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Chapter Eight

‘. . . and I can’t help but think that it was Mag Hobson whom Joanna de Courtenay – Joanna de Lehon – came here to find,’ Josse concluded, having detailed his theory to Abbess Helewise for the last half hour.

‘She being the woman friend of whom Denys de Courtenay spoke? But –’ Helewise had her doubts, although, at first, she could not put a finger on them.

‘But?’

She thought back to that interview with de Courtenay. What had he said about the woman Joanna might be seeking? Precious little, now she came to think about it. She has a friend hereabouts. A woman. I’m not sure where she lives.

Was there anything in those few words to imply the woman must be a noblewoman, someone from the same station of life as Joanna de Courtenay? No. There wasn’t. The description could equally well apply to a wise woman living out in the forest, although quite how Joanna would have come to know such a person was less easy to fathom  . . .

Josse, she realised, was waiting. ‘There isn’t a but. You are right, Sir Josse. Poor Mag Hobson could well be Joanna’s friend.’

‘The Sheriff’s man, Hugh, told me Mag used to work for an elderly couple in some modest manor house,’ Josse said eagerly, ‘so it seems to me that—’

‘That they – the old people – were kin to Joanna, and that she met Mag, who was their servant, while staying with them. Yes, yes, it does appear to fit. Yet why did de Courtenay not mention the old couple?’

‘Hm.’ Josse’s heavy brows descended into a scowl. ‘Her mother’s kin, do you think? Distantly related, so that de Courtenay has never come to hear of their existence?’

‘No, no,’ Helewise protested, ‘he knows – or so we presume – of her connection with Mag Hobson. Surely he must also be aware of how she came to know her.’ A thought occurred to her. ‘Sir Josse, what do you think of this?’ She paused, putting her thoughts in order.

Yes.

‘It is significant,’ she said carefully, ‘that, during my interview with Denys de Courtenay, he did his best not to reveal anything he could avoid telling me. For instance, he made only the briefest mention of Joanna’s woman friend, revealing neither her name and her whereabouts, nor her occupation. Looking back, it seems to me that he only mentioned a friend in the area at all as a reason for his looking for Joanna around here.’

‘Ye-es,’ Josse said slowly.

Helewise leaned forward eagerly. ‘Don’t you see? He didn’t mention the elderly couple because he didn’t need to! Having told me about the woman friend, that was enough! So the fact that he didn’t mention the old people doesn’t for one moment mean he didn’t know about them, even though his knowledge did not extend to the details of where they lived!’ She sat back, elated.

‘You reason well, Abbess Helewise,’ Josse said.

‘Ah, but I do have the advantage of having spoken to Denys de Courtenay face to face,’ Helewise said modestly. ‘Not that it is an experience I would commend to you.’

‘No, indeed.’ The deep frown had descended again. ‘Especially now that we know what he’s capable of.’

Helewise felt a chill creeping over her flesh. ‘You really believe it was he who attacked and murdered that poor old woman?’

‘I do.’

‘But, Sir Josse, should we be accusing him, even in the privacy of this room, before he has had a chance to speak up for himself? For us to accuse, judge and condemn is surely going too far!’

‘Abbess, think it through!’ Josse protested. ‘De Courtenay learns that his niece has fled her marital home, has come over the Channel to England, where, instead of seeking out her sole male relative and putting herself under his protection, she heads off into the wilderness of the great forest to try to find some old wise woman she once knew, when she used to stay with her mother’s family. In a house whose whereabouts de Courtnay doesn’t know. Now doesn’t that alone make you suspect that de Courtenay had something planned for Joanna that she knew she wouldn’t like?’

‘Not necessarily!’ Helewise protested.

‘Well, at least would you agree that it suggests Joanna had very good reason to dislike her uncle?’

‘He’s not her uncle, he’s her second cousin. Well, actually, she is his cousin’s child.’

‘He’s what?’

‘Her second cousin. De Courtenay explained that he and her father were cousins, so she and Denys are cousins distanced by a degree.’

‘Don’t you see the relevance of that?’ Josse demanded. ‘Abbess, I do wish you’d told me this before!’

‘I thought I had,’ she said feebly. ‘And, yes, of course I see the relevance. It means—’

‘It surely means that, having acquired his dispensation, he can marry her!’ Josse exploded. ‘Great God above, Abbess, isn’t that motive enough for a man to torture an old woman for information, and kill her when she won’t oblige?’

‘You mean, if Joanna were an heiress, or something?’

Josse muttered something under his breath; he seemed to be appealing for divine patience. ‘Yes, Abbess dear, I do mean if she were an heiress or something.’ He shook his head, grinning at her. ‘I suppose I must make allowances,’ he said kindly, ‘you have, after all, recently been sick.’

‘I am perfectly well now, thank you very much!’ she said, stung. ‘And there is nothing whatsoever wrong with my reasoning powers. It is only your own imagination that makes Joanna a rich heiress. There is nothing to prove it!’

Josse looked downcast. ‘Aye, I hate to admit it but you’re right.’ He sighed. ‘The woman I met certainly shows no evidence of wealth. The house was pretty comfortless and Joanna herself was dressed more like a peasant than a noblewoman. But that could be to disguise herself!’

Helewise laughed. ‘You never give up, do you?’

‘No,’ he said, getting to his feet.

‘Where are you going?’

He stared down at her. ‘Abbess, we’re forgetting about the first murder. Somebody put poison in the pie meant for Denys de Courtenay and that somebody must have been inconspicuous enough to slip into Goody Anne’s tap room, hear de Courtenay give his order, then somehow get to the pie before the serving girl did and lace it with poison.’

‘Inconspicuous,’ Helewise repeated. ‘Which appears to rule out Joanna, since, even disguised as a peasant, her cousin would recognise her. Yes?’

‘Aye,’ Josse confirmed. Helewise noticed a slight softening of his expression as he added, ‘She’s a striking woman.’

‘Ah.’ Putting that aside to consider later, Helewise said, ‘So you’re thinking it must have been Mag Hobson who was the poisoner?’

‘She was a wise woman,’ Josse said, making for the door. ‘We know that she was skilled, that people spoke highly of her.’ He gave Helewise a courteous bow. ‘There’s an hour or two of daylight left – I’m going back to have a look in her herb garden. I know it’s February and nothing much is growing above ground, and I’ll probably fail miserably, but I’m going to see if I can find any sign of wolf’s bane.’

Instinctively she called out, ‘Be careful!’

But he had already gone.



He found the way back to the pond and Mag Hobson’s little hut quite easily; the track had been well marked by the boots of the Sheriff’s men, and here and there he saw snapped-off twigs and leafless branches where the hurdle-bearers had caught their burden against the trees.

The clearing was deserted now. Tying Horace’s rein to a tree trunk, Josse looked around him. The hole in the ice which he had made to extract the corpse had already frozen over again, but now the ice stood up in sharp little peaks, like a miniature mountain range. The many muddy footprints at the pond’s edge had also frozen hard.

With the body gone, the clearing felt different. Josse stood still, letting his senses absorb information. After a while, he thought: yes. That’s it. It feels – good now. Earlier, the horror of that brutal death had overlaid the normal atmosphere of this place, but now she’s been taken away, the positive mood is returning.

It felt, he thought, a nice place. The very air seemed to have a quality that promised to make a man feel well  . . .

But he was not, he reminded himself firmly, there to take the air.

He strode over to the shack. The door was neatly tied shut by means of a length of twine passed through two iron eyes, one on the door, one on the door post. The Sheriff, Josse concluded, couldn’t have bothered to look inside Mag’s home; Sheriff Pelham wouldn’t have wasted his time tying the twine into that intricate and attractive knot.

Untying it, saying a silent apology to the dead woman for his violation of her handiwork, Josse unthreaded the twine and opened the door.

The interior was as neat, tidy and clean as he had expected. There was a small hearth in the centre of the beaten earth floor, stones laid in a circle, with kindling and small logs laid ready. Over the hearth, hanging from a simple tripod, was an ancient blackened pot. Empty.

On the far wall were several wooden planks serving as shelves, each bearing a load of containers of various sizes. There were also some implements: a knife, a mortar and pestle, some small pottery bowls, a row of flasks. All appeared scrupulously clean.

There was a three-legged stool beside the hearth, and, hanging on the wall behind it, a heavy cloak.

A short ladder led to an upper platform; standing on the second rung, Josse found his eyes came level with the platform. On it were a straw-stuffed palliasse and some covers.

Making a mental note to come back and inspect the shelves if he had no luck in the herb garden, Josse went outside again, looping the twine back through its eyes and re-tying it to secure the door. His knot, he noticed, was nowhere near as elegant as Mag’s.

He ignored the vegetable patch, on the grounds that even the most junior wise woman would know better than to grow her wolf’s bane in with her cabbages. Squaring his shoulders – he was feeling distinctly uneasy about his quest – he walked over to the carefully-tended rectangle where Mag Hobson had cultivated her herbs.

Some plants he recognised straight away. Evergreen ivy, juniper and the tough, spineless stems of broom. Others he was less sure about: some tiny green shoots poking out from the ground could be saffron and these woody stems, sharp-edged where the dead growth of last year’s flowering had been cut back, might they be dill? He grinned to himself. They might. But, given the paucity of his herbal knowledge, they might be virtually anything.

Divisions had been made in the garden by means of low hedges of box. There was a small bed, roughly square, which was entirely hedged in; wondering if this were a method which Meg had employed to keep the most deadly plants separate, Josse went to have a closer look.

Hunching into his cloak, putting up the hood – he was rapidly becoming colder and colder – he crouched down over the sleeping ground.

The earth had recently been disturbed, that he could see. But it looked more as if someone had been planting things than digging them up. Would that be right? Would a herbalist be planting, in the middle of an icy February? He had no idea. This, he realised, was hopeless; unless he dug over the entire bed and just happened to find the radish-shaped tubers of wolf’s bane – and was he going to be able to distinguish them from similar tubers, without the grave risk to himself of putting them to the tasting test? – then he might as well give up.

Wearily, he rubbed his hands over his face. It had seemed such a good idea, but—

‘Don’t move,’ a voice said softly right in his ear. He gave a great instinctive start – he had heard nothing! no footfall, no sinuous approach – which wasn’t very sensible since someone was holding a blade to his throat.

He said, equally softly, ‘I won’t. Not until you move that knife.’

As soon as he spoke, he felt his assailant relax.

And Joanna said, ‘Sir Josse! I thought you were—’ She stopped.

‘Denys de Courtenay?’

She stood a pace off, eyeing him. In the dim light of the clearing, it was difficult to read her face, shaded as it was by a fold of her woollen shawl. To her credit, she didn’t even try saying innocently, ‘Denys who?’ Instead, sheathing her knife, she remarked, ‘You’ve met him, then.’

‘Not I. But while I was being cared for by the sisters at Hawkenlye Abbey – for the after-effects of my concussion – he paid a visit to its Abbess.’

‘Abbess Helewise.’ She nodded. ‘I have heard tell of her.’

‘Do I sense approval?’

‘You do. They – my informant held her in high regard. She – they only knew of the Abbess by repute, but that was enough for the formation of a good opinion.’

‘Rightly founded. Abbess Helewise is a fine woman. Who, I might add, shares your opinion of Denys de Courtenay.’

‘I was not aware of having ventured an opinion,’ Joanna said frostily.

‘You don’t deny that you know him?’

She hesitated. ‘No. There seems little point. He and my late father were cousins.’

‘And he is searching for you,’ Josse said. ‘According to him, you are half out of your wits with grief, unhinged from the pain of losing your husband in a hunting accident and you—’

‘I’m what?’ She burst out laughing, a musical peal that rang through the silent glade. ‘Is that the best he could do? Anxious cousin, sole strong, protective male relation, searching for grief-stricken and feeble young widow? Great heavens, I’d have thought Denys could have come up with something a little more original.’

‘Neither Abbess Helewise nor I believed him,’ Josse said.

‘Why not?’ she demanded instantly.

‘Me, because I had met you. Seen your fear, observed your desperate need to hide from someone, whom I guessed to be Denys. The Abbess because, as I said, she has met him.’

‘And she didn’t take to him.’ It was a statement, not a question.

Josse laughed briefly. ‘You could say that.’ His knees were beginning to ache from contact with the cold ground. ‘May I get up?’

‘Oh, yes, yes. Of course.’

They faced each other from two paces apart. He could see her face more clearly now; the dark eyes were watchful, and the slight frown suggested she was thinking hard.

Thinking that it might not be such a bad idea after all to confide in him?

He said tentatively, ‘I have a great will to help you, Joanna. I believe I know more about you than you think and, if you will accept my word, I swear to you that I will protect you from—’

‘I don’t need protection!’ she cried.

He took a step closer to her. ‘No?’ he shouted. ‘Perhaps not, although I wouldn’t back your small blade against the man who damned nearly smashed my head in, for no greater provocation than that he didn’t want me following him!’

‘You let him take you unawares,’ she shouted back, ‘as you did just now with me! I know him better, sir knight, and I take more care!’

‘He will find you, Joanna!’ Josse insisted. ‘You know now what methods he uses – you must agree!’

She had gone very still. ‘Methods?’ she repeated, her voice a whisper.

Good God, didn’t she know? ‘Mag Hobson is dead,’ he said gently.

‘Yes, so I heard.’

‘You have contact with the world, then? You speak to people, now and again?’

She shrugged that off. ‘I go in for provisions sometimes. My face well covered, you’ll be relieved to hear. News of Mag’s death was still fresh, the last time I visited Tonbridge.’

‘So fresh, I would judge, that they didn’t know how she died.’

‘She drowned! Slipped on the icy bank and fell into the pond!’ He made no answer. ‘Didn’t she?’

He was reluctant to tell her. But perhaps, if he did, it would serve to persuade her of her vulnerability.

No woman, he was sure, not even Joanna, was a match for Denys de Courtenay.

‘Mag was attacked,’ he said neutrally. ‘She was beaten, some of her fingers were broken, then her head was held down under the water till she was dead.’

Joanna’s hands flew to her mouth, half muffling her cry. ‘Oh, no! Oh, Mag, no!’

Pursuing the advantage of having breached her defences, he said, ‘To make her tell him where you were, do you think? To make her reveal the whereabouts of that old manor house she took you to? Where she hid you away, so that he couldn’t find you? Where she—’

‘Stop!’ she shouted. Then, her shoulders beginning to heave as her sobs took hold, she said shakily, ‘Please, please, stop!’

And the gloved hands now entirely covered her face as Joanna gave herself to her grief.

It was more than he could stand. He stepped forward and took her in his arms, cradling her face against his chest, stroking the back of her head. The rough shawl fell back, and he felt her smooth hair, slipping easily beneath the leather of his gloved palm. ‘I’m sorry,’ he murmured, ‘so sorry, Joanna. But you have to know the truth, you must be aware of the lengths he will go to in order to find you.’

She went on sobbing. He closed his arms around her, bending to kiss the top of her head. His gestures were instinctive, intended to comfort her, as he might comfort a child or a frightened animal. To let her know she wasn’t entirely alone, that someone  . . .

Whatever he intended, it was not what she understood. Leaning back in his arms, face turned up to his, suddenly she put her hands behind his head and, pulling him down towards her, kissed him hard full on the mouth.

With her strong, lithe body pressed against him, he began instantly to respond. His mouth opening, he eased her lips further apart with his tongue, caressing hers, feeling the violent sexual excitement flood through him. He could feel her breasts pushed up against his chest, feel her muscular legs firm against his thighs. Feel his erection, hard and full.

Breaking away, she stepped back a pace. Wiping the tears from her cheeks, she said, ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.’

Lost for words, he said the first thing that entered his head. ‘Isn’t that what I’m supposed to say?’

Amazingly, she chuckled. ‘Not when it was so plainly I who started it.’ Then, remembering, she said, ‘Oh, sweet Lord. What am I to do?’

‘Let me help!’ he said quickly. ‘Let me come with you!’ She shot him a quick glance. ‘Oh, Joanna, not for that!’ He grinned. ‘Remember, I offered my aid before you flung yourself into my arms.’

‘You did,’ she agreed.

‘Well, then! Can you not trust me?’

She went on staring at him, as if her very life depended on her decision.

Which, Josse thought, perhaps it did.

‘I—’ she began. Then, more firmly, ‘Let me think about it.’

‘What is there to think about?’

‘You don’t know!’ she shouted, angry suddenly. ‘It’s not as simple as you seem to think, sir knight! There are many things to weigh up and only I can do so.’

‘Can’t I help?’

‘No, you can’t.’ Anger gone, she gave him a sudden sweet smile. ‘Yes, I dare say you could in fact be very helpful and I can’t say I’m not tempted. But I need some time on my own. To think it all through, without you going and confusing me by kissing me again.’ Now the smile was wide and free, and he could see just how beautiful a woman she was.

‘Me kissing you?’ he murmured.

‘I’m going now,’ she announced, tightening the cord around her waist. ‘You mustn’t follow me. If you do, you’ll never see me again.’

It sounded overdramatic, but he had a good idea she spoke the truth. Just how would he set about finding that ancient manor deep in the forest, unless she gave him a clue? ‘Very well. You have my word.’

She nodded. ‘Thank you. Stay here by Mag’s house for a slow count of a hundred, then you may go.’

Mag’s house. Belatedly he remembered why he had come. ‘Joanna!’

She had turned away, but now spun round to face him again. ‘Yes?’

‘Who dug up the wolf’s bane and smuggled it into the pie? It was Mag, wasn’t it?’

But, her face shadowed suddenly, she didn’t answer except to remark, ‘You have been busy.’ Then, running out of the clearing, she shouted, ‘Start counting!’

He counted to a hundred extremely slowly. She might be counting, too – in fact, undoubtedly she would be – and he didn’t want her to think he was cheating. It mattered terribly that she trust him.

When the hundred had long been reached, he untied Horace and, leading him along in the deepening gloom of approaching night, headed back towards the Abbey.





Chapter Eighteen

He awoke to find himself lying quite comfortably on the floor in front of the fire. Joanna was sitting in his chair, looking quite composed, hands folded in her lap.

He turned his head a little, enough to look at the place where de Courtenay had fallen.

The body was no longer there.

Relaxing – had he dreamt the whole thing, after all? – he closed his eyes and did a quick tally of his wounds.

The great slice into his right arm felt hot, but numb. Whatever Joanna had done had dulled the pain and he thanked God for her skills. If you’ve got to earn yourself a deep wound, he thought vaguely, then what better time than when you have an apprentice wise woman under your roof?

The main pain came from his neck, where, it seemed, one of de Courtenay’s dagger pricks had gone in more deeply. The wound was throbbing in time to his heartbeat. Throb . . . throb . . . throb  . . .

From somewhere nearby, a voice said softly, ‘Don’t fight to stay awake, Josse. All is well. Sleep now, and you will heal the quicker.’

It made sense.

Relaxing, giving in to the drowsiness, he let himself drift off.


When next he awoke, it was almost totally dark. The hall was lit by a solitary candle, and someone – Joanna – had covered him warmly with a fur rug.

He was, he realised, terribly thirsty.

Opening parched lips – he experienced a dry, cracking sensation as he did so – he whispered, ‘I need to drink.’

Instantly she was there, swooping down beside him, one hand behind his head to support him while, with the other hand, she held a cup to his lips.

‘There – gently now! Not too much!’

The cool, refreshing water slid into his mouth. He swallowed, and she let him take another sip. Then she took the cup away.

‘More!’ he protested.

She was wiping his mouth with a cold, damp cloth, and he licked his lips to take in the moisture. ‘No more for now,’ she said. ‘Soon, another couple of sips.’

He relaxed against the cushions under his head. ‘Thank you.’

‘How do you feel?’

‘Sleepy.’ Then: ‘It’s dark. Is it night?’

‘Yes. Are you in pain?’

He did his inventory again. ‘My neck hurts.’

‘Where?’

He raised a hand that felt as heavy as a boulder and indicated.

‘I see.’

He sensed her move away. Quite soon she came back, and he felt something cool press against the throbbing wound in his neck. It stung at first, but then that stopped. And so did the pain.

‘You,’ he murmured, ‘are a goddess.’

‘No!’ she cried instantly. Then she muttered, ‘Ah, but he’s joking, not blaspheming.’ She said, in her normal tone, ‘It’s just something Mag taught me.’

‘An apprentice wise woman,’ he murmured. ‘Just what I thought.’

‘What’s that?’ She sounded wary.

‘Nothing, my love.’ He shifted his weight slightly, making himself more comfortable. ‘Just a thought I had earlier, when I woke up and realised my arm didn’t hurt.’

‘It is a deep wound,’ she said sombrely. ‘I’ve stitched it together, but we must watch carefully for any signs of infection.’

‘Stitched it together.’ He felt slightly sick again.

‘Yes. Don’t worry, Josse, Mag taught me well.’

‘Aye, I’m sure.’ He fought with the sickness which seemed determined to rise. To take his mind off thoughts of her handiwork, he asked, ‘Where is de Courtenay? He was lying just there, and now he isn’t.’

‘Don’t worry about that, either. He’s taken care of,’ she said soothingly.

‘You didn’t manage that, all on your own!’ He’d noticed she was strong, but not that strong, surely! De Courtenay had been no weakling, no lightweight.

‘No, no,’ she was saying. ‘Josse, I’m not the only one with loyal friends. Your Will, now, would, I warrant, do anything for you.’

‘Will?’

‘Yes. Will. He and I took de Courtenay outside – we wanted to act now, under cover of night – and Will is burying the body in a ditch.’

‘Burying him?’

‘He is dead. You realise that?’

‘Of course! But—’

But what? But we must send for the Sheriff, report the murder, describe the circumstances, hope that, by so doing, we convince them that it was self-defence?

And supposing they don’t agree? What then?

Then I, Josse thought – for no part of him could even contemplate letting Joanna take the blame – then I would go on trial for murder. And I might very well hang.

But to bury de Courtenay in a New Winnowlands ditch! Not even to bury the corpse himself, but to have Will do it!

Could his conscience ever rest easy again, bearing the stain of all that?

His conscience was, he quickly realised, going to have to do its best. The alternative was unthinkable.

He said, ‘Joanna, would you fetch Will?’

‘Of course.’

She came back quite quickly – presumably Will’s ditch was not far distant – and Will, looming behind her, said, ‘Sir? I hope I’ve done as you’d wish, but I’ve put him right at the bottom of that long trench I was digging down at the end of the orchard, where we was worrying about the tendency for that corner to flood. He’s down deep, sir, won’t nobody find him, leastways, not if they don’t know where to look.’

Will’s earnest face touched Josse deeply. He reached out his hand, and, after a small hesitation, Will put out his too and grasped it.

‘Thank you, Will,’ Josse said. ‘It’s more than I have any right to ask of you, but thank you.’

‘You didn’t ask.’ Will grinned briefly. ‘You wasn’t in no state to ask aught of anybody, sir.’ He glanced at Joanna. ‘And I couldn’t stand by and see the young lady here struggling all by herself with such a task, now, could I?’

‘But, Will, if there should ever be investigations about him, if anybody should ask you directly what you knew  . . .’

Will waited courteously to see if he were going to finish. When he didn’t, Will said, ‘If anybody should ask about a body, I should say, body? What body?’

‘De Courtenay’s body!’ Josse said, beginning to feel fuddled again.

And Will, adopting a convincing expression of bovine dullness, said, ‘Eh? Who? Never heard of him.’

‘I won’t forget this, Will,’ Josse said.

Will was getting up. ‘I know that, sir. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a trench to finish backfilling.’


Alone again with Joanna, Josse said, ‘Is it safe? Do you think he’ll ever be found?’

She shrugged. ‘Who can say? But I doubt it. For one thing, Will has, as he said, buried him deep. For another, what is there to connect Denys de Courtenay with you or New Winnowlands? I think we can safely discount the peasant who came here to summon you into Denys’s trap – it’s not likely that a wretch like him would speak out against a knight. What would be the point? Anything he said would be instantly dismissed.’

‘He wasn’t the only one,’ Josse murmured. ‘De Courtenay had another two outside with him.’

Joanna shrugged. ‘The same applies to them. Apart from them, who else but you and I know that Denys followed you here?’

‘Brother Saul,’ Josse murmured, ‘and the Abbess Helewise.’

‘Both of whom are your true and loving friends,’ she countered quickly, ‘and who, if you tell them the truth, will understand that this death is not on your conscience. That you fought bravely, but were overcome. That, holding out against threatened torture, your courage cannot be faulted.’ She paused, took a deep breath and said, ‘That another hand killed Denys de Courtenay.’

He said softly, ‘Never admit that again. Not to me, not to anybody.’

She stared deep into his eyes. And, after a pause, whispered, ‘No. I won’t.’

‘I will tell the Abbess,’ he announced presently, ‘that de Courtenay was stricken as we fought. That it was by pure mischance that he fell on to my blade—’

‘– which just happened to pierce his heart,’ she finished. There was a wry humour in her voice. ‘Josse, you won’t do that. Whatever explanation you choose to give, I should, if I might suggest, keep it brief.’

‘But she’ll want to know,’ he protested. ‘I’ll have to tell her something!’

Joanna put her hand on his brow, smoothing out the frown. ‘Dear Josse,’ she murmured. ‘You can’t bear to think of lying to those you love, can you?’

‘I—’ He stopped. She was right, it was something he could not contemplate. Helewise’s face sprang into his mind, frowning as she worried over some matter he had taken to lay at her feet, willingly putting all her intelligence and her experience at his disposal. Which, considering everything else constantly clamouring for her attention, was a gift indeed.

‘She’s—’ he began. ‘She’s a woman who—’

But he was attempting to explain Helewise to Joanna. And that, he realised, was something he would find difficult, even were he not suffering from a grievous wound.

‘It’s all right,’ Joanna said soothingly. ‘I understand.’

And, light-headed as he was, possibly seeing with a greater clarity than when he was fully himself, he knew that she did.


It was only when he woke the next morning that he remembered Brother Saul was also under his roof. Also under the care of Joanna.

He said, as soon as she appeared with a drink and a light breakfast of a bowl of thin gruel, ‘How is Brother Saul?’

She smiled. ‘Brother Saul is quite well. So well, in fact, that he left us soon after first light and is even now riding back to Hawkenlye to put his Abbess’s mind at rest.’

‘What’s he going to tell her?’ Josse struggled to sit up.

‘Don’t worry!’ She put out a restraining hand. ‘He will tell her the truth, but the truth as he has been told it.’

‘Which is?’

Her eyes widened into an expression of innocence. ‘Don’t you remember? Oh, dear, it must be because you’re still not yourself! Listen well, then, and I will tell you. There was a fight, between you and Denys, and you drew your dagger to defend yourself, and he fell against it when he tripped.’

He held her eyes. ‘That’s the truth?’

‘It is,’ she said firmly.

‘Can you live with that?’ he whispered.

And, raising her chin, she replied, ‘I can.’


It was two days before she would let him ride, and, even then, she told him crossly that he was daft even to think of it, and he ought to be abed still, building up his strength. By the time he was a third of the way to Hawkenlye, he was beginning to agree with her.

He had resisted her attempts to persuade him to let her go too. If he were going to have to lie to Abbess Helewise – which he knew he was – then it would be marginally better not to have a witness. Particularly if that witness were Joanna.

He made himself ignore his weakness. He urged Horace on, infected now with a sense of urgency. Even though he knew Brother Saul would have told the Abbess what had happened – the version he had been given, that was – still Josse longed to reassure her himself.

Clinging on as Horace increased his pace to a sprightly canter, Josse gritted his teeth and tried to work out what he was going to say.


Helewise had spent an awful few days.

Brother Saul’s return mid-way through the morning two days ago had given her the blessed relief of knowing he was alive and well, and apparently none the worse for his ordeal.

‘But you were attacked!’ she had protested after listening to his tale. ‘Saul, you must let Sister Euphemia attend to your hurts!’

‘What hurts I received were mild,’ he reassured her. ‘And Joanna looked after me – she has a gentle hand and a sound knowledge of remedies.’

Helewise had observed, with interest, the distinct softening of Brother Saul’s features as he spoke of Joanna.

‘Well, it’s wonderful to have you safely home, Saul,’ she said, ‘an answer to my prayers.’

His face clouded. ‘Abbess, you may not be so glad when I relay to you the news I bring.’

He had then told her about Denys de Courtenay’s attack on Josse, the fight between the two men and de Courtenay’s death.

‘And they buried him out there at New Winnowlands?’ she repeated, astounded. ‘But why—’

She made herself stop. Brother Saul was not the person to whom she should address that question.

Thanking him, telling him again how grateful she was for his safe return, she dismissed him. And began her long wait for the arrival of Josse.


He came into her room two days later. She could see at once that he had been hurt; his face was deathly pale and he held his right wrist supported in his left hand. There were small cuts on his throat, neck and left cheek.

‘Sir Josse!’ she cried. ‘Oh, but you’ve been wounded!’

‘I’m all right,’ he said instantly and unconvincingly; he was, she could see, swaying on his feet. She rushed round from behind her table, took him by the left arm and guided him to her chair, carefully sitting him down and hovering anxiously over him.

‘Do you feel faint?’

‘I’m all right!’

She tutted under her breath, then went outside into the cloister and summoned a passing nun to go and find Sister Euphemia. ‘Ask her, please, Sister Beata, to prepare a heartening draught, and bring it back with you for our visitor. Quick as you can, please!’

Then she returned to Josse.

‘I’m honoured,’ he said, looking up at her with a faint smile, ‘to be allowed to sit in your seat.’

‘I shall not make a habit of permitting it,’ she replied, trying to match his attempt at levity. ‘But today you look as if you need it.’

‘Aye, I do.’ He moved his arm a little, wincing as he did so.

‘A relic of your fight with Denys de Courtenay?’ she asked softly.

‘Aye.’

‘And he tripped and fell on to your dagger, and suffered a fatal wound, Brother Saul tells me.’

‘Aye.’

She noticed that he did not meet her eye. She knew straight away that he was lying; the perplexing question was, why?

She walked slowly back to the door, opening it to see if there were any sign of Sister Beata. If Josse killed Denys de Courtenay during a fight in which Denys was the instigator, she reasoned to herself, then that was surely self-defence and no crime has been committed. And there are witnesses to swear that Denys was indeed the instigator of the fight.

Why, then, would Josse  . . .

Her thoughts trailed to a stop.

Yes. Of course.

Sister Beata was hurrying across the cloister, bearing a stoppered flask and a mug. ‘Sister Euphemia says he can have as much of this as he wants, it’s quite mild, and that if you need her, say so, except that could it wait a while as she’s just setting a broken wrist and can’t come right away unless it’s terribly urgent,’ she said, all in one breath. Helewise had the impression that Sister Beata was repeating the infirmarer’s exact words, and wanted to say them quickly before she forgot any of them.

She took the flask and mug from Sister Beata. ‘Thank you, Sister. Please tell Sister Euphemia that, for the present, there is no need for her to come. I will let her know if the situation changes.’

Sister Beata, knowing herself to be dismissed, made a bow and walked slowly away.

Helewise gave Josse a long drink of the infirmarer’s restorative. A little colour returned to his face. With a deep sigh, he put the mug down on the table.

He said, without any preliminaries, ‘Ninian is the child of Henry of England.’

Helewise felt her mouth drop open. ‘The late King?’

‘Himself.’

‘This was one of the unfortunate things you referred to, when you spoke of Joanna’s past?’ she asked gently.

‘Er – aye.’ He leaned towards her, his face intent. ‘That rat of a cousin took her to court one Christmas, paraded her before the King and, when the King took a fancy to her, made quite certain he got her. De Courtenay himself led her to the King’s bed, held her down while the King took her. He—’

‘Sir Josse, I don’t need to hear any more,’ she interrupted, laying her hand briefly on his shoulder. ‘I had surmised, from what little you told me before, that something of this nature had occurred. I had not, however, imagined a seducer of such exalted rank.’ She paused, biting her lip as she thought deeply. ‘And de Courtenay wanted to make a bid to put the boy on the throne?’

‘He did.’

‘Which Joanna, obviously, didn’t want.’

‘Why is that obvious?’ Josse demanded. ‘I’d been taking it for granted until just now, riding over here, when it suddenly occurred to me to ask just why she’s so set against the idea.’

‘Oh, Sir Josse, think!’ Helewise was quite surprised he should ask that. ‘What good impressions can Joanna de Courtenay possibly have of Plantagenet court life? Seduced and impregnated by the King of England, then, when she became an inconvenience, married off to some Breton knight to get her out of the way. Would any woman want to introduce her beloved only son into such a world? I know I should not, in her place.’

‘But the power and the riches!’ he protested. ‘The world would lie at the boy’s feet, were he King!’

‘Only part of the world,’ she pointed out. ‘And it would by no means be a foregone conclusion that he would ever be King, since there are several other contenders for the throne, even assuming King Richard no longer sat upon it. And just imagine the danger to Ninian, once his identity had been revealed! Why, every other faction with its eyes on the throne would be after his blood! No, Sir Josse. The reason for Joanna’s reluctance is perfectly obvious to me.’

‘Hmm.’ He was frowning, his face creased in lines of anxiety. And also, she thought, studying him closely, of sorrow.

‘Sir Josse?’ she asked. ‘What is it?’

He raised his head and turned mournful eyes on her. ‘She didn’t tell me,’ he said quietly.

‘Didn’t tell you what?’

‘Who the lad’s father was. She told me everything else – oh, I had all the sordid details – but not that.’

‘Perhaps she didn’t know?’ It seemed unlikely and Helewise knew she was clutching at straws.

‘She must have done. Anyway, if she didn’t, it makes a nonsense of her elaborate plan to keep Ninian out of de Courtenay’s reach. That was why she agreed to his coming here while I took her off to New Winnowlands – she was leading de Courtenay away from him.’

‘Yes, that makes sense,’ Helewise agreed.

‘So why didn
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