my car over to Black Knight Brewing,” Winnie instructed.

“What are you doing there?” Amy’s petulant tone grated in Winnie’s ear.

“I don’t know yet, but I have a feeling it’s not good,” Winnie explained. “You know where my car keys are?”

“Yes, but how do I get to the brewery?”

“Leave Sixpenny Cross on the Crossdale Road, and after a mile, turn right into Oddends Lane. The brewery is about half a mile on your right. You can’t miss it. It has a big sign at the front that says Black–”

“There’s no need to spell it out. I’ll find it.”

The Land Rover’s gears ground again as Freddie turned onto the main road.

“I hope there’s nothing wrong with the Knights of Providence,” he said. “I’ve already invited ‘em back for next year’s August bank holiday.”

The concern in his voice caused Winnie to cast him a sideways glance. “That’s generous of you, Freddie. The park is the ideal location for it. Easy entry and exit routes and plenty of parking are a huge draw.”

Freddie, who chaired every planning meeting for the event, had joyfully thrown himself into the proceedings. He served as the liaison between the organising committee and the troupe of jousters, impressing everyone with his infectious enthusiasm. From his welcome speech at the Fayre’s opening parade last Friday evening, fully costumed as King Henry VIII, to his closing speech after the final joust yesterday, he was the very image of bluff King Hal throughout the weekend, attended by his long-suffering one and only Queen, Suzanne.

“Thank goodness the weather held.” Winnie caught her breath and braced herself on the dashboard as Freddie braked hard.

“Damn cat,” he muttered as the offending animal streaked across the road.

As it reached the safety of a hedgerow, Winnie breathed again. “I can’t imagine what the ground would have looked like if it had rained,” she said.

Freddie frowned as he selected first gear before proceeding. “Not sure that issue came up in any of the committee meetings. Rain might have stopped play, like cricket.”

Winnie couldn’t quite follow that analogy, visualising a cricket match and then two knights bearing lances charging at each other. Still, she nodded in agreement while Freddie happily chatted on, raising his voice above the sound of the motor.

“It was the best Bank Holiday event we’ve ever held. Had no idea it would be so popular. Suzanne said we had 7,000 through the gate on Saturday and over 8,000 on Sunday. Less yesterday, being Monday, and closing at four o’clock. Can’t say I was sorry.” Freddie tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger. “Enjoyed my cups of mead a little too much.”

Winnie, accustomed to his unfettered honesty, smiled. “Yes, I did notice that you were very much the merry monarch by the end of the day.”

Freddie’s chest heaved with a gusty sigh of happiness. “It was all such good fun. Did you see my Christie?”

“Yes, I did.” Winnie knew that Freddie adored his daughter. She also remembered the wild child who could still be a bit of a tearaway as an adult. “She looked marvellous in her blue velvet medieval costume.”

“Didn’t even know the little minx could ride sidesaddle.” Freddie beamed with evident pride. “Said she’d been practising over at Langston and Virginia’s place, as they loaned her all their gear. Trouble is, she’s already begging me for a custom-made sidesaddle of her own.”

Over the drone of the old motor, Winnie heard the resignation in his voice. “I can see her batting her eyelashes at you. Proud papa that you are, I have no doubt you will indulge her.”

“Hmph,” Freddie grumped. “Suzanne says I’m too soft, and I know she’s right. But I ask you, Winifred, what’s the point of saying no? Chrissie stands to inherit a fair portion when I’m gone, but I’d rather enjoy seeing her have fun now.”

“I know you would, and you are going to be around for a long time yet.” Winnie reached over and touched his arm. “I wonder if Chrissie would have any idea of what has upset Virginia? Oh, take the next turn on the right, Freddie.”

Freddie peered through the cracked windshield as he slowed, then crashed through the gears again and negotiated the tight turn Winnie recently described to her sister.

“Bit of a squeeze, that,” Freddie grumbled. “How does all their commercial traffic manage?”

“They come in from the main road, east of Sixpenny Cross. Easier from that end, but also much farther around for us. This lane we are on was named Oddends for that reason. Here we are.”

The sign by the front gate announced Black Knight Brewing in large letters, with a smaller logo beneath it of a knight on a rearing horse. The gates opened onto a large car park, screened from the front and sides by rowan and poplar trees. Beyond the car park, a converted barn housed the brewery. Several vehicles were parked in front of the building, and a couple of men, whom Winnie took to be employees, were talking to Virginia outside the main entrance. She was shaking her head firmly, her wispy blonde hair escaping its messy bun. As Freddie pulled up, she rushed across to meet them.

“Thank goodness you could come, Winnie.” Her face was ghastly pale. Worry drained the colour from her cornflower blue eyes. Her frantic fingers clung to the edges of a black woollen shawl wrapped around her willowy frame. She reached out and grabbed Winnie’s sleeve. “I have something to show you. Just you.” She shot a glance at Freddie. “Sorry, Freddie, no offence.”

“None taken, dear girl. Do what you must. I’ll wait here and chat with Peter and Thomas.”

Winnie looked more closely at the men and recognised them as two of the jousters, but before she could speak to them, Virginia dragged her to the entrance door. Winnie knew one of the men, the sturdy, swarthy Peter Eversleigh, but when she looked at him again, he lifted a shoulder casually and shook his head.

So, he didn’t know what the problem was, she guessed.

Virginia punched in a number on the keyless entry touchpad and opened the door. Winnie followed her inside and waited while Virginia closed and locked the door behind them.

“This way.” Virginia ducked her head, but not before Winnie saw tears on her cheek.

She followed Virginia along a corridor, past the office on her left and the bar and tasting area on her right. Their footsteps echoed in the beams of the vaulted ceiling. A PVC strip curtain separated the corridor from the brewhouse. Virginia pushed her way through it. Winnie caught one of the strips, held it aside, and stepped into the brewhouse. She listened to the soft hum of machinery and inhaled the aromas of malt, hops, and yeast as she trailed behind Virginia.

“Watch where you’re stepping,” Virginia managed to warn her between stifled sobs. “I don’t want you tripping over any of those hoses.”

Winnie thanked her for pointing them out and stepped carefully over the bright orange tubes, which snaked across the floor between stainless-steel containers.

Virginia, knuckling her eyes as she walked, made her way past a row of tall fermenting vessels and dodged around the back of a galvanised steel platform fitted with a bank of controls in the centre of three large containers. Here she came to a stop.

“And this is...” Unable to finish her sentence, Virginia covered her mouth with the edge of her shawl. “Oh, my God, Winnie. Whatever am I going to do?”

Winnie spotted a pair of legs emerging from the gap between the mash tun and the brew kettle. Stunned by the sight, her mind incongruously zoned in on the patch of bare skin between the top of Langston Oldrieve’s red sock and the hem of his blue jeans. She moved closer.

Virginia’s husband lay face down, his arms sprawled on either side of his head. Winnie peered more closely at what she could see of his face. His chalk-white complexion and complete stillness convinced her he was dead.

After all, how could he be anything else with a wicked-looking dagger embedded in his back?
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AFTER A HAIR’S BREADTH of shocked silence, Winnie shook herself mentally.

“Oh, my dear,” she put a hand on Virginia’s shoulder. “You poor girl. Have you called the police?”

Virginia, her lips pressed together as if holding back a torrent of sobs, shook her head. “N-no police.”

“But Virginia, we have to,” Winnie insisted. She removed her phone from her pocket, but Virginia grabbed her hand.

“Don’t you see, Winnie?” She sounded terrified. “They’ll think it’s me. Isn’t the spouse or partner the first person the police suspect? And to make matters worse, I think that’s one of my daggers in Langston’s back. They’ll accuse me of murder.”

Winnie curved her own warm hand around Virginia’s ice-cold one and spoke firmly.

“Virginia, initially, that may well be true, but we have to involve the police. Now, take a deep breath and calm yourself while I make the call.”

Virginia gulped and nodded, standing in silence, visibly trembling as Winnie called the emergency services and requested police assistance. She gave the nature of the emergency and the address, and said yes, of course, she would stay on site, then ended the call. Then she turned once more to Langston Oldrieve’s lifeless body. Something didn’t seem quite right. Unsure precisely what had alerted her, she photographed the body from different angles, then took Virginia’s arm and walked her back outside.

Peter Eversleigh detached himself from his fellows and walked across to them, with a worried expression on his face.

“What’s the problem, Virginia?” His query met with a brief shake of her head. With a raised eyebrow, he turned to Winnie.

Virginia stood mutely between them, as Winnie held back a sigh of frustration over what action to take next. She thought she should not reveal the likelihood of murder until the police arrived and took control.

“Peter, do you work here?” she asked.

He nodded. “I’m the brewmaster.”

“I see.” She thought quickly. As an employee, he would have to know the truth sooner rather than later. She moved him aside so that Virginia wouldn’t hear her. “I’m afraid there’s a body in the brewery, and it’s Langston.”

“Langston?” Peter’s mouth slackened, and his eyes widened. “You mean he’s dead?”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.” Peter went to move past her, but she caught his arm. “It’s a crime scene in there, and the police will be here soon, so best not go in.”

As she spoke, a dark blue BMW nosed its way into the parking area, and two squad cars with their light bars flashing pulled in behind it. Winnie left Peter and walked towards the tall figure, who was unfolding himself from the BMW. He eyed her suspiciously.

“Not again, Mrs. H,” he muttered.

“It couldn’t be helped, Detective Inspector Wallace.” Winnie skipped over his implied reference to her involvement in another of his cases. She still struggled to equate the boy she knew as Anthony at school with his current lofty status. “Mrs. Oldrieve called me earlier this morning. When I arrived and saw the problem, I notified the authorities. I’m not telling you how to do your job, but you should let me take Virginia over to the house. She’s in shock.”

DI Anthony Wallace’s face hardened. “Not until I’ve viewed the body. Detective Sergeant Evans, come with me.”

His sergeant, Rachel Evans, mouthed hello to Winnie as she passed by, striding along behind her long-legged superior. Virginia still looked lost, and Winnie went to comfort her, leaving Peter Eversleigh to operate the touchpad and lead the officers inside.

Peter soon returned, looking shaken, his face pale beneath what remained of his summer tan. He touched Virginia’s elbow.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “If I can do anything, anything at all...”

Virginia nodded, and Peter returned to the other man, who was lounging against a vehicle. Winnie saw Peter speak to him, then the other man straightened up, suddenly alert. He looked across at Virginia and took a step forward, but Peter caught his arm and shook his head. Winnie silently thanked him for his understanding.

The detective inspector came out of the brewery entrance and walked across to where she and Virginia still stood.

“I’m so sorry, Mrs. Oldrieve,” he said. “I can only imagine how difficult this is for you, but I have to ask you some questions. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“The house.” Virginia indicated the farmhouse. “You, too, please, Winnie. This way.”

Another car drove into the parking area, and Winnie recognised her SUV. “I’ll have a quick word with Amy, and then I’ll be right with you.”

She hurried over to where Amy had parked and opened the car window. Pushing her retro-styled, horn-rimmed glasses firmly onto her nose, she peered at the activity around her. “What’s going on? Looks like everyone’s on their way to a funeral.”

“That’s not far off the mark,” Winnie said. “Langston Oldrieve is dead on the brewery floor. Can you grab Lennard so Freddie can take his dogs home?”

“Uh, yeah, sure.” Amy looked shocked. “I can’t believe you’re at it again, Win.”

“Not by choice, I assure you,” Winnie replied tartly. “I don’t know how long I’ll be. Virginia is not in a good place, and I don’t want to leave her alone. It might be best if you take Lennard home, and I’ll phone you when I’m done here.”

She rapped her knuckles on the SUV’s roof and walked away. Lawns planted with apple and pear trees separated the brewery area from the house. A path led from the car park to the Oldrieves’ Victorian farmhouse, whose red-brick walls glowed in the morning sunshine. Having visited often enough during the last several months to know her way to the kitchen, Winnie soon joined Virginia, who sat opposite the detective inspector at the kitchen table as Rachel Evans set out mugs of tea.

“Right, Mrs. Oldrieve, in your own time, what happened this morning?” DI Anthony Wallace began.

Virginia sipped her tea before answering. “Um, well, Langston wasn’t in his room when I got up at six-thirty–”

“Excuse me, Mrs. Oldrieve,” Anthony interrupted. “You said his room?”

“Yes, I did, but don’t read anything into it, Inspector.” The corner of Virginia’s mouth lifted in a rueful attempt at a smile. “There is nothing in the marriage lines that states a couple must share a bed or a room, for that matter. Langston and I came and went at different times, and neither of us wanted to disturb the other. If you are wondering if our marriage was in trouble, it wasn’t. We slept better apart, but our lifestyle allowed for, shall we say, interesting conjugal experiences.”

Winnie knew the question had to be asked and smothered her satisfaction at seeing a faint blush in Anthony’s cheeks as he indicated for Virginia to continue.

“As I said, I got up about six-thirty. Sometimes Langston will,” she hesitated and covered her mouth with her hand before visibly steeling herself and continuing, “would take one of the horses out for an early ride, or go to the brewery to start a brew. I went out to check the stables. All the horses were there, so I went across to the brewery and...and...” she choked back tears.

“Yes, quite. Thank you, Mrs. Oldrieve.” Anthony gave her a moment to recover herself. “Now, the weapon involved. From viewing the hilt, might I be correct in thinking it’s of medieval design?”

Virginia nodded. “It’s a thirteenth-century Quillon dagger, and it looks like one of mine.”

“Why would you have such a thing?”

“For the skill-at-arms events,” Virginia answered brokenly. “I compete in ring tilting and mounted archery. I can split a cabbage in half with a single stroke sword, either on foot or horseback, and I can throw a dagger at a target and usually hit it dead centre. I know how to use all my weapons, but I did not kill my husband.”

Anthony pursed his lips before asking, “Ring tilting?”

Virginia shifted in her chair, tensed and sat a little straighter. Winnie sensed her impatience and was relieved when she answered quietly, “Ring tilting involves riders trying to spear hanging rings on their lances while they are riding at full gallop.”

“I see.” Anthony nodded. “And where do you keep your weapons?”

“We have a secure area in my barn where we keep Langston’s armour and our personal weaponry. It is logged in and out every time we use it.”

“Your barn? That’s very specific.” Anthony levelled his gaze on Virginia’s face. Colour returned to her cheeks, and she didn’t flinch, which reassured Winnie.

“Langston’s business was the brewery. Mine is medieval costuming, and the barn is ideal for all our work. You may have heard of Medieval Marvels.”

“I can’t say I have,” Anthony admitted.

“We are sometimes contracted to provide costuming for movies and TV shows. Then there is the whole medieval movement. Ladies want dresses, horses need caparisons, men need shirts, britches, and vests. We keep busy.”

“How many of you?”

“Full-time, just me and my assistant seamstress, Annie Baldwin, and then any number of additional seamstresses as we need them. At the moment, we have an intern, Phaedra Wilson–”

“Excuse me,” Detective Sergeant Rachel Evans interrupted. “Could you spell that, please?”

Virginia looked up, aware for the first time of the sergeant taking notes.

“P-h-a-e-d-r-a,” Virginia spelt out. “Pronounce it FAYDRA. She was a Cretan princess in Greek mythology, but our little princess will soon be returning to her studies at Oxford University. She’s taking the same course that I did. The costuming and the garden she’s cultivating are all part of her thesis on the role of the medieval wife.”

Anthony fell quiet as he considered what she had told him. “You sound like a very busy lady. When, exactly, do you have time to be actively involved in the jousting troupe?”

“We plan our work around tournaments, usually booking six to ten during the summer,” Virginia explained. “The Sixpenny Cross Fayre was our last event for this year. We sometimes get booked for private tourneys or demonstrations. I have done everything except joust. I tried it once, but I found wearing armour too claustrophobic.”

“I imagine it could be,” Anthony commented. “So, did your husband have any disagreements with anybody? Can you think of anyone who might wish him harm? Jousting rivals? Business contacts?”

Virginia shook her head. “Nobody. The jousting fraternity is like a close-knit family. Sure, there are differences of opinion from time to time, but that’s like any family. As for the brewery business, Peter Eversleigh and Thomas Abbott could tell you more about that.”

“Thomas Abbott?” Anthony queried.

“Our brewer,” Virginia replied. “He’s the other employee out there with Peter.”

“Employees not partners?”

“No.” Virginia hesitated, as if caught by a thought. From where she sat, Winnie had a side view of Virginia’s face and noticed the muscles in her jaw tightening, but then she continued in a stronger voice. “Langston was the sole proprietor.”

“And who inherits his property?”

Virginia glanced at Winnie and produced a resigned, lop-sided smile. “Didn’t I tell you how it would be?”

Anthony took a breath, but before he could utter a word, Winnie quickly spoke up. “These questions have to be asked, my dear. It is no reflection on you.”

Virginia’s shoulders slumped. “I suppose not,” she allowed. “Langston and I didn’t have siblings, nor did we have children. As there was no family to involve, we had reciprocal wills. Everything, other than a few charitable donations and bequests to his closest friends, will eventually come to me.”

Rachel’s phone rang, and she stepped away from the table to answer it. Winnie heard her say, “I’ll ask.”

She moved to stand beside Anthony, who looked up at her. “Yes, Sergeant?”

“There are two lads outside who insist they have to see Mrs. Oldrieve. Uniform are holding them.”

Virginia glanced at the kitchen clock. “That will be Nigel and Edward, I expect. They help with the horses. Please let them in.”

Anthony nodded, and Rachel passed on his permission. Moments later, there was a knock at the door, and Rachel opened it to admit two tall, worried-looking young men. One sported a mop of red hair, and the other had dark brown hair drawn back into what Winnie understood to be called a man-bun. Their limbs were long and slender, but she sensed they would muscle up as they matured.

“What’s up, Mrs. Oldrieve?” the red-haired, taller of the two asked. “The cops wouldn’t tell us anything.”

“There has been a fatality.” Anthony spoke in an even, quiet manner, saving Virginia the effort of repeating news that she would likely repeat several times during the coming days.

“You mean someone’s dead.” The dark-haired young man sounded belligerent as he eyed Anthony caustically.

“Ed,” Virginia broke in, very sensibly, Winnie thought, to stop the dark-haired lad from saying anything else that might sound challenging. Virginia shifted her glance to the redhead, “Nigel, I'm sorry to tell you that Langston has been—” she stopped on a sob.

Winnie reached for Virginia’s hand and clasped it in comfort as she watched the fresh young faces turn pale and blank as comprehension dawned.

“You mean,” Nigel hesitated as he watched Virginia brush away tears, “that it’s Langston who’s dead?”

“I’m afraid so,” Anthony answered for her. “Now, could you please give me your names before my sergeant takes your details?”

“Uh, yeah, man,” muttered the brown-haired young man. “I’m Edward Price.”

“Nigel Walker,” offered the redhead. He looked at Virginia with soft, sympathetic eyes. “What can we do to help?”

“Um, I’m not sure.” Virginia looked and sounded confused as she searched for an answer. Her fingers plucked nervously at the edge of her shawl before she said, “I don’t know if Langston fed the horses this morning, so please give them a scoop of grass nuts and chopped carrots each and then turn them out.”

Rachel Evans led the young men out of the kitchen, closing the door quietly behind them.

“How long have they worked for you?” Anthony asked.

“They are not actually employed,” Virginia explained. “They are volunteers, although we do pay performance fees. Nigel’s been with us since he was twelve. His father, Andrew Walker, is one of our heavy armour combat fighters. Ed joined us when he was fifteen, so he’s been around for the last five years, and Nigel for eight. They are both squires, that is, they are
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