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To every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heaven:

A time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up that which is planted;

A time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up;

A time to weep, and a time to laugh; a time to mourn, and a time to dance;

A time to cast away stones, and a time to gather stones together; a time to embrace, and a time to refrain from embracing;

A time to get, and a time to lose; a time to keep, and a time to cast away;

A time to rend, and a time to sew; a time to keep silence, and a time to speak;

A time to love, and a time to hate; a time of war, and a time of peace.

Ecclesiastes 3, verses 1-8




Place Names

Place names in early medieval Britain vary according to time, language, dialect and the scribe who was writing. I have not followed a strict convention when choosing the spelling to use for a given place. In most cases, I have chosen the name I believe to be the closest to that used in the late eighth century, but like the scribes of all those centuries ago, I have taken artistic licence at times, and, when unsure, merely selected the one I liked most.

Some of the place names also occur in my Bernicia Chronicles novels with different spellings. This is intentional to denote that this is not part of that series and also to indicate the passage of time and the changes to language that occur over the centuries.








	
Bebbanburg


	
Bamburgh





	
Berewic


	
Berwick upon Tweed





	
Byzantion


	
Constantinople (Istanbul)





	
Cocueda, River


	
River Coquet





	
Cocwaedesae


	
Coquet Island





	
Cordova


	
Córdoba, Spain





	
Corebricg


	
Corbridge





	
Duiblinn


	
Dublin





	
Eoforwic


	
York





	
Fossa, River


	
River Foss





	
Gwynedd


	
early medieval kingdom, now a county, situated in the north-west of modern-day Wales.





	
Gyruum


	
Jarrow





	
Hereteu


	
Hartlepool





	
Ifriqiya


	
area comprising what is today Tunisia, western Libya and eastern Algeria.





	
Lindisfarnae


	
Lindisfarne





	
Loch Cuan


	
Strangford Lough, Northern Ireland





	
Magilros


	
Melrose





	
Oguz il


	
(Oguz Land) Turkic state located in an area between the coasts of the Caspian and Aral Seas.





	
Powys


	
early medieval kingdom, now a county, situated in central modern- day Wales.





	
Roma


	
Rome





	
Rygjafylki


	
Rogaland, Norway





	
Streanæshealh


	
Whitby





	
Tine, River


	
River Tyne





	
Tuede, River


	
River Tweed





	
Ubbanford


	
Norham





	
Usa, River


	
River Ouse





	
Uuiremutha


	
Monkwearmouth





	
Vestfold


	
Vestfold, eastern Norway





	
Werceworthe


	
Warkworth










One

I am dying.

For months I have denied the signs, but this morning there was blood in my shit and a hollow ache has settled deep into the pit of my stomach. It feels as though there is a demon inside me, gnawing on my guts. Perhaps there is. Maybe the Devil has been given my body to do with as he wishes before I succumb to the cold embrace of death. I would not blame God if He has abandoned me. I have done my best these last years to do His bidding. With prayer and labour I have worshipped and honoured Him, but perhaps a man can sin too much in his lifetime for forgiveness. I know the Scriptures say otherwise, but I cannot but wonder whether the things I have done have made even the Almighty turn His back on me.

I have often awoken, in the cold stillness of my cell, my nose bitten by the chill, the world dark and silent, and I have lain on my pallet, thin blanket clutched tightly to my throat, terrified that I will not be brought unto my Heavenly Father on my death. Could Jesu truly forgive a man such as me?

Well, I am dying now, so I will know soon enough. Death is coming for me just as sure as the snow is thawing outside, turning the fields into a clinging quagmire that cakes the feet of the ceorls who toil there. The days are filled with the constant dripping from the melting ice and, every now and then, the growl and thump of snow sloughing down the sloping shingled roofs of the monastery. As the land warms, I can feel my strength leaching away. It feels as if, as the winter recedes, so its frost settles within my bones.

For the longest time I believed I was immortal, as all young men do, I suppose. When I was young I would have scoffed if someone had told me that I would grow old and weak, unable to walk more than a few unsteady strides, hands gnarled and painful, eyes dimming and blurring so that it is difficult to see the letters I scribe, except on the brightest of days. But time, like wyrd, is inexorable, and slowly, without cease, it has taken those I cared for from me and it has withered my frame until I am a miserable, wheezing husk; a shade of the young, vital man who once thought he would live forever. That young man was defiant and headstrong.

And yet despite the ravages of time on my body, that impulsive youth resides within me still. For what I am about to do is rebellious and disobedient.

I have pondered for many days now whether I should undertake to write this story down. Vellum, ink and quills are all costly and Abbot Criba will be furious when he discovers that I have not been working on a copy of the Vita Sancti Wilfrithi as he instructed. His ire will do him little good though, I fear. For he does not enjoy my company and he will not visit me until the book is finished. He likes me not, but he trusts in my abilities as a scribe, even though it takes me longer than it once did to fill each stretched calf hide sheet with my scratchings. As likely as not, I shall be buried before he discovers the truth of what I have done. The thought of this deception sends a thrill down my spine.

Yes, the young man is still in there somewhere, still wilful and filled with pride.

Another sin to add to the list.

And yet, perhaps this is not such a thing of evil that I do. The life of Saint Wilfrid, blessed as it was, has already been written, but my life is known to nobody. The lives of saints and kings are piled high in the scriptoria of the world, and that is good. But what of my life? I’ve seen things that people wouldn’t believe. A Turkic ship on fire off the shore of Odessa. I’ve watched sunbeams glitter in the dark eyes of the Empress of Roma, as we passed beneath Byzantion’s Golden Gate. I do not want all those moments to be lost in time like the winter snow when the rains of spring come.

For years I have copied countless books on history, from Tacitus to Bede. Each of those tomes is filled with accounts of illustrious emperors, kings and queens; lords and ladies. But what of the men who served them? Their lives are forgotten after their deaths. Few of those who have died over the centuries have had the knowledge to commit their thoughts to writing, but my letters are yet clear when I scratch them onto a page and my memory is sharp. It seems that, as I have the opportunity and the skill, perhaps it would be sinful for me not to pen the history of my life. For I am now a writer and if not me, then who will record the history of my times?

Nobody else remains to speak of the secrets I have borne all these years. These stories are too important to vanish, buried along with my frail mortal form. But there is danger in my tale, mysteries that I have been too afraid to speak of before. Now all I fear is death, and I would have my secrets set down for those who come after. I have at times been accused of hubris, and perhaps this desire to record my life for posterity stems from that overbearing pride. Such judgement can be reserved for the readers of this work and for the Almighty Himself.

Time is passing quickly. I can all but feel the breath of Death on the nape of my neck. So I will begin with no further preamble. But where to start? I could tell of my childhood in a small village on the banks of the Tuede, but there is little remarkable to speak of there. No, I should commence with the day that my world changed forever. The day that blood, fear, fire and death descended on our once peaceful shores.

On that momentous morning my mind was teeming with images of a thing of wonder and beauty. A treasure that would prove to be an undying passion; the mistress I would turn to throughout my life. I have cherished her, fought and spilt blood for her. Even killed for her. And now, before my death, I aim to finally, truly entwine my story with hers.

This tale begins long ago when I was still a young man, heart swollen with pride. My sharp-witted mind overflowed with thoughts of knowledge and learning, of the perfection of words, philosophy and theology, and I had no inkling of the horrors that would befall Lindisfarnae on that fateful June day in the Year of Our Lord Jesus Christ 793.

The day the northern devils came.




Two

I can still recall the wonder of walking northward towards the holy isle of Lindisfarnae. The mule, cantankerous at times, but biddable enough, plodded along beside me. Brother Leofstan, long-legged and slender, strode ahead of us, as if he was keen to be away from my chatter. I walked with a spring to my step, tugging the laden beast to greater speed, more often using a softly spoken word of encouragement than a stroke of the hazel switch I carried. My heart soared at the feeling of freedom from being outside the minster of Werceworthe after so many months of inclement weather through the winter and spring.

I could still barely believe that Leofstan had chosen me, above all of the other novice monks, to accompany him. He was to bring a stack of freshly dried, stretched and scraped lamb skins to be used by the brothers at Lindisfarnae’s scriptorium. When I had heard, I begged to be taken with him.

“You would do better to apply yourself to your studies than trudging north with me,” he said.

“I have already finished committing to memory chapters eight to nineteen of the Regula,” I told him.

Leofstan raised an eyebrow.

“What about the Latin exercises?” he asked, squinting down his thin nose at me.

“I copied out all of the declensions and I have learnt those pronouns that deviate from the normal order.”

I proffered a wax-covered boxwood tablet to him. He took it, glancing down at my scratched letters in the thin veneer of beeswax. I have always had a natural ability with the learning of languages, both written and spoken, and I knew my Latin was all correct. His thin fingers traced the words as he read and he grunted, whether with approval or annoyance, I could not tell.

He stared at me for a long while.

“What is it that so draws you to Lindisfarnae?” he asked.

I longed to be free of the oppression of the minster, to travel further than the boundaries of the small parcel of land around Werceworthe. But I chose a different reply for Leofstan.

“You often tell us that the scribes of Lindisfarnae are the best in the whole of Christendom,” I said. “Now that I have begun to learn the finer arts of writing, I would like to see the finest writing in the world.” He stared at me, his thin, wrinkled face expressionless. Was there a slight creasing of his brows? I pressed on regardless, forcing myself to stare into his eyes with what I hoped was an open and eager mien. “I think I would learn much from watching the scribes at Lindisfarnae work and,” I said, adding what I hoped would be the winning argument to my cause, “I would also welcome the chance to see the head of Saint Oswald and the bones of Saint Cuthbert; to offer up a prayer to that splendorous king and to the most sacred of holy men. I would pray for my dear mother’s immortal soul. May she rest in the eternal peace of the Almighty’s bosom.”

I felt a pang of guilt at using my mother’s memory to get my way. She had died when I was but a small boy, and my recollection of her was nebulous. And yet my words were not a lie. I would pray for her soul to the saints of Lindisfarnae, if Leofstan took me with him.

My teacher frowned and was silent. I was often as lazy as I was talented at languages and scribing and he clearly had his doubts as to my sincerity. For several heartbeats I was certain that he would reject my request, but after a time, he nodded.

“Very well,” he said. “You will attend me on the journey. You might learn much from the brothers at Lindisfarnae. The mule will be your responsibility. Do not make me regret my decision.”

I am quite sure he regretted his decision more than once as we headed north on the old crumbling road of Deira Stræt. I was poor company and the closer we got to our goal the harder I found it to suppress my excitement. I pointed out a tiny tan-coloured warbler, flitting in and out of a tangle of gorse. Leofstan glanced at the small bird, nodding absently. Free of the rule of silence imposed in the minster, I talked incessantly and, looking back, I see that Leofstan was indulgent to my whims. I thought nothing of it then. I was genuinely excited to see the monks’ work in the scriptorium that supplied Gospels, missals and psalters to bishops and kings all across the world, from distant Roma in the south, to far-away Duiblinn in the west. I was already fascinated with the art of creating books and I was sure that I would indeed learn from the masters of the craft; the best scribes in the land. I was also intrigued about what the head of Saint Oswald would look like. And what about the remains of the saintly Cuthbert, the bishop whose name was now forever intertwined with Lindisfarnae? Would I feel the power resonating from his tomb? Would I sense the holy energy throbbing from the reliquary that held Oswald’s wizened skull?

These were exciting questions for a young man who had not yet lived twenty summers. Little did I know then, as we walked north through the long warm summer days, that I would soon lay eyes on something of such exquisite beauty and dark mystery that my life would never be the same again. Leofstan had wanted me to learn from the trip, but I cannot believe he had any idea of how deep and vast that learning would prove, or what an impact that journey would have on both of our lives.

When we reached the crossing to the island we had to wait for the tide. We rested and I watched the terns and gulls swooping and wheeling in the cloud-streaked sky. A few cormorants swam in the dark waters to the south where the heads of seals bobbed above the surface. We sat in quiet for the most part. Now that we had almost reached our destination, with the fortress of Bebbanburg looming on the horizon to our right, my excited talk had been replaced by a tense anticipation of setting foot on the holy isle. Leofstan seemed content with the peace and surveyed the land, sea and sky in silence.

Eventually, the tide rolled out exposing the safe track across the mudflats to Lindisfarnae. The path, used by pilgrims and travellers, was marked with long staves that jutted from the dark sand.

Leofstan led the way and I pulled the mule behind me. It unnerved me to walk on land so recently covered by the sea, and the mule, perhaps sensing my unease, refused to walk at first. I tugged at his halter and cooed low soothing words and eventually he begrudgingly trudged down through the dunes and onto the flat sands that separated the holy island from the mainland of Britain. Despite the bright sun, the air was cool here; the blustery wind redolent of the sea.

“The way is safe enough,” said Leofstan, “but to stray from the path can see a walker stumble into deep mud.” He looked out over the mudflats to where oystercatchers strutted between pools that reflected the bright sky. “Out there you will find a quagmire that would suck at your limbs, holding you fast until the waters rush back with the next tide to claim another victim.”

I shuddered and dragged the mule onward so that I did not fall too far behind Leofstan.

I was glad when we reached the dry land of the island where I knew the waters of the sea would not engulf me come the next high tide. It was early afternoon and we passed the cluster of buildings that were the homes and workshops of the lay people who served the holy men and women of the minster. Men and women looked at us, but they were used to seeing tonsured monks passing through their settlement and they quickly went back about their business. A couple of children ran beside us for a time, excited to see new faces. A dog barked at the mule and chased after us until its owner, a broad man with the shoulders of one used to heavy labour, stepped out from the shade of a hut and whistled. The dog scampered back and the man raised a hand in welcome.

Leaving the settlement behind, we crossed the vallum, the ditch that encircled the monastery buildings, and walked the final steps of our journey. The brethren were filing into the chapel and, looking at the sun, I realised it must be time for the office of None, the ninth hour. I thought Leofstan, who was never one to miss a prayer, would have me tether the mule and follow the others into the church. But before we arrived at the building, a figure hurried towards us.

It was a young monk, maybe two or three years my senior, with hooded eyes peering out from a face ravaged by some childhood disease.

“Brother Leofstan?” he asked, breathless. Leofstan nodded. “You are well met. Brother Oslac sent me to meet you.”

Leofstan raised an eyebrow.

“And you are?”

“Tidraed, brother.”

Leofstan gestured in my direction.

“This is Hunlaf.”

Tidraed nodded absently, while turning and beckoning for us to follow him. He was heading towards the largest building in the monastery.

“Why the urgency?” Leofstan asked. “We have not even had a chance to unload the mule or to slake our thirst.”

“We saw you coming across the pilgrim’s path,” Tidraed said. “Oslac has found something he wants you to see.” He halted and turned to face us. His eyes flicked to the chapel from where now echoed the familiar sounds of voices chanting the liturgy of None. “He thinks it best you see it now while the rest of the brothers are at prayer.”

Leofstan scratched at the back of his head. He glanced at me, but I could not decipher his expression. With a shrug, he said, “Lead on then, Tidraed.”

When we reached the large building, an elderly man was standing in the doorway. His pale face was lined with age and the little hair that remained about his ears was white and floated in the breeze like gossamer.

“It is good to see you, Brother Oslac,” said Leofstan, stepping forward and holding out a hand.

“There is no time for that,” said the old monk. Turning, he hurried into the gloom of the building. Frowning, Leofstan followed. I left the mule cropping at the straggly grass that clung to the sandy soil and rushed inside. I had no idea what I was about to witness, but Oslac exuded a nervous sense of expectation that kindled my imagination.

Inside the long hall, the afternoon light slanted in through the unshuttered windows. Motes of dust danced in the sunlight. It was cool and still. I blinked after the bright daylight. But the smells that pervaded the air told me the story of the place before my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. The acrid bite of the vinegar, copperas and oak galls used to make the encaustum, the faintly animal tang of the vellum, the liberal dusting of pounce, the oily sweet scent of feathers. As my eyes adjusted I saw the writing desks, the scattered quills, and the stacks of books and scrolls, but I already knew I was inside the fabled scriptorium of Lindisfarnae.

I breathed in deep of the familiar smells and gazed about me. The room was easily twice the size of the scriptorium back at Werceworthe where I spent most of my days. The number of books dazzled me. I wanted to reach out and touch them all, to leaf through their pages and drink in their wisdom. I stepped towards the nearest writing desk to peer at the finely styled writing on the smooth calfskin vellum. But before I could begin to engross myself with what looked like a new rendition of the Calendar of Saint Willibrord, I saw that Leofstan, Tidraed and Oslac had reached the far corner of the room.

“Can the boy be trusted?” asked the old man, peering back at me.

“Of course,” replied Leofstan without hesitation. “And he is as sharp as any student I have ever had. I would not have brought him with me otherwise.”

Oslac beckoned to me impatiently. I hurried over, my heart swelling with pride at my teacher’s words. The three of them were looking down at an object on a table. As I approached, Oslac pulled away a cloth that had been covering it and their faces were lit in a warm glow, as from a fire’s embers.

Leofstan crossed himself. I could not see what they were gazing at and had to lean over Tidraed’s shoulder to get a glimpse. I gasped and for a time I was unable to breathe or speak, such was the beauty of what lay before me.

It was a book, but a book unlike any I had ever seen before. All books are of great value, of course. They are made from the hides of many animals, be they calves or lambs, the letters are painstakingly scratched onto the parchment and the ink is expensive. The best books have coloured pictures and patterns on their pages, and sometimes even a thin layer of gold is applied to highlight certain characters or images. The covers are likewise decorated and adorned with patterns and in rare cases even gemstones and precious metals. At Werceworthe, Leofstan had allowed me to read a copy of the Gospels. It was the most precious of all the books in the minster, richly decorated inside and out; a tome of staggering beauty and value. But nothing I had ever seen before had prepared me for the book that Oslac had uncovered.

The light spearing through the dark of the scriptorium from the nearest shutter fell upon the closed book, reflecting from myriad gems and the finest golden scroll work. The distant sound of the brethren singing in the chapel drifted through the open window, as if they sang in praise of what we gazed upon. We stood in silence for a time, all seemingly unable to speak, or perhaps unwilling to break the spell cast by the masterful craftsmanship of the cover’s decorations. I drank in the swirling images, picking out details of what looked like letters that formed no words I recognised. The twists and turns of gold swarmed over the cover in designs so complex I was sure they had a meaning that eluded me. Such was the elaborate detail of the ornamentation, I felt stupid to stand in its presence. The book was about the length of a man’s arm and perhaps half as wide. It was encrusted with jewels dotted over the cover. They glimmered in the dust-swirled light from the window, like animal eyes staring out from a thicket of golden branches. At the centre of the tome nestled the largest gem of all, a brilliant blood-red stone, held in an intricate nest of golden threads that flowed away like roots of a tree to join a solid band of gold that spanned the middle of the book’s cover.

Leofstan broke the awed hush.

“Where in all of God’s earth did you find this marvel?”

“How it came to be here is unimportant,” whispered Oslac, his tone tense. “It is what we do with it, that must be decided.”

“You mean…” Leofstan’s voice trailed off.

By way of answer, Oslac took a deep breath and, trembling as if the book might burn his fingers, he swung open the cover.

The first page was almost as elaborate as the cover. It was entirely taken up by a convoluted diagram. I peered at it for a moment, marvelling at the draughtsmanship, but making no sense of what seemed to be interlocking streams and paths. Close to the centre there was what looked like a great tree, around which water flowed. Above this were several curved lines that reminded me of the rings you see within a tree’s trunk when it has been felled. All over the picture were symbols and the images of people and animals.

Leofstan frowned and turned the page. This was filled with words and I pushed Tidraed aside so that I might get a better look. I quickly saw that the words were written in Latin. They had been formed by a master scribe. Despite the fine penmanship and brilliant colours of the inks, the book exuded a sensation of great age.

“The Treasure of Life,” I read aloud.

Oslac looked at me sharply and made the sign of the cross.

“I told you he was clever,” said Leofstan.

“What is it?” I asked.

Leofstan, as interested as me to know the answer, looked at Oslac, but the old monk shook his head. He held up a hand to his ear. I noticed that the sound of singing had vanished. The monks in the chapel would be finished soon.

“It is the teachings of a prophet named Mani,” Oslac said, “but there is no time to talk now.” Reaching over, he slammed the book shut and began wrapping it in the dusty cloth.

“Mani?” Leofstan whispered, his eyes bright. “Heresy then?”

Oslac finished hiding the tome’s lustre beneath the linen. He nodded to Tidraed, who picked it up and carried it to one of the many cabinets that lined the rear wall.

“It is knowledge and a thing of great beauty and worth,” he said. “It must not be destroyed.”

Leofstan’s face was sombre as he nodded in agreement.

“Destroyed?” I hissed, horrified at the thought.

Oslac smiled wearily.

“Alas, not all are as open to learning as you seem to be, young Hunlaf. There are those here that would burn any work they deem to stray too far from the established doctrine. They fear such heretical writings would pollute otherwise pure minds, leading them into temptation. Even damnation.”

I shivered.

“Is it the work of the Devil then?” I asked. Was the lavish binding, with its gems and gold, designed to entrap the unwary and doom them to hell for opening the pages and allowing the accursed words into their minds? I took a step back, making the sign of the cross.

Leofstan placed a calming hand on my shoulder.

“It is but a book,” he said. “Words and images on parchment. The work of men. Nothing more.”

“But what if it is evil?” I shuddered, imagining the flames of hell licking at my ankles. “Perhaps it should be destroyed.”

“No, Hunlaf!” Leofstan snapped. “Do not speak thus. I know you. You love books as much as I. They are a window into the past, into the minds of men long dead. Never speak of destroying them. Such is not God’s will.”

I nodded uncertainly. It was true that I loved books, but this talk of heresy had filled me with fear.

“You must speak to nobody of what you have seen here,” continued Leofstan, his voice earnest and stern. “Not until I have had time to study the contents at least.” He sighed. “Even if the words within the book are evil, they are but words. God is all powerful and fears nothing from words on pages in a book.”

Outside, we could hear the approach of the monks who had finished their prayers. Leofstan stared into my eyes and saw my unease.

“Remember how you felt when I told you the tale of the library of the Mouseion at Alexandria. You would not see this book burnt like all of those, would you?”

The story of the destruction of so much learning had appalled me. Such was my dismay, I had later dreamt of the great conflagration. In my dream, I had been trying to enter the flames to rescue the scrolls, but the intense heat had kept me outside, watching with tears streaming down my face at the terrible loss of such vast quantities of knowledge.

“No,” I said.

“Good. Then speak to nobody of what you have seen until we have had time to investigate more fully and decide what is best.”

He held my gaze, a fervent glow in his eyes I had never seen before. I nodded again.

The first of the monks was entering the scriptorium now and Leofstan relaxed and turned at the sound of a new voice.

“Brother Leofstan,” said an old man, who wore a large golden cross on his chest, which indicated he must be Hygebald, leader of the brethren here. Despite his age, Hygebald walked purposefully forward with arms outstretched. “What a delight to see you again. Who have we here?”

“Hunlaf, your Excellency.”

The bishop appraised me with a glance and I noted he had kindly eyes.

“Welcome, Hunlaf,” he said, then continued to Leofstan. “Have young Tidraed here and Hunlaf unload the mule. You must come with me and tell me tidings from the south.”

And with that he led Leofstan away.

All about the scriptorium, the scribes were seating themselves, sharpening quills, adjusting the pages before them, stirring encaustum and setting to the laborious task of copying whatever text they were working on. I wished that I could join them and fill my mind with the painstaking job of transcribing a document. Such work would have consumed me, occupied my hands and my mind, leaving no room for my troubled thoughts of heresy and cursed books.

But as I followed Tidraed outside, I could not push aside the vision of the book, blazing in the sunlight, gems gleaming. I wondered at the words I had read within the book. The Treasure of Life. What could it mean? Who was Mani and what could the detailed images I’d seen signify?

As I helped Tidraed to lift the reams of vellum from the mule and carry them into the gloom of the scriptorium, my eyes strayed to the far cabinet where the wondrous book was hidden and I knew I would not be able to rest until I had seen it again and deciphered its secrets.




Three

I didn’t see Leofstan for the rest of the day. I joined in with the office of Vespers and then sat with the brethren in silence at the evening meal. Tidraed sat across from me and only offered me a single brief signal with his hands that I recognised as a perfunctory welcome to the refectory. He glowered at me for a time and in the end I looked away, unsure of what had provoked his evident dislike of me.

After Compline, when it grew dark, I was shown to a small cell for visitors. There was no sign of Leofstan as I lay down to sleep on the small pallet. I noted that he was still not there when I awoke in the darkest part of the night for Vigils. My mind was in turmoil, but the rhythms of the minster were comforting to me and I rose again before dawn with the rest of the monks to walk over the dew-wet grass to the chapel for Matins.

After Hygebald gave the blessing, the brethren dispersed each to their own tasks and I found myself with the unusual situation of having nothing to do. So I wandered away from the minster, the sun tinging the east with golden light that reminded me of the cover of the heretical book Oslac had shown us.

I wanted time to think and I had a vague idea that, should I be berated for not attending Prime, I would say I had become lost. I crossed the vallum, and headed towards the cluster of huts occupied by the lay people. The scent of woodsmoke and fish was strong in the air as mackerel was being smoked on timber frames over fires on the beach. A mist lingered over the waves that whispered on the sand and stones. The smoke from the fires hazed the air, mingling with the mist. When I looked back towards the thatched roof of the church, I realised I could no longer make out the shapes of the buildings. A scratch of worry ran down my spine as I thought of the punishment I might face if I was found to have left the monastery. But the fear was only a dull nagging, easy to ignore. It was as nothing to the anguish I felt at keeping secret the existence of The Treasure of Life, which was how I had come to think of the book. I told myself I would speak to Leofstan at the earliest opportunity and demand answers. But in truth I knew I would do no such thing. He was my teacher and I feared him. And, I realised, as I walked onto the sand, I respected him. If he’d told me to keep this secret, it must be for the best. He would not wish me, or anyone, harm. I was sure of that. He was a firm master, but he was fair and just. And if what he’d said about people wishing to destroy the book was true, we had to proceed with caution.

My footfalls made little sound, as I stepped onto the strand, muted by the smoky haze in the cool morning air.

That was when I heard it: a lilting singing that rose and fell as though with the waves rolling up the beach. It was the voice of a young woman and she sang with effortless abandon, her mind clearly focused on something else. The song entranced me. There was something haunting and familiar about it, as if perhaps I had once heard it in a dream. Hesitating, I listened for a while before moving forward more slowly, not wanting to interrupt the creature that made such beautiful music, but also needing to glimpse the face of one whose voice was so sweet.

The shapes of the wooden frames that covered the flaking fish began to become clearer as I approached. The rising sun caused the fog to glow with a golden light. The mist was already thinning and I could make out the shadowy shape of the singing girl. She was moving from one fire to the next, pulling aside the frames, adding fuel as necessary, checking the fish and turning them when she deemed they needed it. She hummed and sang all the while, oblivious of my presence.

Again I felt a strange sense of familiarity. I shuffled a few steps closer, my emotions roiling. I wanted her to notice me, but I also wished to continue to watch her unseen. She was clearly poor. Her peplos and dress were threadbare and she was barefoot. Her hair was the russet brown of autumn leaves and it hung down her slender back in a single braid. She moved with the grace of a cat, no gesture out of place. She was lithe and strong, and her clothes, old and shabby as they were, still managed to accentuate the feminine curves of her hips and breasts.

“What are you staring at?” she asked without warning. She turned quickly to face me. Her plait swished and curled behind her.

“I… I…” I stammered. My mouth was as dry as if I had been hung over the smoke fires to cure along with the fish.

Her eyes blazed at me with a sudden anger and I thought she might pick up one of the sticks from the fires and strike me. I took a step back, mouth working but no words coming to me.

She stepped toward me and I flinched. Without warning, her expression changed from one of anger to amazement.

“Hunlaf?” she said. “Is that you?”

And just like that, I recognised her. I knew those eyes that glittered in the early morning sunlight. How many times before had I seen that same slight smile on her lips? With the golden dawn limning her features, I saw that her face was as beautiful as her singing. My heart jumped and pounded. She had always had a
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