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FOREWORD


The first edition of The Falcons of Montabard was nominated for several awards in the UK and the USA, and was one I enjoyed writing tremendously. Indeed, I have loved revisiting it and giving it a swift polish and brush-up. Although nothing major has changed.


My thanks for allowing me the delight of a revisit go to my perceptive editor Maddie West at Sphere, and the rest of team Sphere at Carmelite House for their dedication and enthusiasm.


While plans and preparations for the reissue of Falcons were ongoing, my agent Carole Blake very suddenly passed away. Carole was the first publishing professional to read the novel, and there to cheer me on at the RNA Awards for which it was shortlisted. She was with me every step of the way, and I embrace the tremendous debt that I owe to her for every one of my novels.


I now have Carole’s dear colleague Isobel Dixon as my agent and I want to acknowledge her contribution as another truly remarkable and insightful person and to say how fortunate I am to have her, and the support of the brilliant team at the Blake Friedmann Agency – may it long continue.









CHAPTER 1


Port of Barfleur,
25 November, 1120


Sabin FitzSimon stood on the wharfside in the gathering dusk and watched King Henry’s ship, the Mora, put to sea. A chill wind chamfered the iron-coloured waves with silver as the galley diminished to a dark beetle shape toiling through the troughs. The fading plash of her oars carried back to shore and Sabin smiled to hear the sound because it heralded the success of his scheming. With the King’s departure for England, his way was clear.


The young woman at his side moved closer until her hip grazed his. Her hood was drawn up against the cold, and strands of auburn hair had escaped her veil to whip in the stiff salt breeze. Lora was still fresh, still had that glimmer of innocence that was so fleeting in the court whores, and he should know. At two and twenty, Sabin FitzSimon had had them all. It was said at court that Sabin kept a notched tally stick of his seductions, but it wasn’t true. He had no particular interest in remembering those who had gone before. His pleasure was in the pursuit, and there was a keener edge to this particular chase, for Lora was a favourite bedmate of King Henry’s and Sabin was trespassing on royal territory.


Shouldering a wine cask, a porter emerged from one of the dockside taverns and strode towards a moored galley. In the deepening twilight, the vessel gleamed like a swan, her prow a proud, graceful curve. Boldly coloured round shields lined the wash strake, increasing her freeboard and protecting her passengers from flying spray. Silk banners streamed at her mast, their colours intense in the last of the light. She was the White Ship, the Blanche Nef, pride of King Henry’s fleet and a fitting transport for his heir William the Atheling and the lively younger element of the court who were still roistering on shore.


‘Shall we go within?’ Sabin indicated the hostel from which the porter had emerged. ‘We could have a room to ourselves while we wait to embark.’ His voice was devoid of suggestion but his gaze was eloquent.


She slanted him a look. In the gloaming, her eyes were dark but he knew that in daylight they were the blue-green of a sunlit sea. ‘That would be welcome.’ The formal words belied the mischief and frank lust dancing in her expression. If Lora’s list of conquests was not as long as Sabin’s, it was because she had more recently come to the battlefield. It was of her own will that she chose to end the hunt. Had she wanted, she could have sailed on King Henry’s ship, instead of remaining to dally with the revellers … with one reveller in particular.


He turned her on his arm to face the torchlight spilling from the drinking house. Tipsy laughter and overloud conversation beckoned the couple as they picked their way across the straw-littered mire of the street. So too did the stares of three well-armed soldiers who had also not sailed with the King.


Sabin swept a giggling Lora into his arms, carried her over the threshold and deposited her on a trestle bench. ‘A flagon of your best wine if you have any left,’ he commanded the tavern-keeper. ‘And food to soak it up.’


‘There’s just one keg, sir.’ The landlord wiped his hands on the cloth at his belt. ‘But it’s supposed to go to Prince William’s ship with the rest.’


Sabin fished in his pouch and withdrew a handful of silver – winnings from an earlier game of dice. ‘It isn’t now,’ he said with a wolfish grin. ‘A flagon for me and the lady, and share the rest around.’ He cast his gaze into the murky corners of the hostel and snorted with contempt to see a youth slumped over a trestle, one hand curled slackly around a cup. Sabin strode over to the table and, lifting the mop of fair-gold hair, looked into the slack, pickled features of his youngest half-brother. ‘Simon?’


The youth blinked owlishly. ‘Is it time to go?’ He belched a miasma of sour wine fumes into Sabin’s face.


‘No. I was just making sure that you were still alive.’ Sabin’s mouth curled in good-humoured scorn. ‘Looks as if you’ve sunk enough to float a galley.’


‘’S good wine. You should try it …’ The lad’s head thudded back onto the trestle and he began to snore, saliva drooling from his open mouth.


He was going to have a head like a bell tower on Easter morn when he awoke, Sabin thought with grim amusement. If Simon’s mother and stepfather could see him now, they would be furious – as much with him as the boy. Whenever there was trouble, it was so often Sabin’s fault that even when he was innocent he frequently got the blame.


Abandoning Simon to his sotted slumber, he returned to Lora. The generous scattering of silver had prompted the landlord to find half a roasted hen, a wheaten loaf and a compote of apples stewed in honey. ‘If you have a quieter place where myself and the lady can dine in peace, I will not be ungrateful.’ Sabin touched the pouch at his belt.


The tavern-keeper raised a knowing eyebrow and, placing the food on a tray, started for the door. ‘This way, sir,’ he said.


Sabin caught his sleeve. ‘I’ll ask you to watch out for the lad too.’ He jerked his head in the direction of his snoring half-brother.


‘As if he were my own, sir.’ The landlord gave a mildly sardonic bow and, straightening up, led Sabin and Lora to a chamber at the rear of the hostel. There was a large public dormitory on the floor above the drinking room, but the landlord had found it profitable to provide accommodation offering a degree more privacy. His wife had thought him mad when he converted the old hay store. Now she dressed in blue Flemish wool and thanked his business sense.


The chamber boasted a bench against one wall, a central hearth burning charcoal for heat without smoke, a handsome enamelled coffer and, most importantly, a capacious bed with a feather mattress. The landlord placed the tray on the coffer and lit candles in the wall niches either side of the bed. He accepted his payment from Sabin with a murmur and bowed out of the door.


Sabin listened for the click of the latch, then turned to Lora with a bright, incorrigible grin. ‘I have been dreaming of this for weeks now. You and me and a bed.’ Going to the flagon, he poured two cups of wine.


Lora swayed over to him. Removing the goblet from his hand, she dipped her index finger in the wine, withdrew it, and slowly sucked from base to polished nail-tip. In the candle shadow, her eyes were as black as sin. ‘I hope you make it worth my while,’ she purred, dipping her finger again, this time reaching up to outline his lips. The sheer eroticism of the gesture made Sabin want to grab her, throw her onto the bed, and take her fully clothed like a common street whore.


‘In full measure!’ he said in a lust-choked voice. His hand trembled as he pushed down her hood and plucked the golden pins from her veil. Her braids shimmered like the leaves of a copper beech in late summer and she smelled intoxicatingly of cinnamon and roses.


‘You do know that poaching the King’s game is a dangerous sport,’ she cautioned, using her forefinger to collar his throat with jewelled red droplets.


‘I’m a dangerous man, sweetheart,’ he muttered and set his hands at her waist, drawing her hip to hip. It was at once a relief and a frustration.


She laughed and rubbed against him. ‘That is what everyone says. I have been warned more than once to stay away from you.’


‘And obviously paid no heed to the warnings.’


‘Oh, I’ve paid them every heed. But my curiosity is the greater. I want to know how true the rumours are.’


‘What rumours?’


She eyed him coquettishly. Her hand went down between his legs and explored. ‘About the size of your tally stick,’ she said.


Amid flurries of laughter interspersed with lustful urging and gasps of pleasure, Sabin and Lora tumbled on the bed, shedding their clothes with abandon. The cord holding up Sabin’s braies was knotted and there were some moments of exquisite torture while a giggling Lora unpicked the tangle with her sharp nails.


She gave a mock pout. ‘You just don’t want me to see the prize!’ Her loose hair curtained her face and twisted in auburn ringlets to cover her lush, freckled breasts.


‘Believe me, I want you to do more than see it!’ Sabin said hoarsely.


‘Then what do you want me to do?’ Her voice was a throaty purr. ‘Aha!’ She prised the knot free and loosened the cord. His braies slipped down and her eyes widened. ‘My, my,’ she said with admiration.


Sabin grinned. ‘I’m a man of deeds rather than words. I’d rather show you than tell you.’


She spluttered, then burst out laughing. He pounced, rolling her beneath him on the soft feather mattress.


Sabin was savouring the first tight, deep thrust when the door slammed back on its hinges and the three soldiers burst into the room, one clad in mail, the others wearing the quilted tunics of men-at-arms.


Lora screamed in Sabin’s ear like a fishwife. He was out of her and off her in a single blur of motion, his hand groping instinctively for the sword on his discarded belt.


‘Hold!’ the mailed soldier bellowed and Sabin found himself cornered and looking down the length of three blades. His chest heaving against the steel points, he stared through his tangled hair at his assailants and lowered his hands. Lust withered more swiftly than a storm-toppled tree. On the bed, Lora whimpered and frantically sought to cover herself.


‘What do you want?’ Sabin demanded, but thought that he already knew. These weren’t thieves out for his purse. These were the King’s men. The poacher had been caught with his hand – and more – in the snare.


‘If King Henry was less merciful, your cock and bollocks,’ their leader snarled, lowering his blade to Sabin’s genitals to emphasise his point. ‘You have played him for a fool and now you will pay.’ He snapped his fingers at Lora. ‘Get dressed, slut.’


Whimpering, Lora struggled to don her chemise and gown. An abrupt command and Sabin’s arms were grabbed and lashed behind his back. He was forced to his knees in the thick straw of the chamber floor.


‘Don’t hurt him,’ Lora implored, her voice breathless with fear.


Their leader jerked his head at one of his men. ‘Christ, Arnulf, get her out of here and put her on the ship.’


A soldier seized her wrist, yanked her from the bed and dragged her sobbing and screaming out of the door.


Sabin held himself rigid but felt his entrails dissolve. He knew it was going to be bad, and could only pray that they did not cripple him permanently.


‘Now then.’ The leader circled Sabin, his boots crackling through the fresh straw. ‘I am authorised to take reparation for the insult you have given your King.’ Picking up Sabin’s pouch, he emptied it of the remaining coins. A magnificent cloak clasp of English silverwork fell out into his hands.


Sabin lunged and was brought up against a sharpened edge. ‘That was my father’s!’ he burst out and struggled against his bonds. A sword was reversed and the hilt clubbed against his temple. He swayed, seeing stars. A booted foot slammed between his shoulder blades and his cheek hit the straw with bruising force.


‘Was is right.’ The leader tucked the money and the brooch into his own pouch, latched Sabin’s swordbelt around his own waist and drew the blade to test the balance. ‘Decent, but I’ve seen better. Still, it should fetch a good price.’ Sheathing the weapon, he laid his foot beneath Sabin’s jaw. ‘Pick him up, Richard. I haven’t finished with him yet. In fact I haven’t even started.’


Through the eye that was only half swollen shut, Sabin focused on the guttering flame of the candle in one of the niches. Its partner had gone out, and that side of the room was cloaked in darkness. If some parts of his body were not clamouring with pain, it was because they were still numb; the agony would come later. King Henry’s men had known their business. Sabin was too high born and well connected to die, but not protected enough to be immune from a severe warning.


‘Christ,’ he groaned and struggled to sit up. His hands were still tied behind his back and he was naked. A purple bootprint stained his ribs, and his abdomen felt as if someone had been using it as a threshing floor.


The charcoal fire had died to grey and the November chill was seeping into the room. How long had he been lying here? He did not know, save that the candles had been fresh when he and Lora had been shown to the chamber and now he was about to be left in darkness. He struggled to his feet, collapsed, fought his way up again and wobbled to the bed. The effort opened up a drying cut on his lip and he tasted fresh blood. Sabin fell face down on the mattress, turned his head to one side so that he could breathe and let oblivion swallow him.


When next his awareness returned, pallid dawn light was threading through the shutters. He was chilled to the bone, stiff as a corpse, and someone was kneeling over him.


‘Is he dead?’


Sabin recognised Simon’s frightened voice.


‘Not yet, sir,’ replied the landlord, ‘but I doubt he’s in the land of the living either.’


There was a sharp tug at Sabin’s back as the landlord used a dagger to sever the cords binding Sabin’s wrists.


Sabin groaned. His arms had set in their trussed position and to move them was at first impossible, then agony. His entire body throbbed with pain, sharp and dull, incapacitating.


‘Bones of Christ, what happened to you?’ Simon came around the side of the bed. His thin adolescent features were puckered with worry and his complexion was sweaty and pale with his own suffering.


‘King Henry’s hirelings,’ Sabin croaked and felt his lip sting and bleed again. ‘I was with Lora … God, stop boggling at me like a witless sheep. Go away. Let me die in peace.’


Ignoring him, the youth hovered anxiously. ‘I said you shouldn’t chase her.’


Since he couldn’t get up and walk away, Sabin closed his good eye and hoped Simon would take the hint.


‘The Blanche Nef sailed without us.’ The youth’s tone was despondent. He had been looking forward to voyaging on the finest galley in King Henry’s fleet. ‘The other ships have all gone too. We’ll have to find a wine transport to take us home.’


Sabin grunted. Practicalities were beyond him for the moment.


The tavern-keeper’s wife arrived with a bowl of warm water, a cloth and some salve. A judicious application of leeches reduced the swelling around Sabin’s eye and the cut on his lip was treated with some disgusting grease that nevertheless did its job and prevented the wound from splitting open every time he tried to speak.


In pain and discomfort, but not at death’s door, Sabin dressed and shambled into the tavern’s main room where he partook gingerly of bread soaked in milk and a cup of watered wine. He missed the customary weight of the sword at his hip and he had to borrow Simon’s spare brooch to pin his cloak.


‘My mother won’t be pleased when she sees you.’ Hunched over an almost untouched cup of wine, Simon studied Sabin’s battered features. ‘There isn’t an inch of you that’s not black or blue or red.’


‘Your mother never is pleased to see me,’ Sabin retorted, pushing another morsel of milk-sodden bread between his lips whilst striving to open them as little as possible. His jaw was aching ferociously and at least two of his teeth were loose. ‘You know as well as I do that she’d prefer I’d never been born.’


‘She’s always been fair to you.’ Simon’s tone was defensive. ‘You’ve never lacked for anything.’


Sabin shrugged and paid for the movement with agony. Simon was right. The lady Matilda, Countess of Huntingdon and Northampton, had always been fair: so even-handed that no one could accuse her of neglecting her duty or shunning her husband’s child, bastard-born of a novice nun, begotten on the way home from the great crusade. What was lacking was the warmth that she bestowed freely on the children of her own body. For him the smiles had always been forced; for Waltheof, Maude and Simon, they were wide and joyous. Her offspring could do no wrong. Sabin, by quirk of fate and sometimes a petulant demand for attention, was usually caught out in transgression. It had not mattered so much while his father was alive. There had been the balance of his affection, albeit tinged with guilt, but after he died, that balance had been removed and Sabin had found himself trying to run up a steep and slippery slope. Sometimes he thought that it wasn’t worth the battle, and that he should just slide quietly down into hell. Then again, perhaps he had already arrived there.


‘Why did you do it?’ Simon asked.


‘Do what?’


‘Chase Lora when you could have had your pick of the court women.’ A hint of envy flickered in the youth’s blue eyes.


‘I like playing with fire,’ Sabin said flippantly, pushing his bowl aside, the sops half-finished. ‘I might as well ask you why you drank last night until you dropped. You knew it would give you a head like the bottom of a pond this morning, you knew it would make you sick, but you still went beyond enough and into too much.’


‘It was good wine’ – Simon was still on the defensive – ‘and I don’t like sailing – even on the best galley in the fleet.’


‘Not because your stepfather would disapprove of you getting roaring drunk in a dockside tavern and you felt like defying his rules?’


Simon’s throat flushed red above his tunic collar. ‘I didn’t get drunk to spite my stepfather.’


Sabin said nothing, but his look was eloquent. Two years after her husband’s death, the lady Matilda had wed David MacMalcolm, Prince of Scotland: a political match, to be sure, but one from which deep affection had developed. The marriage had been blessed with several offspring, the eldest only six years old. Prince David took his parental responsibilities seriously and that included dealing with his stepchildren. Being the bastard of Lady Matilda’s first husband, Sabin was on the periphery and only the most heinous of his misdemeanours were brought to Prince David’s attention. However, they were numerous enough to have earned him a reputation and last night’s incident was certain to add to it.


Simon pretended great interest in a dubious stain on the trestle.


Manoeuvring his cup to avoid his cut lip, Sabin finished his watered wine. ‘I went after Lora because I liked the way she laughed and I wanted to unbind that hair of hers and run it through my hands,’ he said. ‘She wasn’t jaded like some of the women at court. And yes, perhaps I did want to see if I could persuade her to abscond Henry’s bed for mine. I admit that I might have overreached myself but—’ He stopped speaking as the landlord’s wife returned from a visit to the fishing boats, her basket filled with two large crabs and half a dozen flounders. Her complexion was grey and she was trembling as she sat down heavily at one of the trestles. Her husband hastened to her in concern, demanding to know what was wrong.


She looked up at him through welling eyes, then across at Sabin and his brother. ‘The Blanche Nef,’ she said. ‘I have just heard that last night she hit the Chartreuse rock and sank.’


There was a brief silence while the three men stared at her.


‘You are sure?’ Her husband was the first to speak. He gestured at her basket. ‘You know that Thomas trades more false gossip than he does fish.’


‘I didn’t hear it from Thomas,’ she said with tearful indignation. ‘Emma told me. Her husband was out fishing and rescued a man from the sea at first light. He told them that the Blanche Nef had foundered on the reef and, when they tried to prise her off, she sank.’ She waved her arm. ‘Go and ask for yourselves if you do not believe me. Go and look. They say that pieces of wreckage have been washed up by the Point and at least one body. All those young people … all those we entertained last night … every one of them drowned, including the Prince.’ Covering her face, she began to weep in earnest, rocking back and forth on the bench.


‘Holy Christ,’ Simon whispered and signed his breast. He gave Sabin an appalled look. ‘We should have been with them.’


Sabin stared blankly at the door that the woman had left open in her distress. Raw November air blew into the room. Across the rectangle of pallid light he watched people going about their business and heard the screaming of gulls over the landed catches from the fishing boats.


‘Perhaps it isn’t true,’ Simon said. ‘False rumours always spread like wildfire.’


Sabin heaved himself to his feet and moved stiffly to the door. The wharfside was as busy as it had been last night, but now it was filled with clusters of townsfolk, bartering opinion and speculating on the news. As Simon said, it might not be true, but there was a cold knot in his belly that told him it was.


There was a sudden flurry as people began running towards the shore where a fishing vessel was beaching, the master and his lads splashing barelegged and knee-deep in the water. One of the youths was shouting and gesticulating. Thrusting past Sabin, Simon sprinted towards the vessel. Sabin lurched after him, the wind tearing into his mouth, making his loose teeth ache.


The fishermen were lifting something out of their craft and bearing it onto the firm shore above the waterline. Sabin saw his brother crane to look and then abruptly turn away.


‘It’s Lora,’ Simon said, swallowing. ‘Dear God, I didn’t believe it was true … I didn’t.’ Bending over, he retched.


Sabin pushed his way forward, heedless of his superficial pain, for a far deeper one was gathering inside him – as if someone had seized his soft, vital organs in a fist and twisted.


She lay on her back, her auburn hair spilling over her body like strands of seaweed and her complexion a deathly blue-white. The red lips were pale, the once laughing eyes as opaque as stones. Without his urging and blandishments, she would have been safe with the King. He had as good as caused her death.


Someone brought a litter and Lora was lifted onto it. Grains of sand and crushed shell clung to her hair and sodden gown. The smell of brine and fishing boat rose from her body, replacing the warm scent of cinnamon and roses that had coiled around Sabin’s senses last night. He shouldered to the side of the litter and gently stroked a tendril of hair away from her marble-cold cheek.


‘I should have died too,’ he said and did not know if it was a blessing or a curse that King Henry’s soldiers had taken his sword to a watery grave. Had it hung at his belt, he would have been tempted to draw the steel and kill himself. Dazed, hurting, he stumbled back to the tavern. The main room was already filling with locals eager to discuss the news, their faces reflecting a mixture of horror and relish. There was very little wine to go around, but there was plenty of rough cider and people had set to with a will. In the background, Sabin was aware of his half-brother shoving out a drinking horn to be filled.


He hobbled away from the noise and sought the room where he and Lora had sported in light-hearted abandon the previous dusk. Here the scent was still of cinnamon, of burned wax from the guttered candles, of spilled wine. He lifted the flagon that had been knocked over in the initial scuffle and saw, shining among the rushes, a hair ribbon of woven green silk. Picking it up, he twined it around his fingers. The shimmer was like the glint of a drake’s head in spring. Fierce heat prickled his lids, adding to the pain of his bruised eyes, but he did not weep. Tears were too easy a release. As a child, punished for mischief and misdemeanour, pride had been the stones and defiance the mortar in the wall that had prevented him from crying. Since then, that wall had been many years in the building and fortifying, so it now stood so vast, so high, so strong, that even if it was damaged, it would not crumble. It kept enemies out, and imprisoned him within.


He lay down on the bed and bent his forearm across his burning lids, the ribbon still woven around his fingers. There would be no wine galleys sailing for England today. Tomorrow perhaps, bearing the unbearable news. Grimly pushing all thought and emotion from his mind, Sabin took refuge in slumber, lightless and fathoms deep; the closest he could come to death without dying.









CHAPTER 2


Castle of Roxburgh, Scottish
Borders, December 1120


A bitter winter dusk was darkening towards nightfall as Edmund Strongfist and his daughter Annais approached Prince David’s new keep at Roxburgh. Heads down, their mounts plodded along the muddy track that had been churned by other horses and ox carts into a thick brown sludge. The pack pony bearing their baggage was a hard-mouthed, contrary beast and occasionally, her father’s serjeant-at-arms had to yank on the lead rein to remind it who was master.


‘Solid defences,’ Strongfist commented with gruff approval, his breath whitening the air. Hoar droplets dewed his eyebrows and thick, fair beard. ‘There has been a fortress here time out of mind, but Prince David has set his own mark on the place … and his Countess too,’ he added as an afterthought.


Annais lifted her gaze to the castle rising out of the misty rain, its steep defences sheering down to the spated brown rush of the River Tweed. Lanterns cast a golden glow across the entrance arch beckoning travellers over the bridge and into the courtyard. ‘It seems huge compared to the Priory,’ she said.


‘It is bound to.’ Strongfist took his gaze from the walls and fixed it on her. ‘Are you having second thoughts?’


Annais shook her head. ‘No, Father, I am certain.’


He resumed his examination of Roxburgh’s fabric. ‘As long as you know your own mind,’ he said. ‘Inasmuch as any woman ever does.’


The wry look she cast at his back was not unaffectionate. She had spent the past five years in a nunnery, receiving tuition and upbringing while her father was occupied in the service of Prince David. With her mother untimely dead of a fever, the Priory at Coldingham, where her aunt was sacristan, had seemed the best of the few choices open to them. Her father said that an education would stand her in good stead when she came of marriageable age. She had now reached her seventeenth year and thus far, no suitable man had sued for her hand and her modest dowry. Those who were young and handsome had no prospects; those who had prospects were much older men and Strongfist refused to wed her to someone with more years than himself. Since she had no desire to join her aunt and take the veil, and since her father’s circumstances had recently changed, she was currently as free as any young woman of her status could expect to be.


Riding into the courtyard behind her father, Annais stared round at the slabs of firelit stone, their sturdy brutality contrasting with the limewashed timber service buildings in their shadow. An appetising aroma of mutton stew wafted through the drizzle, making her stomach growl. She had never grown accustomed to the discipline and sparseness of convent food and had spent her time at Coldingham in a state of permanent hunger. Dismounting unaided from her mare, she shook out her skirts. Although she was wearing her winter cloak of double-lined wool, the moisture had still penetrated the layers and her gown was clammy with damp.


The serjeant led the horses away to the stables with the instruction to bring the baggage pack along to the hall later.


Holding her gown above the mire, Annais followed her father through the alleyways between the byres, stables and workshops until they came to a fine timber hall with wooden shingles and a solid oak door banded with wrought-iron decoration.


‘Soon be dry now,’ he said by way of encouragement and stood aside for a soldier who was on his way out. Belatedly recognising him, Strongfist uttered a greeting and clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Duncan, it’s good to see you!’


The knight half smiled and muttered a response, but his eyes were sombre.


‘What’s wrong? Have you lost your wages at dice again, or has your mother-in-law been harrying you?’


Duncan waved aside Strongfist’s jocularity. ‘You haven’t heard, have you?’ he said.


‘Heard what?’


‘About the Blanche Nef.’


Strongfist shook his head and gestured to Annais. ‘I’ve been away at Coldingham fetching my daughter and the Priory’s hardly on the beaten track for gossip. Why, what has happened?’


Duncan shook his head. ‘The court was returning from Normandy. The Blanche Nef foundered out of Barfleur harbour with the loss of all on board, including William the Atheling. We had the news from a royal courier two days ago.’


‘God rest their souls that is terrible!’ Strongfist crossed himself, as did Annais.


‘Indeed it is,’ the knight agreed, ‘and I fear that the tragedy strikes closer to home than that. It is likely that our Countess Matilda’s son Simon and his half-brother Sabin were aboard too, and that they have perished.’


‘Sweet Jesu, no!’


‘The household is in deep mourning. If you want to report to Prince David, he is in the chapel with the Countess and her daughter, although if I were you, I would find sleeping space in the hall and leave it until morning.’


Strongfist nodded stiffly. ‘Thank you for the warning.’ He sought for something positive to say. ‘At least the lady has her younger children for comfort, and her other two from the first marriage.’


‘Aye, but you know how much store she set by the lad, and him just on the verge of manhood.’


‘Is there no chance that they survived?’


Duncan screwed up his face. ‘If they were on the Blanche Nef, no. It foundered two miles out in pitch darkness. The only one to live to tell the tale was a common butcher who was on board collecting dues owed. I will talk to you later, I’m supposed to be on duty for my sins.’ Slapping Strongfist’s arm, inclining his head to Annais, the knight squelched on his way.


Father and daughter entered the smoky fug of the hall. A thick layer of rushes carpeted the beaten earth floor and heavy hangings covered the shuttered windows, keeping at bay the worst of the dank and cold.


‘Christ have mercy on their souls,’ Strongfist muttered as he walked to the fire, extending his hands to the warmth as if by heating them he could banish the knight’s words.


Annais frowned. Although her father served Prince David, she had never had much to do with him or his family. She knew that the Prince had married an English widow, Matilda, Countess of Huntingdon and Northampton, and that the lady already had three children from her first marriage. The eldest was in holy orders, the middle one a daughter, and the youngest was the one for whom everyone was mourning and praying. But her quick mind had not missed the mention of a half-brother. ‘Who is Sabin?’ she asked.


Her father grimaced. ‘A scapegrace bastard of the Countess’s first husband,’ he said. ‘Wild, by all accounts, and a bad influence on young Simon. I know him vaguely by sight but our paths have seldom crossed.’


They were joined by several of her father’s companions from the Prince’s retinue. There were more greetings, more discussion of the tragedy and its implications for Prince David and his wife … and for King Henry who had lost his only legitimate son. Finally, when those subjects had run their course, the talk turned to matters more personal.


‘So tell us, are the rumours true?’ demanded Alexander de Brus, a knight with whom Strongfist often rode escort duty.


‘What rumours?’ Strongfist widened innocent eyes.


‘Oh come on, man, don’t be cagey. We hear you’re bound for Jerusalem to offer your sword in King Baldwin’s service.’


Strongfist folded his arms. ‘What of it?’


‘What of it?’ De Brus laughed. ‘It’s not the kind of decision you up and make on the spur of the moment – as if you were just riding off for a day’s hunting.’


Strongfist planted his feet firmly apart, asserting his own piece of ground. ‘It is more than twenty years since I was at the taking of Jerusalem with my cousin Fergus. Beardless lads still lacking our spurs.’ He snorted at the memory and tugged his thick, fair beard. ‘Fergus stayed to serve, and I would have done so too had I not promised my father that I would return whole and bring him a handful of dust from the roads that Christ himself had trodden. Then I wed the lass’s mother and that put an end to my wanderlust.’ He thrust one foot forward and looked at the spur adorning his heel, symbol of mature knighthood. ‘Now my wife and my father are dead and my older brother has the rule of our family lands. Fergus is a lord of wide estates and writes to me that the same can be mine if I choose to return to Outremer. They are in desperate need of experienced warriors.’


Alexander laid his hand on Strongfist’s shoulder. ‘No one blames you,’ he said. ‘It is plain that the reasons for your going are greater than those for you to stay. It is not as if you and your brother have ever been close.’


Strongfist said nothing, but did not bother to conceal the downturn of his mouth. His brother’s charity, like his nature, was about as palatable as last night’s porridge left out on a cold lintel. While their father had lived, Strongfist had endured, but now it was time to leave.


‘What of your girl?’ De Brus glanced at Annais who had remained modestly silent in the opinionated masculine company. ‘Will you take her with you?’


Strongfist looked at her too. ‘Yes. I would not wall her up in a convent for the rest of her days when she has no calling. Nor in all good conscience could I leave her in my brother’s care.’ His expression was wooden. ‘She would not flourish in his household, biddable though she is, and I am not convinced he would select a husband suitable to her nature. I am hoping that with her education she will be given a place within the household of Baldwin’s Queen. If God is good, perhaps she will make a match with an Outremer lord.’ He gave her a pride-filled smile, and she managed to smile back, dutifully.


She was glad when one of the Countess’s maids took her away to the women’s chambers on the floor above the hall. It had been disturbing to be talked about rather than included in the conversation – as if she were a prize mare.


Annais was given sleeping space in the maidens’ room outside the Countess Matilda’s solar and furnished with a cup of hot wine, a bowl of mutton pottage and half a loaf. The Countess, she was told, was still at prayer in the chapel with her husband and eldest daughter and would remain there long into the night.


The younger children had been tended by their nurse and put to bed in a small side chamber. Annais glimpsed them briefly while devouring her bread and stew. There was a sturdy, sandy-haired boy and two fair-haired little girls, the youngest little more than a babe in arms.


Having finished her food, she rinsed her bowl in the bucket provided and helped the other women to lay out the pallets for the night. Under the strict rule at Coldingham, she had grown accustomed to all forms of labour. Despite its prestige, the Priory had not been a haven for gently bred young ladies intent on nothing more serious than embroidery. Annais knew how to stuff both a sleeping pallet and a chicken. She could sew a fine seam and neatly stitch a battle wound. She wrote a fluent hand in Latin and French, but was equally at home daubing a wall in limewash with a hog’s bristle brush.


Once the pallets were arranged, the women began preparing for sleep. Annais removed her gown and draped it over a coffer, spreading the muddy skirts the better to dry out the damp. The garment was really in need of a stiff brushing, but there was small point when she and her father were to continue their journey on the morrow to her uncle’s keep at Branton.


Unpinning her veil, she took her comb from her travelling satchel and unbraided and groomed her hair until it shone like polished oak. Prayers were next and there were many to say. Annais ran her prayer beads through her fingers, counting off a smooth agate oval with each supplication completed. Her final one was for the missing young men.


Her pallet was close to the door and her sleep was light. When the hinges squeaked, she jerked her head from her pillow and by the fluttering light of the night candle, saw several people enter the room. A striking woman with heavy bronze-red braids swinging beneath her veil was comforting a slender adolescent girl. Behind them paced a man of average height and build, dark-haired and watchful. His cloak was lined with ermine tails and gold embroidery flashed in the candle glow. Annais realised that she must be looking at the Countess Matilda, her daughter Maude, and Prince David MacMalcolm who was King in all but name along the Scottish borders.


Moving quietly, they crossed the antechamber and slipped through the curtain into the Countess’s private domain. Moments later, Annais heard murmurs and the sound of suppressed weeping. A whiff of church incense from their garments lingered in the air.


Annais sighed and closed her eyes. She tried not to think about the young men who had drowned – not so much for their sake, although she did say another heartfelt prayer for their souls, but for her own. The way to Jerusalem involved many sea crossings including the narrow channel between England and Normandy that had claimed the Blanche Nef. Her father had often spoken of the voyages of his youth. Sometimes, the more garrulous for drink, he had told expansive tales about waves as high as cathedrals and strange fish with huge jaws and teeth like rows of daggers. The stories had frightened her to the point of nightmares when she was a little girl and her mother had rebuked Strongfist severely for telling them. Annais’s fears had diminished as she matured, but the notion of the journey itself was like a huge fish swimming through her mind, disturbing her tranquillity.


The main door widened again, softly, and the flicker from the night candle illuminated two male figures. Annais wondered if she should scream, for their tread was careful, almost furtive, and one of them was wearing a sword. However, she decided that to get this far they would have already had to pass several sets of guards, and there was more cause for curiosity than concern.


The one with the sword was fair-haired with features lengthening out of boyhood and a rash of adolescent blemishes at his temple and jaw. His companion was dark and had a face like a gargoyle, swollen of eye, puffy of lip and markedly devilish. He even moved like a creature from the other world, his shoulders hunched and his gait awkward, as if his long cloak concealed horned hooves and a tail. Annais almost started to make the sign of the cross then castigated herself for being foolish.


They had nearly reached the curtain to the inner chamber when the fair one tripped over the pallet of a sleeping maid. The woman jerked awake with a cry, stared up at the intruders and raised the sound to a piercing shriek. The young men’s attempt at stealth proved futile, as everyone else was startled from sleep. A child began to cry and a bleary nursemaid stumbled to attend it. The main chamber curtain rattled aside and Annais saw that candles were being hastily lit.


‘What is it, what’s wrong?’ Countess Matilda emerged, a cloak thrown over her linen shift, her ruddy bronze hair streaming down her back. Then her eyes lit on the two young men and blazed with joy. ‘Simon!’ Regardless of propriety, she ran to the fair one, flung her arms around his neck and burst into tears. After a moment’s uncertainty, the youth returned her embrace with fervour. The dark one stepped back, and although it was difficult to judge his expression because of the state of his face, Annais thought that it tightened, and she could almost sense his mental retreat.


‘We thought you drowned,’ the Countess wept, relinquishing her hold to pass the youth on to his sister. Wiping her eyes on her sleeve, she turned to the dark one, and drew back with a gasp.


‘I fell, my lady,’ he said without expression. ‘It is indeed true that the Blanche Nef sank with William the Atheling on board, but we missed the sailing.’


Prince David joined the greeting, embracing Simon heartily, but clasping the other’s hand with more reserve. The family retreated into their chamber and attendants were sent running for food and wine.


Following the initial excitement, a degree of calm was restored. The rumble of conversation came muted through the curtain but the women in the outer chamber could decipher no individual words. The senior maid ordered everyone to go back to sleep and, to emphasise the point, snuffed all the candles, even the thick night one that was usually left burning. A whispered conversation between two of the wenches was silenced by a terse command.


Annais’s eyes were gritty with weariness, but she stayed awake for a long time, pondering the scene she had just witnessed. She was of a practical nature, but sensitive to atmospheres, and there had been sufficient undertow in that encounter to drown any but the strongest swimmer.


Prince David of Scotland, lord of Huntingdon and Northampton, rubbed a weary hand over his beard and considered the young man seated before him. On the trestle separating them were the remnants of a breakfast of oatcakes and curd cheese, and half a pitcher of brown heather ale.


‘Now,’ he said, ‘I will have the truth about what really happened at Barfleur.’ His tone was pleasant, his French bearing the merest hint of a Scots burr, for he had dwelt most of his life at the English court. ‘Much as I am overjoyed to see you and Simon whole, I would know what the price is to me and mine.’


Sabin lowered his gaze from David’s piercing dark one and suppressed the urge to squirm. The Scots Prince was scrupulously honest in his own dealings and expected others to extend him the same courtesy.


‘The truth is as we told you, sir,’ Sabin said. ‘We got drunk and the Blanche Nef sailed without us.’


‘And in your drunken stupor you managed to fall over not just once, but several times?’ David arched a slender brow.


Sabin shrugged. ‘Does it matter what happened? Without it we would be feeding fish at the bottom of the sea with the rest of them.’


‘Your tone borders on the insolent.’ Grooves of muscle tightened in David’s jaw and his tone was no longer pleasant, although it remained even.


‘That was not my intent. I am saying that you have the fabric of the matter. There is no reason for you to examine every single thread in the weave.’


‘Let me be the judge of that.’ David folded his arms. ‘If you won’t tell me, then I will ask Simon, but I would rather hear the tale from your own lips. It is your responsibility, not your brother’s.’


Sabin sighed. ‘There is little enough to tell. Simon drank too much and fell asleep across a table.’


‘And you?’


Sabin considered saying that he had been roughed up during a dice game, but he knew that the truth would eventually emerge. If not here at Roxburgh through a slip of the tongue, then at court, where his face, whatever its hue, would be less than welcome. ‘I was abed with King Henry’s youngest mistress,’ he said. ‘She persuaded Henry to let her stay behind and sail on the Blanche Nef. I took her to a tavern. By that time, Simon was snoring in his wine.’


‘I see.’ The grooves of muscle deepened and a hint of distaste gave the firm lips a downward curl. ‘And your face?’


Sabin shrugged. ‘The King was more jealous of his rights than I thought. He set some men to watch over her … they interrupted us and this was the result. I am not proud. You are right to look at me in that way. Lora is dead. Without my persuasion she would still be alive.’


David sighed and steepled his hands beneath his chin. ‘What am I to do with you? You lurch from one scrape to another. If it’s not gambling, it’s whores. If not whores, then drink and brawling. Surely you have been raised to do yourself more justice than that? What would your father say if he could see you now?’


Sabin had been waiting for that particular club to emerge from the armoury. Every time he was caught straying from the path, it was used to belabour him. ‘Since he is dead, we will never know, and, even if you are married to his widow, you have no right to put words in his mouth.’ He jerked to his feet and felt the bench wobble behind him with the force of his movement.


‘Sit down,’ David said icily. ‘I have not finished speaking.’


‘You have nothing to say that I want to hear,’ Sabin answered. ‘I wish that I had drowned on the Blanche Nef too. I am sorry for my sake and yours that I did not. Who knows, perhaps we’ll both be more fortunate next time.’ Turning on his heel, turning his back on the Prince, he strode from the room. The act of standing erect and lengthening his stride sent pain lancing through his ribs and abdomen, but his pride held him straight.


He half expected the Prince to call him back or to send guards after him, but nothing happened, save that the space between his shoulder blades was suddenly very sensitive.


He knew he had been rude and graceless, but that was in self-defence. If Prince David had been less judgmental, Sabin might have been more conciliatory himself. Besides, he was torn. A part of him cared deeply what his father might think about him, but another part remained angry that his father was dead, that whatever he might have felt and said was shut in the silence of the tomb.


The grim speed of his exit brought him from the hall and into the courtyard. A bitter wind was blowing and yesterday’s drizzle had become a harder, unforgiving rain. A practice for winter, Sabin thought. It always came earlier to these hills than in the softer south.


One of Prince David’s knights was preparing to leave. Sabin knew Edmund Strongfist by sight but had no deeper acquaintance with the man, except to know that he was of English ancestry displaced by the Normans after Hastings and resettled on the Scottish side of the border. Strongfist heeled his horse and turned towards the gate, and Sabin saw that he had a female companion. Heavily cloaked against the weather, there was little of her to see, although as she passed he received the impression of startled doe-brown eyes and a glint of dark braid. The impression was fleeting and gone and Sabin had no time to dwell on it as the couple rode on their way, a man-at-arms and a packhorse in tow.


He stood shivering in the courtyard, undecided whether to go back inside and find somewhere warm and inconspicuous to hide for the rest of the day, or to squelch into the town, commandeer a corner of the alehouse and live down to Prince David’s worst expectations. The sight of three off-duty soldiers heading in that direction made up his mind and he followed them across the drawbridge. There was comfort and solidarity in companionship and they would not care what his father might or might not think of his behaviour.









CHAPTER 3


Sabin was too drunk to be clear who or what started the fight, only that it erupted out of nowhere with the force of a storm wind. It might have had something to do with a jostled elbow and a spilled pitcher of ale, or perhaps an adverse roll of the dice or a look that was taken amiss. There was shouting, some of it his own, raw with drink-fuelled rage, and then the punch in his already tender gut that felled him to the rushes, his knees doubling towards his midriff and his mouth wide open, gasping for air that would not come.


Above him a knife flashed. There were more shouts and a struggle of shapes and shadows. He rolled away from the strike of the steel, became entangled in his own cloak and in a last effort to prevent himself being skewered, lashed out with his feet. His assailant staggered, struck his head on the solid oak corner of the trestle as he fell, and sprawled his length. The knife jerked once in his hand, then fell into the straw.


The shouting grew ragged and subsided. A soldier leaned over Sabin and his assailant. ‘Robbie?’ He shook the prone shoulder but to no response. When Robbie was rolled on his back, it became obvious why. There was a dimple in his skull the width of three fingers and he was dead. The sound of stertorous breathing came from the living who were staring at the scene in horror. Robbie stared back, unblinking, unmoving. Sabin tried to rise, wobbled, fell, and stayed down.


‘What is going to happen to Sabin now?’


Poising her needle, Countess Matilda looked up from her embroidery and fixed her attention on her son. Simon had been aimlessly wandering the chamber for several minutes.


‘That is for your stepfather to decide,’ she said. As soon as news of the tavern brawl and its fatal outcome had reached their chamber, David had ordered Sabin clapped in manacles and thrown in Roxburgh’s dungeon. Matilda had never seen her phlegmatic husband so close to losing his control – fists clenched, nostrils pinched with the effort of containing his rage. She suspected that Sabin had been chained out of sight to prevent a second killing.


The youth folded his arms and scowled. ‘It wasn’t Sabin’s fault, everyone says so.’ His voice, recently broken, was rough with challenge.


‘It does not alter the fact that a man is dead and all the witnesses so drunk that they could scarcely remember their own names in the morning, let alone what happened the night before. Thank Christ that you were not with him.’


Simon gave the floor rushes a rebellious kick. ‘I wish I had been.’


‘Then you are a foolish child,’ Matilda snapped. Making an effort, she moderated her tone. ‘Your stepfather will deal with him justly. He is never unfair, you know that.’


He flashed her a resentful look. ‘That’s what I told Sabin about you when we were in Barfleur. His mood was sour and he said that you wished he had never been born.’


Matilda resumed her sewing, as if she could order her thoughts through the precise control of the needle. Although her expression did not change, Simon’s words had struck a tender part of her conscience. ‘Even if I took no pleasure in the circumstances of his birth, I do not begrudge Sabin his life,’ she said. ‘Although God knows what he is going to make of it. In truth I worry for him.’ She worried too at the effect that Sabin had on this son of hers. Her eldest, Waltheof, was studying for the Church and well removed from the dangerous glamour of Sabin’s reputation, but Simon was made of a different metal and was at an impressionable age. She could understand the attraction that Sabin’s wild ways might hold for a youth beginning to chafe at the parental rein.


‘Do you?’ Simon kicked the floor rushes again, releasing the expensive scent of cinnamon bark. ‘Have you been to see him?’


‘Not yet,’ she said.


‘The guards wouldn’t let me near. They said no one was to see him until my stepfather had spoken to him.’


The way he said ‘stepfather’ was telling. Matilda sighed and pushed her needle into the fabric. ‘A day in a cell without company will do him no harm. He needs to reflect on the consequences of his actions.’


‘You see, you are blaming him already.’


‘It was his choice to visit the alehouse and drink himself into a stupor.’


Simon made an impatient sound. ‘Sabin was right, you do wish him unborn,’ he said with the unfairness of burning adolescence, and strode from the room.


Matilda tried to return to her sewing, but she had no heart for the task and her concentration had departed in her son’s stormy wake.


Sabin. He had been christened Simon after his father, but she had quickly changed his name to the masculine version of his mother’s. Simon was an appellation reserved for the legitimate heir to the earldom of Northampton. She had always felt guilty about that particular act. She had stolen the infant’s given name. And because she felt guilty, she felt resentful. His father had yielded to her on the matter, a little too easily, she sometimes thought. Perhaps it was to appease her in the wake of his carnal sin, or perhaps to remind him of the boy’s mother. She had never probed that particular sore spot too hard. Matilda had only met the mother once: at the convent of the Holy Redeemer in Evreux. Clothed in a nun’s habit, Sabina had possessed the grace of a Madonna, and tranquil violet-grey eyes. Her son had inherited her feline grace and owned a masculine version of her features, but his eyes were his father’s and they held fire, not tranquillity. He had been born of a single coupling, so both Sabina and her husband had said. A brief slip from the path, before guilt and common sense had returned them to the straight and narrow, but the consequences had already taken root. Sabina had died of a flux when Sabin was five years old, and although Matilda had said the necessary prayers, she had not mourned too hard.


Matilda gazed at her embroidery without seeing it. Dealing with Sabin had been easier when his father was alive. The boy had been less wild then. Into mischief, certainly, but reachable. All that had changed when Simon died. Suddenly it was like dwelling with a wild creature. It had been a relief to send him away to the royal court for training, and an even greater relief when her second husband had shouldered the burden of dealing with Sabin’s waywardness on the occasions that the boy returned to their household.


She felt uneasy that she had been shirking her responsibilities. She had promised Simon that even if she could not love his son, she would make sure he lacked for nothing to advance his life. A promise that she had not kept, for Sabin languished in a cell, manacled and involved in a man’s death following a drunken brawl.


The thought galvanised her to her feet and caused her attendant, Helisende, to glance up with a blink of surprise. Matilda went to the door and spoke to the guard. The man inclined his head, but looked doubtful.


‘Are you certain, my lady?’


Her jaw tightened. ‘Quite.’


He bowed and departed. Rubbing her hands, Matilda returned to the centre of the room. ‘Put some more charcoal on the brazier,’ she commanded Helisende. ‘It is cold today.’


Helisende, who had been her maid and companion since they were small children, busied herself with the task. ‘Do you know what you’re about, mistress?’ she asked shrewdly.


Matilda steepled her hands at her lips. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Only that there has to be a way of breaking this circle.’ She looked at Helisende. ‘What would you do? Would you leave him in the prison to stew?’


The maid considered. ‘Not beyond the time he has spent there now.’ She dusted her fingers. ‘Did you have time in all the upheaval of Sabin and Simon’s return to mark the presence of Edmund Strongfist and his daughter? They were passing through on the way to Branton.’


Matilda frowned. ‘Wasn’t the daughter among the ladies of the chamber?’


‘Aye, she was. Straight from the nunnery at Coldingham.’


Matilda winced at the mention of nuns.


‘Strongfist fostered her there after the death of his wife,’ Helisende said. ‘But she’s not taking vows.’


‘What have Edmund Strongfist and his daughter to do with Sabin?’ Matilda asked with impatience. She prayed that Sabin had not gone and debauched the girl. His reputation with women had begun the moment his voice had broken. But then she castigated herself. Such a happening would have come to her ears earlier than this. Indeed, knowing Edmund Strongfist, Sabin would have been emasculated by now and the offending member cast to the hounds.


‘They are making plans to go and dwell in Outremer,’ Helisende said. ‘I heard it from his serjeant when I was fetching you that camomile tisane from the kitchens. If I were you, I’d send Sabin with them. He could atone for his sins at the Holy Sepulchre and you would not have to worry about what he was doing.’


Matilda gazed at Helisende in dawning admiration. ‘That is an excellent idea,’ she said after a moment.


‘I know,’ Helisende replied without a shred of false modesty. ‘It’ll either be the making or breaking of the lad. Edmund Strongfist is not one to suffer fools gladly. He’ll control him.’


There was a knock on the door. Helisende went to answer it, and Matilda swiftly put the eagerness from her expression. It would not do for the young man to see her smiling like a cat that had just eaten a mouse.


Looking dubious, the guard ushered Sabin into the chamber. Stalks of straw adhered to the young man’s garments and the musty chill of the cells emanated from him in tangible waves. Beneath the bruising, his complexion was white with cold and tinged with blue. The dark hair lay flat and limp over his brows and the tawny-green eyes were as dull as stones.


A pang went through Matilda and suddenly it was very easy not to smile. ‘You look frozen to the marrow,’ she said. ‘Come, sit by the brazier and get warm.’


Sabin gave her a wary look, but did as she bade. Usually he moved with fluid grace, but now he walked with a hunched shuffle more appropriate to an old man.


‘Was I released by Prince David’s command, or yours?’ He glanced around as if expecting to see her husband.


‘By mine.’ Matilda poured him warm wine from the jug that stood by the hearth. ‘And do not ask me why, because I am not sure that I know myself.’ She handed him the cup. He took it and as he drank his teeth chattered against the rim of the cup. There was a red abrasion on his wrist where the manacle had chafed. ‘When did you last eat?’


‘The day before yesterday, at the dinner trestle … I think.’


‘I’ll bring food,’ Helisende said, and whisked from the room. A brief silence followed her departure.


‘What will you do with me now?’ Sabin asked eventually.


‘If you give your word of honour not to leave these rooms, you may remain here,’ Matilda said, knowing that she could not send him back to his cell.


Wry amusement curled his lips. ‘Surely that is setting a fox amongst all the plump little chickens? Besides, I thought that my word of honour counted for nothing around here.’


Matilda refused to rise to his bait. ‘I do not believe that you have ever intentionally acted with dishonour.’


‘It is just that circumstances conspire against me,’ he mocked.


She went to a coffer standing against the wall and brought out the casket containing her ointments and nostrums.


‘I suppose you know the tale of what happened at Barfleur,’ he said. ‘Do you not think it was dishonourable of me to steal King Henry’s mistress from beneath his nose?’


‘I think it was foolhardy,’ she said. ‘And you both paid the price: she with her life and you with your conscience. Hold out your hand.’


Again he hesitated, but then did so. She broke the wax seal on a fresh pot of marigold salve, dipped her finger and lightly anointed the abrasion caused by the manacle.


‘Even so, I am a disgrace to the household and the name of my father … or so Prince David says.’


‘Do you want me to condemn you, or condemn my husband for his opinion?’ She wiped her finger on a soft strip of swaddling cloth and then bound it around his wrist, securing it with a silver pin. ‘Do you consider yourself a disgrace?’


She released his hand and he withdrew it. ‘I think it a little late in the day to seek my opinion,’ he said. ‘It has never mattered before, so why should it matter now?’


Matilda sighed. He had raised a thorny barrier around himself and she recognised her own responsibility for many of those thorns. And David’s too. ‘Helisende made a suggestion to me about your future while the guard was bringing you from your cell.’


‘She wants to marry me?’ The mocking tone was back. Sabin tipped a fresh measure of wine into his cup.


Matilda struggled with her temper. ‘How can I help you if you will not help yourself? You stand in danger of being accused of taking a man’s life. You could lose your own … and while you think that it would be no loss to anyone, most of all yourself, you would be terribly wrong.’


She waited for the bored expression, for the raise of a scornful eyebrow, but something must have reached him, for he lowered the cup and gave her a direct look filled with knowing. ‘I suppose you would have failed in your duty,’ he said.


‘Yes, I would.’


‘I am not sure about the loss to myself,’ he said, ‘but I suppose I owe you for the years you have tried and tolerated.’ A self-deprecating smile crossed his lips and was gone. ‘So what does Helisende have in mind for me – a gibbet?’


‘No,’ Matilda said. ‘A cross.’


‘A what?’ Horrified astonishment filled his eyes. ‘She wants to make a monk of me? Or a hermit?’ He laughed without humour. ‘At least if the latter I’d only have my own company to bruise and damage.’


‘No, a crusader’s cross.’ Matilda clung to her patience. ‘Edmund Strongfist is leaving to take service with King Baldwin of Jerusalem. As a trained warrior, you will be useful company. You can pray for your sins at the Holy Sepulchre and use your skills in the name of God.’


The astonishment remained and the laughing mouth closed to a straight line. His expression was so similar to his father’s that it was like a sharp blow in the soft space beneath her heart.


‘It is a clever thought,’ he acknowledged after a moment. ‘I will be safely out of the way and engaged in business of which for once the Church approves. When folk ask of me at home, you can tell them my whereabouts with pride, instead of looking over your shoulder. I won’t be here to be a bad influence on Simon either, will I?’


She thought how vulnerable he looked, how exhausted and young beneath the bravado. ‘Indeed that is true,’ she answered steadily. ‘Do you blame me for such thoughts?’


He shook his head. ‘Doubtless in your position I would be thinking them too.’


‘Your father took the cross, but he had to turn back at Dorylaeum because of a leg wound,’ she said. ‘And when he took it a second time, he knew he was dying and his strength only got him as far as Normandy. I thought you might complete the pilgrimage in his name.’


‘Purpose upon purpose,’ he said, the mockery back in his voice. ‘You do not need to pile your packhorse with quite so many riches, my lady. I am already convinced.’ He tilted his head. ‘I will go willingly, but what does Edmund Strongfist say to this suggestion?’


Matilda had the grace to blush. ‘He doesn’t know yet.’


‘Ah. And if he does not want me?’


‘I think it unlikely. Whatever your reputation, no one has ever disputed your talents in the field. He would be mad to turn down the skills of another warrior on the journey.’


‘And if I get out of hand, they do not call him Strongfist for nothing.’ He finished the wine and set the cup aside. ‘If I were him, I think that I might err on the side of madness.’


Matilda sighed. ‘You are being given a chance, Sabin,’ she said. ‘Do not waste it. Here you have been marked by what has gone before. In Jerusalem, they do not know you. You will be just another Frankish face in the crowd with a future and a reputation to mould as you choose.’


The door opened and Helisende returned with a basket of oatcakes still warm from the griddle and glazed with honey. The maid glanced in his direction. ‘You have told him?’ Sabin smiled at her.


Matilda looked rueful. Helisende had always had a soft spot for Sabin, ever since he had been brought into their household as a swaddled scrap barely two weeks old.


‘Indeed my lady has, and that it was your idea.’ Easing to his feet, Sabin took the basket from Helisende and lightly kissed her cheek. ‘I always knew you wanted to be rid of me the most.’


She gave him an affectionate cuff. ‘Sit down before you fall down and eat those oatcakes,’ she said brusquely. ‘If I want rid of you, it’s because I’m ambitious for you. You no more fit in here than a war sword belongs in the kitchens for chopping parsnips.’


This time Sabin’s laughter was genuine. ‘I would not have put it quite like that.’ He began to wolf the oatcakes.


‘Well, I would.’ Helisende wagged her index finger. ‘I expect great things of you, and not the kind that have brought you to this pass.’


Sabin swallowed, rinsed his mouth with the last of his wine and looked at the two women. ‘Then I will not disappoint you by saying that you are expecting too much.’


‘No, you will not.’ Helisende folded her arms with the determination of a battle commander about to send a champion onto the field.


Matilda turned away, knowing her own faith would never match her maid’s and that, for once in his life, Sabin was probably right. ‘I will go and speak with the Prince,’ she said. ‘The sooner he is told, the sooner matters can be resolved.’









CHAPTER 4


Sabin stood in the gateway at Roxburgh and made his awkward farewells. The December morning was hard with frost, good for travelling but bitterly cold. Prince David clasped his hand briefly and gave him a nod that contained both goodwill and warning. ‘Your last chance,’ he said. ‘Use it wisely.’


‘You think me capable of wisdom?’


David’s lips twitched. ‘Are you not travelling to the land of miracles?’


Sabin returned the smile sourly.


From the children there were kisses and hugs. Young Henry had to be stopped from dashing around like a spark on the wind, and upsetting the horses. Countess Matilda embraced Sabin and he returned her clasp. Both of them acknowledged that it was a public duty, but neither drew back. Helisende wept and for an instant clung with maternal ferocity.


‘Promise you will send word to us.’ She drew her knuckles across her eyes.


‘I promise … God willing.’ He grinned. ‘I will send you a bolt of golden silk from the harem of a Syrian emir.’


‘I want no gifts. That you are safe will be reward enough.’


Finally, there was Simon. The youth was dressed for the occasion in the blue cloak that had belonged to his Saxon grandfather. Lined with the pelt of an arctic bear, it was a rare garment. His stepfather might be a prince, but Simon was heir to an earldom and royal blood ran in his own veins.


‘I’m going with you in spirit,’ he said as he and Sabin embraced. ‘I wish I was going with you in body too.’


‘Don’t let your mother hear you say that.’


‘She knows.’ Simon smiled wryly. ‘She’ll watch me like a hawk for the next few days to make sure I don’t take off after you. I might have risked it, except that Strongfist would tie me across my horse like a parcel of heather and send me straight back.’


He was trying for lightness and not succeeding. Sabin tightened the embrace. ‘I will pray for our father at the Holy Sepulchre,’ he said. ‘And I will send you news, I promise, although I am not so sure about a bolt of golden silk. An emir’s head perhaps?’


Simon found a more genuine smile. As Sabin released him, he took the large silver pin from his cloak. It was circular with a fastener in the shape of a thistle; the head was set with a large amethyst. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Take this to remind you of us. You lost yours on the Blanche Nef.’


Sabin looked down at the offering and shook his head. ‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘It is part of your inheritance.’


‘And it is mine to give.’ Simon jutted his chin. ‘If you do not take it, then I will throw it into the Tweed as an offering to God.’ He thrust out his hand insistently. After a brief hesitation, Sabin took the brooch. It was as large and solid as a church doorknocker, and so cold from the air that it almost burned in his fingers.


‘What choice do I have?’ he said. ‘It would be a sin to send a second to join the first.’ He pushed the pin through his own cloak, which was of heavy green wool lined with marten skins. The existing pin was Simon’s too, of good bronze with a pattern of beadwork circles.


‘God speed you.’ Simon’s voice was tight with emotion.


‘And keep you,’ Sabin responded, feeling his own throat constrict. Abruptly he turned to his dun cob, and swung into the saddle.


Edmund Strongfist had sat his mount silently throughout the farewells. Now he inclined his head in salute to the Prince and his family, and clicked his tongue to his own mount. Man and horse rode over the bridge at a brisk walk that settled into an easy long-swinging stride. They had a full day’s ride ahead of them. Sabin followed, the dun’s shod hooves ringing out, the pack pony clopping behind. Although he was tempted to look round, he kept his eyes fixed on the space between his mount’s ears.


Strongfist was the one to turn, his light blue gaze fixing briefly on the walls of Roxburgh before settling on Sabin with assessment. ‘No doubt you have been told as much about my reputation as I have been told about yours,’ he said. He spoke French, but his accent was a peculiar blending of English and Lowland Scots. ‘What you have heard of mine is likely true. I am hoping that the opposite applies to yours.’


Sabin raised his brows. ‘If you are going to judge me by my past then I am condemned already. I might as well save you the trouble of the journey and jump into the Tweed now.’ He indicated the roaring brown water, scummed with white.


The knight’s eye corners crinkled with grim humour. ‘That would be too easy. Besides, from what they say of you, you would likely float. Nay, I judge men by what I see myself, not what I hear from others.’ He made a beckoning gesture. ‘Ride alongside me. I’m not an owl to turn my head naturally like this.’


Sabin heeled the dun’s flanks and joined Strongfist. They had spoken very little at Roxburgh: all the talking had been done by Prince David. A large bag of silver was now sequestered somewhere about Strongfist’s person – expenses that had not been given to Sabin for fear that he might squander them. Or perhaps it was bribery to a gaoler. Edmund Strongfist had been summoned from his winter quarters at his brother’s keep at Branton in order to take charge of Sabin, and that was where they were going now to await the pilgrimage season.


‘You will find me easy enough company,’ Strongfist said. His breath whitened the air and droplets of moisture hung in his fair beard. ‘I have rules, but they are simple. I ask nothing of you that I do not ask of myself.’


‘Prince David has rules like that too,’ Sabin said neutrally.


‘Aye, well, I’m not so much of a saint as he is.’ Strongfist matched Sabin’s tone. ‘All I ask is that if you drink, you keep enough wits about you to handle a sword; if you wench, you do it discreetly; if there’s trouble you walk away rather than become embroiled …’ He looked sidelong at Sabin. ‘Oh yes … and if you go near my beautiful convent-raised daughter, expect to find your bollocks cut off and stuffed up your arse.’


The knight’s tone was conversational, but Sabin was in no doubt that Edmund Strongfist would not hesitate to act. Sabin thought of the girl that he had seen riding in Strongfist’s wake. The soft glance of an eye, the glint of a dark braid. Forbidden fruit. It had started that way with Lora.


‘I swear I have no intention of touching your daughter.’ Sabin made the sign of the cross on his breast to reinforce his words.


‘As long as we understand each other.’


‘I think we do, sir,’ Sabin said with what he hoped was convincing sincerity.


Strongfist’s grunt of response could have been either satisfied or pessimistic, but Sabin did not pursue the issue to find out.


They continued their journey through a world of frozen grey. Sabin was glad of his cloak and the foresight he had had to don the padded tunic he usually wore beneath his mail. The mail shirt itself had been heavily greased to keep out the rust and rolled in a sheepskin, which was secured behind his saddle. He had heard tales of how hellishly hot the lands of Outremer were, that a man could stew to death within his armour. Today he could not imagine such heat.


‘They have weather like this in Outremer too,’ Strongfist said as if reading his mind. ‘In the mountains, the nights can be as cold as a witch’s tit, and on the high ground there is often snow.’ He looked at Sabin. ‘But mostly it is the heat that men remember because of the intensity and the days, one upon the other, when there is not a cloud in the sky. The wind is as hot as the fires of hell and the sun beats down on your head like a hammer.’


‘And yet you want to go back?’


Smile creases grooved Strongfist’s cheeks above the fair beard. ‘It is a land of great beauty too. The olive groves are shady at noonday and the houses have courtyards with pools and fountains. The Plain of Sharon is lush and green and there is good hunting. You breathe in the dust and it becomes a part of you. I cannot tell you. You must see for yourself.’


‘My father went on crusade, but he never spoke much of it. He had to turn back after the battle of Dorylaeum because he was mortally sick.’


‘I know your father was at Dorylaeum,’ Strongfist gathered the reins through his fingers. ‘I was with him at the battle and a desperate one it was too, with the Turkish hordes assaulting us on all sides. We had to stand firm, hour upon hour while the sun dried our sinews to leather. For a time, I was in the same line as your sire. We knew he was suffering, but he would not leave his position, even when he took a Saracen arrow in his side.’ He looked at Sabin. ‘He was a preux chevalier, your father. You should be proud of him.’


‘I am,’ Sabin croaked and there was almost a lump in his throat. Usually people spoke of what his father would think of him, not what he thought of his father. ‘He always regretted that he had to turn back. He never went to a priest to have his vow rescinded. When he knew he was dying, he set out again, but it was too late …’ He broke off and clicked his tongue to the dun, urging it to a trot. Its hooves rang hollowly on the frosty ground. He concentrated on the sound, on the surge of its powerful body, on the raw cold burning his face.


After a moment, the grey trotted up beside him. ‘It is not too late for you,’ Strongfist said and leaned across to squeeze his shoulder, the power in his fingers revealing the source of his nickname.


Sabin forced a smile. ‘So I am told, but that the hour draws perilously near.’


Strongfist removed his hand and nothing else was said. In silence, uneasy at first, but becoming more companionable, the two men rode on towards Branton.


The scribe’s wall chamber at Branton had room for little more than a stone bench and a lectern, positioned to gain the best from the weak winter light filtering through the narrow window. Having dwelt within a regime of nuns, Annais was accustomed to bodily privation, but still she wondered how Andrew, her uncle’s scribe, managed to sit here at his labours without benefit of a brazier. The draught from the window-slit was perishing, yet if she closed the shutters, she would have to light a candle in order to see her writing. The only consolation was the modicum of privacy afforded by the heavy curtain drawn across the chamber entrance, which shielded her from prying eyes.


Annais nibbled the end of her trimmed quill and studied the list she had written on a scrap of parchment. It was an inventory of the items needed for their journey. Whether it would all fit on three packhorses was another matter, and she did not know how much their travelling companion was bringing with him.


Her father had been ambivalent when the messenger from Prince David had arrived with the ‘request’ that Sabin FitzSimon be permitted to accompany them to Jerusalem. The young man’s reputation for wildness and trouble was precariously balanced against that same young man’s reputation on the battlefield, although the promise of several marks of silver for expenses had somewhat tipped the scales. It would be useful to have extra protection on the road, her father had said with stoic resignation as he prepared to return to Roxburgh and fetch FitzSimon.


Perhaps four packhorses, she thought. One would need to carry fodder for itself and the others. At least her clothes would not take up much room. There was little call for a vast wardrobe in a nunnery and what she had was serviceable and plain.


There had to be room for her harp. She glanced at the small instrument beside her on the bench. It had travelled with her English grandparents to their exile from England and the boxwood was smoothed by the hands of many generations, their songs blended deep into the grain. She had learned the first notes at her mother’s knee, and then later with the nuns; she was skilled in tunes both secular and religious. Her father said that everyone had a God-given talent, and hers was her music. Just to ripple her fingers over the pale horsehair strings soothed her soul and gave her a feeling of inner calm.


A shout from the courtyard below the meagre window distracted her from her thoughts. Turning, she peered out and saw that her father had arrived with Sabin FitzSimon in tow. The young knight rode a solid dun cob and had a tubby Galwegian pack pony on a leading rein. Like her father, he wore a fur-lined cap against the cold; there was a sword at his hip and a large kite shield strapped at his back. The distance was too far for her to see his features clearly. Last time he had resembled a grotesque that one of the stone-masons had been carving for a waterspout at the Priory. She noticed that he moved a deal more easily than he had done at Roxburgh. Annais rolled up her list, put her ink and quill away in the scribe’s coffer and went down to greet them.


By the time she arrived in the hall, her father had entered with FitzSimon at his heels. The young knight’s gaze was assessing as he folded his fur cap into the satchel hanging from his shoulder. His hair was spiked and tousled from the headwear. Although patterned by a swirl of fading colours, his features were no longer swollen and distorted. He had clear, light eyes of variegated amber-green and bones that remained just on the elegant side of bold. Her stomach wallowed. She was unaccustomed to men and those she did know were family and without dangerous reputations.


‘Sweeting!’ Her father leaned down so that she could kiss his cheek, and then he folded her arm through his and presented her formally to his companion.


Sabin FitzSimon bowed. ‘Mistress Annais,’ he said. ‘I am pleased to make your acquaintance.’


Trained to music, she appreciated the quality of his voice and wondered how it would sound in company with her harp. ‘And I yours,’ she responded. His cloak was pinned with a magnificent brooch – a great silver thistle with an amethyst jewel in the head. Beneath the cloak, the hem of his tunic sparkled with metallic embroidery. Annais gazed admiringly. It was as if a gilded figure had stepped out of a stained church window and come to life. Sabin FitzSimon’s eyes might be as clear as coloured glass, but they looked through rather than at her. The polite expression and amiable curl of the lips were born of distant courtesy and possessed no substance. A glance at her father showed that the greeting appeared to find favour with him.


The men exchanged looks and Sabin took a back-step. ‘You will find me no oath-breaker,’ he said.


‘You know what would happen if you did,’ her father said flatly. ‘Come, you must meet my brother. He knows nothing of your reputation or your reasons for being here, other than your wish to make a pilgrimage in respect of your father’s soul.’ He gestured somewhat brusquely at his daughter. ‘Annais, go and help your aunt. I will speak with you later.’


Annais pursed her mouth at the dismissal, but did as she was bidden. She could understand her father’s concern. He was like a shepherd inviting a wolf to sup at his hearth and then spending the rest of the night in terror for his sheep. She wondered what the oath was that Sabin FitzSimon had no intention of breaking.


Over the following weeks, Sabin caused a minor stir in the household. Annais watched him charm her aunt, the normally dour lady Wulfgeat, until the woman almost simpered. He was the subject of endless discussion in the women’s bower. Rumours abounded, from the almost true to the fantastical. Annais, who could have enlightened the ladies and wiped the approval from her aunt’s expression with a single sentence, kept her own counsel.


Not that he had shown any signs of living up to the reputation he possessed. He was polite to all, but unforthcoming. Sometimes he would play dice with the men in the hall, or settle down with her father for a game of chess over a flagon of wine. But she never saw him the worse for drink and if his eyes occasionally strayed over this woman or that, it was in idle perusal. Annais herself might not have existed for all the attention he paid her.


She went to watch him train on the open ground beyond the keep where the garrison and the knights practised their craft. While he did not have the stolid strength of the older men he was unbelievably fast, skilled in the use of his weapons, and possessed the balance of a cat. She began to understand why her father had taken the risk. If her own God-given skill was music, then Sabin FitzSimon’s was combat.


He came from the field flushed and sweating hard despite the raw cold of the day. No longer a polite and distant effigy, but a man vivid with life, filled with pleasure and pride. Annais drew a sharp breath and suddenly she was as flushed as he was. He caught her gaze on him and, for an instant, she was trapped like a doe in a hunter’s snare. His eyes were woodland gold. It was no more than the briefest engagement, for he immediately changed focus to the middle distance and she was free to hide herself among the other women, her cheeks as hot as wafer irons.


For the rest of the day she avoided the hall and spent her time in the women’s quarters, helping to embroider a cloth for the dais table, although embroidery was one of her least favourite pastimes. By the time dusk arrived, her eyes were blurred, her thumb sore where she had accidentally driven a needle into the quick of her nail. She had also reached the conclusion that she was being foolish. Sabin FitzSimon, whatever his reputation, was unlikely to attempt a seduction beneath her father’s nose. What had happened was a single unguarded look, caused by no more than the residue of his triumph on the field and her admiration for his prowess. There was no reason to skulk in the purgatory of the bower. Indeed, by skulking she made it seem more than it was.


Setting her piece of the embroidery aside, hoping that her aunt would not notice the small brown bloodspot marring the bleached linen, she went down to the hall. Her father was deep in conversation with several of the household knights. Sabin had been playing a game of merels with one of the older squires but, as Annais arrived, the youth rose, stretched, nodded to Sabin and went off to attend to his duties. Sabin started to put the wooden gaming pieces in their leather pouch. He paused briefly as Annais took her place on the bench across from him, then continued the task with nimble fingers.


‘I see that you are trying to get me killed,’ he said with a rueful glance in her father’s direction. The latter had turned with the unerring instinct of a hound on a scent and although he remained among his companions, it was obvious that his attention was no longer wholly on the conversation.


Annais frowned. ‘Have you been told not to speak to me?’


He smiled grimly. ‘I have been told that you are a beautiful, convent-raised innocent and that if I so much as loosen a single hair of your braid, your father will mutilate me where it matters.’ He tugged the drawstring tight on the pouch and, placing it on top of the little gaming board, pushed it towards her. ‘By all means play, demoiselle, but not with me.’


She reddened, for the words had a double meaning, and even if she had been raised in a convent, she was not entirely as innocent as her father thought. There had been a couple of women who had turned to God for solace only after living well-rounded lives.


‘And if my father wasn’t watching?’


He rose to his feet. ‘I think the answer would be the same. The match would neither be even, nor fair.’ Inclining his head to her, he strode off down the hall.


She felt hot and a little foolish. It had been a rebuff in no uncertain terms. She also felt aggrieved because she had only been attempting to be civil … or had she? A small inner voice whispered that there was more. That she had wanted him to stay and play at merels, had wanted to watch his swift, supple fingers move upon the pieces.


Her father’s shadow darkened the grainy light from the lantern standing on the trestle. Sitting down, he unfastened the drawstring of the gaming pouch that Sabin had pulled tight. ‘You need a partner for merels?’ he said.


Annais didn’t really want to play but she nodded dutifully. ‘You have warned him well,’ she said. ‘How are we going to be travelling companions if we are not even permitted to speak to each other?’


‘I have set no such terms upon him,’ Strongfist said, ‘nor upon you.’ His blue eyes were shrewd as he arranged the merels pieces. ‘But when you come from the women’s quarters and go straight to him with a high colour in your cheeks, it gives me cause to be anxious.’


‘Without reason!’ Annais cried with righteous indignation. ‘I spoke to him out of courtesy.’


‘I am glad to hear it, daughter.’ He indicated that she should open the game.


Annais was tempted to shove one of the pieces in temper, but her years in the convent had taught her discipline, and when she made her move it was measured and steady. ‘You told him that you would harm him if he touched me.’


‘Indeed I did, as I would tell any man who had not the right.’ He looked thoughtfully at his daughter. ‘Sabin knows my rules and he has agreed to abide by them. I hope you are not going to make them difficult for him to keep.’


Annais stared at him, feeling hurt. ‘You do not trust me either?’


‘Of course I trust you.’ He rubbed the back of his neck in discomfort. ‘But men like FitzSimon are attractive to women. I’ve never seen so many ladies come out to watch battle practice in midwinter before. They see prowess on the field, and when its instigator is young and handsome, the results are inevitable.’


Annais looked quickly down at the merels board as if considering her strategy. What her father said was so true that it was mortifying.


‘By all means be civil to Sabin FitzSimon,’ Strongfist said in a gentler tone, ‘but do not seek his company. I am glad to see from his behaviour just now that he has taken my strictures to heart. All I ask is that you do not hinder him.’


‘No, Papa,’ Annais said in a chastened voice. In a way, although she felt resentful, she was also relieved. Having rules by which to abide was like having an anchor in a stormy sea. She would not make a fool of herself again.


‘Good lass.’ He nodded and, dismissing the subject, settled down to consider his strategy. Although he won the first game easily, Annais had recovered sufficiently by the second to run him close, and the third time she defeated him, with a delighted laugh.


The hayloft was filled with the fragrant aroma of summer from golden stalks, fat dried seedheads, faded stems of clover, poppy and feathery Our Lady’s bedstraw. His heart thundering in the aftermath of pleasure and exertion, Sabin inhaled the evocative scents of the season, blended with the sweat and woodsmoke exuding from his companion’s damp skin.


She was a dairymaid, but since the dairy was not particularly active in the winter months, she had time to spare and was prepared to give generously. She was a widow, unattached, experienced and barren, all of which gave Sabin cause to thank God for His bounty.


Although his much-needed release had felled him like a poled ox, he managed to roll off her and flop on his back. After a moment, he found the strength to pull his braies back up and retie the cord that held them at his waist.


The woman leaned on her elbow and watched him, her loose tawny-brown hair tumbling about her shoulders.


‘How long before you leave?’ she asked, winding a coil of it around her forefinger.


He flashed her a grin, his chest heaving. ‘Why? Was my performance so bad you cannot wait to be rid of me?’


She laughed, her eyes full of candid humour. ‘You dined with fine manners despite your hunger,’ she said. ‘I just wondered if you were going to be a regular guest at the board.’


He shrugged and pillowed his hands behind his head. ‘We leave next month, providing we get no more snow.’ He closed his eyes, feeling drowsy and replete. A smile curled his mouth corners. ‘But I will need to feed myself up for the famine to come.’


‘There is Sir Edmund’s daughter,’ she said slyly and rolled over so that she lay along the length of his body.


Sabin chuckled and did not open his eyes. ‘Precisely,’ he said. ‘There is Sir Edmund’s daughter, and I want to live.’


It was late when Sabin finally bade farewell to his companion and they went their separate ways, she to the kitchens, he to the hall. They had slept for a time in their nest of hay, had woken and lazily taken a second appreciation of each other’s bodies, by which time dusk was but a memory and outside it was full dark.


The evening meal had been served and finished for some while, but he intercepted a basket of bannocks on its way back to the kitchens and helped himself to a beaker of heather ale from a jug that had been left out on a trestle.


As he approached the dais table, he heard a soft ripple of notes, delicate and sensual as sunlit shallows over warm sand. Having dwelt at the English court, he was accustomed to hearing music, but usually in elaborate arrangements with more than one musician. Here, the single harp spoke across the layers of smoke with a wistful beauty that caught his attention and drew his eyes to follow his ears.


Not for one moment did he expect the musician to be Edmund Strongfist’s daughter and he was so astounded that for a moment he checked his stride. Her skill was in the same realms as the bards who played at King Henry’s court. The notes reached out and touched him like fingers. It was almost frightening that this slip of a girl with her great brown eyes and gauche mien should have such a luminous talent.


She was thoroughly absorbed in her music, her head bent over her harp in the manner that he might bend over his sword blade as he honed it in preparation for battle. The look of concentration on her face made it quite tender and beautiful. Her audience on the dais was spellbound. Sabin watched from a distance, recognising the danger. There is Sir Edmund’s daughter, the dairymaid had said and, although she had been teasing, her eyes had been shrewd. How easy it would be to go quietly to the dais, to take his place among the listeners, to look at her and let her know when she raised her head from the beguilement of the music that he had been watching her. He knew how to set a twig so close to the fire that it smouldered and smouldered, gradually becoming so hot and volatile that all it took was one gentle nudge forward to create a blinding immolation. He had done it many times. From curiosity, from boredom, for no more reason than the challenge. Now, because he had made a promise, he held back. For Edmund Strongfist, for the girl engrossed in her music, and for himself.


Turning his back on the dais, on the beautiful embroidery of notes, Sabin walked quietly from the hall, purloining the ale pitcher on his way out.
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