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Priscilla Royal
Wine of Violence


Hear, O my son, and receive my sayings;
and the years of thy life shall be many.
Enter not into the path of the wicked,
and go not in the way of evil men.
For they eat the bread of wickedness,
and drink the wine of violence.
Proverbs 4:10, 14, 17 (King James Version)



Chapter One
I

During the dark morning hours of a winter day in the year 1270, an aged prioress realized she was dying.
To her surprise the dying was much easier than she had ever imagined. The crushing pain in her chest was gone and she felt herself drifting upward with an extraordinary lightness. She was floating above the rush-covered floor, over which a dusting of sweet-scented petals had been scattered, and away from that narrow convent cot where her earthly remains lay so still. Indeed, she wasn�t frightened. She was very much at peace.
Below her, a semi-circle of nuns continued to chant with haunting harmony, their warm breath circling around her in the bitterly cold air. Many had tears in their eyes at her death, she noted, especially Sister Christina, whose grief meant the most to the old prioress. She could not have loved the nun more if she had been a child of her own body, but Christina had become the child of her soul instead, and, knowing the young woman would remain in the world, the old prioress could leave it with an easier spirit. She smiled.
Still sitting by the convent bed was Sister Anne. The sub-infirmarian to the priory was pale with fatigue and her shoulders hunched as she bent over the hollow body that the prioress had just quitted. The old prioress shook her head. No, good sister, she thought, now is the time for prayer, not your concoctions. How often had she told the nun that when God wanted a soul, all those earthly herbs and potions would be useless? Yet the kind sister had been able to ease the mortal pain of her passing. For that I am grateful, the old prioress thought, and as she watched the nun lean over, testing for breath from the quiet body, she hoped Sister Anne would, as she should, find a comfort in having given that relief.
Against the wall stood Brother Rupert, in front of her favorite tapestry of St. Mary Magdalene sitting at the feet of Our Lord. The good brother�s eyes were red from weeping, his head bowed in grief. How she wished to comfort him! He looked so frail to her now, his monk�s habit far too big for his diminished frame. Maybe he would join her soon?
She mustn�t hope. Earthly associations should have no place in Heaven, but she was insufficiently distanced from the world not to believe Heaven would be a happier place with Brother Rupert by her side, as he had been for more years than either could truly remember.
Heaven? Was she really going to Heaven, she wondered. A cold gust of doubt cut through the warm breath of the nuns and chilled her. Was that invisible hand lifting her young soul from her age-ravaged body really the hand of an angel of God?
She shivered. She had always tried to be worthy of God�s grace, serving Him to the best of her ability. She had tried to be humble, dutiful, and she thought she had confessed all her sins to Brother Rupert just before falling into the strange sleep that had preceded this freeing of her soul.
An icy uncertainty nipped at her. Had she remembered all her sins? Might the Prince of Darkness have blinded her, making her forget some critical imperfection? Some sin of omission perhaps? Was her soul truly cleansed or was there some small rotting spot that would fling her into a purgatorial pit where pain was as sharp as the agonies of hell?
An unformed impression, a memory, something nagged at her.
It wasn�t too late, she thought. Brother Rupert was standing near. Surely she could still reach him if she could just think of�
Then it came to her. Oh, but the mercy of God was indeed great! He had granted her the understanding to see the tragic error both she and Brother Rupert had made. Now she must get the message to the good priest. She must!
She struggled to reach her confessor, willing her soul toward the weeping man.
�Brother! Brother!� she cried. �I must tell you one thing more!�
She stretched out her hand, struggling to grasp him, reaching for the crude wooden cross he wore on a thin leather strap around his neck.
But something seemed to hold her back; some black force scrabbled to keep her soul from deliverance.
The priest had not heard her cry. He did not see her fighting to reach him.
She must tell him. She must! After all her years devoted to God, Satan should not win her soul over such a misunderstanding, a judgement she�d made with imperfect knowledge and mortal blindness. An innocent person would be hurt, even die, if she did not. She could not have that fouling her conscience.
She fought harder to reach her confessor, twisting, crying, moaning for help.
Suddenly a hand materialized from the tapestry. It grasped the old prioress firmly and pulled her back to the ground. It was a woman�s hand, and the touch was warm.
The old prioress looked up and saw St. Mary Magdalene smiling.
�Tell me, my child,� the saintly voice said. �I will tell Our Lord.� She gestured to the glowing man at whose feet she sat. �And He will forgive all as He always has.�
The old prioress wanted to weep for joy.
�Please tell him that I accused wrongly. It was not the one we feared, but rather the other!� she gasped.
And with that, the world turned black.

II

His heart pounded. His lungs hurt as he gulped cold ocean air through his open and toothless mouth. Stinging sweat trickled down his reddened, unevenly shaven face, and Brother Rupert rubbed the sleeve of his rough robe across his age-dulled eyes.
Once he could have walked the familiar path between town and priory with ease. Now his legs ached with the effort of climbing and he had to will himself to the top of the sandy, scrub-grass covered hill.
�I�m getting old. I am getting old,� he muttered, as the moist wind stabbed each one of his joints.
At the hilltop, he stopped to rest and looked back into the distance. The morning sun of early spring had burned off the thickest fog, but the walls of Tyndal Priory, a double house of priests and nuns in the French Order of Fontevraud, were mere shadows in the drifting haze.
It didn�t matter. He could have shut his eyes and seen each stone of every building clearly. Since the winter of 1236, when Eleanor of Provence had come to England as the now aging King Henry�s wife, Brother Rupert had been chaplain, scribe, and administrating secretary to the recently deceased Felicia, Prioress of Tyndal. He had lived at the priory long before that, however, indeed from a day in his thirteenth summer when his rich merchant father proudly dedicated him to this woman-ruled Order so favored by kings, queens, and other elite of the realm. His father might have given him to the religious life as an oblate, but the boy came as a willing and eager offering. The monastic walls provided a secure refuge from a world he found frightening, a world filled with violence and lust.
Suddenly his eyes overflowed with tears, and he wiped his gnarled fingers across them hurriedly. �Ah, but I loved you, I did, and I miss you,� he said, watching as a swirling gust of mist seemed to lift his words into the sky and scatter them. �And for the sake of all our souls I will put the matter right, my lady. I promise you that.�
His words were fervent with an almost prayerful intensity.
Then he sighed, stretched the stiffness from his legs and started down the hill, tentatively at first, unsure in his footing. Once protected from the sea breeze, he could feel the warmth of the sun, and his steps quickened.
His mood improved and he smiled. Indeed, in the warmth he now felt he could almost sense that the eyes of God were upon him.
They were not. They were human.

Chapter Two

�Sister Christina will be here in due course, my lady.� A scowling nun, of middle years and pockmarked face, bowed with perfunctory courtesy in Eleanor�s direction. Despite the warmth in the crowded chapter house, Sister Ruth�s words fell with a chill on the prioress�s ear.
Eleanor of Wynethorpe, recently named the new head of Tyndal Priory, sat with stiff spine in her high-backed chair, looked down at the forty-odd wimple-encircled faces in front of her, and knew she was not welcome.
Nor could she blame them. Her appointment to the position of prioress had nothing to do with competence. It had all to do with her father�s unwavering loyalty to King Henry III during Simon de Montfort�s recent rebellion, her oldest brother�s close friendship with Prince Edward, and her mother�s devoted support of the queen during a crucial time in the royal marriage. As each one of the nuns sitting in front of her well knew, none of these things meant Eleanor was personally qualified for the high office she now held, only that her family was in favor at court.
After the recent peace settlements, King Henry had had little spare land and even less free coin, thanks to Prince Edward�s recent departure on a crusade. Thus the genuinely pious, increasingly ill king had decided that the prayers of many nuns at Eleanor�s behest would be of greater benefit to her father than worldly wealth, a conclusion with which the good Baron Adam might have disagreed but which he accepted with appropriate gratitude on his daughter�s behalf. In short, her appointment had been convenient and the wishes of the priory itself were set aside.
Although it was not uncommon for kings to honor priories by placing their own choices in superior positions, the royal selections usually carried some important benefit besides the king�s fickle favor to sweeten the decision. Sweetening was certainly needed here. Each house in the powerful Order of Fontevraud had always had the absolute right to name its own head. Tyndal had been uniquely thwarted.
�Is Sister Christina habitually late to chapter or is there a special reason she is not here?� Eleanor asked the nun at her side. Perhaps by deferring to this older woman�s experience and seeking her advice she might begin to dispel her obvious bitterness.
�She is our infirmarian,� the elder nun replied after a silence so cold it felt like ice pressed against Eleanor�s heart.
Eleanor swallowed a sharp retort. Last night, at her first private dinner in her new chambers, Brother Rupert had told her that Sister Ruth had been elected to succeed Prioress Felicia, albeit not by an overwhelming vote. This sour-faced nun had been in charge of Tyndal from the death of the former prioress until the announcement of Eleanor�s appointment early in the summer. Of course, the woman�s disappointment at being so unexpectedly supplanted had been profound, and the elderly monk had also suggested, with the understandable hesitation of one religious telling tales on a fellow, that Sister Ruth�s current thoughts about Eleanor might be less than charitable.
�I am aware of Sister Christina�s responsibility to the sick,� Eleanor replied. �However, she must often absent herself from them for good and proper reasons. Surely she has some reliable lay sister or brother she can leave in charge when her other duties require her attendance?� Eleanor hoped she had succeeded in keeping her voice devoid of the anger she felt at Sister Ruth�s insolent manner.
�She is never late for prayer, my lady.�
Eleanor bit the inside of her cheek, regretting that there had been nothing, or at least nothing obvious, offered to sweeten her arrival at Tyndal. Indeed, she could list two more good reasons for her charges not to accept her. Having been raised at Amesbury Priory since the age of six, she lacked the secular world experience required of most Fontevraud prioresses; moreover, she was only twenty, very young compared to most of the other nuns here. Each shortcoming, indeed all three, might mean little to a king giving gifts to a loyal lord, but to the women who were quietly studying her, none were trivial. With sharp pain, she felt each one of her deficiencies. Compared to the woman who might have sat in this prioress� seat, but for the grace of kings, Eleanor knew she fell far short in the eyes of those sitting before her.
�I see,� Eleanor, said, though in truth she did not. Nor would she. Although tempted, she would not explain to Sister Ruth the need to balance God�s work with prayers to God, nor would she chastise her in public for rude and arrogant behavior to a religious superior. It was Christina who needed counseling on maintaining balance and Ruth who required delicate diplomacy if Eleanor was ever going to win her allegiance. Embarrassing this woman in front of the other nuns, as appealing as that course was now, would not accomplish that.
Eleanor glanced up at the rough beam rafters above her. I may not be your elected choice, she thought as she looked back at the nuns sitting on the stone seats surrounding the chapter house wall, but chosen I was and there is naught any of us can do about that. Let us only pray that God will grant me sufficient wit to guide you well despite all the misgivings we share.
�We shall delay the start of Chapter for a few minutes more.� Eleanor nodded at her charges, then took a deep breath.
There were over forty women to whom she must attach names and a few salient facts about familial background as well as position within the priory. While they waited for the absent sister, she could use the time to put faces to names. That would keep her temper cool. To call a sister by her name without hesitation and ask after her kin helped create an aura of authority she desperately needed. Brother Rupert had given her a succinct summary and description of most of the nuns last night. She had quickly memorized it, but if she did not apply that information to the actual person, she would soon forget the details. She looked to the woman on her far right and began a mental recitation.
The nun on the last seat was easy to remember. She was the tallest in the convent. Sister Anne had come to Tyndal in her late twenties after several years of marriage, Eleanor recited in her head. She and her husband had left their apothecary shop and the world together, he to the Fontevraud brothers at Tyndal and she to the sisters here.
Now which brother was he? She hesitated. No, Brother Rupert hadn�t mentioned his name, but then he hadn�t had time to tell her about all her charges at the priory. She made a mental note to ask him later.
Eleanor glanced up at the nun, then quickly lowered her eyes to avoid the discourtesy of staring. According to Brother Rupert, Sister Anne seemed content enough in her vocation and served competently as assistant to the infirmarian. There was, however, a sadness about the woman, evident in her bent shoulders and in the manner she held her bowed head. The observation was, she felt, worth further thought.
The seat next to Sister Anne was empty. That would belong to Sister Christina, the infirmarian, a plump and youthful nun who spent much of her time in chapel praying while Anne actually ran the hospital. Eleanor was beginning to suspect that habitual tardiness to everything except prayer, and perhaps meals, was another salient fact about this young woman.
Eleanor heard a muffled cough and looked at the door, hoping to see the tardy nun arrive. She hadn�t. Eleanor closed her eyes and offered a quick prayer for patience in dealing with Sister Christina, but in truth, she had never felt charitable toward the unreliable.
With a suppressed groan, she opened her eyes. The nuns were sitting with great patience, hands tucked into their sleeves and eyes demurely lowered as if continuing their prayers from chapel. Indeed some were thinking godly thoughts. And some were not. Two of the latter were on the left of Christina�s seat.
Sister Edith and Sister Matilda were actually blood sisters, children of a minor lord, who had come to the convent together because they apparently could not bear to live apart. Yet the two bickered constantly. Even now the thinner sister jostled the stouter one for space while muttering what Eleanor suspected were less than Christian sentiments.
Sister Edith, lean, pale and restless, was in charge of the kitchen, a position for which she had neither interest nor talent if last night�s anonymous food was any indication. Sister Matilda, on the other hand, was red-faced, rotund and in charge of the kitchen garden. From the drooping state of its few pallid vegetables, little had survived her less than tender care over the summer growing months.
Eleanor looked up as she heard scuffling outside the chapter house from the direction of the cloister walk. The sound made her think of a large mouse running in soft leather shoes. Sister Christina rushed through the door and almost tripped over raised spots in the worn, uneven stone floor. All eyes, lowered though they were, watched with great interest the round nun�s graceless progress to her assigned seat and their new prioress�s reaction.
�I am late!� The nun panted the obvious.
Sister Anne gently smiled and moved to one side to make room for her.
Eleanor lifted one eyebrow and waited in silence for the nun to offer some explanation.
�I was lost in prayer to Our Lady.� Christina�s face was rose-red. She twisted her hands, round and around, as if she didn�t know why she had such strange things attached to her arms and was trying to discover a use for them.
The prioress did not smile.
�It will not happen again!�
Out of the corner of her eye, Eleanor saw Sister Ruth nodding to the young woman with an almost benevolent smile twitching at her thin lips. The habit of authority is rarely surrendered with ease, Eleanor thought, as she ignored Sister Ruth�s act and gestured in silence for the young nun to sit.
The flustered Christina wiggled herself into the space allotted to her.
Sister Ruth�s careless attitude about the young nun�s absence suggested that it was both habitual and accepted. Why had the former prioress permitted this breach of discipline, Eleanor wondered. Again, Brother Rupert would know the reason. She had so much she needed to ask him.
She looked around again. Although the elder monk�s attendance was not obligatory, it would have added some weight of legitimacy to her own presence at Tyndal had he come to her first chapter. He understood that she needed all the support she could get from those respected inside the priory and had pledged his loyalty last night. That the old priest had not shown up was therefore inexplicable. Although aged, he had seemed vigorous enough at table. The meal may have been one of the worst Eleanor had ever eaten, but surely it had not made the good monk ill. Perhaps an emergency had delayed him.
Eleanor looked over at Sister Christina. �Did you see or hear Brother Rupert on your way from the church, sister?�
The nun opened her eyes and blinked as if she had just awakened from a deep sleep. �No, my lady.�
�Then we shall start without him,� Eleanor said, with what she hoped was a significant look at Christina. �Punctuality is a virtue without which we fail in our obligations to God as well as to man.� Her voice sounded sufficiently stern to her own ears, and she prayed it also sounded more mature and forceful than she felt.
With that, Eleanor, duly appointed head of Tyndal Priory, clutched her staff of office with a firm hand, looked with steady eye across the granite slabs marking the graves of her noble predecessors, and began her first official act as prioress.

Chapter Three

From a small clearing at the edge of the forest, an auburn-haired young man mentally measured the distance over the diminishing hills as they rolled and slipped into the misty horizon to where he knew the North Sea lay. The late summer sun had warmed the trees, and he delighted in the tangy scent, but the sharp breeze from the ocean chilled his freshly tonsured head.
He raised his hand to cover the round bald spot, then dropped it. He would have to get used to this strange lack of hair. With any luck the scalp was now properly weathered after the long journey from London to this forsaken part of the East Anglian coast. Certainly he did not want any questions from his soon-to-be Fontevraud brothers about his recent commitment to the cloistered life.
He put his hand back on his horse�s neck, stroking the sticky, stiff brown hair gently, and looked to his left. Tyndal Priory sat in a small valley between two low hills. He could see the stone walls of the outer court, some outbuildings on the rise of the hill, and the dark, rectangular bell tower. To the right of the priory, a large stream curved lazily as if it was in no hurry to meet with the sea, and he could see where it disappeared into the same valley. A grove of trees hid where it passed into the priory grounds. A stream might mean Tyndal had a mill and fishponds, but those were hidden from view.
The village was further to the left and beyond the priory. A fishing village, he assumed, and grimaced at the thought of how it must reek. London might not smell sweet to a countryman�s nose, but he was a city man and preferred the familiar stench of civilization to that of dead fish wafting in from the garden, sheep dung next to the porridge pot, and decaying seaweed everywhere else.
His horse snorted, shook its head, and shifted with a definite but gentle show of equine impatience. He patted its neck and sighed.
A man coughed behind him. �My lord, perhaps we should�?� Although the phrasing was polite, the tone was not.
�Your �my lord� was mocking, Giles. Please let us be done with that.�
�Perhaps �your holiness� then?�
�May you roast in Hell for that sacrilegious remark.�
Giles� laugh was scornful.
Indeed, the young man thought, it was he who should be roasting, if not in Hell today, then surely at the stake. He squeezed his eyes shut until they hurt and shook his head �til the bones in his neck cracked in protest. He still feared he�d wake from this dream to the smell of his own crackling flesh and guts. He took a deep breath to keep from crying out.
�Very well then,� he said in a choked voice. �Let us get on with it.�
His companion grunted and shifted in his saddle. �You�ll find chastity does have merit, Thomas.�
Surprised, Thomas turned. The man�s tone held a hint of compassion, perhaps even some leftover affection, and, for the first time since they had left London, his companion�s expression was not totally contemptuous.
�Aye, I�ll not miss the pox,� Thomas replied with a hollow laugh. �I am pleased to leave you with the whores� smiles.�
�I�d rather the smiles on the whores� faces at my coming than their tears at my failure to properly attend them,� the man said with a return of his sneering tone.
�You�re rude, knave.�
�Neither, I think. A knave is a dishonest man. And of the two of us, I do not qualify as the dishonest man. And if I be not dishonest, then it must be equally true that I am not rude to speak the facts.�
Thomas laughed in spite of himself. �I will miss your wit, Giles, and I grieve for what has come between us.�
�And I grieve for the man I once believed you to be. What you are, I hate with all the passion of a true Christian.� He spat on the ground between them.
�Then there is no more to be said. It is time.�
With that, the two men turned their horses away from the small clearing and guided them with care back over the soft, thick ground covering of rotted wood, vines and woodland flowers, to the path leading from the forest. In silence they rode single file, a finely dressed courtier on an even finer horse, followed by a simple monk on his very plain mount.

Chapter Four

Eleanor burst through the chapter house door and into the open, covered walk that surrounded the tranquil and fragrant gardens of the cloister square garth. Her step was brisk but light, and her soft shoes made almost no sound on the smooth stones. The nuns had left to start their tasks. She had survived her first chapter. Now she needed to be alone, think in peace, plan her day, to walk, walk, and walk until the tension built up from pretending to feel little when she had in fact felt so much had dissipated.
She entered a dark, narrow passage, cool even after a long summer�s warmth, which ran between the chapter house and the warming room, unlocked the thick wooden door that protected her encloistered sisters from the world, and stepped into the outer court of the priory.
Beyond the carefully locked quarters where the monks and nuns lived, but still on monastic grounds, the charitable and practical businesses of Tyndal were conducted. The outer court was a largely public area. As Eleanor emerged, she looked to her left where the monks� quarters, brewery, mill, fishponds, stables, barns and livestock lay. The warm and dusty smells of well-tended animals mixed with the sharp odor of fermenting ale were sweet scents to her. They reminded her of her younger years at Wynethorpe Castle before her mother�s death, when she and her two older brothers fought and played together with that fresh innocence of childhood. The memory brought both pain and joy to her heart.
She stood for a moment. Although the details of these particular priory grounds were still unfamiliar to her, the general design of Tyndal was very much the same as that of any other monastic house. In the middle of everything, and separating the monks� from the nuns� quarters, was the parish church, a dark and dominating structure of wind-battered stone. To her right would be the nuns� cemetery, then the gardens and orchards that provided food for the priory.
She shut her eyes to picture what stood beyond her vision. Lying in front of the priory grounds would be the main gate, near which lay the primary charitable business of Tyndal, a hospital. Just outside that main gate was the almonry where alms and food were given to the poor. Immediately inside the gate was the porter�s cottage. The monks� cemetery lay near the stables and just beyond the hospital. It was a respectable distance from that of the nuns and sited against the wall of the outer court.
Eleanor turned right toward the gardens, and, after a short walk along the windowless wall of the nuns� dormitory, she rounded the corner at the stone-enclosed garderobe and stopped to look at the orchard across one of the streams that passed through the priory grounds. The trees were well established and properly pruned, she noted, and a gentle breeze carried the sweet scent of sun-warmed, ripening fruit. Even if the vegetables don�t survive the less than gentle touch of Sister Matilda, we should at least have dried fruit over the winter season, she thought wryly.
Immediately in front of her and near the kitchen were the vegetable gardens. Just beyond them grew beds of both culinary and medicinal herbs, and further on was planted a garden growing flowers to adorn the altar. In a short while, lay brothers and sisters under the supervision of Sister Matilda would arrive to weed and harvest the raised beds. Sister Anne and a few of the nuns might also come to gather and tend the herbs, but for the moment all was quiet. Eleanor needed only a short time to concentrate her thoughts, relax her taut muscles.
As she walked along the edge of the beds toward the flower gardens that lay just beyond the hut where the medicines for the hospital were made, she slowed her pace and took in a measured, deep breath. The morning air was still moist and chill from sea fog, but the sun was warm and soothing where it peeked through the light mist drifting above her. She closed her eyes and listened to the birdsong, the distant whoosh of ocean waves, and smelled the slightly tart scent of seaweed carried on the light breeze. She smiled. It was lovely here, she thought, but she was still homesick for Amesbury.
After the death of Eleanor�s mother in childbirth, Sister Beatrice, her father�s elder sister and head of novices at Amesbury Priory, had taken the frightened six-year-old girl back with her to the convent. There Sister Beatrice had raised the child with warmth and kindness, and, having recognized the eager, intellectually curious Eleanor as a small version of herself, had wisely fed her niece�s mind with all her own learning as a complement to feeding the child�s soul.
Sister Beatrice�s grandmother had come from Aquitaine as a lady in waiting to the equally famous and infamous Eleanor, wife of Henry II, and was known to suffer neither the ignorant nor fools gladly. As strong-willed and independent as her queen, she had no tolerance for intelligent women who pretended to be stupid and had taught her equally strong-minded daughters to use and be proud of their good wits. Thus, unlike most women of their class, they were taught to read and write not only in French and English but in Latin and Greek as well.
And little Beatrice had learned the same from her mother, who also ensured that her daughter was comfortable with arithmetic. These skills served Beatrice well during her marriage. While her husband was away at war, she ran the estate with competence and kept good accounts. Thus she was able to turn profitable lands over to her eldest son after her husband was killed, and happily take the veil at Amesbury, dedicating the rest of her life to the training of young girls.
It was true that Beatrice secretly hoped her niece would one day become Abbess of the entire Order of Fontevraud, a position that would assure great honor to the Wynethorpe family and secure places in Heaven for its more profane members. Such a worldly ambition she kept hidden in the deepest recess of her heart, and any such hope took second place to her love for her niece and concern for her happiness. Had marriage and children meant contentment for Eleanor, Sister Beatrice would have sent her back to the world, albeit shedding tears later in the privacy of her chamber. Meanwhile, before the child had to make her choice between the cloister and the hearth, Beatrice made sure little Eleanor learned and practiced the skills necessary to lead others and to manage priory assets in a profitable way. In a world of mortal men, wealth would always be the key to power, no matter whether the community be secular or religious.
Beatrice need not have worried about losing her niece to the world. For Eleanor, happiness was the cloister, and when Baron Adam wanted to take his child back to Wynethorpe Castle and a good dynastic marriage, Beatrice had stood up on her behalf like a mother lion protecting her cub. After long arguments, Beatrice and Adam did come to a reasonable compromise: the girl would be sent back to the world for one year to test her vocation. After that year, Eleanor chose to return to her aunt�s welcoming arms at Amesbury and take her final vows. What Sister Beatrice understood and her brother did not was that the world and Wynethorpe Castle to Eleanor meant the sound of her mother�s screaming and the memory of her death from childbirth. The convent, on the other hand, was a home filled only with love and peace.
Although she had rejected a marriage that would have gained her father both allies and land, Eleanor was not insensitive to the concept of familial duty. Indeed, she had wept bitterly in her aunt�s arms at the thought of leaving Amesbury when she was told of her appointment to head Tyndal Priory, then quickly washed the evidence of grief from her face, stood with dignity before the king�s messenger, and accepted the position with proper expressions of gratitude and modest joy. She knew full well the honor it had brought to her family, and she was determined to be adequate to the task.
***
Eleanor stopped by a bed of Madonna lilies commingled with Apothecary�s roses, both grown in honor of the Virgin Mary, and happily breathed in their heady fragrance. This part of the priory gardens bordered on the plot containing plants used by the hospital for potions and other remedies.
A small woman, Eleanor had to stand on her toes and stretch to look over the lilies at the raised beds of healthy medicinal herbs, some still glistening with drops of morning dew. Sister Anne�s ability to coax plants from the dank earth was impressive. As opposed, Eleanor thought with bitter amusement, to Sister Matilda�s abuse of innocent vegetables.
She reached out, gently touched a silky white petal of the Madonna lily where it was lightly marked with gold from the stamens, and pulled her thoughts away from Amesbury and back to her problems at Tyndal.
She knew the priory was having financial difficulties. Prioress Joan of Amesbury had told her so before Eleanor left for her new home. Until she could study the problem in adequate depth and make more far-reaching plans to regain solvency, one of her first undertakings had to be a review of the assignments of tasks within the priory to make sure that Tyndal at least was run as efficiently as possible. So far, Eleanor had been amazed at Prioress Felicia�s reasoning behind matching nun to occupation. The former prioress�s decisions appeared arbitrary and without merit, at least on the surface. Talent for the task did not seem to have weighed with the old prioress, Eleanor thought, as she reviewed the responsibilities assigned to the Sisters Christina, Edith and Matilda, in particular.
She had to be careful not to change things quickly, and not to change anything without understanding why the previous decision had been made. Prioress Felicia had been revered. Eleanor was not. However efficient changes might be, she knew they had to be done slowly and with diplomatic skill. Any changes made without full agreement of the community would be undermined out of sheer resentment, and Eleanor was painfully aware of both her inexperience and youth compared to her predecessor. She would and must show due respect to the former prioress.
It was regrettable that she could not turn to Prior Theobald for advice and insights. He had been in charge of the monks and lay brothers at Tyndal for many years and would have been a logical mentor for her. However, after Sister Beatrice had consulted with one of her vast number of knowledgeable contacts, she had warned Eleanor against him. The prior, it seemed, was a man uncomfortable with detail, one who avoided the effort of well-considered decisions and left the day-to-day work to others. Thus he rarely knew what was happening amongst those he supposedly oversaw. Instead, her aunt had advised her to seek out Brother Rupert, a man known to be quiet but competent and who had worked closely with the former prioress.
At their initial meeting, Eleanor had gained some valuable insights into the priory overall, but she needed to question Brother Rupert in detail about much. The good brother had still not appeared, a perplexing failure that filled her with a growing concern. She closed her eyes against the tender beauty of the gardens and turned back to her quarters. She must find him without further delay.
As Eleanor walked back along the pathway between stream and gardens to the narrow passageway leading into the vine-covered trellised arches and flower-lined paths of the cloister garth, she tucked her hands into her sleeves for warmth against the sea breeze and bowed her head. Mentally, she started a list of the most pressing questions she had for the monk.
As she emerged from the walkway, however, something caught her eye. Eleanor stopped in shock. Near the fountain, a very tall nun knelt in the grass. Half-lying on the ground in front of her was a man in monk�s garb. With one arm she embraced his shoulders, holding him close to her body. Her chin rested on the top of his head and she caressed his neck with great tenderness. Eleanor could not see the man�s face.
�Sister!�
Sister Anne gently lowered the man to the ground and rose. As the woman turned to face her, Eleanor noted the dark streaks on the arms of her habit, the stains of grass and damp earth about her knees, and the tears streaming down the cheeks of the habitually sad nun.
�My lady,� Sister Anne said, her voice shaking, �Brother Rupert is dead.�

Chapter Five

Giles rode away. Thomas stood in the dark shadow of the priory walls; his hand raised to ring the gate bell; his back turned from the road. He knew there would be no backward glance from the rider, only a swirl of dust kicked up by the horses� hooves.
Brother Thomas, as he now must call himself, pressed a hand against his chest. Pains of longing and grief stabbed equally and unmercifully at him. Both the lack and the loss of loved ones were all too familiar to him, yet he had never been able to inure himself to either.
Thomas was a by-blow. His servant mother had died of some fever soon after his birth. His father, an earl, had taken him up, tossed him into the arms of a wet nurse, fed and clothed him with some decency, and then mostly forgot about the boy as he habitually dismissed all his offspring, whatever their legitimacy. In both war and bed, the earl was a man of passionate action. Consequences merited a more limited interest.
The earl�s presence in Thomas� life was just frequent enough, however, that the boy could neither forget nor ignore him, and he longed for his father�s rare attention and even more infrequent praise. Thus the lad searched out the men most favored in the earl�s circle and began to study how they spoke, stood, and gestured, so that he too might catch his father�s eye and approval. This may have started as a boy�s desperate attempt at attention, but Thomas soon developed a talent for shadowing older men, eavesdropping on their bragging tales, and watching them do the things men do when they do not know they are being watched. And with the precocious intelligence of a parentless child, he quickly figured out the significance of what he overheard when secrets were whispered.
One day, the boy begged an audience with his father and imparted something of such import into his ear that the earl developed a true, albeit belated fondness for him. As a reward for warning him of the malicious plot being brewed, the earl gave Thomas a thump of genuine affection and sent him off to cathedral school.
Thomas might have preferred more direct forms of affection and, from the beginning, made it clear he had little taste for the Church. At his father�s insistence, however, he did take minor orders. The earl told him with well-intentioned candor that Thomas� birth precluded inheriting either title or lands and that taking such orders would give the boy a fine future with men in high places who would value his talents. Indeed, as he began his sometimes less than strictly clerical duties for some of the more ambitious men of the Church, Thomas learned to enjoy assisting in the earthly power games played by his priestly masters.
Sharing this love of intrigue had been his boyhood friend, Giles, who was also sent to cathedral school as the proper place for a younger, and in this case legitimate, son of one of the earl�s barons. Giles was more than just a childhood friend. They had been brothers in toddler mischief, adolescent buffoonery, and finally the more serious sports of wining and wenching.
Then one bright spring morning, after a night of sharing the lush favors of a serving maid from a pilgrims� inn near Saint Edward the Confessor�s shrine at Westminster, Thomas was awakened from a sweet but unremembered dream by church bells ringing out with their particular joy. He looked at Giles� naked body next to him and had begun to caress him with an inexplicably tender longing. Indeed, never before had Thomas felt so unreservedly happy nor had he ever been able to show love so freely.
Giles later claimed he knew nothing of what had happened before the maid began to scream and a horrified pilgrim ran to fetch the archdeacon�s chief clerk, but Thomas knew better. He remembered how ardently Giles had returned his kisses and fondling, how Giles had begged his friend to thrust his sex into him. And as he began to do so, Thomas felt an almost holy joy.
Yet the man who dragged him from Giles had screamed �Sodomite!� and the dungeon where Thomas had soon found himself was a cold, foul, and brutal hell.
One of his jailers raped him, all had taunted him, but two took especial joy in loudly recounting tales of how Giles had spent his days since, tearing at his garments and howling like a wolf. He had been locked away in his father�s castle tower until he begged his father to take him to the chapel. Arriving at the door, Giles had ripped away his remaining rags and plunged naked into a bed of stinging nettles. The priest had exorcised Satan from the young man�s writhing body, after which Giles had fallen into a deep sleep and, when he awoke, claimed ignorance of all that had transpired in bed with Thomas.
Now cleansed of evil, Giles had walked barefooted to a nearby shrine in penance and in gratitude. Shortly thereafter, he was married to an old and wealthy widow of his father�s choosing. Thomas� jailers recounted this last news in especially ribald detail just outside his prison door. The onetime rape he might have endured, swearing to castrate the man in good time. The tauntings were only words even his dulled wits could match, but these jailers could not have chosen a better torture than this tale to bring him to his knees, whimpering like a beaten dog, in grief for his friend.
Why Thomas hadn�t been burned at the stake was still a mystery to him. Perhaps it was his father�s doing. Perhaps it was some bishop who had benefited from his murmured advice. Whatever, he had wanted to die by the time he was finally wrenched from his prison bed of rotten straw, rat feces, and his own filth. The brightness of forgotten sunlight had seared his eyes, and the encrusted chains had rubbed his bloody ankles to a point beyond pain. He would have begged for death, had he not lost his voice in a world where darkness made a mockery of human speech.
Although the tonsure would suggest the man was from the Church, Thomas had no idea of the somber one�s identity as he sat in the warden�s room and silently examined the disgusting wretch Thomas had become. Whoever the man was, he had quickly ordered a stool brought for Thomas to sit on and some watered wine for his rusted throat.
�I have a proposition for you,� the black-robed man had said, his voice undistinguished by any particular tone.
Thomas had stared at him.
�A slow death at the stake and your soul condemned to Hell��
Thomas blinked.
��or your sins forgiven in return for becoming a priest with unquestioning obedience to a master whom you will never meet.�
Thomas said nothing.
�Do you hear me?�
Thomas dipped his head.
�Do you understand the choice?�
Thomas nodded.
�And?�
�The Church,� Thomas whispered. �I know Hell and wish no more of it.�
And so they had cut the chains from his flesh, bathed his filth-dyed and rat-bitten body, put poultices on the worst of his festering wounds and shaved a monk�s tonsure on his head. When he was strong enough, they trained him further in priestly rites and draped chastity, poverty, and obedience over his head with a monk�s rough habit.
But Thomas didn�t mind what he had been forced to swear.
He only minded forswearing Giles.
And who, with such sadistic humor, had chosen the penitential Giles to lead the ravaged Thomas to Tyndal Priory and leave him like an abandoned child to be encloistered with monks under the rule of women?
Thomas hoped he never found out.
***
Thomas rang the bell, then turned and looked down the road. There was nothing to see, not even settling dust, but Thomas continued to stare into the distance as tears slipped down his cheeks. Shamed at his weakness, he wiped them away but bowed his head as the ache of grief burst into his hollowed-out heart. The pain would linger for a long, long time.
The sound of the heavy wooden door opening on its metal hinges caused him to turn around. In front of him was a small monk of indeterminate age with deep blue eyes and a head so bald a tonsure was unneeded.
�Thanks be to God! And welcome to Tyndal Priory, brother,� the man said with ritual greeting and a deep bow. �I am Brother Andrew.�

Chapter Six

�We will, of course, handle the problem of our poor brother�s body, my child� ah, my lady. Please don�t worry yourself about it. A great shock it must have been for you to find him lying dead in your cloister. And a great tragedy for you to lose his counsel, to be sure.� Prior Theobald of Tyndal shifted in his ornately carved wooden chair, a slightly musty odor emanating from his dark robes with the movement. As he resettled, he grimaced, and in so doing brought his bushy gray eyebrows into brief collision.
He was a dour man of advanced years with an unusually large abdomen despite an otherwise skeletal frame. Resting on his stomach was a heavy gold cross, attached to a soft rope that looped around his birdlike neck. His long, bony fingers first clutched, then stroked the crucifix with a broken and irritating rhythm.
Eleanor lowered her eyes, not out of modesty but to prevent him from seeing her fury. The prior�s tone had been dismissive from the moment she arrived at his quarters, and he had just interrupted her in the middle of a sentence. Again. At this rate, it might be the midnight hour before she was able to tell him the exact and very serious nature of Brother Rupert�s death. Did he think she had nothing else of importance to do with her day as a result of it? She took a deep breath to calm herself.
She knew she had only herself to blame for his disrespectful behavior. Her aunt had given her good warning about what to expect at Tyndal. Although the clerical world, and indeed the secular one as well, found the idea of Eve leading Adam uncomfortable, the founder of Fontevraud had specifically declared that female leadership would be the rule in his Order of nuns and monks. The old prioress had not always been diligent in exerting her rightful authority over both men and women as the supreme head of a Fontevraud double house. Sister Beatrice had told Eleanor that she would have an upward battle to reestablish the rule.
�I am sure your assistance will be greatly appreciated, Prior,� she replied, unclenching her teeth.
Some would have argued that Eleanor�s first concern should have been to reestablish her authority immediately, despite the alarming circumstances and implications of the old monk�s death. She knew that. Of course she should have summoned Prior Theobald to her chambers where she could look down from her raised chair and enforce obedience from that symbol of her superior status. Instead she had chosen to go to his chambers, in the monks� quarters to the south of the parish church, out of consideration for his advanced age and the effect she assumed the news would surely have on him. In going to him as if she were the inferior, she had committed a tactical error and further diminished her authority in the eyes of those who venerate form over substance.
Eleanor glanced up at the smug expression on the face of Brother Simeon. The receiver and sub-prior, who stood next to Theobald and idly stroked the grooves in the top of his prior�s chair, was one who appreciated the power of symbols. Perhaps even better than his master, she thought. Ideally, such worldly games should have no place in a house dedicated to God, but Eleanor was not so na�ve as to think a religious vocation stripped men and women of ambition. She would have to learn to play the game of symbols far better if she were going to succeed here, or anywhere else.
She glanced over at Sister Ruth to see her reaction to the confrontation. The nun sat with hands folded in her lap and eyes staring in rapt concentration at the prior and Brother Simeon. Eleanor had no allies in this room, if, indeed, she had allies anywhere in Tyndal. Eleanor closed her eyes for just a moment. They burned.
�We will need a priest immediately to hear confessions, attend the dying at the hospital, and perform Mass. The crowner has been summoned,� she continued, concentrating on the rushes under her feet so as not to betray her feelings.
The prior blinked fretfully. �With all due respect, my lady, this is not a matter for the crowner. We need no such officer of a secular court to investigate and hold an inquest for our brother�s death. I will send one of the monks to examine the body, if that would allay your fears that the death might be questionable, but there is no doubt that Brother Rupert died a natural death. He was an aged man. Surely, God must have called him��
�I did the preliminary examination with the aid of Sister Anne.�
�What!� The prior rose halfway out of his chair, his face as pale as his wispy hair. �This was not proper for��
�Prior Theobald, as you well know, I am in charge of this priory and such actions are within my responsibility. A dead man�s body is hardly a shock or a temptation to sin.� She raised her hand as the old man opened his mouth. �Nor am I ignorant of the differences between bull and cow. Indeed, Brother Rupert did not die of age, he��
The prior flapped his hand in the air as he eased himself back into his chair. �Disease of the lungs. Of course. Not uncommon here, but I was unaware he was so afflicted. Although I may have heard him coughing�� He glanced tentatively at the towering and well-fleshed monk standing beside him. Brother Simeon smiled down at Theobald with obsequious agreement.
Frustrated with the prior�s inability to listen long enough to hear her out, Eleanor dropped all attempts to soften the news. �His lungs were not at issue. He was stabbed and castrated.� She sat back in her chair, raised her eyes, and waited for the expected reaction, but the taste in her mouth was bitter.
�Castr�castrated?� Prior Theobald�s voice shifted up an octave in shock. He pulled his cross over his heart. �Brother Simeon! Why was I not told that Brother Rupert was troubled with such lust? Why was he not brought to me for prayer and counseling?� His voice cracked.
Eleanor blinked at this unexpected interpretation and looked over at Sister Ruth with hope that she might have some understanding to give to her. The nun looked away but not before Eleanor saw that her face was bright red.
Simeon smiled without humor and showed a few gaps in his yellowed front teeth.
�Surely, my lord, you remember when I mentioned my concern over his, shall we say, unusual attachment to�� he nodded in Eleanor�s direction and lowered his voice ��our revered Prioress Felicia? However, since her death, I assumed, in your wisdom, you had��
Eleanor muttered a short prayer under her breath for the renewal of a patience she was quickly losing, then snapped. �Prior, he did not castrate himself. It was done to him. After death. A knife in the chest killed him, Sister Anne believes, but the blade was broken off��
His face scarlet, Theobald leaned toward her. �How could you��
Eleanor was about to tell him exactly how and why she could when a gentle rapping at the chamber door stopped her.
Theobald jerked upright in his chair. �Yes?� He squealed as his elbow hit the edge of his chair.
When Brother Andrew emerged from the doorway, he looked at the expressions of those in the chamber, then backed up and ever so slowly reached behind him to feel for the door. He gently pushed it shut before continuing. �My lord, the priest we have been expecting has arrived,� he said. �He is a young man as you hoped. What shall I do with him?�
Brother Simeon�s face softened as he bent to Theobald�s ear and put his hand reassuringly on the prior�s shoulders. �I suggest you bring him in to us here first, my lord. As a young man, surely he would have the energy to take over all a priest�s responsibilities with the hospital and nuns. And, perhaps, he might help our prioress settle this matter of our poor brother�s death in an expeditious fashion.�
Theobald exhaled as if he had been holding his breath and relaxed in his chair. �My thoughts exactly,� he said. �Bring him in, Brother Andrew.�
Eleanor raised her hand. �Just a moment, brother.�
The monk stopped in mid-step, but instead of looking to either Theobald or Simeon for direction, he turned to her. Perhaps, she thought with mild relief, she would not have to reeducate the entire priory.
�I have some questions before you bring him in. I was unaware we were receiving another priest; therefore, I must know something of his background and why he was sent here before I agree to his assignment as the spiritual advisor to my nuns and the afflicted. It would be discourteous to discuss this in front of him. We shall do so now.�
Sister Ruth�s eyes widened.
Simeon coughed and looked quickly in the direction of Theobald.
The prior nodded.
The interchange was not lost on Eleanor.
�In brief then, my lady,� Simeon said, �Brother Thomas has been sent by our English administrative community at Grovebury. Beyond that, we know little more except that his appointment to Tyndal has the approval of our Abbess at Fontevraud.� He smiled. �As yours has as well.�
Eleanor did not take the bait and said nothing. The silence grew long and tense as she waited for the receiver to give her the little more information she should have as head of the priory.
Simeon looked at Theobald, his forehead furrowed with irritation. Perhaps the receiver did not want to lose this battle of wills to a woman, but Eleanor noted that the prior gave him no support. Instead, Theobald looked away, leaving Simeon to flounder on his own.
Simeon cleared his throat and continued with some degree of dignity. �We had requested an additional chaplain, a young man we hoped. Many of our priests, poor Brother Rupert among them, are aging and no longer able to perform all their duties. Our few novices are too young.�
Grovebury, a tiny Fontevraud priory to the east of Amesbury, often provided monks for administrative help to the English houses of the Order. That connection alone would be sufficient recommendation to accept the new priest. The specific approval of the Abbess should suggest even higher merit, Eleanor thought, but as you well noted with such sarcastic tone, good brother, I received the same approval. How competent has that made me in the eyes of those here? The young priest�s credentials were indeed all too sketchy.
The problem of qualifications aside, what troubled her even more was the lack of sense in what Simeon had just said to her. Although Brother Rupert had that frail look not unusual amongst those who fasted often, she had not noted any remarkable physical weakness in him. That was the first inconsistency. Moreover, even if one were to assume he was far weaker than he had appeared and so advanced in age that he no longer had the energy to perform Mass or even hear confessions, how could anyone conclude that he burned with such uncontrollable lust that he would castrate himself? The whole thing was just ridiculous. It gave her no great peace of mind to know she had monks in charge of accounts and the estates who could reason no better than that.
She ground her teeth in frustration. The inability of either the prior or his receiver to think logically should be the least of her worries. She would, after all, be taking over the management of the priory herself. Of greater concern was the fact that she was not just starting her tenure with potentially incompetent monks, an inexperienced priest, and no support from her priory, she had a murdered priest in her cloister garth. A murderer had been able to enter both the outer court and the locked nuns� quarters without being seen. The latter fact was especially disturbing.
She prayed the crowner would prove more competent than at least two of the people in the room with her and that he would capture the perpetrator quickly. She already had more to deal with than the average new prioress without having to worry about a murderer on the loose.
�Very well, then,� she said, looking at each man until he shifted uncomfortably. �Let us see this young priest who will serve my sisters and succor the dying at our hospital.�

Chapter Seven

Simeon thumped Thomas� shoulder with such enthusiasm that the young man staggered. The older monk�s face might have beamed with jovial greeting, but his dark eyes studied the younger with grim intensity. �You have just arrived from Grovebury then, brother?�
�Yes, my lord.� Thomas wanted to rub his aching shoulder, but he had been through such silent examinations before and knew when he was being appraised. This might be a world dedicated to God, but the unspoken rules were no different from the secular one. Acceptance at Tyndal was crucial to his success with this first assignment given by his grim new master, and he knew better than to show weakness of any kind. The ache in his shoulder receded.
A flicker of approval passed over Simeon�s face, and then he nodded to the porter. �Brother Andrew, bring some wine to wash the dust from our new brother�s throat.�
�I would be most grateful for it, my lord,� Thomas replied with calculated courtesy. As he smiled in thanks, he would have sworn the short, bald monk winked at him before dropping his eyes modestly and limping dutifully toward the wine pitcher. Brother Andrew slopped some deep red liquid from the ewer into a gold goblet and handed it to Thomas.
He gazed down at the object in his hand. It was an unusually opulent thing to find in such a remote house, Thomas thought. The priory�s uncharacteristic financial downturn had tweaked the interest of some high churchman, at least enough to use it to test Thomas� investigative skills, yet clearly its members had not felt sufficient distress to sell any of its valuable plate. Despite its plain design, the goblet was still gold and well-crafted. Then he glanced at the table and noted four similar goblets. Odd too that such rich possessions would be brought out for daily use, and by the prior, who was not even responsible for the entertainment of important guests under normal circumstances. He wondered what quality of plate the prioress had in her lodgings.
Thomas sipped the smooth and mellow wine. It was of superior quality as well. If Tyndal had a generous patron who guaranteed a good supply of fine wine to make diminished wealth more palatable, Thomas� human raven had failed to mention it. Or perhaps he didn�t know about such a benefactor. Or perhaps he was misinformed about the entire situation. Ignorance of what really happened in places or amid people deemed to be of minor or no importance was not unusual amongst those at the pinnacles of power. Thomas remembered some of his former masters with mild derision and enjoyed another sip of the wine.
�You elevated me beyond my station, however.� Simeon�s words were humble, but as Thomas looked up at the tall monk�s expression, he knew he had quite pleased the man.
�I am Brother Simeon, receiver and sub-prior of Tyndal.�
Thomas bowed graciously.
Simeon gestured to the man at the head of the table. �Prior Theobald leads us.�
�My lord.� As Thomas humbled himself once again, he noted the prior�s blinking eyes and aimlessly fumbling hands. A pathetic and ineffectual old man, he decided, and hardly the real center of power here. That, he concluded, was Brother Simeon, whose formidable size and vitality overwhelmed the room.
With a sharp stab of pain, Thomas once again missed Giles. In the old days, they would have made Theobald into prime fodder for parody. Now there was no one with whom he could later mock such a feeble, aged master in the time-honored tradition of young clerks. Then with some surprise Thomas realized he felt sorry for the old prior. Maybe the days were past when he could find joy in mocking men whose manhood existed only in memory. He snorted quietly. Was he much different himself from this impotent prior? Thomas lowered his head to keep his moist eyes from public gaze.
�Excuse me, brother, but I did not hear your name?�
Thomas started. The voice was distinctly feminine and quite melodic.
Simeon stepped aside.
Sitting at the table behind the receiver were two nuns. One was a woman of middle years, stout about the hips and waist. The other was youthful and quite diminutive. The first must be the prioress, Thomas thought. She looked sour enough, her forehead deeply ridged in what must be a perpetual frown, and, although her eyes were lowered, he could sense their look of constant disapproval. The young one, however, looked directly at him, her gray eyes alert with curiosity and her complexion flushed a healthy pink. Too tiny all over for my taste, Thomas thought with irreverent amusement.
Simeon cleared his throat. �Forgive me,� he said, rudely pointing his finger at the young nun. �Prioress Eleanor of Wynethorpe has just arrived from Amesbury but a day or so ago.� With far greater courtesy and warmth, he gestured toward the elder. �This is Sister Ruth, our esteemed porteress for the nuns.�
Thomas blinked in surprise. He watched as Prioress Eleanor�s eyes briefly narrowed in what he suspected was carefully controlled anger, then quickly cleared and began to appraise him. Perhaps, he thought, it might not be wise to dismiss this young woman, as Simeon appeared to be doing. Had the person in front of him been a man who could control his emotions with such iron will, he would have accorded him more respect.
Thomas bowed. �My lady, I am Brother Thomas. Here to serve your will.�
�And what skills do you bring me, brother?�
�Humble ones. I have come lately to the priesthood.�
�Indeed, but previously a clerk, I see. What brought you to choose a cloistered vocation over the earthly rewards at a king�s court?�
Thomas paled. Surely this prioress could not know his real background. His black-clad liberator had promised him anonymity in exchange for his oath of fealty.
�Do not be so surprised, brother. With such soft hands, you are surely no man of arms, although I wonder why not with your height and that breadth of shoulders.� She smiled warmly, then laughed with a straightforward heartiness.
Sister Ruth pressed her lips together into a rigid white line.
Thomas smiled in return with more warmth than he felt. You, my lady prioress, are more observant that I would expect from a woman of your youth and vocation, he thought, and more than makes me comfortable.
�Indeed,� he said aloud, �I was a clerk, thus I have some knowledge of Latin and law. As for my choice of the cloister, my shoulders may be broad but my soul cried out to serve God in a more contemplative setting, not on the field of battle or in the courts of kings.�
�Well said, brother. I think our sisters will be lucky to have such a priest as their spiritual guide.�
Her phrasing was smooth as river rock. As he bowed his head in humble thanks at her courtesy, Thomas knew by her amused smile that she was not deceived in the slightest by his fine and empty words.
***
When Eleanor first looked at Brother Thomas, as he walked into the prior�s chambers, and saw blue eyes the color of the summer sea and hair the shade of burnished copper, she felt heat, then shuddered as if chilled. He had all the legendary beauty of Satan�s own angels.
The suddenness, no, the strength of her attraction to the young monk startled her. This was not just a playful, almost innocent tickling of pleasure to be enjoyed for a moment, confessed, then forgotten. She felt as if a bonfire had been set alight in her entrails. This was no easily ignored and set aside desire. This was lust. And why had God chosen now of all times to give her the added burden of conquering such a passion? Didn�t she have problems enough?
Yet God had not completely abandoned her. Even as she felt her face flush, she had struggled, then regained control of her reason and calmly questioned the man. He had seemed oddly taken aback at her observation that he must have been a clerk. Perhaps he had been insulted, assumed she thought he was of a rank too low to be trained in the knightly arts of war, or had not thought him man enough. Nevertheless, he had quickly recovered and shown the smooth tongue of one at ease with courtly manners. A younger son of someone of rank sent to make his way in the Church with or without any calling to it, she thought. Or else a by-blow. If the latter, she might be better off. Her aunt had said that those born to the mighty without the benefit of legitimacy often understood the ephemeral nature of worldly rank and comforts better than a younger son who had grown up in the ease of it.
Whatever his lineage, he was a priest with some training in law. She could see no reasonable grounds to refuse him as the offered replacement for Brother Rupert. Without a priest to perform sacraments for her nuns and the hospitalized dying, the priory could not function properly. She herself must have an educated man to assist her in the administrative work. For the moment, she would have to put her own feelings aside and accept him, but deep inside she trembled for her own emotional security. How she wished Sister Beatrice was waiting for her in her chambers with comfort and advice.
�I am grateful to you for your offer of Brother Thomas to fill the position we so desperately need.� Eleanor turned to face Theobald and Simeon, hoping that they could not see her slight trembling.
�I believe it to be best�� Prior Theobald began.
�And I accept your recommendation. At least for the time being. Our immediate concern, of course, must be Brother Rupert�s murder. The effect on our priory and indeed the implications for our very safety within the walls are paramount. Once the crowner has examined his body and decided what must be done to apprehend the killer, we can discuss further and in greater detail how the monks and lay brothers should be used to run our hospital and priory as well as serve the parish efficiently. At that time I will decide whether Brother Thomas can fulfill all his duties to my sisters without assistance. In the meantime��
Thomas coughed. �Forgive me, my lady, but did you say murder?�
�Yes, brother. We have suffered a monstrous slaying in our midst. Brother Rupert, an elderly priest of our house, was found this morning in the nuns� cloister garth, stabbed and castrated.�
Eleanor studied the young monk�s face. He had paled a bit at the news but otherwise showed little emotion. �In your studies of law,� she continued, �did you ever have occasion to investigate questionable deaths?�
***
The news that someone had been murdered and the prioress� query about questionable deaths took Thomas� mind back to the nights when he was a young lad and had heard muffled cries and scufflings in the dark passages of his father�s castle just outside the room in which he slept. He was never sure if the sounds were those of ghosts and demons or were of human origin, but he remembered how rigid he had lain in his tiny bed, his eyes focused in terror on the wavering shadows and pale shifting lights that danced tauntingly on the walls of his room. As soon as the gray morning light illuminated the familiar forms of straw and wood, he would slip outside his door, where he�d sometimes find brown stains on the stones, then he would tremble with fear at what might have happened all too close to him in the hours of darkness.
Even later on in his adult years, there was the morning he had entered the chamber of a well-hated deacon to find the man�s frozen and twisted body on the bed. Oh, he was told by a grinning servant, the master must have died from eating a dinner of bad eels. Did anyone die of food poisoning with such an expression of agonized horror on his face? Thomas suspected not but knew better than to voice his doubts.
So had he ever had occasion to investigate questionable deaths? No, he said to himself, he�d had more sense. Aloud, Thomas replied, �My education was academic, but both the study and practice of law require the exercise of reason and observation.�
�Indeed. I hope you have a strong stomach as well. Brother Rupert is not a pretty sight.�
Thomas lowered his eyes to hide his surprise at the bluntness of his new prioress. This woman did not behave like any of the other young women he had known. The sight of a tiny, live mouse was enough to cause them to scream and throw themselves into the arms of the nearest man, but this one was quite calm in her discussion of a man�s mutilated corpse. He might have expected an older, married woman to be this composed. After all, he�d heard tales of how some wives successfully defended castles while their lords were elsewhere, but a woman of the prioress�s youth? Never. Perhaps whatever changed some aging women into more manlike creatures happened to women of any age who devoted themselves to God? Thomas could think of no other explanation.
�My stomach will be strong enough, my lady,� he replied at last.
�Good,� the prioress said. �You must examine Brother Rupert�s body now, if you will. Perhaps you will see something both Sister Anne and I missed. After that you will arrange to take his body to a more fitting place to lie. I have forbidden the nuns access to the garden until the crowner has done whatever examination he deems fit, but Brother Rupert should rest in peace in a chapel tonight. It is unseemly that the poor man remain exposed in the cloister garth until the morrow.�
Thomas glanced over at both Prior Theobald and Brother Simeon for guidance. The good prior was stroking his cross, his eyes vague and his expression confused. The receiver stood with chin in hand, gazing at the prioress with a slight frown, then he turned and gave Thomas a quick nod.
�Of course, my lady,� Thomas said. �As you wish.�

Chapter Eight

Eleanor pressed her hand to her heart, then bit her lip. She was not surprised at the brief exchange between Thomas and Simeon. She should have expected that the young priest would seek approval from the two older men before obeying her. Still the gesture had stung her with a disproportionate pain. Thomas must be new to the Order, she told herself. Like both Simeon and Theobald he would soon learn that it was she who was in charge at Tyndal. Once he did, he would look to her for direction, not them.
Then she winced. Oh, don�t be such a fool, Eleanor, she said to herself, shaking her head in disgust. It�s not your position as head of the priory that you want him to recognize. You want him to see you as a woman. A worldly creature you still are, whatever your vows. Your muscles were like water walking so near him down the stone stairs from the prior�s chambers, and you tremble with the sickness of lust. If God meant to purge your soul of any pride in becoming prioress to the religious at Tyndal, He has succeeded well.
She had always thought obedience would be the vow with which she�d struggle most. She was quite amply endowed with a high spirit. For cert, the vow of poverty had never been a problem for her. She had grown up in comfortable simplicity at Amesbury and such was her definition of poverty. Being used to that life, she even preferred it.
But lust? Virgin she might be, but innocent she was not. Not after living with two older brothers and a castle full of young men in the year she�d spent with her father before she had taken her final vows. She had played at courtly love and quite enjoyed the feints and parries of it all, but it was only a game to her and she had never lost sight of or the desire for her vocation. This was surely the first test of her vows. And, she thought with grim determination, I shall win the contest.
As they stepped into the dappled light of the monks� cloister walk, Eleanor glanced at Sister Ruth walking next to her in silence. The nun�s eyes were downcast, and her mouth was pursed as if she had just tasted something bitter. Had the older woman recognized what her young prioress was feeling? Perhaps God was kind and she had noticed nothing. Certainly Eleanor did not need any further marks against her in her new community. Or perhaps the porteress had never experienced lust and would not recognize the symptoms.
For just an instant, Eleanor felt a tinge of envy.
***
The trio passed in silence through the covered cloister walk, keeping a modest distance from the few monks strolling there, and on toward the passage leading into the outer court.
She heard a muffled laugh and glanced quickly over her shoulder. The young monk was smiling in some private amusement. Seeing her turn to him, he looked down quickly. Had he noted the effect he had on her? Was that the source of his mirth? She scowled, hoping he noted her severity just as well. Then her own eyes turned traitor and quickly feasted on all of him from head to foot before she was able to drag her gaze back to a more seemly concentration on the stone walk at her feet.
He did look more suited to charger and armor than cowl and tonsure. Still, tonsured and cowled he was, whatever the true reason for his recent calling. She certainly did not believe the glib tale he had told her. He had shown a courtly manner and physical comfort with his body rarely found in younger monks. Although he towered over both Sister Ruth and Eleanor, he seemed in control of his size and strength and kept an easy, slow pace behind her as they walked into the dark, narrow passage under the monks� dormitory and up to the heavy wooden door.
�This is the path you will take when you come to serve us. And you will use it to return when you are done.� Eleanor inserted a large key, unlocked the door, then turned and handed the key to Thomas. �This is now yours as priest to my nuns and the sick. Besides you, Prior Theobald has such a key and Brother Andrew also because he is porter. Of the nuns, only Sister Ruth as porteress, Sister Christina and Sister Anne, who are both in charge of the hospital, and I may have such keys. Please keep it safe and lend it to no one. These locked doors keep us protected from the world.� Eleanor heard a sharp intake of breath from the nun beside her and winced. At least the doors had done so until the death of Brother Rupert, she thought.
�I will take you to the hospital before the crowner comes and introduce you to Sister Christina, the infirmarian. Sister Anne, her assistant, you will meet shortly. Until I can review the assignments of all the brothers at Tyndal, your duties will include service to the sick as well as priest for the nuns.�
As they walked through the gate and approached the church, Eleanor pointed out the sacristy door that led to the priests� changing room and the altar. When they approached the entrance to the nuns� cloister, Brother Thomas bowed to Sister Ruth, who stepped back so he could take her place by the prioress� side.
�Since you have already examined the body, my lady, what specifically do you wish me to look for?�
Eleanor turned so quickly he almost trod on her.
�I did not mean��
Eleanor was pleased that he looked abashed as he stumbled backward. At least there was little aggression to fear in the man. One prone to violence would have looked angry to be placed so suddenly at disadvantage.
She smiled with pleasure at her impromptu trick and at his flustered reaction, then nodded acceptance of the apology.
The boyish grin he gave in return was not only ingenuous but also calculated, Eleanor decided. The look did not extend to his expressionless eyes. Nonetheless, unwanted warmth rushed once again to her face. She quickly turned away from him and walked in determined silence to the nuns� gate, unlocked it with her own key, and led the two others into the cloister garth. As they reached the fountain where Sister Anne guarded the body, Eleanor finally stopped and turned to Thomas.
�Your opinion and observations, brother, would be both welcome and useful. Indeed Sister Anne and I did examine the body quite thoroughly. However, if the crowner is like most, he would more likely listen to the details and take them more seriously from you than from us. The world outside our small Order is unaccustomed to open female command and for me to assert this unusual authority as head of Tyndal might so unsettle him that he could be distracted from a timely pursuit of justice. I understand he has never had occasion to visit here before. I trust we will never have to invite him to our priory again. Therefore, in the interest of a clear-eyed, efficient hunt for the person who did this horrible thing to our brother, I think the issue of who runs Tyndal may remain a moot one.�
�If I may be so blunt, my lady, you show rare judgement for��
�A woman?�
�For any child born of sin.�
Clever man with words you are, Eleanor thought and could not help smiling at him. She might fear Thomas and the unwelcome feelings and confusion he caused her, but she did like his quick wit.

Chapter Nine

Thomas retched. The sight of Brother Rupert�s mutilated corpse had turned his stomach despite his brave words to the contrary. If he�d been alone in the garth, he probably would have instantly vomited the good wine he had just enjoyed, but he would never show such weakness before women. Now that he was by himself, he could throw up in peace. Bracing against the stone wall, he retched again into the tall grass.
Still sweating, he shook his head. How two women could have examined that body with apparent composure and thoroughness was beyond his understanding. He at least had seen death in some of its uglier forms; neither stabbings nor poisonings were pretty, but to castrate a man like that?
�What horrible thing could an old priest have done to warrant such treatment? And who could have defiled him so?� He spat. Such desecration of manhood was usually reserved for the most hated of men. Traitors to a king came first to mind, although there was Abelard who�d been gelded as well as that unfortunate lover of a nun at Watton Priory.
After some dry heaving, nothing was left in his stomach. Thomas kicked up some dirt and tore some of the dry grass to cover his leavings, then locked the door to the nuns� quarters and headed down the gravel path to the monks� lodgings. At the nave of the church, he stopped and looked up at the granite and slate building. Moss streaked the shadowed stone and blackened what might once have been colored light gray. The windows over the high altar were narrow and dingy, and something brown was growing from the corners and joinings which must further inhibit light from illuminating the inside of the church.
�What cold and soggy land have I been sent to?� he asked himself. A sudden chill shook Thomas in the afternoon sun. Damp and mold permeated all. Everything reeked of gradual but inevitable decay. A black mood descended on him, and the manner of Brother Rupert�s death seemed in keeping with the ambiance of the place.
Just as his thoughts grew grim, he looked around, then smiled in spite of his sad temper at the incongruity he had just observed. Women might run Fontevraud houses but they still lived to the north of the church, the side that symbolized benightedness, while the very monks they ruled lived on the south, the side of enlightenment. What did his new prioress think of that? Had she even noticed it? He shook his head. A more apt question would be whether there was much of anything she hadn�t observed.
A single cloud scudded across the sun, briefly darkening the day with its shadow. Thomas watched as more clouds followed the first, dark bottomed and close to the earth. Rain was coming, he decided, as he felt the air turn slightly damp against his skin. He turned away from the nave and walked on.
�Surely the prioress has recognized what a strong adversary she has in Brother Simeon,� Thomas muttered. �Now there is a man who shows very traditional views on whether it is Adam or Eve who should rule. He would have no doubts that men were the more capable sex and that women should be guided by them.�
How did such a man ever become a member of this religious order, founded in seeming defiance of established wisdom? Thomas shook his head. Perhaps he had arrived as a child and been more willing in his youth to obey a woman�s command. If so, he had clearly changed in the passing years. Thomas had seen how little the now forceful monk cared for the equally forceful new prioress. �Without question, there will be a struggle for supremacy between the two. Perhaps I should not wager on which will win,� he said into the dank wind.
And what were his own feelings about Prioress Eleanor and her authority over him? Thomas wasn�t sure. In his father�s court, women had seemed peripheral to the lives of the men he had watched, but he had never thought they were either unneeded or unappreciated.
When he was a little boy, women had looked after him, although he had little memory of his wet nurse. A flash of warmth, a bit of color, perhaps. Thomas did not remember if she had died or been sent away, but he did remember his father�s cook who had taken him on afterward, a soft-fleshed, jolly woman who smelled of good things to eat which she freely gave him along with just the right number of hugs.
After her death when he was thirteen, he no longer attached himself to any woman and kept them all in the background of his life, like the men he sought to imitate. As a boy, he had always given due courtesy to each of his father�s wives and had grieved deeply, albeit privately, at the death of the one who had been especially kind. Various maidservants and ladies had ruffled his soft hair, planted kisses on his downy cheeks, then stepped back to look at him differently when his voice dropped and his shoulders broadened.
In truth, he had given little thought to women for most of his life. He had shared the favors of many with Giles, enjoying the joint couplings more than those he�d had alone. The lusty joustings had been pleasant for the most part, rather akin to scratching a slightly unreachable itch.
Thomas chuckled. �For cert, this prioress will not stand in any man�s background, at least not for long.� Nor, he suspected, would she dutifully scratch any man�s itch. She might be young and small of stature, but when she stood over him, watching as he examined the body of the old priest, he knew he had rarely met men tested in battle who exuded such iron control.
Despite the mettle he saw behind a soft woman�s form, her smile was warm and her deep laugh suggested more earthiness than he would have expected in a virgin with a religious vocation. Of course he had heard stories of nuns who had lost the fight to remain chaste, not that he had known many nuns, virtuous or otherwise. Neither he nor Giles had had any interest in bedding a nun, no matter how willing she might be, when there were women enough outside the Church to satisfy them. The daughters of Eve who dedicated themselves to God might be holier than monks, according to the Church, because of their greater battle with unquenched lust, but neither he nor Giles had wanted to risk the future comfort of their souls by testing any nun�s vows.
Thomas kicked at the stones in the path. Whether Prioress Eleanor of Wynethorpe was a struggling or willing virgin was really of no interest to him. There was nothing about her that had stirred his manhood. Had Giles been here, perhaps he would have indulged in and enjoyed some speculation, but without him�
Thomas stopped. In the quickly growing shadows of the late summer�s afternoon, something caught his eye near the sacristy door. He quickly knelt and reached into the high yellow grass and leathery weeds. Lost in the tangle was a small, roughly hewn wooden crucifix attached to a thin leather strap. He pulled the object toward him and into the light. The strap was broken, and it felt stiff when he grasped it. Both the wood and strap were darkly stained.
As he quickly parted the grass around where he had found the cross, he thought the ground looked darker in spots. Could the marks on the ground and the stains be dried blood, he wondered? He quickly slipped the crucifix and strap into his sleeve. Something to look at later or give to�
�Brother?�
The voice startled Thomas. He stumbled as he rose, spun around, and then stared into the green eyes of a tall, wiry, but well-muscled monk standing behind him.
�Did you drop something, brother?� The voice was deep. The tone was not warm.
�A pebble in my shoe, is all.�
�Soft feet to go with a clerk�s soft hands then?�
�My history follows me, it seems.�
The man did not laugh. �Brother Simeon wants to see you in the prior�s chambers.� With a look as thorough as that of a butcher appraising a cow bought for slaughter, the monk turned and left Thomas alone in the path.
***
�Sit, Brother Thomas, and have some wine.�
Brother Simeon poured a berry-scented wine into a goblet set in front of Thomas. There was no sign of the prior, but the receiver seemed quite at ease alone in his superior�s chambers. And in using the gold cups.
Thomas watched the monk as he settled himself on the bench just opposite him. Of middle years, the man was large in every sense of the word and seemed more paternal than forbidding, or at least that was Thomas� impression. And, he noted with gentle amusement, Simeon was vain. The receiver had let his light brown hair grow longer at one side so he could pull it over the top of his head and in front of his tonsure, which he wore further back from his forehead than most monks.
�So what did you see in the garden? What happened to our poor Brother Rupert? Did he die with a smile on his face after a frolic with a wayward nun?� Simeon winked, his laugh deep and hearty, his smile good-humored.
This man may be more aware of human frailty than the usual androgynous monk, Thomas thought, but I find no humor in what happened to the old man. Why does he take it so lightly? �There was little enough to see. The poor man was stabbed in the chest. Sister Anne felt something odd when she checked him for signs of life. Then she and the prioress looked further and they found the remnants of a knife buried deep in his heart. The hilt had been broken off and lost. Only the shaft was left in the poor man�s body.�
Simeon�s countenance darkened. �This all you have observed yourself? You are not just taking the word of the nuns?�
�Such was my observation after examining the corpse, my lord.�
Simeon sat back, smiling slightly, and studied Thomas for a long moment. �Perchance the knife was from the nuns� kitchen and we still have some errant nun to bring before the Church courts?�
�The shaft was the breadth of a dagger and well made. I�d say a man�s weapon.�
�Breaking such a good knife would take more strength than a weak woman would possess. I�ll grant that.�
Having seen Sister Anne lift and move a man�s dead weight with ease, Thomas was not quite so sure that there weren�t women strong enough to have broken a good blade. In most cases, however, women did not possess such strength. He nodded.
�And the cutting?�
Thomas coughed and turned red. Simeon reached over and punched him sympathetically in the chest with a softly closed fist. �Of course, lad. Take your time.�
�He held his�. Well, in his hand, they were. We found no other knife.�
�Then he gelded himself. We had noticed that he was spending an unusual amount of time with Prioress Felicia before she died. Not that we thought either had actually broken their vows� I pity the poor man. The guilt over his lust for her must have been great. Perhaps he was in such pain that he fell on that knife and it broke. Like a Roman falling on his sword. There is no other knife, brother. He killed himself with the same. The hilt will come to light, no doubt. Probably trampled into the flowerbeds by those light-footed women. Prior Theobald is right, of course. This is not something for which we should have involved the crowner��
�Beg pardon, Brother Receiver, but when I lifted his habit, I found there was blood around the wound in his chest but little where his privates�were. Sister Anne says that it is usual to have little bleeding when there is injury after death. She believes he was stabbed first and then castrated�.�
Simeon waved his hand in a dismissive gesture reminiscent of the prior. �Ah, our worldly sister! She�s a very physical woman.� He wiggled his fingers in disgust. �I almost suspected she was his slayer until we realized he must have killed himself. Sister Anne�s a trial to us, I�m afraid. What did you think of her?�
Thomas hesitated. �Indeed, I have not had your long experience with her, but she did seem very�perhaps direct is the word?�
�Immodest or ill-advised are better ones. Has an unwomanly arrogance about her, which you will learn from your work at the hospital. Her judgement is unsound and she will not listen to those wiser than she. A word of advice to you, brother. The infirmarian, Sister Christina, is a woman whose understanding of the spiritual roots of physical ill far surpasses that of Sister Anne.� Simeon snorted. �And I have good reason to know that, in certain respects, Sister Anne has never left the world.�
Thomas nodded. �She was appointed sub-infirmarian, I understand.�
�One of those mistakes made by our late prioress and condoned by Brother Rupert, blinded as we now know by lust. I would have set Sister Anne to cleaning pots in the kitchen to teach her humility. When I heard that she was the one to find our poor brother, I knew that any conclusions she came to would be questionable. That is why I took them so lightly, but now that you have examined the corpse, I feel more confidence, brother.� Simeon sighed and gave another dismissive wave. �But please amuse me. What outlandish explanation did our obstinate sister have, if he did not castrate himself?�
�Murder. She also noted that his robes had been changed after he died.�
Thomas expected Simeon to whoop with laughter. Instead he paled. �What?� the monk asked, his voice hoarse.
�You see, there was no tear in his cloak where the knife went into his chest, and little staining on the garment.�
�Surely she just didn�t see the tear or the blood. Sister Anne thinks she knows everything, but women haven�t a man�s ability to reason and observe. Perhaps I had better look myself��
�I did, my lord, and with great care.� Thomas hesitated. �There was no tear. There was not the expected amount of blood on his robe.�
For a long time, Simeon looked at Thomas without speaking, his expression inscrutable. Then the receiver reached for his goblet and took a long, pensive sip of wine. �In truth, brother, then I believe we do have a murderer to find,� he said.

Chapter Ten

�Woman, get out of my light and get thyself away from my ears if you must moan so balefully! No man can think with such flapping around him.� Crowner Ralf swatted in the general direction of Sister Christina as if she were an annoying insect, then turned his broad back to her.
It was the day after the sad discovery of Brother Rupert�s mutilated corpse, and Christina had been interrupted by the arrival of the crowner while she was kneeling in the Chapel of Saint Mary Magdalene that lay on the cloister side of the nuns� choir. Except for Brother Rupert�s body, she, a servant of the spiritual King, was completely alone with this loud and abrupt retainer of the secular monarch. Her quiet prayers interrupted, she wrung her hands and continued to make piteous cries of uncertainty. She was not only alone in the chapel with this worldly man, she was quite sure such unchaperoned contact was forbidden. She was absolutely terrified by him.
Ignoring her distress, the local representative of King Henry�s justice bent over the body of the late Brother Rupert and resumed his careful examination while continuing to wave one hand absent-mindedly at the nun as if she were a pesky fly to keep at bay.
***
Eleanor stepped into the chapel, took one look at the young nun rocking from side to side in near hysteria, and called out: �You may go, sister. We will deal with the crowner.� Then she turned to Sister Ruth and asked in a low voice, �Was Sister Christina here when you let the crowner in?�
Ruth looked genuinely distressed. �Forgive me, my lady! In my rush to announce him and bring both Sister Anne and Brother Thomas to accompany you, I did not notice if anyone was here. If I may, I will escort her away.�
�Do. Please. She looks quite pale. Perhaps a sip of medicinal wine would be in order in view of her distress.�
�Immediately, my lady.� The elder nun stepped forward, took the arm of the trembling younger one and led her with speed and surprising gentleness toward the cloister walk. Whatever Eleanor may have thought of Sister Christina, this was one time she felt sorry for her. However severe Sister Ruth might be with Eleanor, the porteress was showing kindness to the terrified girl. That was worth remembering.
�I am Prioress Eleanor of Tyndal,� she announced to the man, who had not even turned to acknowledge her presence. An unkempt and careless man, she thought, as she glanced at the clothing he wore. It was in need of mending, and where mended it was badly done. His back was stained from sweat and other liquids of less well-defined origins. Here was a man with little time for fashion and even less for the good opinion of others, Eleanor decided with grim humor. Was he even sober?
�A fine thing to find in your garden, my lady,� the crowner said, continuing to bend over the monk�s body.
His voice was steady, his words unslurred. At least he wasn�t drunk, Eleanor concluded with some relief.
�Not a proper sight for virgins.� He grunted as he turned the corpse over on one side and yanked up the corpse�s robe to expose the mutilation. �Seeing this mess would be good for a few Hail Marys to ease the shock, I�d think.�
Brother Thomas coughed, then gagged at the sight of the putrefying mutilation.
�Oh, and a man of God too. Well, this is the most blood you�ll ever see, brother. Thank the good Lord for that, unless you�re a fighting bishop that is.� Ralf was the only one to laugh at his joke, but he seemed neither to notice nor to mind. The crowner continued his examination.
�You�ll not find much blood to mark his lost manhood, Crowner.� Eleanor�s voice was stern. No one in her family had ever spoken favorably of the lower ranks assigned to administer the king�s justice. Indeed, she had always assumed such men were mostly dishonest, or lazy and incompetent at best. She�d rather hoped this one would be different. At least his study of the dead priest was unhurried and seemed careful. Perhaps the crowner had merit, despite his clothes and rather earthy smell.
�And how would you know that, my lady?� The man sighed with barely concealed annoyance at the continued interruptions.
�We looked.�
Crowner Ralf straightened up slowly, put one hand on his hip, turned and glowered equally at Eleanor and Thomas.
�Indeed. And what are your conclusions then, good people? Did God strike him down in your priory for his sins? Or was it for your sins? Do you think I�ll close my eyes to all human intervention just because the corpse�s a monk and you�re a bunch of�?�
�Shush, Ralf! You are being impious. Be silent, and let us tell you what we did find.� Sister Anne stepped out of the shadow behind Thomas, shook her finger at the crowner, and glared with a ferocity equal to his own.
Eleanor and Thomas both turned to look at her in shock.
�Well, Annie,� the crowner said, his face relaxing into a surprised but delighted smile. �I�d hoped you hadn�t lost all your sense when you left the apothecary shop for the convent.�
Sister Anne turned to Eleanor. �Forgive me for speaking without permission, my lady. We knew Ralf, my husband and I, when we were in the world.�
Ralf nodded. �Aye, and leaving it was the world�s loss. You saved my lazy brother�s life with that green and foul smelling poultice when the boar gored his leg, you know.� He looked over at Eleanor. �He that is sheriff and too busy with the affairs of the high and mighty to attend to such matters as this.� He gestured at the corpse.
�It was my husband who��
The crowner�s face reddened. �S�Blood, woman! �Twas you, not that sexless, bloodless thing you called husband.�
�Ralf! You forget yourself and where you are.�
The man turned and bowed to Eleanor. �Perhaps. Forgive me, my lady. Sister Anne has reminded me that I have strayed from my task. You had observations you wished to share?�
Eleanor smiled in spite of herself. However crude the crowner might seem, his blunt speech and ill manners seemed based more in choice than nature. Indeed, she could understand impatience with hollow gestures when something important had to be done. She struggled herself with them at times, she realized, remembering her recent encounter with Prior Theobald. Then she noticed that the crowner was looking at her with some intensity as he scowled. He isn�t just staring, Eleanor thought with surprise; he�s studying me.
�Sister Anne discovered him,� she said quickly and nodded in the nun�s direction. �She should tell you what she noted. Brother Thomas and I came to the site later. If need be, we will confirm or add to whatever she says.�
As Ralf looked at the tall woman beside her, Eleanor caught a fleeting look of sadness in his face. Something must have happened between them before Sister Anne left the world, she thought. Indeed, the entire interchange between crowner and nun had intrigued her.
�He�s been moved since his death, Ralf. That coloring on the body you can see for yourself, but his clothing has also been changed. There was no tear from the entry of the knife into his garment, nor was there blood on the ground where we found him. And little staining on the inside of the robe near the chest wound. None near his genitals. In fact, as you see, there is but little blood around the mutilation itself.�
The crowner had been listening intently. Suddenly, he laughed. �So you did not clean up the corpse. I wondered when I found it so neatly placed here in the chapel with little evidence of bleeding where I most expected it and a fresh robe.�
�Our prioress forbade the washing until you had been here to examine the body.�
Ralf acknowledged Eleanor with a slight smile. �And did you all examine the earth around as well?� he asked.
The three nodded.
�And did none of you find blood?�
The three shook their heads.
�Nor any dagger hilt?� He touched the spot where the knife had entered.
�None,� the trio said, almost in unison.
�Well, now, what have you left to tell me?�
�One thing,� Thomas said, pulling the crucifix from his sleeve and handing it to the crowner. �I found this near the sacristy door on the path to the monks� quarters yesterday afternoon after I left the garden. The ground may have been stained with blood. I couldn�t quite tell and was interrupted before I could confirm my suspicions.�
Ralf turned it around in his hand and held it up to the light. �Blood stains on the cross itself, and I�d say the cord was soaked with it. You were wise to pick it up, brother. Given last night�s summer downpour, any trace of blood in the earth will be washed away, and the rain might have cleansed this as well if you hadn�t taken it.� He looked around. �Can any of you confirm if it belonged to him?� He waved at the corpse.
�Look at it, please, sister. You would know best,� Eleanor said.
Anne reached out, and the crowner dropped the thing lightly into her hand, carefully not touching her. She looked at it for a moment, her eyes closing as she briefly shut her hand over the cross.
�It was his, my lady. He carved it himself. �A simple cross for a simpler man,� he said to me once.� Then the tears began to trickle down her cheeks. �He was a good man, my lady. A very good man.�
Thomas and Ralf looked down at the floor.
Eleanor reached out for the nun�s hand and squeezed it. �Who did not deserve what was done to him,� she whispered.
Anne wiped the moisture from her face. �We must find who did it��
�I will that, Annie. I promise you.�
�Then hear this as well, Ralf. I believe the person who killed him was left-handed and either did not think about what he was doing or was in a hurry.�
The crowner raised one eyebrow.
�If you were gelding a man, you would hold the genitals in your left hand as you cut with your right.� Sister Anne held up her left fist as if she had just done it.
Ralf swallowed and nodded.
�And then you would take your victim�s left hand thus and place them in his grasp so it would appear he had done it himself.� She demonstrated, using Eleanor�s hands as an example.
Ralf blinked. �Aye?�
�But Brother Rupert held his severed organs in his right hand.�
�He did indeed.�
�Brother Rupert was right-handed. If the murderer wanted us to believe our priest had done this act himself, he would have put his genitals in his left hand, a natural enough thing to do if the murderer is also right-handed, but not if he is left-handed. Come now, Ralf! Don�t look at me with such doubt. If you were going to geld yourself, wouldn�t you hold your balls in your weaker hand and cut with your stronger one?�
�That I would!� he said.
�Well, our murderer forgot.�

Chapter Eleven

�Please join me in some refreshment before you go back to the hospital, sister.�
Eleanor put her hand on Anne�s arm. The unusual animation she had seen in the tall nun�s face during the exchange with the crowner had faded back into her habitual look of sorrow.
Anne glanced down at the ground. �My lady, I overstepped my bounds today and I beg forgiveness.� Her voice was soft.
�Come.� Eleanor gently squeezed her arm. �Explain what you mean. After that, I have some questions for you.�
�You are too kind, my lady.�
Eleanor looked over at Thomas. �Brother, please take the crowner to the cloister to examine the spot where Sister Anne found the body and answer any questions he may have. Should either of you need me,� she nodded to the men, �I will be in my chambers.� Then the prioress gestured to Anne to accompany her down the nuns� choir to the private steps leading to her rooms.
�Do you mean I am too kind when I offer wine after your trying encounter with our gentle crowner?�
Anne gave her a faint smile. �It was not trying. I have known Ralf since childhood and understand the good heart under the dark looks and singular manner. No, I meant that you were kind to tolerate my outspokenness in front of you and Brother Thomas.�
�I asked you to speak your mind.�
�You asked me to tell what I saw, not what I had concluded.�
Eleanor frowned. �I do not understand. Your observations and conclusions were astute. None of us noticed the details as you had, or put together the facts as well as you did. I must believe you made the crowner�s task easier.�
Sister Anne looked away. �I must tell you that our late prioress found my ways arrogant and chastised me often for lack of humility.�
Eleanor stopped and in silence looked up at the ceiling of the long choir. The simple triangular design of dark wooden braces and supports, repeated along the length of the pitched roof, was soothing in its geometrical certainty. If the minds of mortal men were so formed, as many believe they should be, we�d have no cause for dispute, she thought, then prayed briefly for greater wisdom than she possessed.
�It is true that although we are made in the image of God, we must never forget we are flawed. In that, Prioress Felicia was right,� she said, �but to ignore inspired insight is also a sin. I saw no sin in your words. I saw unusual perception, a gift from God surely. Would my predecessor not have agreed?�
�As you say, my lady.�
Eleanor caught a fleeting smile of amusement on her companion�s face. Perhaps the older prioress had not appreciated the questioning intelligence and independent mind of the sub-infirmarian. These were not qualities that fit easily and amiably into a standard conventual life, but Eleanor had not grown up with meek and spiritless nuns at Amesbury. Sister Beatrice was not the only religious who believed mindless humility often suffered from its own form of sinful pride.
As they continued their walk, Eleanor reached over and touched Anne�s sleeve. �Tell me why Sister Christina was put in charge of the hospital and you were made sub-infirmarian.� She asked the question not just for the information but to see how it was answered.
�Sister Christina is ardent in her prayers for the sinful souls of the sick. Prioress Felicia said that it is sin that brings sickness to a person, and thus prayer for them is the most effective treatment for their disease. My herbs and potions treat only symptoms, not the cause. Indeed she felt I should pray more and spend less time with my secular treatments.�
�And what did you think?�
�Surely you do not expect me to contradict my superior!�
�By your heated response, I must assume you did contradict her, in thought, if not in words.� Eleanor looked up at Anne. The woman�s eyes were as unblinking as those of a child awaiting chastisement for some misstep. Did she think Eleanor was trying to trap her into saying something for which she would be punished? Eleanor shook her head in answer if that was indeed the unspoken fear. �When I ask for honesty, I do not punish it even if I disagree with what I hear. Tell me, sister, what you really thought of her conclusion.�
Sister Anne stood silently, her face averted. Then she turned and looked straight down into Eleanor�s eyes. �My lady, I have no desire to offend with my frankness and limited understanding. If I do so, I beg your pardon. To answer your question, I did not resent or disagree with Prioress Felicia�s decision. Sister Christina gives much comfort to the ailing with her prayers. The sick who come to us are frightened. They not only fear their own physical pain and the effect of their deaths on their families but they are also terrified about the fate of their souls. In comforting their souls, Sister Christina has often cured their bodies. This I have seen.�
Eleanor nodded. �And?�
�I have also seen the good effects of the remedies I was taught by my father. He was a physician and studied manuscripts brought back by those who had been to the Holy Land. Before his death, he was famous for his treatments.�
�And he taught you, his daughter?�
�Aye, my lady, he did.� Sister Anne smiled. �I loved to follow him and help whenever he would let me.� She measured a short distance from the floor with her hand. �When I was this tall, he let me grind herbs and make simple potions. He spoiled me, I fear.�
Eleanor looked at the height of the nun�s hand, then glanced up at the top of her head. �You were young indeed to begin such learning!�
For the first time, the laughter between the two women was comfortable.
�I did interrupt you, sister.�
�My lady, I work best with the physical body, but Sister Christina labors more effectively with man�s immortal soul. Since she is better at curing the sinful, it was wise of Prioress Felicia to choose her to head the hospital instead of me. I was, and I am, content.�
�Then I shall make no changes, sister, at least for the time being. Someday you must tell me more about your father, however, and what he learned from the Holy Land.�
The two had almost reached the top of the stone steps when the wooden door to the prioress�s chambers flew open, booming loudly as it crashed against the wall. A bright orange streak with a large, dark object gripped firmly in its mouth flashed by, just ahead of a swinging broom.
�Shoo! Out! Begone!�
The female voice behind the broom had a quite un-Norman, very local cadence to it.
Eleanor put her hand on Sister Anne�s arm, cautioning her to stay where she was, then climbed the few remaining steps and stuck her head around the door.
A short but sturdy-looking girl, of just marriageable age, with heavy blond hair twisted into two long braids, stood staring at her. She held a broom raised to strike in her hands.
�You meant me, perchance?� Eleanor smiled.
�I did not see you, my lady. Forgive me!� Flushed with apprehension and embarrassment, the young girl dropped the broom, lowered her eyes, and curtsied.
�Fear not. I do not bite.�
Eleanor stepped into the room and gestured to Sister Anne to follow.
�What just passed us on the steps?� the prioress asked, glancing back down the dark passageway.
�That wretched cat! Prioress Felicia hated him. Dirty, sneaky thing, she called him. He�d slip in when the door was open, then hide and drop mice at her bedside. She ordered me to drown him, but I could never catch�� The young woman blushed again and turned her head away, unable to finish an obvious lie.
�Dead ones, I hope?�
�My lady?�
�He left only dead mice at her bedside?�
�Aye. He�s a good hunter, he is.�
�And your name, child?�
�Gytha, from the village. I served Prioress Felicia.�
�And well?�
The girl straightened herself to full height and looked at Eleanor with pride. �I am honest, my lady. Neat and efficient.�
�And you would serve me as well?�
�If you�ll have me.� The girl then dropped her head and stared at the rush-covered floor.
And if I won�t, your family will suffer, Eleanor thought. Even more than two hundred years after William the Great�s conquest of England, life for someone not of Norman descent was beset with trials, regardless of education or former status.
�What complaints did Prioress Felicia have of you, Gytha?�
�I sometimes forgot my place and spoke out of turn.�
�And?�
�She caught me feeding my dinner scraps to the cat.�
Eleanor tried not to smile. �Do you not take direction well?�
The girl hesitated. Her face was square, body lithe but strong, and her gaze was guileless. �In all but the matter of the cat.�
�Then I must assume you had words together over the cat?�
The girl�s blue eyes flashed with indignation. �A house of God is no place for killing, is what I said! She told me killing that filthy thing was against no law. But I couldn�t do it. I pretended I couldn�t catch him.� The look of outrage faded quickly and Gytha lowered her voice. �It really was hard to catch him, my lady. As you saw, he is very quick.�
Eleanor sighed. �I think you would be a trial to one�s patience, child.�
Gytha looked as if she were about to cry.
�Which is why you should stay and serve me. I fear I need the ordeal for the good of my soul.�
�Bless you, my lady!�
Gytha fell to her knees, reached out and kissed Eleanor�s hem. Then the girl began to weep.
�Child, never do that again! I am not Our Lady and am certainly no saint.� Eleanor lifted her up and hugged her.
�Nonetheless, you are kind.� Gytha smiled and rubbed her hand across her eyes.
�Perhaps, but let us be clear on a few things.�
The girl nodded eagerly.
�The cat? Oh, be at ease, child! He stays. Indeed, a house dedicated to God is no place for killing a harmless creature. If he is such a fine hunter, the kitchen will find good use for him. We have few enough things from our garden as it is without the mice taking a share. I will introduce him to Sister Edith. Should you see him in here, however, let him be.�
�Of course, my lady, and willingly!� Gytha grinned.
�But keep your own dinner scraps for better use. I will make sure the kitchen trades him meals for mice. After all, we do pay for good service. And lest you fear he will lose in this bargain, I will have his food sent here where you may feed him yourself.�
The girl grinned wider. �Agreed!�
�And one last thing, Gytha.�
�Yes, my lady?�
�I will expect you to always speak your mind to me.� Eleanor hesitated. �Although it might be best if you did so only when we were alone together.�
Gytha giggled.
�And I must trust you always to tell me the truth. Is that agreed?�
�Always, my lady!�
As the girl went to bring wine for the two nuns, Eleanor turned to look up at Sister Anne. The expression of absolute delight and understanding she saw in the older woman�s face brought her a warmth and comfort she had not felt since she had left Amesbury. Perhaps she had gained one ally amongst her nuns.

Chapter Twelve

A morning mist with the softness of tears caressed the faces of those who stood, heads bowed, on the day Brother Rupert was buried. As befitted a cleric vowed to chastity, only the monks clustered around the simple grave of their brother. Prioress Eleanor and the nuns of Tyndal honored him by standing at a distance sufficient to show respect for his vows even after death. Prior Theobald, supported by Brother Andrew and Brother Simeon, quietly spoke the last words that ever would be said over the priest�s now discarded, silent, and rotting body.
For those whose first thought was for Brother Rupert�s soul, it was a time of joy. For those who had loved the kindness of the mortal man, it was a time of very human grief as well as horror at the manner of his leaving them. When Eleanor looked around her, she saw more tears slipping down the cheeks of her charges, many of whom lowered their heads to hide them. Only the wide blue eyes of Sister Christina were free of tears and raised to heaven. Only on her smooth face was there a smile of happiness.
The service ended. Eleanor turned and gestured to the nuns, allowing them to return to the cloister, but Sister Ruth remained, lost in thought, her eyes moist as she gazed down her long, narrow nose at the damp grass around her feet.
Eleanor reached over and put her hand on the nun�s shoulder. �Walk back with me, sister.�
Ruth nodded. Her eyes, raised to meet Eleanor�s ever so briefly, were black with sadness. For once the familiar look of bitterness was absent from them.
�He was a good man, Brother Rupert,� Eleanor said.
The nun hesitated. �For a mortal one, yes.� Her voice was harsh from soundless weeping.
�And one who did not merit such a death.�
The two women walked together in silence. Their breathing and the gravel grinding under their feet with a harsh scraping noise were the only sounds in that rain-laden air.
�I wonder that no one saw anything strange that day,� Eleanor asked at last.
�I saw nothing, my lady,� Ruth replied, pursing her lips in what was becoming a very familiar expression. Eleanor wondered if the look was indicative of anger or just plain stubbornness.
�I am sure you did not or you would have reported it to me,� Eleanor said, rather doubting that the porteress would have done any such thing. �Brother Rupert�s corpse did not find its way into the cloister garth by itself, however. Haven�t you heard anything from anyone who might have seen something out of the way?�
�This horrid act might not be the work of a mortal man. Satan is capable of wondrous things.�
�The Evil One rarely expends such energy unless his purpose in astounding us is clear and will bear good fruit, however. The point of leaving our poor priest�s mutilated body near the fountain remains a mystery. Thus I doubt bearing it there was the direct action of Satan, wondrous though he may often be.�
Ruth sniffed audibly and raised her head. �Brother Simeon believes it is a warning against lust. He noted that Brother Rupert was far too fond of Prioress Felicia and was spending more time with her than was seemly near the end of her life. I, too, noted that with some dismay.�
�If his mutilation was a warning against lust,� Eleanor said, feeling somewhat uncomfortable on that subject in view of her own weakness for the auburn-haired Brother Thomas, �it was no work of Satan. The Prince of Darkness would surely choose to paint a more appealing picture of its consequences.� She took a deep breath. �Tell me, was my honored predecessor ill long?�
Ruth blinked at the sudden shift in subject. �Not long at all. She felt pain in her chest and collapsed at Compline. By Matins her soul had left us.�
Then most likely her death was a natural one, Eleanor thought. �And her age? I was never told.�
�We understood she had entered her seventh decade.� Sister Ruth�s expression had changed to one of puzzlement.
Eleanor shook her head. Brother Rupert had been of much the same age, perhaps a few years younger. She discounted uncontrollable lust between priest and prioress or even in the heart of the priest alone as the cause of his death. As the all too palpable dream of Tyndal�s young new priest that had visited her last night had taught her, the pain of passion burned with unbearable sharpness in youth. It was as consolation that her aunt had told her that the sting grew more blunted in well-advanced years, although it was never entirely banished. How she wished she had reached that stage of life!
�Did you have further need of me, my lady?�
Eleanor blinked. She had been woolgathering over her dream of last night and hadn�t realized that she and Sister Ruth were now standing in the passage leading to the nuns� quarters.
�One moment more, sister. On the first day of my tenure here, Prior Theobald honored me by leading us all in prayer. I understand Brother Rupert usually did so when Prioress Felicia was still alive and would then attend her chapters.�
Sister Ruth nodded.
�Did you expect Brother Rupert to come to my first chapter?�
�Prior Theobald had sent me a message through Brother Simeon that he might not. His absence from nuns� chapter was infrequent but not, certainly, uncommon.�
Sent a message to Sister Ruth, Eleanor noted with irritation, but not to her as prioress. �Did he give a reason for the absence?� she asked, her voice calm.
�It was not my place to ask.�
�Yet you said nothing when I asked Sister Christina if she had seen him. You knew I was expecting him.�
�You did not ask me, my lady, and I would never presume to know what is in the mind of my superior.�
Despite the sharp retort, Eleanor noted with interest that the nun had paled slightly. Indeed, she suspected that Sister Ruth either knew more about all this than she was telling or that she simply would not give even an inch of cooperation to the woman who had displaced her. The moment of human weakness Ruth had shown at the burial had passed, and the nun�s expression hardened into a mask. Eleanor knew she would get nothing more from her.
�Very well, sister. I will not keep you longer.�
As the prioress watched Ruth walk hurriedly through the cloister toward the Chapel of St. Mary Magdalene, she could not help wondering if her haste was due to something other than an urgent need to pray.

Chapter Thirteen

Thomas� eyes stung with hot tears as he sat by the bedside. The body lying there had been a boy of no more than six years. Now he was a corpse without age, slack-jawed and staring atop a reeking puddle of black flux. This fate will befall us all, he thought with bitterness. Brother Rupert lies a week in the ground, melting into worm food. This child dies. Death cares naught for goodness, beauty, innocence nor wit. In the end, we shall all stink just the same.
�Grieve not, brother. You gave him comfort, which is more than many of us are able to do for those facing death.�
Thomas started. The hand on his shoulder was not that of Sister Anne.
Brother Andrew smiled, a look that held no humor but some gentleness. �I have seen you sitting with the dying, and I overheard you tell this child that Our Lord would have a puppy for him to play with in Heaven,� he said, gesturing tenderly at the soft corpse. �Your words made him smile. That was kindness, brother. You made it easier for him to endure his pain. I think you have a talent for comfort, a talent I�ve not often seen, let alone in someone of your priestly inexperience.�
�You are kind, brother.� Thomas stood and looked down at the small monk. �But you look as if you are in pain. Are you ill?�
Andrew snorted. �My leg. It distresses me when the air turns chill or damp. I am used to it, although I still have little patience despite much prayer. Sister Anne has remedies which ease the aches.�
�Surely you are too young for an old man�s pains,� Thomas said, grinning.
�They are from an old wound, brother, gotten in a battle for a cause which died with its leader but not, perhaps, in the spirits of men.�
�You have returned from the Holy Land then?�
�Nay. I was with Simon de Montfort and should have died on the field from my wounds. Or else been hanged, drawn, and quartered as a traitor to King Henry.�
�My apologies, brother. I should not have pried.�
Andrew looked up at Thomas and laughed, eyes sparkling with good humor. �Nor would I have told you except you remind me much of the man who gave me this bad leg and then saved me from a traitor�s death by granting my wish to retire from the world. He was an earl who fought on King Henry�s side, but he showed a knight�s compassion toward this humble man whom he deemed a worthy opponent in face to face combat. Oh, but he was a fine fighter!� The monk smiled at the memory. �Indeed, you have his voice, his look and his breadth, although not his coloring. Strange, that.�
Thomas felt his face turn cold, then blazing hot.
�Methinks I, too, have pricked an old wound? But fear not, brother. You may keep your secrets. It is part of the human condition to have something buried deep in the heart, and we monks of Tyndal are no different from any other mortal man in that.�
�Even Prior Theobald?� Thomas asked, his laugh harsh with fear at the monk�s quick perceptions. It would be wise, he decided, to maneuver the conversation into safer and more profitable areas. Indeed, that earl might well have been Thomas� own father.
�Even he, although his more spirited sins must now be as shriveled as ancient husks. We are used to his failings, yet respect his office and, out of kindness, pretend that all orders are his rather than issuing from others with his voice. I am not alone in feeling only pity for him.�
�Others being Brother Simeon?�
�A man of great competence and perhaps even greater ambition, but the latter serves both the priory and God well. We may lose him one day to Amesbury. If God is kind, he may stay with us and become prior here when Prior Theobald is called to Heaven.�
�Then surely Brother Receiver has no dark secrets.�
Andrew folded his arms and lowered his head. �His ambition for advancement within the Church is no secret, but he exercises a shrewd humility. Although Brother Simeon has long ruled us here at Tyndal, he gives credit for everything he does to our prior. Such humility will serve him well with others of higher rank who would profit from competence in underlings but wish the glory to fall on themselves. No, if our receiver has a secret, it may be his grief. He once said that he admired his father above all other men, but less than two years ago, his father died. Brother Simeon was inconsolable for many months. We feared he would lose either his reason or his faith. Once in chapel I overheard him praying that the cup be taken from him. Apparently, God was gracious. The good brother has since regained his spirit and strength.�
�He does not seem happy with our new prioress.�
�Prioress Felicia was not a forceful leader. She was happiest working with the nuns or the hospital and let Brother Simeon run the estates as well as rule the monks and lay brothers on Prior Theobald�s behalf. Prioress Eleanor seems more in the tradition of Fontevraud women. He will find the change difficult.�
�And what think you of being ruled by a woman?�
Andrew chuckled. �Our new prioress, despite her youth, reminds me much of my own mother. Now there was a woman who knew how to order about the sons of Adam! And we all loved her, we did, including my father. This will be no change for me, brother. It is like going home.�
***
Thomas knelt in solitude on the rough stones of the darkening Jesus Chapel, the monks� private place of prayer on the left of the church nave. The boy�s death earlier that day had dug into his soul like a dark-hued worm, and he needed a comfort no mortal could give.
But he could not pray; his thoughts hugged the earth with a fierce tenacity. In truth, he had been unable to pray since the day he was thrown face down on the slimy straw of that rotting dungeon floor. After his release and transfer to Grovebury, a downy-cheeked priest had told him that failure at prayer proved Satan�s hand clutched his soul. He advised Thomas to battle against such possession with the whip, the hair shirt and rejection of all earthly desires. Although he had smiled with some acidity at the young priest�s na�vet�, he did feel as if some malign force was crushing all spark of light from his spirit. And so he did try them, the whip and hair shirt, but they had accomplished nothing.
If Satan was offering bribes for his soul, he was doing it in a very unorthodox manner. Thomas no longer suffered from fleshly passions. He did not lust after women, either when he was awake or during the vulnerability of sleep. He ate because food was placed before him but did so with neither hunger nor eagerness, and he drank only to keep his throat from drying to dust.
And as if some part of him was truly eager for it, he needed no awakening for prayer. Indeed he was grateful when they all shuffled down to the chapel for Matins. It was torture, lying motionless in his bed with neither thought nor action to pass the interminable black minutes before sunrise. Although his eyes burned and his body ached from lack of rest, it was during Matins when he felt nearest to prayer, surrounded by the warmth and breath of his brother monks.
Now he was alone. His prayers swirled briefly in the air like lightly disturbed dust before drifting to the floor as soon as he had said them. He dropped his hands, leaned back on his heels, and turned his thoughts to more worldly things.
Although he had been sent to Tyndal to test his investigative prowess in what would probably be a minor and temporary matter of priory insolvency, he found himself settling into the place as if it were a new home. Despite the desolate location, the inhabitants were much like the men he was used to, although some of those men now inhabited the bodies of women, he thought with a smile. An interesting twist on traditional views, for cert.
However, if he wished Tyndal to be the place where he could lift his spirits and refresh his soul, God had played an ugly joke on him. Instead of granting Thomas peace and distance from his tortured memories, God had greeted him with the sight of Brother Rupert�s horribly mutilated dead body before he had even spent a night within the priory walls. No matter that the murderer would be found eventually, Thomas would keep the image of Brother Rupert�s obscenely mangled corpse forever in his collection of night terrors, which visited him on those rare occasions when he actually slept.
Would that the murderer be quickly found! The idea that he might strike again in such a blasphemous way was a thought too macabre to live with. Despite the astute observations of Sister Anne and Thomas� own discovery of the dead monk�s crucifix outside the sacristy, however, Crowner Ralf had yet to find more evidence and apprehend the culprit, secular or religious.
If only Thomas knew why the monk had been so treated, perhaps he could await the murderer�s capture with less terror, knowing how to protect himself from a similar fate. But he did not, and his imagination, colored with abnormal fatigue, sometimes let loose images of such ghoulish morbidity that he started at strange, demonic shapes he thought materialized in the shadows of his restless nights.
Thomas heard himself mewl like a babe in fear and he ground his hands into his eyes, forcing himself to turn his thoughts to the mundane task he had been sent to investigate. He took in a deep breath and just as slowly exhaled. With an exasperating sluggishness, calm returned to his overburdened soul.
Brother Simeon. He was, without doubt, a vain man, even pompous, but he was also competent. That reputation was known at Grovebury, and Brother Andrew had confirmed the general opinion. Thomas had also found the receiver vigorous and jovial, the kind of man who drew boys, just on the brink of manhood, to him. A man who�d stand, legs splayed, with a waster in hand, one of those blunt wooden practice swords, and invite the lads to fight with him. Afterward he�d cuff them like a great bear; show them skills to save their lives, which he�d call little tricks; praise them for their recklessness, which he�d call courage; and then slip them treats like the children they still were. Thomas had known a man like that when he was a boy and the memory warmed him briefly. Of course a man like Simeon would emerge a leader in this world of sometimes childlike monks.
That aside, someone had obviously thought there was a problem with Simeon or Thomas would not be here. An anonymous message with vague suggestions of even vaguer improprieties had been sent to the Abbess at the mother house in France. Thomas suspected some monk at Tyndal had become jealous of Simeon�s growing reputation, but so far he had neither heard nor seen anything suggestive. Perhaps someone was just trying to blacken Simeon�s name, or at least tarnish it a bit, so his promotion to prior at either Amesbury or Tyndal might not be considered such a foregone conclusion.
Thomas shrugged. He had yet to persuade Simeon to show him the account rolls. In fact, despite the receiver�s frequent invitations to join him in a cup of good Gascon wine and talk about the new priest�s day with the nuns and at the hospital, Simeon seemed disinclined to take Thomas on as his apprentice as Thomas had hoped. It would have made the task of investigating the lost income so much simpler. Now Thomas would have to wait until the prioress ordered the receiver to bring his accounts to her and trust she would invite Thomas to the meeting as a man familiar with law and with contracts and grants.
So far, she had not done so. The discovery of the mutilated corpse well within the sanctity of the priory gardens had profoundly terrified all at Tyndal. Not only did the prioress have to calm them, she had to question each, on the crowner�s behalf, to discover anything that may have been seen on the day Brother Rupert�s body was found. All this had delayed any review of revenues.
Perhaps the postponement was just as well, for Simeon had shown no dread of presenting his accounts. This suggested that the whole problem rested, not with the receiver�s incompetence or even malfeasance, but rather with a resentful troublemaker who only wished to throw a little sand in Simeon�s face.
Who might that be? In Thomas� opinion, the use of anonymous and vague accusations was a weak man�s weapon. Could Theobald have finally rebelled against the man who had dominated him for so long? It would not surprise him. He had met a few others like Theobald in the higher orders. For the most part, they were harmless and vacant men, although often personable, who had been raised to positions that bewildered them. Indeed their advancements so far exceeded their abilities that even those more experienced in Church politics were often mystified by their elevation. The reason for their prominence usually involved the accident of high birth in combination with the ambition of men of lesser rank who used them as a shield to push themselves forward into positions of influence they could never otherwise reach. Such men then taught the Theobalds to say the words they themselves had no authority to speak, and if the ambitious men were competent and wise, well then, there was no harm and perhaps even some good done in the name of those who held the title. If they were not wise or were tainted with malevolence, however�
Was Simeon a wise man as well as a skilled administrator? Thomas did not doubt the monk�s intelligence, but Simeon seemed uneasy with the new prioress and had treated her in a disrespectful manner at their first meeting. That was a surprising mistake for such a worldly and ambitious man. Perhaps it was a mere stumble. After all, the prioress had just arrived and he had had no chance to learn how to deal with a woman of will, something the Prioress Felicia had not apparently been.
Willful women! He smiled. In truth, Thomas had met more such in the house of God than he had ever encountered in the world of men, but he rather liked at least two of them. Even the crowner, a blunt, rough man and no courtier in his dealings with either monks or women, had shown respect for Sister Anne�s logic.
And Thomas himself liked the evident but understated intelligence of the youthful prioress. She listened to others, a tactic the wise man learned quickly if he wished to survive into old age. Those high in the Church who had successfully kept their positions over decades of endless, sometimes daily, contradictory political storms would probably agree. That she had already learned it made him feel more confident about her strength and permanence as a leader. Perhaps that was why he chose to tell the prioress about finding the wooden cross and not Brother Simeon, about whose skills Thomas was still unsure. Choosing to show her the crucifix he had found was his way of aligning himself with the prioress and whatever faction of power she represented outside Tyndal. An unorthodox choice to be sure. Had he made a mistake? Thomas had honed his instincts on who was best to follow since he was a child. He had to trust himself.
A door creaked loudly as it opened.
Thomas froze. He heard the sound of steps and whispers. From the tone of their voices he knew the men who had just entered both wanted and expected to be alone. Thomas slipped to the ground and crawled quickly out of the dimly lighted chapel to a pillar in the dark nave closest by him. He had learned long ago that it was prudent and useful not to be seen by those who whispered together in darkness.
Thomas waited until the voices came no nearer, then carefully looked out from the shadows. At some distance away, he could see two men kneeling and facing each other. Neither was identifiable in the gloom of the monk�s choir. Their words were muffled. Then one began to sob, neither child nor quite a man by his voice. Thomas watched as the other man reached out and drew him into an embrace.
Then the youth pushed the man away, leapt up, and, covering his face with his hands, ran through the nave to the sacristy.
With a hoarse cry, the man jumped up and raced after him. As the monk passed through a pale stream of moonlight from the window over the high altar, Thomas saw his face. It was the grim and green-eyed monk who had summoned him to Brother Simeon.
Thomas got to his feet and followed.

Chapter Fourteen

Eleanor finished her prayers. She opened her eyes and looked toward the high window over her small altar. The early morning sunlight shone down with a damp but welcome warmth, and, as she rose from her prie-dieu, she could hear the sounds of the awakening, hungry livestock from the stables and pens across the southern branch of the priory creek. The light rain had finally stopped and sunshine, weak as it was, lifted her spirit.
Today she had vowed to fast and drink only watered wine. Perhaps that would help quell the unwelcome and distracting emotions the new priest had inspired. Thomas was indeed a handsome man, but she had met his like in earlier days without feeling more than a fleeting interest. And those days had been before she became a bride of Christ. If those longings had been but negligible aches of transient lust, now they surely qualified as the more serious sin of infidelity, in thought at the very least. She had prayed the feelings would pass just as quickly as they had before.
They had not. Like an incubus, his image came to her at night, promising earthly pleasures to match those of Heaven, and when she fled from his illusory caresses into the safety of wakefulness, she found her body wet with the very worldly sweat of passion. Her raw fatigue was hindering her ability to concentrate on the needs of Tyndal, and she had been remiss in dealing with problems that demanded immediate attention, like the accounts. She knew she had to put all this behind her, confess, and seek counsel. But from whom? Once again she longed for Amesbury, the wisdom of her aunt, and the understanding confessor Sister Beatrice had found for her young novices.
�The priest I choose for my own confessor cannot be Brother Thomas,� she said, grinding her fist into the curved wooden railing. �Nor Brother Simeon, that boisterous and arrogant man. And certainly not Prior Theobald. I believe a rock would have more understanding of either God or man than he. In all of Tyndal, surely there is just one priest to whom I can speak freely!� Eleanor rubbed her hand as she closed her prayer book, turned away from the small prie-dieu, and glanced up at the wall hanging covering the stone masonry just in front of her narrow bed.
The tapestry of Saint Mary Magdalene sitting at the feet of Christ fascinated her. A beautiful piece of work, she thought, walking over to touch the fine embroidery as she often had since her arrival. When she was first shown her new quarters, Eleanor had commented on its beauty.
�What is the origin of this piece?� she had asked Sister Ruth.
The older nun hesitated. �I do not know such details, my lady,� she had mumbled with some irritation. �Prioress Felicia commissioned it not many years after coming to Tyndal. Now let me show you where you will receive guests.� With that terse comment, Sister Ruth had quickly led her from the room to the public chambers.
It was a curious luxury, Eleanor thought, looking around at the austere private room with its simply carved prie-dieu and even more spartan bed. The choice of subject for the tapestry was understandable enough. Mary Magdalene was the patron saint of hospitals, and other than maintaining the parish church and providing a hospice for the few travelers to this dank coast, Tyndal�s main purpose was the care of the sick. As she felt the skillful, even stitches and admired the finely dyed yarns, Eleanor now looked at the faces of both Jesus and Mary Magdalene more closely.
It was their expressions that surprised her. Indeed, the saint did sit humbly at the feet of Jesus and her hands were raised in the standard attitude of chaste adoration, but Jesus looked down at her and she at him with a gaze of deep understanding and mutual appreciation. Sister Beatrice had pointed out to Eleanor similar looks in the faces of long-married couples who came to Amesbury to provide for their burial together.
�These know the fullness of love and thus are halfway to Heaven already,� she had said to Eleanor. �They have suffered much together and have grown close in a way quite unimaginable in youth. Without sharing passion, grief, and loss with another, we can never understand the true meaning of love or attain the peace which is its highest manifestation.�
That was one of her aunt�s many teachings that Eleanor had locked away in her heart to think on at a later time.
Yet surely it must be blasphemous to suggest such a thing between the two in the tapestry, Eleanor thought with a shake of her head, and once again wondered why Prioress Felicia had had such a design made.
A rustle at her feet brought her back from her distraction and she looked down. The orange cat, now ennobled with the name of Arthur, stretched first with front legs extended and then the back. Having finished this exercise, he sat down in the rushes, looked up at her with round, green eyes, and began to purr.
�And I suppose you want something to break your fast?�
The volume of purring rose significantly.
Eleanor laughed. She had known of prioresses, indeed abbesses, who had lap dogs. Although the practice of keeping pets was much frowned upon, censure rarely followed the discovery. She herself had never before felt any desire for such a thing.
�Yet I seem to have acquired you, haven�t I?� she said to the eagerly rumbling, young bundle of fur in front of her. �But I�ll have no pampered pet here. You�ll work for your meals. Is that understood?�
Eleanor would have sworn the cat nodded.
�Very well, then. Let�s see if I still have some fish left over from last night.�
That was a rhetorical statement. There was far more than a scrap of fish left. Eleanor had been unable to eat the undercooked fish brought to her, setting it aside with rarely felt disgust. In fact, she now wondered if her vow to fast today wasn�t more a wish to avoid unusually unpalatable meals than a true penance for her sins. True penance might be to eat what was placed before her, she thought, but after a questioning glance heavenward, quickly decided otherwise.
Arthur, however, had no such problems with the spurned fish. Eleanor watched with affection as he devoured his morning meal with little growls and joyful feline snorts.
Although the cat might have no problem devouring the results of Sister Edith�s kitchen leadership, Eleanor knew she had to find a way to improve the fare. Simple meals in the priory were to be expected, but inedible ones were a waste and an insult to God-given bounty. And then there was the state of what little bounty Sister Matilda had wrested from the priory gardens under her less than tender stewardship. Here lay another problem to address before the growing season was completely gone and Eleanor was forced to purchase food for the coming winter.
Thus her thoughts came round to the accounts she must review with Prior Theobald and Brother Simeon before even more time had passed. Her discussions with the nuns about what they might have seen on the day of Brother Rupert�s death had been fruitless, although her attempts to calm each about the threat suggested by such a horror had been more successful. The economic disarray at the priory demanded immediate attention. She would send a message this morning that she wished to meet with both men tomorrow afternoon on the subject. And should her fast today fail her and the naked incubus in the shape of Brother Thomas appear tonight to destroy her rest, she would will herself to bore the vision into an impotent state with a detailed discussion of tithes, hides, and grain production.
She shut her eyes tight and forced herself to think upon Prior Theobald. What had he been like as a young man, she wondered. It was hard to picture him as other than an old man who hadn�t had a thought of his own in years behind those bushy eyebrows. Had he always hidden behind others more competent or stronger than he? How sad that a man should grow old with nothing better to recommend him than his skill at speaking the words and thoughts of others.
Theobald might be dismissed. Simeon could not. Now there was a conceited boor for cert. First impressions were hardly fair judgements, as she well knew, and she had been far too distracted by the arrival of Brother Thomas to deal at once with the receiver�s rudeness, as she should have. She would not invite Thomas to the review of priory finances tomorrow, she decided. She did not need the distraction, and his presence was not critical. A long meeting where she could study Simeon with care and listen to his reasons for decisions made was too important. She must decide whether Simeon was still a competent receiver or whether he was to blame for the current financial crisis. Perhaps his value to Tyndal lay in some other position. Her mind must remain alert and agile so that her decisions would be, above all else, practical.
Today, however, she would visit the hospital and had sent a message to Sister Christina that she wanted to meet with her. Despite Anne�s assurances that Christina was a good choice to head the hospital, Eleanor still had her doubts and had yet to see how the young infirmarian performed her task. Although she agreed that prayer was critical to the wellbeing of souls, she wondered if the young nun spent too much time in chapel to be an effective administrator.
Even Sister Ruth might be a better choice, Eleanor thought. Despite her rigidity, the dour nun had shown flashes of compassion with Sister Christina and at Brother Rupert�s burial. She had also gained sufficient respect amongst the nuns to be elected prioress before Eleanor�s arrival. That suggested the nun had demonstrated some competence and leadership to her fellows. She shook her head in frustration. How best to handle that particular and stubborn adversary of hers continued to elude her.
The unfortunate experience Christina had had with Crowner Ralf in the chapel reminded Eleanor that she needed to assure the young woman that she would not have to face the rough invader again. �Peace of mind is tenuous enough at Tyndal these days with all my charges,� she said with a sigh. �May there be a quick solution to the crime!�
The death, nay, murder of Brother Rupert had not only grieved the nuns, it had understandably terrified them. Death was never a stranger to any of them, but murder in a house of God was unthinkable, an abomination, a violation that permeated each soul with a feeling of uncleanness as well as personal dread.
If Eleanor had been greeted with skepticism and contempt at her first chapter, the mood of her charges had changed by her second. When she had called them together the afternoon of Brother Rupert�s death to announce that their beloved priest had been hideously slaughtered, she could see growing hysteria in the pale faces and unblinking eyes staring back at her. Then they had looked to her for wisdom and calm leadership. Again and more fervently, Eleanor had prayed to be equal to their needs.
�Armageddon is surely coming,� she had heard some mutter. �Why else would our sanctified ground be so befouled?�
�Satan is an assassin and has surely killed our priest,� others suggested. �Only the Prince of Darkness could have breached our walls.�
She had not shied away from telling them the truth of what had happened that day, but just as quickly she had turned their thoughts from that horror to the story of Cain and Abel. It was a comforting tale of the inevitability of justice, of Good prevailing over Evil even in a sinful world. God had not only seen Cain in the unimaginable act of killing his brother but had also justly punished him for it, she emphasized, and, with an unwavering voice, she announced she had certain confidence that God would lead the crowner to the perpetrator quickly. Justice would prevail.
Many had visibly relaxed after her speech, their burning eyes shutting in weary relief. Those still undecided had nervously looked about them; but seeing others take comfort in her words, they took solace in the general shrinking of the atmosphere of terror. A few, like Sister Anne and Sister Ruth, seemed never to have feared that Armageddon was imminent. Eleanor had expected such of Sister Anne, but seeing the same calm strength in the abrasive Sister Ruth pleasantly surprised her.
Once calmed, a simple certainty that the vile murderer had been from the world outside Tyndal�s walls and that he would be captured soon infused most of the priory inhabitants:
�Someone forgot to lock a gate,� one had said.
�Not likely to happen again if we have guards,� a second nodded.
�Carelessness. A lay brother must have��
Eleanor had encouraged this conclusion, promptly announced her plans for improving the security of all walls and gates, then quite visibly oversaw strict compliance.
�I may not afford myself such blithe assumptions, however,� she said to the cat, which was licking his paws. �Murder done by a member of the priory, by a soul committed to God, might be unthinkable to most, but it is an eventuality I have to prepare for. If the culprit is a member of Tyndal, the Church will take him from the secular crowner�s hands for ecclesiastical trial. Depending on how that situation is handled, the reputation of Tyndal might be tarnished for years to come.�
Eleanor looked back down at her feet. The cat had finished his post-meal scrub and was curling up for a nap. �Nay, sir! Enough woolgathering for me and enough leisure for you. It�s back to work for both of us.�
She walked to the door of her chamber, carefully letting the cat go first, then firmly shut the door behind them.
***
Tyndal�s hospital could house thirty patients, somewhat evenly divided between the sexes, and treat many more. Not all Fontevraud houses were linked to hospitals, but Tyndal had once been a Benedictine house dedicated to the care of the sick, a much needed service in this lonely part of England. When that old priory had fallen into disrepair and eventual abandonment due to inadequate revenues, one affluent nobleman, deeply penitent in his old age for some regretted but undefined sins, had begged Fontevraud to resurrect Tyndal for the good of his soul.
The Abbess of Fontevraud had agreed, with the understanding that he grant the priory some very profitable lands to keep the establishment solvent. Shortly thereafter, the noble�s wife, with his concurrence, begged admission to the Order and became the first prioress of Tyndal. It was she who had the hospital building repaired, thus allowing Tyndal to continue to care for the sick and dying.
The priory began to acquire some reputation for successful treatments, especially in more recent years. Two special areas of accomplishment were the easing of joint pain and the surprising absence, even cures, of often terminal infections. Although the local villagers, the fishermen, and their families were the primary recipients of monastic care, wealthier patients sometimes came for ease of their mortal aches and donated quite generously when the treatment proved favorable.
Thus the hospital not only provided a service to the sick but also helped Tyndal remain reasonably solvent, a condition the current prioress wished to maintain in view of the diminishment of other revenues. Eleanor wanted it run efficiently.
***
�My lady!� Sister Christina bobbed awkwardly.
What age was this young nun, Eleanor wondered, as she reached out and gently touched Sister Christina�s shoulder. Life seemed not to have placed the slightest mark of passage on the infirmarian�s face. Even the skin on her plump hands was as smooth as a babe�s. How could such an innocent be in charge of the sick and dying?
Eleanor looked around at the clusters of suffering people waiting near the door to the hospital. Some were mobile. Some had been carried. Eleanor passed one family who had brought a young woman on a litter. Glancing down, Eleanor had shuddered. The woman�s mouth was frozen open in the silent scream of death. The body was beginning to reek. When she looked at the faces of the two older women, two young men, and three children who had brought the body here, however, she saw blind hope as they patiently waited their turn to be seen.
Eleanor gestured in their direction to Sister Christina. �I think Brother Thomas should attend that family. His services would be of great use.�
�We have not seen the good brother this morning.�
�How odd. Surely he neither forgot nor got lost.�
�Perhaps Prior Theobald had need of him?�
Eleanor bit her tongue and nodded. She would have to change the prior�s, nay, Simeon�s assumption that his needs took precedence, at least without first requesting her approval or sending an immediate explanation.
�My lady?�
�Sister.�
�If I may, I would tend that family myself since the good brother isn�t here. Indeed, I have seen such grief before and believe I can give them some ease of spirit.�
�You needn�t ask my permission. We are here to give succor. By all means, go. I will wait.�
As Eleanor watched the round, ageless nun walk hurriedly over to the huddled group, she saw the normally awkward, dithering woman change into a gentle, calm, and confident figure. Sister Christina lightly touched each person�s hand before she gathered them around, then gestured for each to kneel with her next to the corpse of�of whom? Their mother? Their sister? Daughter? Someone�s wife?
Soon their eyes were closed and they seemed to be praying with her. As they did, tears began to flow from the eyes of the two women closest to the nun. Without stopping her prayers, Christina reached out and pulled each of them closer to her in a motherly embrace.
Eleanor continued to watch as the nun wept with them all until the wails of anguish reached a crescendo, then fell to moans of more bearable grief. Soon Christina rose, spoke quietly with each, and comforted the children with hugs and soothing caresses until two lay sisters came for the body. Although sorrow followed the family like a shadow as they trailed in mourning after the corpse, Christina had been able to give them the courage to face what they had been unable to see.
Eleanor shook her head in amazement. Sister Anne was indeed right. The plump little nun had a gift. She could soothe the souls of the grieving. It was a skill she herself did not have. However deep her faith, it would always be a very pragmatic one. Eleanor had long accepted that she would never be a saint. Sister Christina, on the other hand, just might.
As the nun walked back towards her prioress, her gait once again became awkward and her head bobbed nervously. Eleanor reached out and took the young woman�s hands. Christina�s bright blue eyes widened in confusion.
�You have the gift of comfort, sister. I can see why Prioress Felicia made you infirmarian. She was wise in her choice, and I am pleased as well.�
The nun blushed, but it was the first time Eleanor had seen her smile at another mortal.
***
The prioress gestured to Christina to precede her and they began their tour of the hospital.
Near the entrance to the building itself stood a hut. Lay brothers and older lay sisters or nuns with some medical knowledge screened the patients for type and seriousness of ailment. Those most likely to die were often admitted for the good of their souls; home treatment was ordered whenever possible for all others.
Eleanor had a basic understanding of herbs and cures herself. Every woman did, whether she was meant for the convent, a lord�s castle, a merchant�s stall, or a villein�s hut. Healing at home was woman�s work, but some were better trained than others. Tyndal was lucky to have several sisters, as well as some lay brothers, with both talent and knowledge in the healing arts. Being a small establishment, they could not always eliminate those women from care-giving who were still subject to monthly bleedings, women such as the infirmarian herself, but the patients had suffered little from their ministrations despite the common medical opinion that menstruating women were polluting, thus dangerous to the sick. The de facto leader of all caregivers was Sister Anne, whose background Eleanor continued to find intriguing.
Eleanor had heard of women who were trained in the apothecary trade and even of some who were physicians. Hildegard of Bingen�s medical works, as well as those of Trotula of Solerno, were known to her aunt. These days, however, such women were quite rare. According to Sister Beatrice, most of the women physicians in the present day were of the Jewish faith. Although Marie of France had celebrated the medical expertise of a wealthy woman from Solerno in her lai, �Les Deus Amanz,� less than a century ago, Eleanor knew that was just a tale.
But to be familiar with texts from the Holy Land itself? How unusual even for Anne�s physician father. She had finally pressed Sister Anne ever so slightly on this question, and the nun had explained that her father knew physicians in Paris who had shared the works with him. Eleanor wondered how he had been able to read the language in which they were written. Translations from the infidel tongue were even rarer than these texts themselves. Perhaps Sister Anne meant that her father had received training in these skills from mentors who knew the languages he did not. No matter. She was grateful to have such a knowledgeable practitioner of healing arts as Sister Anne in the priory.
��and we all wash our hands after attending to every patient.� Sister Christina was gesturing down the long room on the women�s side. Each patient not only had a private bed but was protected from curious eyes by wooden screens.
�An interesting practice.�
�Something Sister Anne insists on. Prioress Felicia did not approve. She said it was ungodly and unhealthy, but then Sister Anne asked Brother Rupert to bless the water every day so our hands would be cleansed with holy water.�
�And?�
�It did seem to help the sick, so our prioress allowed us to continue. It was clear that our hands thus washed were imbued with God�s grace. Should you��
�We shall continue the procedure, of course.� Eleanor glanced into one screened-off area and saw the tall figure of Sister Anne lifting a skeletal woman into a sitting position, then slowly giving her sips of some liquid. The hand washing was not only an unusual thing to do, she thought, but the good sister had also chosen an interesting way of justifying it. None had noticed that no one had replaced Brother Rupert in the blessing of the water, and Sister Anne had certainly not stopped the routine. Perhaps this was yet another practice out of her father�s texts from the Holy Land.
�My lady!�
Eleanor spun around as a breathless nun skidded to a stop in front of her.
�Calm yourself, sister! What has happened?�
�It�s Brother Thomas, my lady. He lies dead in the forest!�
Eleanor could not stop the small cry of anguish that escaped her. �Tell Sister Anne to follow me immediately after this treatment,� she quickly said to Christina, then turned her head away before anyone could see the tears starting up in her eyes.

Chapter Fifteen

�Indeed he�s lucky he is not dead.�
Eleanor realized she had been holding her breath as Sister Anne examined the bloodied but breathing monk.
�Fa!� Thomas spat out the liquid Sister Anne had just given him.
�And he may be yet, if he does that to me again,� Anne said, wiping away the fluid he had just spewed all over the front of her habit.
Thomas groaned.
�Can you understand me?� Sister Anne asked.
�My head hurts.� His voice was a whisper.
�It should. Someone laid a good blow on the back of it. Cut your scalp, but you�ll live. You have a suitably thick Norman skull.�
Thomas turned over and vomited, a little liquid but mostly air.
�Didn�t eat much last night, did we?�
�I don�t suppose you know who did this to you, brother?� Eleanor asked.
Thomas sat up slowly with Sister Anne�s help and shut his eyes. �If I ever find out, the whoreson won�t live long.�
�Not a sentiment I�d expect to hear from a priest. You�ll want to remember that for your next confession.� Eleanor kept her voice stern as she struggled not to laugh in nervous relief at his spirit.
�At least I should get exemption from the next blood-letting.�
�You�re feeling better.� Sister Anne smiled, then looked up at the tall, green-eyed monk standing beside her. �Would you give me that cup? I think I can try again with the medicine.�
�You said you found him?� Eleanor watched the man pass the cup with care to Sister Anne so that their hands did not touch.
The monk nodded and lowered his green eyes with courtesy.
�I do not know your name.�
�Brother John, my lady. I am in charge of both the male novices and monk�s choir at Tyndal. �
�And what did you see, Brother John?�
�Not much, I fear. I came out this morning after chapter to pick lavender to strew on the floor of the novices� quarters. They are suffering from a surfeit of fleas, you see. We grow only enough of the plant for medicinal use so I look for the wild herb. It serves the purpose just as well.�
Eleanor nodded with some impatience.
�And as I came to this spot, I saw the brother lying just there.� He pointed. �After what happened to Brother Rupert, I fear I didn�t check for signs of life. I thought he was dead with those eyes so staring at me. I ran to the nuns� gate and asked Sister Ruth to summon you, then waited in the outer court until you came so I could lead you here.�
�I see,� she replied. �But first tell me, brother, how you found your way out of the monks� cloister without a key to the passageway?�
John blinked. �The door was unlocked, my lady.� He hesitated. �Perhaps Brother Thomas forgot to lock it behind him when he left the cloister.�
Eleanor looked back at Thomas, who was grimacing in the direction of the other monk. He must hurt so, she thought. �Do you find the passage door unlocked so often that you would check first before asking permission to leave?�
�Not at all! After Prime, as I led the novices back for lessons, I saw the door open and sent the boys on their way to consider further some questions I had already set them. I wanted to take the opportunity to get my lavender while I could. You see, when Brother Rupert was alive, he allowed me to accompany him when he left to attend to the nuns if I needed to go into the woods for herbs. Both Brother Simeon and Brother Andrew are quite busy, and I had yet to speak with Brother Thomas about a similar arrangement. I�m afraid I saw my chance this morning and took it without permission.�
�And by so doing, found our injured brother. The good of your impulse outweighs your failure to seek proper permission," Eleanor said. �You would say, however, that leaving the door unlocked was a rare occurrence?�
�Indeed, my lady. Brother Rupert was very careful and strict about such matters. He would never lend the key out and only let another go with him if the need was reasonable.�
Was the same true of the door to the nuns� quarters, Eleanor wondered. She would have to ask Sister Ruth. In the meantime, she had to question Thomas no matter how much pain he was in. He had no reason to be so far outside priory walls, nor should he have been so foolish as to leave the door unlocked with a murderer about.
�And why were you out of the priory, Brother Thomas?�
�A call of nature, my lady. Sometime after Matins.�
�The monks do have a proper latrine for that. You needn�t have come all the way out here��
�Forgive me, my lady, but I am still unaccustomed to my quarters and lost my way. I did not wish to waken anyone to ask directions.�
Eleanor felt her face flush with hurt anger. Did he really think she was that stupid? His reason for being outside the priory walls in the middle of the night was so ridiculous it was an insult to her intelligence. First of all, the latrine was just off the monks� dormitory, as it was in almost every monastery in Christendom. Second, if the call was so urgent he didn�t have time to find such an easily located privy, did he really think she�d believe he could have waited long enough to find his way outside and wander so far away from the priory? She snorted in contempt. If he did, then he was the fool, not she.
As she looked at his bloody head and pale complexion, however, cold logic fled and she softened. This was not the time to joust with him over inconsistencies. He had not been here long enough to have found a willing woman in the village on his own for less than priestly purposes, and a staff of monks so frail that they could not even say Mass, if Brother Simeon were to be believed, would be unlikely to have a list of local whores any younger than they.
She would wait until he was feeling better to search out the real reason for his nocturnal meanderings, and she would do so privately. Indeed, her aunt had told her about monks who awoke at night, suffering from dreams conjured up by Satan as she had herself endured of late, and slipped away to spill their seed in the manner of Onan. Perhaps it had been thus with Thomas, and, if so, he might well be embarrassed to say so in front of three nuns and a monk.
Sister Anne stood and looked down at the monk who was struggling to stand up. �Can you walk to the hospital, brother? I need to treat that wound further with remedies I have there.�
�Of course.�
�With help.� Sister Anne gestured at the tall monk. �Brother?�
�Aye. I�ll steady you,� John said, as he reached out his hand to Thomas.
It was with some interest that Eleanor noted Brother John used his left hand, as he had when he passed the cup to Sister Anne.

Chapter Sixteen

�You�ve got yourself quite the wound, brother.� Crowner Ralf stared fixedly at the back of Thomas� head, then reached out his hand as if to touch it.
�Keep your hands to yourself, Ralf! Brother Thomas is no corpse that you can prod and jab with impunity. I�ll describe anything you need to know.�
It was the morning after the attack against him and Thomas sat on the edge of his bed in the hospital while Sister Anne removed the dressing and examined the injury. He winced slightly and she patted his shoulder once in sympathy before reaching over to a nearby basket for a fresh poultice of yarrow and bandaging. �It�s healing well, brother,� she said.
The crowner looked at her, his eyes twinkling with mischief. �Very well, Annie, then describe to me in detail the man who did this to the good brother, for I haven�t the slightest idea.�
�A strong one,� the nun said without hesitation, �and left-handed.�
�Ah, our sinister friend again? And how, may I ask, did you come to that conclusion?�
�The wound slants thus.� Sister Anne drew a line in the air about an inch from Thomas�s skull from a high on his left side to a low on the right of the head. �He swung from the side. If he had hit him here�� she pointed to the top of Thomas� head, �he�d have killed our brother.�
�Are you saying you don�t think he meant to kill him?�
�I don�t know, Ralf. You�ll have to ask the man who did it.�
Ralf snorted. �If I can find him, and so far he has left few traces. We have had no recent problems with highwaymen or any other masterless men, but no one has seen or heard anything unusual around the village. I would guess that the culprit might be the same who killed Brother Rupert only because Tyndal has never suffered such a spate of crime in my long memory. Nonetheless, I have been unable to unearth a reason for either the murder or the attack you suffered, brother. Perhaps you were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. What do you remember?�
�Nothing much.� Thomas raised his head gradually to avoid the pain of any sudden movement and turned just as slowly to face Ralf. Behind the crowner stood the prioress. She had said little to anyone this morning, but Thomas noticed that her face was unusually pale. Her right hand was clenched in a fist and she held it tight against her waist.
�Perhaps you can start with the reason you left the priory in the first place, brother,� Ralf suggested.
As Thomas started to speak, Eleanor raised her hand in a gesture of precaution. �Please do leave out the call of nature. That story wasn�t even clever.�
�My lady�� Thomas began and then stopped as he watched the prioress�s face flush pink. He wondered if she was feverish.
�Lest you were in doubt on this matter, brother, I am neither ignorant nor stupid. The truth, therefore, would be quite refreshing. It might even make it easier to discover who did this to you, and, perhaps, to find Brother Rupert�s killer.�
Thomas shut his eyes. The pain had diminished from yesterday, but his head still ached and the prioress�s tone was harsh. He was not in the mood to be treated thus even if he had lied to her and she was the prioress to whom he owed obedience. The cowardly attack on him was a matter of honor, an attack on his manhood, and no woman should hold authority over him in such an affair. He would deal with the man who had hit him in his own way. Nor did he want the crowner here either. It was none of his business. He�d find the perpetrator himself, although he was almost certain it was that grim-faced, green-eyed Brother John. ��S blood,� he muttered.
�Presumably you can find your confessor better than you could find the privy. Profanity is unacceptable in a man dedicated to God. You must have known that long before you took your vows.�
Thomas covered his face with his hands.
Sister Anne turned to Eleanor. �He hurts, my lady.�
The prioress drew in a deep breath, let it out very slowly, and started again with a gentler tone.
�I know you are in pain, brother, but we need the truth if we�re to prevent more violence. First, we had Brother Rupert�s death, and now we�ve had the attack on you. We don�t need a third such incident because you are suffering from the sin of pride.�
Thomas nodded. Ralf and the prioress were right. It hadn�t been that clear to him that the two incidents were related, but he did not want someone else killed or injured. Still, what truth could he tell? What made sense and what should he or even could he explain?
He remembered following Brother John and the young man as they ran out of the chapel. Following them had been an instinctive act; thus the reason he had done so was quite inexplicable. Nor was he sure he wanted to try. He might be chary of the somber monk with glittering green eyes, but he wasn�t sure he wanted to tell what he had witnessed either. The scene between monk and youth had been intimate, poignant. Thomas� interest had been piqued for sure, but he also felt protective of them.
Perhaps there had been no sin between the two, although the observed encounter rather lent itself to the darker interpretation. The youth he had seen with the monk was no high-voiced child. He had had the shoulders and height, if not the girth, of a man. No, he thought, he would never be guilty of doing to another what had been done to him. Thomas shook his head to shatter the image of Giles in his arms and turned his thoughts back to what had happened outside Tyndal Priory.
It had been difficult to see far in the outer court. Clouds or fog had drifted across the sky. The moon gave only meager light and the stars were hidden from view. The area was still strange to him, and he had stumbled on the unfamiliar, rough ground as he tried to keep the shadows of monk and youth in sight.
He remembered crossing a small wooden bridge below which he assumed must be the priory mill from the sound of groaning wood and splashing water. Then he had seen the silhouette of the mill itself. It loomed blacker than the night along what had suddenly become a smoother, well-worn path.
Distracted by his attempt to keep his bearings, he had tripped. As he picked himself up, he saw the two had gained on him, their outlines growing fainter in the distance. Then he spotted them as they opened a creaking gate in the wall. It must have been used by the townspeople who had need of the mill, he guessed. Perhaps a monk or lay brother guarded it during the day, but there was none such to be seen in the gloom of that night.
When he passed through the gate, however, the shadows he was chasing had vanished. There was no sign of them to either left or right. Ahead of him was the forest.
He stopped, held his breath to keep the hoarse sound from masking what he hoped to hear. His ears were straining, listening for any sound of human life.
Nothing.
Then he heard something, deer or man, running through brush. He raced headlong into the trees, but they had slowed and confused him. Soon he knew he was lost. Sweating and tired, Thomas had lurched through snagging vines and rotting tree limbs until he came into a clearing of sorts. He stopped and tried to get his bearings, staring into the dark, moving shadows for two more. The shapes he saw were eerie impish things, not human, which seemed to reach out to him and snatch at his cowl and habit.
He remembered taking a deep breath, then hearing the gurgling of a brook nearby. And just as he thought he detected the sound of hushed voices above the noise of the water, something hit him, forcing a cry of surprised pain from him as he fell into the soft leaf mold and slipped into total oblivion.
So what could he tell the crowner and Prioress Eleanor? If the voices he thought he had heard were those of the lad and the monk, then the man who hit him was a stranger. If he had imagined the voices, then monk was still the most likely suspect. Perhaps the less said, the better, Thomas decided. For the moment.
�You are long silent, brother.� Ralf was looking at him with curiosity.
�I was trying to remember what had happened, crowner, but I fear I can summon up little.� Thomas nodded to the prioress. �Indeed, it was not a call of nature, my lady, but I was shamed by my foolishness in leaving the passage door open. The truth is simple enough. I was unable to sleep and slipped down to the chapel to pray, but my body was restless and sleep still would not come. So I did what I used to do as a boy and took a short walk, albeit outside the priory walls. I had no evil purpose. I am not yet familiar enough with the priory to know where I could walk and meditate without disturbing others at such a dark hour.�
That much, Thomas thought, was reasonably true.
�When I entered the forest, I became confused but when I came to the clearing, I stopped. I thought I heard a brook and remembered that such ran through the priory. Just as I was thinking I could follow it back to the grounds, something hit me and I remember nothing more.�
�What was the first thing you do remember?� Ralf asked.
�I was cold. Then I felt a hand on my shoulder and someone turned me over. The morning light hurt but I was able to see Brother John�s face clearly.� Thomas laughed. �Indeed my head hurt worse than it did the time I fell down some stone steps as a boy when I was wrestling with�� With Giles, he thought, and winced.
�And still does, I see,� said Sister Anne with such a steady look that Thomas feared she could see into his very soul, stained as it was with half-truths, lies, and dreams of Giles.
Thomas turned his head away.
�And when did you leave the chapel, brother?� asked Ralf.
�It was long after Matins but before Prime,� Thomas replied. �I felt the sharpness of the morning mist and saw it covering the stars.�
�Indeed, Brother John found you not long after Prime,� Eleanor said. She seemed lost in thought, her chin in her hand as she looked at him. He could read nothing in her gray eyes.
�Not much to go by, son, but at least you are alive and lucky indeed to have the good care of Sister Anne at the hospital here.� Ralf glanced over at the tall nun. His smile as he looked at her was surprisingly gentle for such a rough man.
Despite the look from her that made him fear she saw all his secrets, Thomas could understand how a man might become fond of such a remarkable woman as Sister Anne. For all her unfeminine candor and logical mind, the nun had gentle hands and thoughtful ways. Her binding of his wound had been quick, almost painless, and she had not only given him a soothing mixture to aid sleep but also a comfortable bed last night well away from those so sick they moaned despite her herbs and calming draughts. In truth, he had slept well.
Although he had had two strange dreams, which made him wonder what had been in that sleeping potion to cause such fantastic imaginings. The first one was almost spectral. In his dream, Thomas had opened his eyes and seen nothing but darkness. All was quiet in the blackness except for the low, uneasy muttering of the sleeping sick. Then, through the opening of the screen which gave him privacy, he saw two shadowy forms standing close together in whispered discussion and softly silhouetted by the light of the candles each held. When one figure moved his taper, Thomas recognized Brother John. The monk�s murmuring was rapid and intense, and although Thomas could not hear what either said, he recognized Sister Anne�s voice when she briefly responded.
Thomas looked around but saw no sign of another sister, monk or lay person present and remembered thinking that surely it was not allowed for the two to be together without proper attendance. Then Brother John put his hand on Sister Anne�s shoulder and kissed her on the cheek before slipping away into the darkness. Thomas must have fallen back into his deep sleep for he remembered nothing more of them.
The most troubling fantasy came later. Again he had dreamed that he had opened his eyes. And, again, all was dark. He could hear only the steady or irregular breathing of the other sick and wounded. This time there were no candles or ghostly figures, but he did hear a soft rustling. A mouse or rat, he remembered thinking, and closed his eyes. At that moment, he felt a presence next to him, the movement of a garment against his arm, and the sound of breathing above him.
Instinctively, he kept his eyes shut and waited, wary but oddly not unnerved by the quiet figure. It was a man, he was sure. He could smell his sweat, an acrid scent, not the sweetish, sometimes metallic smell of a woman.
The man did nothing. He just stood there. Then, with a stroke as soft as a feather brushing against his face, he touched Thomas. A lay brother perhaps, he thought, tensing ever so slightly. Someone checking for the dead amongst the quick? Then the robe swept across his arm once again as the man turned and moved away. He heard the man�s feet crush the floor rushes with that whishing, rodent-like noise he had heard before.
Thomas opened his eyes. He would have sworn that the bulky shadow moving away from him was Brother Simeon, but as he fell back into a profound sleep that lasted until the morning bells for prayer, he decided he must surely be mistaken.

Chapter Seventeen

Ralf the Crowner had been the first to leave, shaking his head with frustration over this additional complication and at the unexpectedly slow pace of his investigation into Brother Rupert�s murder. As he marched down the length of the hospital, he had muttered curses at himself, and the young lay sister accompanying him must surely have blushed at some of the things she overheard.
Soon after, Anne returned to her treatment of the earthly pains of mortal bodies while Sister Christina soothed whatever ailed the trembling souls of those seeking to be healed at Tyndal. Thomas was left under strict orders to do nothing more strenuous than wander in the safety of the monks� cloister gardens.
Eleanor went back to her chambers and was grateful to be alone at last. Picking up the orange cat, she sat staring at the tapestry of Mary Magdalene with Jesus.
�I am furious with myself,� she muttered. �I was harsh to the wounded brother, not because of his lies, although I might have had the right in that, but out of fear of my own frailty. In that, I was wrong.� Tears stung her eyes. To keep herself from one sin, she had committed another. Indeed, she had longed to reach out to soothe his pain with gentle caress, not only to comfort him but also to satisfy her own hunger to touch him.
The previous night she had slept little, and, when she had, the dreams were so violent she had awakened, sweating in terror. Some of her night horrors were about Thomas. The attack on him had frightened her, and not beyond reason, but it were not the sole cause.
�There is a brutal and twisted wickedness loose, not just in the world outside Tyndal�s walls but, I fear, within the priory itself,� she said aloud, looking down at the contented bundle of fur on her lap. �Evil in some form has invaded this house dedicated to peace and to God.�
And that house was her house. Ultimately, it was her responsibility to protect everyone within these walls, and she was failing.
�Against my better judgement, I have allowed myself the same easy comfort I have encouraged amongst the brothers and sisters here. For cert, I may hope Brother Rupert�s murder was a chance thing and the murderer some common outlaw, but for the safety of us all, I may not assume it.�
She shifted. Arthur, the cat, looked up at her and expressed a mild complaint. �Hush, sweet one. I have recovered my wits.� She smiled as he resettled in her lap. �When I awoke from my nightmares in the harsh green moonlight of the midnight hour, a manly reason did prevail over my weaker self.�
Eleanor looked away from the tapestry and toward the window that looked down on the priory grounds. �No purposeless killer would drag a body, not only into the outer court of the priory grounds but further into the walled nuns� quarters. That had to have been a deliberate act, meant to send a specific message, and thus most likely the murderer has a close connection with Tyndal.�
Was the slayer a monk? Was he a lay brother? Could it have even been a woman? Perhaps one of the village people who used the mill or had other commerce with the priory and knew their habits well? The idea that any religious would do such a thing to another was not beyond her comprehension, but she prayed it would not be so. Besides, what could an old man like Brother Rupert do to anyone in this priory, or what would he know, for that matter, that would make that person choose murder to quiet him? A murder, moreover, committed in such a horrible way? There were few sins so abhorrent that confession would not remove both the shame and the sin. Monks knew that best of all. Or should. Surely the killer was from outside the priory, perhaps the village. Surely from the village.
�Then there is the attack on Brother Thomas,� she said, rubbing the cat�s forehead. �The crowner suggested that the killer of one monk might be the attacker of yet another. Thus the reasons for the more heinous crime become twisted and complex. No, this is no easily caught, ordinary malefactor. This is someone with the cleverness of Satan himself.� She hesitated. �However, even the Prince of Darkness did not escape punishment for his defiance of God�s supremacy. Neither will the killer of Brother Rupert,� she said emphatically. Like her nuns and monks, she, too, had to believe that God would render justice, whatever form it might take. To believe otherwise was heresy. And madness.
�The crowner continues to be thwarted by lack of evidence, however, and Brother Thomas is still not telling the truth.� She had no good reason for thinking the latter, none that any man would find reasonable, but her instincts knew well what those little twitches in his face meant after his long pause and the quick glance to the side before he began his new tale. Some of his most recent story might be true. He had been found in a clearing near where the large stream ran toward the priory, and most certainly he had been struck from behind.
�Nay, I do not believe his tale of the need for a walk any more than the call of nature story, but for whatever reason he left the priory, he must have seen something he wasn�t meant to see. Did he accidentally walk to a place he shouldn�t have been, at a time he shouldn�t have been there? Could the reason he left the priory grounds be related to why he was attacked? In that case, who or what was he protecting?� She shook her head in puzzlement. Surely a man so new to Tyndal could not have formed such strong bonds of loyalty so soon with anyone.
�Perhaps he strayed into something similar to what Brother Rupert encountered? Not quite the same thing or he would have been killed, of course, but near enough to merit a warning?� Eleanor mused aloud as she looked down at the curled creature now sleeping in her lap. �He was struck in a clearing in the forest at night. Might he have ventured too near the meeting place of evil spirits?� She rubbed her weary eyes. Although she had no doubt that evil spirits existed and often lurked at night, she had never personally known any that did not come in a very earthly form. No, if Thomas had trespassed on land claimed by agents of evil, they were human ones.
She stood up and gently lowered the cat to the ground. Arthur had left a fine layer of orange hair on the skirt of her habit. Briefly, she brushed at it. What little she dislodged floated down and reattached to her hem.
�Well, my good friend, it seems I must carry some of you with me as long as my gown lasts! Perhaps it will keep me warmer come winter and I shall be most grateful.�
The cat sat at her feet, rumbling softly, his green eyes round and his gaze intense.
Eleanor reached down and scratched him behind the ears. �It is time for you to go to work in the kitchen, fine sir. And it is time for me to take a walk, in the manner of our good Brother Thomas, to see what lies outside our priory.�
***
It was a warm day, mellow as late summer days could be, a day that lulled mortals into forgetting the sharp sleet and chill sea winds which came with punishing force as the life-giving seasons slipped into the long months of damp gloom. As she walked into the grove to the clearing where Thomas had been found, Eleanor thought about the dark time ahead and could understand why her pagan ancestors had woven such vivid and often cruel tales to explain the changing of the seasons. It was easy enough to see how they could interpret the end of spring and the harvest season as a time of cruel devastation, hopelessness and, aye, even murder. What amazed her was their ability to rebound and find hope in the renewal of life long before they had ever heard of Christianity. Giving His man creature such resilience of spirit, even in the benighted days, spoke volumes about God�s love. The thought gave her comfort as she walked through the trees where a man of violence had stalked not so very long ago. Such love would surely bring this person to justice in some way and soon.
Eleanor caught herself wanting to talk to her aunt about all that had happened; then she felt a quick pain. �Now it is up to me to answer my own questions, is it not?� she asked aloud in a quiet voice. �And it is certainly up to me to keep my mind to the mark and my eyes open for whatever there is to find,� she added as she walked into the clearing.
The birds twittered as they flew in search of insects. The insects hummed as they went about their business in spite of the birds. And Eleanor stood with her hands tucked into her sleeves, looking about her.
The clearing looked innocent enough in the daylight. There were no signs of midnight fires or foul, rotting holes from which Satan�s creatures might have burst forth upon the earth during the night. No, the evil that had skulked here so recently had had a mortal form.
Yet the crowner and his men still found nothing. If Lucifer�s most monstrous deeds had been imperfect, and he had been one of God�s highest-ranking angels, then surely no mortal man could commit a crime without leaving behind evidence of some kind. There must be something�
Eleanor turned slowly around. What might the crowner and his men have failed to notice? They were, after all, men. She smiled with both love and gentle amusement. The image of her solemn-faced but sweetly earnest brother Hugh came to mind. A warrior in the mold of his hero, King Richard, Hugh could always see where a castle�s defense was weakest, but he would then trip over a sharp stone on the way to scale it.
The eyes of most men are more used to looking at the grander plans of intrigue and battle, she thought, and, in so doing, they often miss some small thing, perchance a commonplace thing that an eye impatient with tiny detail would pass over. A woman�s eye might be more useful here, an eye trained to the domestic and the mundane, and therefore more likely to note a simple object out of place. Indeed her own training had hardly been domestic, but, in learning to joust with the finer points of philosophers� arguments and in the minute study of her mortal fellows, she had found great pleasure in details of a sort. Hers was still a woman�s mind trained to minutiae, she argued to herself, albeit somewhat different concerns than occupied most of her gentle sex.
As she walked passed the place, she looked down and saw the bloodstains in the grass where Thomas had lain. She recoiled slightly. Her feelings for him were still too tender and uncontrolled. Then she pressed her hand flat against her chest as if binding her heart with a bandage and walked away, up the slight hill toward the trees and the rushing sound of the nearby stream.
***
The brook was pretty in this season, the bubbling water flashing bursts of light where it flowed into the sun. After a storm, the stream might become a dangerous torrent, but now the water was low, although running swiftly. As it entered the priory grounds, it served to give Tyndal fresh fish and clean water for watering gardens, bathing, washing, and making ale, although few drank the water, knowing how dangerous it could be to their health. As it left the priory, it washed away the refuse from the latrines, and the kitchens, and carried all into the sea. Truly one of many gifts from God, Eleanor thought, as she started down the slope toward the banks.
Her foot slipped in the moist brown earth of the embankment, and she caught herself by grabbing an exposed tree root. A reminder that she was doing something she shouldn�t, perhaps? Of course, she should not be here alone. Even a prioress was required to have proper and prudent companionship wherever she went.
�Indeed, that is true, but I am still too new at Tyndal to know whom I can fully trust and whom I cannot,� she sighed. With a murderer possibly in their midst, she felt safer by herself than with someone who might be of danger to her, especially as she wandered around, looking for something to uncover that very culprit. Even the seemingly open and pragmatic Sister Anne had shadowy corners in her soul, although Eleanor felt increasing comfort in the company of the nun.
�No, I am safer alone,� she said aloud to nothing in particular.
As she walked along the edge of the stream, she knew she hadn�t the vaguest idea what she was looking for. She stopped and glanced around, in part to mark her path back to the priory and in part to look for something out of the ordinary.
The ground was rocky near the stream. No footprints surely.
As she looked up at the high banks, she imagined this charming little stream as it turned into a raging river and gouged this deep channel into the earth. Indeed, several of the trees, not just the one at her descent, extended tangled and naked roots into the space above her head. She would have to check whether the stream�s course through the priory was sufficiently constrained when she got back.
With her mind distracted and her gaze turned upward, Eleanor stumbled and fell on the uneven, rocky ground. She cried out when her ankle turned and her hands scraped against the gravelly surface as she broke her fall. For just a moment, she shut her eyes tight against the sharpness of the pain; then she twisted herself around into a sitting position and concentrated on feeling her throbbing ankle.
�Not broken,� she said with relief and considerable gratitude. It would be difficult enough to get back to the priory by herself with a sprain, let alone with a cracked or shattered bone.
She looked around for a broken branch close by that would be sturdy enough to support her. Nearer to the bank, there were a couple of promising limbs. She half-crawled, half-pulled herself toward the branches.
The first one was rotten and broke in half as soon as she put pressure on it; however, the second held, and she began to pull herself up. As she did, an intermittent breeze rose and fell, and she noticed the movement of something against the bank.
She eased herself back into a sitting position. Close against the bank lay a huge boulder, over which a netting of roots lay, attached to a large tree. The tree sat precariously balanced between rock and bank, some of its roots still bound deep into the earth. From one of the largest roots a woven grass mat hung down between rock and cliff. One edge of the mat was weighed down with a heavy stone, but the other, the one that moved in the breeze, had lost its weight.
Eleanor once again pulled herself up with her strong branch, and, grabbing the broken one as she did so, limped closer. The breeze moved the matting again. Behind it, there seemed to be a small gap.
�Is anyone there?� she asked.
Silence.
Cautiously, she extended the point of the broken branch and pushed the mat aside.
No one was there.
She pulled the mat away. It covered a narrow entrance between rock and bank to a cave, presumably gouged out by the stream and deep enough to provide shelter for two or three people. Had the boulder not been there to brace it, she thought, looking up at the huge trunk above her head, the tree would have fallen and the remaining roots would have ripped away the roof of the small cave, destroying the shelter entirely.
As she looked further into the enclosure, she could see marks in the walls where nature�s results had been deliberately enlarged. There was no sign of a fire or utensils for cooking, but there was a narrow, raised, and sturdy wooden bed frame with a clean straw mat and some pegs jammed into the earthen wall. Over one peg was hung what appeared to be a small whip.
Eleanor hopped awkwardly up to the peg and looked with care at the object in the dim light. There was no question that it was a crude whip made of twigs bundled together. It was darkly stained. Was this blood?
�Whatever is this all for?� she asked quietly as she fingered the stiff switches and looked around the small space.
She shuddered, then spoke aloud to calm herself with the sound of a human voice. �This is something for the crowner to look at, not me. And, methinks, I would be wise to leave!�
She pushed the mat aside and hobbled into the feathered sunlight, but the shadows playing on the sparkling water were no longer beautiful and the utter silence of the birds was ominous.
Eleanor looked around quickly. There was no one and nothing to be seen. Bracing herself with her makeshift crutch, she bent and replaced the rock that had held the mat down. With the mat securely anchored and pushed into the shadows of the narrow opening, she realized that the cave entrance was barely visible.
As she straightened, adjusting the branch to support her weight, she heard a rustling sound just above her and looked up.
Standing on the bank above her, a bearded and unkempt man stared at her for what seemed a very long time, a knife glinting in his hand. His left hand, Eleanor observed with the icy precision of fear.
Then he turned and ran. Eleanor stood frozen in place until the sound of his escape, crashing through the brush, had faded into the sound of the stream flowing beside her.
And in that instant, she understood what it meant to meet Death face to face.

Chapter Eighteen

Sister Anne stood up, hands on hips, and looked at her prioress with undisguised disapproval. �If I may be so blunt, my lady��
�And you may, sister.�
�You put yourself in unnecessary danger out there beyond the priory today. Although I agree that you may have found something of interest, perhaps even of great value to our crowner in his investigations, the risk you took was, well, rash.�
Eleanor was sitting in her chambers with her injured foot bound and propped on a stool, a goblet of watered wine at hand and Arthur in her lap. She sighed.
�Blunt indeed, but tactful considering. Let me speak your true thoughts. I was reckless, thoughtless, and stupid to do what I did.�
Anne nodded, then smiled.
�And I have learned my lesson. I was quite happy to send word to our crowner and let him investigate the cave more thoroughly.� Eleanor shifted slightly, and the cat meowed with instant feline annoyance.
�Let me take him.� Anne reached out. �His added weight is not helpful to you.�
�Let him be.� Eleanor looked fondly at the furry creature. �He has a soothing softness.�
Sister Anne started to laugh, then stopped. There was a sharp rap at the chamber door, and she turned toward it with a frown.
�Enter,� Eleanor called out.
Gytha rushed in and curtseyed awkwardly. �My lady, the crowner is here. He begs an audience with you.�
�He has done his investigation quickly,� Eleanor said, turning to Anne and raising her eyebrows in surprise.
Gytha spun around on one foot and was about to speed out the door.
�Gytha! A moment, if you please. I will need you to provide refreshment for the good man.�
�Shall I bring bread as well as wine, my lady?�
�And cheese. He will need something to regain his strength after all his efforts. And perhaps something for�� She pointed to the cat. �I understand he brought three fine dead rats to Sister Edith today.�
�Who squealed loud enough the whole priory knew of his success at the hunt!� Gytha giggled, then rushed from the room to fetch the food.
�Such energy!� Eleanor chuckled.
�Such youth,� Sister Anne sighed.
***
Ralf stood over the heavy wooden table and, with ravenous eagerness, eyed the already razed stack of bread and hacked mound of cheese set before him. �Blood it was on the whip. I�m sure of it,� he said as he reached out with his stained knife to spear another piece of deep orange cheese. He wrapped a hefty chunk of fresh bread around it before taking a huge bite. �I�m grateful for this, my lady. Haven�t been able to break my fast yet today.� Crumbs flew as he chomped at the food with dogged enthusiasm.
Eleanor glanced up at the angle of light coming through her window. The day was well into the afternoon hours. �Do sit and relax. I can wait for a report,� she replied.
Anne rolled her eyes heavenward with gentle amusement as she watched the crowner saw off another slab of cheese.
Ralf shook his head. �If I sit, I�ll fall asleep.� Then he took another monstrous bite and couldn�t quite close his mouth as he chewed. �I must say that the purpose of the cave is still puzzling.� He continued munching cheerfully, his cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk with a winter�s cache in its mouth.
Eleanor took a sip of wine. �What are your thoughts on it?�
Ralf paused for a brief second in mid-chew. �My first thought was that it was a hideaway for a villein running away from his lord, but the pegs suggested it was being used for more than a temporary hiding spot. They and the raised bed were not things a poor tenant farmer on the run would bother with. At most he might make a mat of leaves or a pallet of dried grass.�
�Did you find any evidence of cooking?�
�No evidence of fire at all, or discarded bones from eating, and that was passing strange as well.� Ralf shook his head. �The whip did make me wonder about one possibility. Have you heard of any hermit recently come to the area?�
Eleanor looked up at Anne, who shook her head. �No. We have heard of no one. I would not expect a hermit to make himself an elevated bed either. Although, now that you raise the question, I wonder about the man I saw.�
�Surely a hermit would have come to us by now, my lady. He would want to have the services of one of our priests,� Anne suggested.
�I wish I had gotten a better look at the man before he ran from me. Perhaps the cave was his. I also find it strange that the sight of a mere nun would frighten him so.�
�A bearded man with long hair and brindled clothes would match most of the men from the village.� Ralf grunted. �Fishermen and men who work the fields care not for fashion. And the knife does not surprise me. Perhaps he didn�t mean to threaten you at all. Perhaps he was cleaning a bird or some wild animal he�d just killed, but running from you does surprise me. The sight of a nun should not be surprising or strange to anyone in the area. The townspeople have all benefited from your hospital and they come to your church for services. Unless he ran because he did not expect to see a nun alone and did not know what he should do? Perhaps he feared God�s wrath if he spoke to you.�
�He did not necessarily know I was alone. Indeed, he would have expected someone to be with me. He might have been surprised to see a nun where he did not think to see one, but he would have had no reason to run unless he was afraid. Or had something to hide.�
�Or was possessed,� Sister Anne suggested.
Eleanor thought for a moment. �I believed he was going to kill me when I saw him with that knife in his hand. Now that I think about it, however, he did look frightened. Certainly, he ran as if he were. If he is possessed, I fear the spirit that has entered his body is more likely to hurt him than another.�
�Then he is to be pitied more than feared,� Anne replied as she turned to the crowner. �The townspeople have seen us away from the priory on occasion, albeit rarely, and usually in the woods. I have looked for herbs abroad when our garden has run short, and Sister Matilda used to search for mushrooms in the forest when she was in charge of the kitchen.� She shook her head as Ralf opened his mouth to speak. �No, the villagers are not there for criminal reasons and steal nothing of interest to the King. They usually come for the same reasons we have. When we meet, they greet us with courtesy and pass on.�
Gytha quietly lifted the ewer of cooled wine and filled the goblets for both Eleanor and Ralf. When the girl offered to pour wine for her, Sister Anne put her hand over her cup.
�You�ve been that far from the priory?� Ralf asked the nun.
�Not I, Ralf,� Anne said. �The wild herbs I use require sun or light shade. My needs were met closer by, but Sister Matilda might have gone deeper into the forest for her mushrooms.�
Ralf coughed, then belched with immense satisfaction. �I would be most grateful, my lady, if you would speak to the sister. I don�t know why, but I seem to frighten your nuns, or else turn them into angry amazons. If Sister Ruth had had a lance in hand when she saw me approach your cloister gate today, I do believe she would have run me through.�
Eleanor laughed. �Indeed! Then be grateful we cannot be warrior nuns in the manner of the Templar monks. Still, I will be happy to talk to Sister Matilda. Perhaps you would be good enough to return tomorrow. I will tell you what I have discovered.�
Ralf swept the table with one last look, grabbed the remaining piece of cheese, which he raised to Eleanor in salute, then bowed and left. As soon as the chamber door shut behind him, Eleanor and Anne looked at each other and burst out in loud laughter.
Gytha blinked in amazement as the two women continued to howl in shared mirth.
�Fear not, child,� Eleanor said, reaching out to touch Gytha�s arm. �We are not mad but simply ungracious enough to enjoy the thought of our elder porteress as a warrior maiden, donning armor and baring her breast to joust with our crowner, who, I should think, would be more interested in a fine cheese than her naked breast.�
�Forgive me, my lady, but Sister Ruth would need no weapon save her bared breast to slay Crowner Ralf,� Gytha replied, eyes twinkling despite her sober look.
The two nuns flushed red, but this time all three bent over in uncontrolled laughter.

Chapter Nineteen

Thomas lied to Sister Anne.
Despite his aching head, he could not stand yet another full day of enforced rest. She had called it a miraculous recovery and let him go with a look that said she knew full well that he was more impatient than fully fit. Out of guilt he had promised not to overdo and to come back at once if he began to vomit or show other symptoms of ill health within the next few days.
As he left the hospital, every muscle in his body cried to run for all he was worth or find a horse and gallop until he and the beast were too exhausted to go further. Then his head began to pound at the very thought, and he knew that Sister Anne was right. He would be cautious, he decided grudgingly.
Still he wanted to be useful so he walked into the hut just outside the entrance to the hospital. There were few people awaiting treatment. A lay brother gave one such person something to treat what looked like a minor cut. Another man blushed as he pointed to his genitals and made a scratching gesture. Tomorrow, Thomas thought, his wife may be in for the same reason and the husband back as well with a cracked skull for sharing the ailment he most likely got from his whore.
No one needed the services of a priest so he left and walked toward the church. As he reached the split in the path that would take him toward the sacristy, he heard the gravel crunch behind him and he turned.
�How does your head feel, brother?� Brother Simeon�s expression was grave and his hand gentle as he reached over and touched Thomas on the shoulder.
Thomas put his hand on the wound as if he had already forgotten about it. It was still sore. �Hardly notice it,� he shrugged.
Simeon beamed with returned good humor. �Good! Then you�ll be back with the nuns soon. Brother John will be most grateful to return full time to his little novices and his music. He does so miss them.� He snorted with ill-disguised contempt.
�He may do so today. I am on my way there now.�
�Then I shall walk with you,� Simeon said and the two monks started back along the path to the sacristy. �Has your memory returned as well, or have you heard anything more about who might have attacked you?�
�No, my lord. Neither. I am beginning to think it was some malevolent spirit whose nocturnal wanderings I interrupted.�
�Or you got too close to the hiding place of some villein escaped from his master.� Simeon sighed. �Then you have heard nothing either about any progress in the hunt for Brother Rupert�s killer?�
A loud laugh made both men spin around. Standing just a few paces behind them was Ralf. Fatigue edged the crowner�s eyes in black, but, as he looked down the path at the two monks, his grin was almost boyish. �Neither of you was ever in the army, for cert. Had you been sentries, you�d be dead by now. Never even heard me come up behind you!�
Thomas watched Simeon�s face turn scarlet with rage. �It seems I must remind you that this is a house of God, not a military camp, Crowner. Your worldly skills have no value here.� Simeon almost spat the last words.
�And if Brother Rupert, or our brother here, had had my worldly skills as you call them, the former might be alive and the latter might be without that bump on his head. And how is your tender pate, my saintly friend?�
�Were I saintly, Crowner, I would feel it less. And if I had your thick skull, I might never have felt it at all,� Thomas replied.
Ralf threw back his head and roared with laughter.
Simeon looked at Thomas in surprise.
�You missed your calling, monk,� Ralf said. �You should have been a Templar. From what Annie told me, you got quite the crack on your skull, yet your tongue is quick and ready despite your injured wits, and you�re walking around quite freely again. Had you been a warrior monk, methinks you�d be back on your horse and ready for battle. The Templars could use someone like you in the Holy Land.�
The crowner brought his hand down on Thomas� shoulder so hard the monk saw flashes of light and swayed ever so slightly. For an instant, Thomas� mood darkened. Perhaps he would have been happier with the fighting monks. He was not suited to inconsequential investigations of account rolls, but then he hadn�t been given much of a choice. Still, this assignment had not been without its adventures, he decided. His mood brightened.
�Enough childish waste of time, Crowner. Are you here because you finally have some news about Brother Rupert�s murderer?� Simeon drew himself up to his full height and stuffed his fists into his sleeves.
�It�s only right I tell your mistress first,� Ralf said, and, with an impish grin, watched the colors of frustration and anger rise and fall in the receiver�s face. �And I must confess I find your prioress a rare sort of woman. What think you of her?�
�A woman is a woman. Whatever her titular position here, she can never be more than what God has made her, a ward in need of man�s firm direction.�
The crowner winked at him, but Thomas decided silence was the wiser response.
�She has a man�s stomach for all her delicate look and short stature,� Ralf said. �I would trust her to lead me into battle, I think.�
�Then you are the greater fool.� Simeon�s laugh lacked even the hint of humor.
�No, but perhaps you are. Have you heard nothing of what she found by herself yesterday?�
Simeon glanced quickly at Thomas, who shrugged.
�Ah, I see that neither of you has heard of your brave lady�s efforts to protect you all at Tyndal. It seems she was disturbed by this recent attack on one of her charges.� Ralf nodded at Thomas. �And decided to go off on her own to investigate.�
�What feminine foolishness!� Simeon barked. �And what woman did she imperil by taking her along on this childish game? Since I have heard nothing of this, I know none of my monks went with her.�
�She endangered only herself. Seems she went out to the clearing where our good brother was struck and wandered down by the stream he had heard in the distance.�
�The woman needs a keeper!� Simeon�s face turned red again.
�And there she found a cave.�
�What cave?�
�A place cut out by the stream in flood, methinks. Someone had built a bed there, of all things, yet there was no evidence of any fire. And then a strange man appeared��
Simeon gasped. �Surely one of Satan�s imps.� Then he leered. �Or else she has odd fantasies like women are wont to have. Did the man perchance have cloven hooves, hairy legs like a goat, and a proud member as well?� Simeon jerked his hips suggestively and winked.
�Nay, monk. He held no lance ready for a lusty joust, but he did hold a knife in his hand.�
Simeon hesitated and stared at the crowner in brief silence. �A knife? My jest was unseemly. Did he injure our lady by either word or deed?�
�She had already turned her ankle, but the man harmed her not. He ran away as soon as he saw her.�
�And did she describe him? Perhaps I have seen this man. He may be one of our villagers.�
�She did not get a good look at him. I thought perhaps he was a holy man just come to the area and was using the cave for his hermitage. All she noted was that grime darkened the creases in his face, that his beard and hair were unkempt, that his clothes were torn and stained, and that he held the knife in his left hand.�
�Not a bad observation for a frightened woman,� Thomas muttered.
�Indeed,� Simeon said with a frown. �We have heard of no hermits in our area. Nor do I recognize the man�s description. It could fit many from the village.�
�Aye. Her find did lead me to search the cave and the environs, however, and I have brought something to make our liege lady happy. You too, I think.�
�A breakthrough in the foul murder of our brother?� Simeon asked, raising his eyebrows.
�Ah, I might as well tell you, good monk, since I have yet to know a monastery without holey walls when it comes to gossip. Here is the broken hilt of a dagger, stained with blood, I believe.� He patted the leather pouch at his side. �One of my men found it buried under the rocks just outside the cave your prioress found. And also buried nearby, we found a bloody robe with a knife tear near where Brother Rupert�s heart would have been.�
***
As soon as Ralf went off to speak with the prioress, Simeon left Thomas and hurried back to tell Theobald of the latest developments. Thomas continued on to the church.
Thomas had never pretended that his faith was other than a thing of habit, unconsidered and at no point in his life profound. Even now he went through the motions of priesthood as a necessary daily ritual and suspected that the majority of others did the same. However, he was not such a fool as to deny the truth of what he practiced. Wiser men than he had said that Hell fire waited for unbelievers, and who was he to question them? He was no scholar and felt no unique connection with God that he might argue he had been granted special enlightenment. He was happy to leave the clarifications on the details of faith to the likes of Saint Augustine and Thomas Aquinas.
Thomas� faith might be mundane. His love of music was not. He had never shown skill on any instrument and his voice was toneless, but when choirs lifted their voices heavenward in the praise of God, it was the only time Thomas felt his soul had gotten a glimpse of Heaven. Thus, when he entered the sacristy and heard singing, he decided to slip out to see who was practicing the chants with such sweet sound.
It was the novices of Tyndal.
He was surprised to see Brother John leading the boys so skillfully. Thomas stood near a pillar just outside the nave and watched the monk rehearse them in their chants. Their youthful voices filled the air with a song so beautiful it was almost too painful to hear. Indeed, the sound was as powerful as that of a full choir of monks, although the mix of just broken and unbroken voices added a purity, indeed a uniquely innocent quality to it. In spite of himself, he lifted his eyes heavenward. At least the attitude of prayer was sincere enough even if no words came with it.
Brother John waved his hand, and the chanting stopped. The monk then gestured and hummed with enthusiastic grace, demonstrating how he wanted them to sing a particular passage. The boys watched him, their expressions solemn and worried, their eyes unblinking. If Thomas hadn�t had less comfortable meetings with this troubling monk earlier, he would have warmed easily to him now. The novices certainly had or they would not have cared so much about following his instruction.
This Brother John was a very different person from the one Thomas had first seen. That monk had frightened him with eyes as cold as frosted stones and mouth as stern as if he were sending a heretic to the stake. Perhaps that was what bothered him most about the monk, his icy aloofness. Then he had seen him with the young man in the church. That monk was not aloof.
He quickly scanned the faces of the choirboys. None were of the right height or shape to match the young man he�d seen in the chapel that night. These were younger boys, just on the edge of manhood. The one Brother John had embraced with such tenderness in the pale moonlight of the chapel had crossed the line between childhood and a man�s world. When Brother John smiled at these boys, however, the love Thomas saw in the monk�s look came not from the loins but the heart.
Nor could Thomas ignore the gentleness with which the monk had treated him when he found Thomas lying in the clearing. Nor could he deny the attentiveness with which this man had helped him walk to the hospital. Brother John had found him a comparatively quiet bed there and kept him company until Sister Anne came. He was even companionable, touching Thomas� shoulder with tenderness and sympathy from time to time, asking meaningless and non-intrusive questions to distract him from his pain.
Thomas folded his hands into his sleeves, trying to think back to the events in the clearing before he was hit from behind. Once again he asked himself if it could have been Brother John who struck him. He was the most likely person, but Thomas was almost certain he had heard more than one voice speaking across the clearing before he was struck down. If there were two ahead of him, wouldn�t they have been Brother John and the youth? He had seen no third person.
Then who might it have been if it wasn�t the monk? Newcomer though he was to the area, he surely would have heard if the priory had been plagued of late with lawless men attacking those who came to the hospital. There were no prior tales of errant monks or wild hermits. Had there been a spate of troublesome strangers about, the crowner would have been a regular visitor to the priory, and the word was that Ralf had not ever come to the priory before the murder of Brother Rupert. Had the old man been the first victim of such a band?
Thomas shook his head. Unlikely. Despite Prioress Eleanor�s snide comments, the old priest could not have been the first monk to wander beyond Tyndal�s perimeters, but, with the exception of Prior Theobald and his large gold cross, monks rarely had anything worth stealing to tempt the lawless. He smiled. Thomas rather doubted that the trembling prior was one likely to seek unholy solace to ease the holy life.
Nor are men seeking coin or jewels prone to violating their victims, Thomas remembered with a wince.
No, Thomas was convinced that Brother Rupert was not the victim of lawless men; however, he might have been the victim of someone who wanted his death to look like the suicide of a monk overwhelmed with guilt over lust.
He shifted his weight against the pillar and watched the novice master demonstrating to one boy how a short passage should sound. The man had a pleasing voice, he thought.
�So why carry him into the nuns� cloister?� he muttered under his breath. Why not just leave the man where he had been killed? And how could the murderer fail to notice that the genitals were in the wrong hand but still have the composure to change the dead monk�s clothes? And what was the intent of the murderer? There were just too many questions.
Thomas scratched the bristling hair in his tonsure. It would need shaving again soon. �The man must have known that his attempts to disguise the murder as a suicide were rudimentary at best. How stupid did he think we all are here?� He looked up nervously, hoping his words had not been overheard, then fell back to silent thought.
He�well, it must have been a man surely. A woman could never castrate a man, even after death. Surely, women were too delicate. The young ones, anyway. Thomas gave a mirthless snort. The lasses he had known in his old life might have been too delicate. He wasn�t so sure about these nuns.
Sister Anne, for one, was as tall as many men. She had shown no timidity about examining the dead monk, nor had she shown any hesitancy about looking at his horrible wounds. No man, himself included, could have looked upon that brutal mutilation with the calm detachment she had shown. A strange woman indeed, Thomas thought, as strange in her way as Brother John was in his. Had she been plump with age and gray-haired like several of the female servants he had known in his father�s house, he would have had no difficulty imagining her indifference over a man�s body, but Sister Anne was neither beyond the child-bearing age nor had she gray hair. Her reaction was not womanly, not natural. Could she have killed the monk?
Nay, he thought with a smile. Despite her odd manner, he liked Sister Anne. He felt no evil or anger in her, only compassion and a sorrow with which he felt a certain kinship.
Then there was Prioress Eleanor. He could probably eliminate her as a suspect because she was as new to Tyndal as he was. Besides, she was far too little to stab a man in the heart, unless she was standing on a stool to do it. The image of the small religious leaping upon a bench and flailing away with a knife too big for her two tiny hands even to grasp made him grin in spite of himself.
No, he couldn�t see the prioress killing a man, whatever his frailty or age. She might be capable of poisoning, he thought grimly, but she didn�t have the heft to wield a man�s weapon. Nor did he think she would castrate a man. Despite her religious profession, there was an earthly side to the prioress. He suspected she might not only enjoy the company of a man but might also prefer his manhood to be quite functional. In fact, he wondered how well she kept her vow of chastity. Thomas laughed quietly. If she was looking to lose her virginity at Tyndal, she was in the wrong place. The monks he had met here were too old, too disinclined, or too frightened by women to satisfy any such lusty inclinations. Brother Simeon might be the exception, but that one was far too ambitious to damage his chances for advancement by having an affair with the prioress of a minor house like this.
As a female suspect, Thomas rather fancied Sister Ruth. He disliked the gruff woman. She was exactly the type he preferred to find locked safely away behind the stone walls of a convent, but he doubted even she would have killed Brother Rupert. Perhaps the aged monk had been a threat to the chastity of young nuns when he too had been a youth, but the good priest was far too old to be of interest or danger to any woman at the time of his murder.
Could Sister Christina have done it? No, that one was bound for sainthood if he was any judge.
***
Brother John was finished running each of the novices, separately and in groups, through the segments of the chant that needed polishing. They were ready to start again. Thomas looked at the novices and back at the monk, then shook his head. The poignant vision of Brother John with the young man in the chapel would not leave him. If I were a wagering man, Thomas thought, I�d say this monk was a bit too fond of boys.
When the chant began, the beauty of the voices excelled anything Thomas had ever heard before and drove the more earthy thoughts from his head. With a soft cry of mixed pain and joy, he slipped slowly down on his knees to the chapel floor as tears flowed inexplicably down his cheeks. If he had just heard the voice of God, he could not have felt more awe.
And had tears not blinded Thomas, he might have looked up to see Brother John turn and gaze at him with a slight smile and widening green eyes.

Chapter Twenty

Gytha had just finished tossing out the old rush mats and was sweeping the floor in preparation for laying fresh ones when there was a knock at the door of the private chambers. She stopped in mid-sweep, rested against the broom, and looked over at her mistress.
�Enter!� the prioress called out from her chair, her foot still propped and wrapped.
�My lord Prior begs an audience, my lady.� Sister Ruth entered, and, as she glanced down at her prioress, her face curdled into puckers of disapproval.
Eleanor looked up in surprise. The purpose of the prior�s visit momentarily escaped her. She knew she had planned to spend this day in comparative quiet. The sprain was a bad one, and Sister Anne had ordered her to avoid the long, narrow steps into the cloister until the ankle was stronger. Gytha had even spent the night in her mistress�s chambers, rather than returning to the village as she usually did, in case Eleanor needed assistance.
That quiet day had included some plans the sub-infirmarian would have forbidden, had the prioress mentioned them. Eleanor hoped to talk to Sister Matilda about her mushroom hunting forays during her kitchen days, and she thought she might also walk to the chapel for daily prayers with the assistance of Gytha. Other than that, however, she had decided to listen to Sister Anne. If nothing else, obeying the sub-infirmarian in part would allow her an hour to indulge in reading from the copy of Wace�s Geste de Bretons which her aunt had loaned her from Amesbury. That book might have been the cause of Sister Ruth�s scowl this time. Or not. Eleanor shrugged. The nun never seemed to view anything Eleanor did with any approval.
�Of course,� she said, closing the book carefully so it lay flat on the lectern shelf in front of her. �Why is he here?�
�He didn�t say and I didn�t ask, my lady.� Sister Ruth sniffed.
Gytha rested the broom against the wall and sprinted over to the corridor door, opening it just enough to stick her head out. Sister Ruth closed her eyes in utter disgust.
�He has that big monk with him,� Gytha said, puffing out her cheeks and patting her stomach. �And Brother Andrew, the tiny one, is behind, lugging a box and rolls of something under his arms. The rolls are dropping and rolling around in the corridor, and he�s running back and forth after them. The big monk is just standing there and not doing anything. Does that help?�
�Do not make fun of others, child. It isn�t kind.�
�Yes, my lady.�
�At least I now remember why they are here. Please let them into the parlor before poor Brother Andrew exhausts himself. Some wine for our guests, perhaps slightly more for our Brother Andrew after his heavy work, and then I shall attend them.� Eleanor winked at the girl, who smiled broadly.
�Do you need me to stay, my lady?� Sister Ruth asked in a tone that suggested she most heartily wished to be anywhere else.
�I do. The good prior is going to tell me what lands are owned by Tyndal and what our income is from each. Since you have resided in the priory for more years than any other sister, you are the most knowledgeable person here and should be present when we discuss our financial health. Someone of competence must be as fully informed as I am should I suddenly be called away. As you are the one most qualified, I am appointing you sub-prioress and you shall act as such henceforth. Another sister will be selected to be porteress.�
Sister Ruth�s expression first suggested that she had just taken a bite of rotten meat, then that she was rather surprised she had.
�Please ask the good prior to wait while I ready myself.� She nodded dismissal to the new sub-prioress.
As Ruth stomped out of the chambers and Gytha returned, Eleanor gestured for the girl to come to her side. The young girl quickly turned and stuck her tongue out at the older nun�s retreating back.
Eleanor decided to pretend she hadn�t seen the gesture. �I had forgotten I had requested an examination of Tyndal�s account rolls today,� she said, �but I want to appear as if I had expected them and should enter with full dignity.� Eleanor noted the concerned frown on the girl�s face. �Help me up, child. I won�t fall. Sometimes we must do things which hurt to achieve a higher purpose.�
Indeed it did hurt to walk the short distance from her reading lectern to the public room, but once Eleanor had settled into her raised chair, the wrinkles of pain smoothed away and she gestured for the monks to approach.
�My lady!� The men spoke in unison and bowed. Andrew dropped a few scrolls, his bad leg clearly paining him as he stooped to pick them up. He was ignored by Brother Simeon, who concentrated on easing Prior Theobald into the chair indicated by Eleanor. She knew it was vindictive of her, but she offered the large monk not a chair but a seat on the bench at the table next to Andrew. It was her way of putting Simeon in his place after he had so rudely disregarded her during their first meeting.
He looked surprised and a bit confused.
She felt sinfully pleased.
Gytha served cool wine in glazed pottery cups from a simple pewter pitcher, and Eleanor noted the slightly fuller one given to Brother Andrew, who glanced up at the girl, then at the prioress, with amused pleasure. As the men drank and shifted, she decided she would not bother to pretend, beyond the demands of courtesy, that the prior knew anything about the financial situation of Tyndal.
In fact, she probably knew more than he. Prioress Joan of Amesbury had told her what lands were owned by Tyndal and what other assets the priory had before she left to take this new office. Pretending greater ignorance was a ploy intended to find out what she would be told and how. In truth, all she needed to establish was whether the stewardship had been proper, despite the drop in revenues, and whether all resources had been used as efficiently as possible. Courtesy did demand, however, that she address Theobald first.
�Prior Theobald. I appreciate your attendance, and, as I informed you, I would like a summary of our holdings and the income thereof.�
Theobald coughed and grasped his cross, an habitual gesture which Eleanor was beginning to learn meant he felt inadequate to whatever task he was called upon to do.
�I have brought our receiver, Brother Simeon, to provide the information you requested, my lady. His eyes are better than mine, you see, and he is better suited to read the documents to you and interpret their meaning.�
Eleanor glanced up at the large monk. His expression was quite smug.
�Indeed, Prior, your thoughtful preparation is most impressive, and I shall accept the work Brother Simeon has done in preparation for my questions. Perhaps you did not know, however, that I am capable of both reading text and comprehending numbers.�
�The wording of the charters is in Latin, my lady.� Simeon�s expression had changed but minimally.
�I also read Latin, brother, but I will be pleased to accept your detailed review since Prior Theobald has assigned that work to you. In the future, Prior, I will be happy to accept whomever you assign to provide the information I request.� Eleanor nodded in Theobald�s direction. �I sympathize with the burden it must put on your eyes which have been strained in the many years of service you have given to Our Lord.�
Theobald sighed and lowered his head in a sign of gratitude at her concern and his escape from responsibility. �Indeed, my lady, my eyes have aged in His service.�
�Brother Simeon, please do begin.�
Brother Simeon did not make the process either simple or short. In fact, Eleanor got the distinct impression he wished to make his presentation so convoluted that she, lesser vessel that she was presumed to be, would either feel obliged to accept his information as fact or give in out of frustration and irritated fatigue.
Eleanor was no lesser vessel. Tyndal was her responsibility and, although she was willing to accept Simeon�s past reputation in running the estates in view of the official reviews done on his account rolls, he had to prove his competence now and explain, to her satisfaction, the recent reduction in income. She was also determined to teach him that what might have worked with the good prior and the former prioress was not going to work with her. Rhetoric was lovely in its place, but its place was not in the reporting of figures and balances. Those required clarity. He would learn that she demanded no less. Annoyed, Eleanor stretched out her hand.
�Let me see the charter, brother. I cannot believe that we own the land on which the forest grows but received nothing from the timber removed from it. To my knowledge, we have not given King Henry a gift of trees for any ship. Have we?�
The charter he handed her had sweat stains on it.
She pointed to one line. �See here. It says we have full ownership of the��
�My lady, I did not mean we received no income from the sale of timber. I only meant that we granted the poor of the village the right once a year to gather fallen branches free of any charge.�
Eleanor looked steadily at the monk. His face was glistening and red from the effort of answering her pointed questions.
�Then say so, brother. I do not count good stewardship by the number of words you use to describe it. I like precision, accuracy and supporting documents.�
She glanced down at one of those documents, which showed the accounting of rental income from one of the priory grants, and sighed. She would have to get used to his crabbed numbers and awkward letters. Wherever the good monk learned to write, he had not been taught either grace or legibility in the skills.
�Very well, brother. I will keep the charters with me to study further.�
Brother Andrew sighed softly and smiled, then quickly raised his hand to hide his mouth.
�But I am concerned with the share of produce sales we are receiving. I do not believe they are high enough to guarantee the income we will need to buy provisions for the coming winter. Our own garden has failed to yield what it should for our needs and we will be forced to buy additional food.�
�Indeed, my lady, crops have not been what we hoped this year from the priory farms either.� Brother Simeon took a large drink from his goblet. His eyes were glazed and he looked fatigued.
�In truth? I had heard otherwise about our farms in the area.�
�I cannot speak to what you may have heard, my lady. I can only say that I have not seen any farm producing what we had either hoped or expected.�
�Then we must either eat less this winter or conserve in other ways. Perhaps on wine purchases this fall. We do make our own ale, I believe.� Eleanor smiled as she watched the fleshy monk pale. Was it the reduction in unpalatable food he abhorred or the prospect of a winter without a fine Gascony wine to warm him? Prior Theobald, she noted, had drifted off to sleep some time ago and, from the look of his thin body, would have been disinterested in the lessening of either. Sister Ruth had thoughtfully, and with gentleness, inserted a pillow between his head and the chair.
�Or raise rents, my lady! Indeed, we could raise rents!�
�Brother Simeon, if the crops have been so poor, then the farmers will also suffer from deprivations. I do not think raising their rents is compassionate.�
�Their souls, my lady. They will think of their immortal souls and gladly give more money to our house of God.�
�Our souls should face a little less comfort more easily than those used to the world, good brother. In fact, I believe it would be better for us to consume less food and wine than to deprive those we have promised God to care for.�
�But our strength. We must keep up our strength to better serve Him��
�Brother, I will make no decision until I have toured our lands and spoken to those who rent as well as to those who manage and work the grants. Perhaps something has not yet been brought to your attention that will save us all from such severity.�
�My lady, Prioress Felicia left all such things to��
�I am not the good prioress and, as you know, I am not from Tyndal. The people who serve us and those who gain from us are as unknown to me as I am to them. It is unwise for any of us to remain so ill-acquainted.�
�You will need a horse, my lady. It will take me a little time to find a suitable one.�
�I need a donkey, brother. I am a small woman and a nun. A horse is both too big and too grand. Our Lord rode a donkey into Jerusalem. I will follow His example.�
�But to find such a creature��
Gytha put down the wine ewer. �I know where you can find a good beast, my lady.�
Eleanor smiled. �I thought you might, my child.�
And as Brother Simeon looked down, Eleanor noted that his face had turned the shade of one of his beloved red wines.

Chapter Twenty-One

�What an odd group we make,� Thomas muttered as he glanced at the small cluster of dark-robed religious. They were all assembled outside the thick wooden door of the thatch-roofed house belonging to one Tostig, brother of Gytha.
When Brother Andrew first told Thomas that Prioress Eleanor Wynethorpe of Tyndal Priory had decided to buy herself a braying, gray-bristled donkey for riding forth into the world, he had roared with laughter. Then he remembered the story of one fine bishop, and Thomas changed his mind.
The bishop in question, dressed in richly dyed vestments of soft-woven cloth and seated on a horse of rare breeding, had ridden into a mob of querulous farmers. With the arrogance common to both the aloof and the ignorant, he had assumed that such crude creatures would be suitably awed by his eminence and cease their silly arguments over his increased rents. Instead, they had pelted him with offal, vegetation rotten beyond recognition, and unidentifiable animal parts. Later, his chief clerk, dressed in duller clothes, had walked with impunity into the village and negotiated a compromise that was acceptable to both the lowly farmers and the clerk�s high-minded master.
Even now the story made Thomas smile, and he nodded with respect toward his wisely humble prioress just as the door to the cottage swung open on its leather hinges and Gytha gestured for the assembly to enter. As he approached the door, Thomas sniffed nervously. There was a strong scent of farm animals in the air, but the smell was the fresh, earthy one of healthy beasts. He would not have to wade through aged cow manure. No matter how long he lived on this forsaken coast, Thomas knew he would never quite become a man of the soil.
***
The space inside Tostig�s house was small, but the floor was planked and strewn with sweet-smelling straw and herbs. There was no window to let the daylight in, but a centrally located stone hearth both warmed the damp air and provided enough light to see and move about with ease.
The master of the place stood in front of a dark wooden table near the hearth, his arms folded. Tostig was a straight-backed, muscular man in his early twenties, his hair long, thick, and golden like his sister�s, but there was none of her gentleness showing in his blue eyes. After scanning the faces of the priory visitors with contempt just barely concealed, he looked down at Prioress Eleanor and bowed with an easy grace.
�I am honored, my lady. Your visit brings a blessing to my home. I would offer some refreshment, but I am a simple man and do not have things that you and your attendant monks are accustomed to. There is only a rough ale, not wine, and coarse bread to give you and your companions. The cheese, however, is a goodly one.�
Eleanor noted that his smile at her might have been somewhat genuine, but his words to the party as a whole were spoken in a tone edged with brittle sarcasm. Then Gytha bent over and whispered in her ear. Eleanor burst out laughing.
�Your sister tells me that I should ignore your ale but take your bread, which she has baked herself, and your cheese, which she says is famous in the town.�
�My sister is rightly proud of her baking, but the bread is still unsuited to the tender mouths of noble folk,� Tostig said as he shot Gytha a glance gentled with love and humor.
Brother Simeon shifted from foot to foot, his nose wrinkling in exaggerated disapproval at the smells of the cottage. �Perhaps we needn�t bother with refreshment, my lady. We came only to look at donkeys.�
Brother John�s green eyes sparkled with ill-concealed laughter as he looked at the receiver. �Indeed we have, brother, but I have heard of Tostig�s cheese from our annual fair, as you must have as well.� He turned to Eleanor. �It sells out on market days and is gaining fame abroad, my lady, or so I have heard from travelers who have stayed with us.�
Eleanor looked at Thomas, who was watching the interchange between novice master and receiver with interest, and then she turned to Tostig with a mischievous smile. �Brother Thomas and I are new to this part of England,� she said. �We would be delighted to accept your offer of ale, bread and cheese. Perhaps our good Brother Simeon has vowed to fast today, but I believe the rest of us would be grateful for your hospitality.�
Gytha happily ran off to serve the guests. As Tostig offered Eleanor and the monks seats on the bench behind him, he lowered his head so she could not see his reaction to her acceptance of a hospitality he thought would be rejected. For all his obvious dislike of the priory visitors, however, Eleanor felt a modicum of tolerance, even warmth, exhibited to her.
Indeed, the fare served would be considered too plain for a manor house, Eleanor thought, as she ate what Gytha had put before her. Nonetheless, the flavors of the ale, cheese, and bread when eaten together were wonderful, especially after the flavorless meals she had suffered since her arrival from Amesbury. As to ale, she had rarely drunk it. Her family and those she had been raised with at Amesbury much preferred wine to this very English beverage. After the initial shock of its bitter taste, however, Eleanor found she rather liked it. It was lighter than wine, yet warmed the stomach well, and it suited the nutty bread and the robust, marbled cheese served with it.
She looked up to see Gytha and Brother John studying her with smiles twitching at the corners of their mouths. Turning to Gytha first, she pulled her eyebrows together in a slight frown.
�You were wrong, my child.�
�About what, my lady?� The girl looked worried.
�I must either stop teasing you, Gytha, or you must learn when I am.� She put her hand on the girl�s arm. �Everything is all right. I only meant that you were wrong about the ale. It is delicious. Indeed, whoever brewed this is superior in the craft.�
Brother John pounded the table lightly in evident delight. �My lady, not only is Master Tostig�s cheese famous, so is his ale. The local ale-wives praise his even above their own.�
�It is made in competition with the priory�s ale,� Brother Simeon said, his deep voice lowered to a growl. He had tasted nothing offered.
�Indeed? Do we lose income as a consequence of this?� Eleanor asked, pointing to the sweating crock in front of her and glancing at Tostig�s expressionless face.
�We make far more but sell less as a result of this, this�� Simeon waved his hand dismissively in the direction of the aforementioned jug.
�Then perhaps we should cease trying to compete in such a profitless area,� Eleanor said.
Tostig�s eyes widened slightly.
�You have just seen our accounts. We cannot lose more revenue just because this�� Simeon waved his hand in the direction of Tostig as if Gytha�s brother were no more than a piece of pottery.
Eleanor raised her hand to silence the receiver before he finished his sentence and before Gytha�s brother could react to the suggested insult. �Master Tostig, I have an idea which may be of benefit to both you and the priory. Perhaps you could come to Tyndal to discuss the possibilities of a partnership in this ale venture?�
Tostig glanced at his sister, who nodded imperceptibly.
�I would be honored, my lady.�
Brother Simeon rose to his feet, his eyes narrowed in rage.
�And what did you have in mind? Surely, as your receiver, I have a right to know what sort of scheme��
Thomas, who was sitting next to Simeon, reached over and tugged at the monk�s sleeve. �Brother,� he whispered. �Calm yourself. They are speaking of ale. Mere ale.�
Simeon looked down at Thomas. The receiver�s eyes looked dead, so glazed were they with the white heat of his anger. Then his body shuddered almost imperceptibly as he regained control. He smiled, but his eyes remained narrowed.
�Of course. My apologies, my lady, and I beg forgiveness. I have fallen prey to the sin of anger today. Perhaps Satan tempted me in my weakness from fasting. I succumbed and shall seek penance.�
Thomas thumped the monk on the back.
Eleanor said nothing.
�Donkeys, my lady? You came to see my donkeys.� Tostig broke the silence and gestured toward the door to his cottage.
Both a prudent and a proud man, Eleanor thought as she rose and walked to the door. She glanced back at him. His face showed no emotion as he waited for her to pass first through the low door. Then she smiled and winked at him.
Tostig�s eyes grew round, his head moving a fraction backward in surprise. Then he too smiled. And winked back.
You are a quick judge of character, my fine Saxon, Eleanor thought. I will remember that.
As she stepped outside to the slightly muddy and gouged earthen path between the two rows of village huts and hovels, Eleanor stopped. She trembled as if a cold wind had struck her, and she looked quickly to one side.
A man was staring at her. His black beard and brackish colored clothing were unkempt, ragged.
Eleanor blinked. He was the man she had seen in the forest.
He turned and sped through the space between two huts.
�That man!� she cried to Tostig, who was just behind her. �Who is he?�
Tostig looked around him very slowly, his expression once again blank. �What man, my lady? I see no one.�
�Did anyone see that man?� Eleanor asked the monks as they emerged from the doorway.
�No, my lady,� they said in near unison, standing aside to let Gytha come out behind them.
Perhaps they had not, but Eleanor saw a fleeting frown on Tostig�s face as he gazed in the direction the strange man had disappeared.

Chapter Twenty-Two

�My foot is fine, sister.�
Eleanor�s ankle still hurt, but she was quickly becoming intolerant of the inactivity forced on her by the injury. She had accepted the help of Gytha on the walk to the village to buy her donkey, but now that she was back in her chambers, she was both exhausted from the pain and frustrated by restlessness.
Sister Anne was gently rewinding the ankle. �Need I remind you, my lady, that lying is a sin. Your entire foot is now swollen twice its size from the walk.�
Eleanor sighed. Most assuredly, Prioress Felicia would have reprimanded Anne for such bluntness. Rank did demand due courtesy. On the other hand, respect must be earned else it would be as hollow and short-lived as prayers said without faith. Something her aunt had taught. Nay, she preferred the honesty, Eleanor decided. Anne did not present a false face to her and that was refreshing. Besides, she was growing quite fond of this nun whose bluntness never held malice in it. �Had you been born a man, I would have wanted you to be my confessor,� she said. �Yet I would have little to confess, for you would have already seen all my faults.�
Anne patted the finished wrapping and stood. �Had I been a man, I would have ordered you to stay in your chambers and not allowed you to go shopping for a donkey. A donkey, of all things!� The gruffness of her rebuke was spoiled by her laugh.
�I like Adam. He is a sweet donkey. I hope he is happy in his new home.�
Anne rose with a slight creak in her knees and walked over to the window. Eleanor noticed that the nun stretched her shoulders as if they were stiff. Over Anne�s head she could see mounds of great clouds rushing across the sky pushed by a moist wind. A rain, chill with the hints of coming autumn, would arrive soon, she thought.
�Most likely he is eating,� Anne said, turning back to face her prioress. �Brother Thomas took him to the stable as soon as we got back. He seems quite competent with four-legged creatures.�
�And how is he with his two-legged charges?�
�He shows great compassion with the suffering in the hospital. Brother Andrew also commented on that the other day.�
�Well and good. I was concerned about choosing someone no one knew anything about to replace Brother Rupert. It was Brother Simeon�s suggestion, and it seems to have been a good one. By the way, our good receiver was not pleased with my decision to consider a partnership with Tostig on the ale business. Did I err?�
�No, I do not think so. Tostig is a good man. Brother Simeon would not be happy with the concept, however. He has never thought the villagers any better than animals, and finds some animals superior to the villagers. The idea of joining with Tostig on making ale quite interests me, however. May I ask what in specific you had in mind?�
�I wanted him to join with us in the making of it instead of competing against us. If we can produce more but he makes it better, I thought he might first teach us how he makes it and then monitor our process to guarantee the product was consistently good. For this I would suggest giving him a high percentage of the profit. We would gain by increased sales, and he would lose nothing, probably even gain from our mutual success.�
�Brother Simeon would never be pleased with a man from the village telling Normans, albeit monks, what to do. Our receiver aside, however, I do not think most of the monks and certainly none of the local lay brothers would have any problem with the arrangement. Tostig is well respected here.�
�Then Brother Simeon needs to be reminded that Saxons are not beneath us. Fontevraud has taken in monks and nuns of all ranks and origins, including prostitutes, as Jesus did Mary Magdalene. And after all these years of doing as he pleased, the good brother also seems to have forgotten that it is the prioress who makes the final decisions about the running of the priory. If he does not approve, he should ask to leave the Order and become, perhaps, a Cistercian.�
�If I may say so, my lady, the practices of which you speak have been true at the mother house, but, except for the primacy of the prioress, we have seen little of the rest of it in England.�
�Are you not a physician�s daughter?�
�And I have never been accepted by Brother Simeon, nor, indeed, have I been fully accepted by some of the sisters here.�
�Until they are ill, I would think.�
Anne smiled.
�We shall see what Tostig thinks of my idea. Perhaps he will object himself to being under the authority of a woman while he works with the monks. Do you know if he has a woman sharing his life?�
�I do not believe he is married, my lady.�
�Sister, not all relationships are as the lords of the Church would prefer. Does he have any woman to comfort him and tend to his needs?�
�Not to my knowledge.�
�Then he is unaccustomed to being ruled by one of us. He may not know what he is getting himself into with me.�
There was a fond warmth in Anne�s smile as she replied, �I will not argue with you on that, my lady.�
�Now tell me about our crowner. You know him well. He has made no progress in finding either the murderer or the one who attacked Brother Thomas, yet I feel he is a capable man. He quickly found the bloody garment and the knife hilt.�
The nun blinked and turned her face away from Eleanor.
�Speak freely, sister. I need honesty. But if the subject brings you grief��
�Ralf is both kind and competent, my lady, but he grew up wild. He was a frail child at birth, the last of those his parents bore, and his older brothers tormented him. He found his comfort more with the villagers than with his kin. He has great contempt for the courtly life his elder brother, the sheriff, loves; and, unlike his brother, Ralf is respected here as a diligent and just man.�
�And he has contempt, I think, for the Church as well.�
�There is no question of his faith��
�Nor was I suggesting otherwise. There may be as many ways of showing faith as there are honest believers. The contempt I heard was reserved for those men and women who have taken vows.�
�He respects you, my lady.�
Eleanor sat back and, in silence, studied the nun in front of her. Anne�s head was still bowed and her face turned away. �Sister, you are protecting the man from something. Should I know the reason?�
When Anne looked up, Eleanor saw tiny rivulets of tears flowing down her cheeks. �I grieve for Ralf, my lady, but my feelings for him are chaste. As a sister, I love him. As a sister, I want to protect him for his spirit is in much pain. There is nothing more.�
�You still fear answering my question about his contempt for those dedicated to a religious life?�
�If I may be so bold, my lady, your views and ways are very different from those of Prioress Felicia. The change will take some getting used to. Plain speech, while not punished in the past, was not often welcome.�
�As I told Gytha, sister, I respect honesty without malice. If I do not like what I hear, I try to reflect and pray on it, not condemn out of hand. Now, please, answer me.�
�Ralf�s second eldest brother is high in the Church, my lady. He is known more for his acceptance of bribes in matters of canon law brought before him than justice. This and his brother�s childhood cruelty to him have colored his view of men in the Church.�
Eleanor sighed. �I hope we may one day teach your Ralf that we are not all corrupt.�
�I believe you have begun, my lady,� Anne said. She wiped her cheeks dry.
�I would return to Adam, the donkey.� For I have asked enough of you for one day, Eleanor thought. �Do you think he�s lonely?�
Anne tilted her head in puzzlement.
�Might we consider whether to get a fellow for him?�
�Why?� Anne frowned.
�In case I need someone to ride in attendance when I go abroad.� Eleanor smiled with mischievous delight.
�Brother Simeon is much too large to ride on a donkey, my lady. And if he were not the one to attend you, then perhaps Brother John or Brother Andrew, but they are��
�I was thinking of you.�
Anne�s eyes widened in shock. �Me? Why, surely if you need a nun to accompany you, Sister Ruth or��
�Who but you would remind me of my failings when I needed it? Who but you would be comfortable outside the priory and would not mind being in the world when it was necessary?�
�You flatter me, my lady. I am grateful for your confidence and accept��
��out of duty, but will you come with some gladness of spirit as well?�
�With pleasure, but only if I can find and train a novice talented enough to learn about herbs and potions to replace me in my treatments at the hospital. Prioress Felicia would not allow me to do so. She was not completely convinced my methods were sanctioned by God, although Brother Rupert had so assured her many times.�
�You shall have a novice, more than one if you find others to your liking. Question them and select the most promising. You will have time to do the training. I am not planning any visits except to the local farms and tenants. Brother Simeon could ride his horse for those.�
�Then I agree with both gratitude and gladness, my lady.�
�Good. That gladness is a first between us then! Now I need Gytha to help me down the stairs. Weak ankle or not, I must see Sister Matilda about her former trips to the forest as I promised our good crowner.�
Anne looked at her with a frown, but, knowing she would lose this battle, gave in. �Just one question before I get Gytha, if I may?�
Eleanor nodded.
�Why did you name the donkey Adam?�
�After the first man.�
Anne bent and looked directly into Eleanor�s eyes. �And?�
Eleanor laughed. �My father. As my newly chosen beast was roped, he dug his hooves into the earth and brayed in loud protest. I was reminded that those who are enemies of my lord father claim he can be bloody-minded in both action and speech. Those who love him concede that he is often strong-willed but with the speech and action of an honest man.�
�Just like his daughter, I�d say,� Anne replied with a grin and a glance at Eleanor�s wrapped foot.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Brother Simeon paced in tight circles around the room, hands behind his back, face scarlet from too much anger and too much wine. Thomas watched in silence.
�How could she have embarrassed me like that? After all my years of service to Tyndal. After all I�ve done to keep the priory solvent. After the praise I have received from our Abbess for my fine annual accounts! And to do such a foul thing in front of a Saxon churl and his crude runt of a sister. For cert, the woman shows no judgement. She allows far too much familiarity from these low orders! A woman should never be put in charge of things she knows nothing about. Surely our founder never intended such a thing to happen.�
�Indeed, brother, I understood that he meant only for us to experience humility by putting a woman above us. Surely he never meant for her to actually lead us.� In fact, Thomas cared little for why Fontevraud�s founder did anything, but agreement with Simeon seemed the wisest course in his ongoing effort to gain the receiver�s confidence.
�Well said, brother. Something a man could easily see.�
Thomas held up the pitcher of wine and raised his eyebrows in a question.
Simeon glanced at his empty goblet and nodded. �Of course,� he said, taking several long swallows from the replenished supply, �Robert d�Arbrissel never was made a saint. Rome must have known he had gone too far against nature with his radical ideas.� He staggered slightly and slid with a heavy awkwardness onto the bench across the table from Thomas.
Thomas looked at Simeon, who was staring back at him with an intense but somewhat unfocused gaze, and felt pity. Here was a competent man, a man who was comfortable with responsibility but who was now being shoved aside into a secondary role after running Tyndal for years. Even though Thomas doubted the monk would lose his position as receiver or even sub-prior if the prioress found his account rolls acceptable, the prioress quite clearly intended to take back full charge of the priory. Simeon might have accepted such a change from a new prior, but never from someone he saw as an inferior. It must all seem so unnatural to a man of Simeon�s cast of mind.
�Indeed.� Thomas hesitated. �Forgive me for my bluntness, brother, but I cannot help but wonder that a man of your ability and stature ever entered the Fontevraud Order. Why not the Benedictines or the Cistercians?� Thomas glanced at his own, nearly full goblet and took a small sip.
The corners of Simeon�s eyes grew moist. �I was the youngest of too many boys. My father was of good birth but had little land and could not afford a knight�s training for all of us.� He gulped some wine. �He held the Benedictines in contempt. Too corrupt, he said, and two of my brothers were already Cistercians. He needed to put me somewhere and Fontevraud is small but powerful.� He blinked, then wiped a hand across his mouth. �Told me I could at least be in the company of queens since I wasn�t suited for that of kings.� Two large tears slid from the inside corners of his eyes and dropped from his jaw onto the table.
Thomas winced at the cruel implication of the remark but nodded sympathetically. He also knew better than to ask Simeon if the monk had felt even the slightest hint of a religious calling.
�But he never would have put me here if he had thought a woman would so humiliate his son.� Simeon sat up in brief defiance. The goblet wavered near his mouth, and a tiny rivulet of red wine slipped down his chin, dribbling onto his robe. �He died almost two years ago,� he said in a whisper.
�And you must grieve for his loss,� Thomas said, lowering his voice into concerned tones. �Surely your father must have loved you to have given you to such a powerful order.� He deliberately emphasized powerful.
Simeon swayed, took another long gulp of wine, then reached over and put his hand over Thomas�, caressing it in silence. �He hated me, you know. I knew it. He called me fat, soft like a woman. Then one day he caught me with another boy.� Simeon ran his fingertips down Thomas�s arm. �We were doing nothing more than other boys often do when manhood arrives, but he mocked me and took my clothes, saying I could walk home naked so the world would see what a slut I was.�
�Surely he must have relented. You were his son.�
�You are a sweet boy to say so,� he said, his lips and chin trembling. �No, he beat me when I got home. Called my brothers in to watch while he tied me to a bench and whipped my bare buttocks until the blood ran down my legs. Just like a woman�s courses, I remember him saying.� Then Simeon closed his eyes, his head dropped, and he slid across the table. The receiver and sub-prior of Tyndal had just passed out.
Thomas sat looking at the monk for a long time. He glanced down at his hand, which the receiver held like an overgrown child would his parent�s or a lover would his beloved�s, then gazed at the gold cup that Simeon still clutched. Perhaps this man was guilty of diverting some priory income to pay for these visible symbols of his competence in managing Tyndal. Surely no man of logic and reason would blame him for that. An ill-judged act it most assuredly was but no greater sin than men of higher authority in the Church had committed. If gold cups were the reason for the vague accusations of impropriety, luxuries that would enhance the standing of the priory amongst honored guests as much as they signified the competence of the receiver, Simeon would have little to fear. A jealous, petty monk was probably the source of the letter. As soon as he identified him, Thomas would be through with this assignment.
He felt a stab of pity as he looked at the receiver. How humiliated this proud man would be if he knew anyone had seen him in this drunken state, a small pool of drool from his open mouth puddling near his cheek. Thomas, however, would not mock him for it. He had grieved for the story he had just heard. As distant as his own father had been, he had been far kinder to his by-blow than Simeon�s was to the issue of a lawful wife. No wonder the receiver held on to his well-earned authority over the priory with such ferocity. No wonder he hated the woman who threatened to take it from him, despite her right in the doing. And, Thomas thought, looking down at the drunkenly snoring monk, no wonder he was taking solace in fine wines.
Very gently he removed the monk�s large hand from his and slipped out of the room.

Chapter Twenty-Four

�What if you fall, my lady?� Gytha said, �and no one came by. The stones of the cloister are uneven. If you are further injured, I would have failed you.�
Anne had just left for the hospital with firm instructions to her prioress to stay off the foot for the remainder of the day, instructions which both she and Eleanor knew would be ignored as soon as the sub-infirmarian was out of sight. As Eleanor stood with her weight on her sound foot and looked down the steep stairs from her chambers to the cloister, however, she had to concede that both Gytha and Anne were right.
�Very well, then. Help me down the stairs, but bring that sturdy branch I brought back from the forest. It will give me support on level ground, and I will let you watch me for a bit so you can see for yourself that I am able to walk safely on my own.�
So the young girl, who was slightly taller already than her mistress, agreed and the two walked with cautious, slow steps down the stairs. At the bottom, Eleanor braced herself against the wall and rested. Gytha put her hands on her hips, watching with an worried expression.
�Tostig bred a fine beast, my child. Your brother is a man of many talents,� Eleanor said, trying to switch the subject away from herself.
Gytha glowed with pleasure.
�You are proud of him.�
�He is a good man, my lady. When our parents�well, he has been father and mother both to me.�
�Not married?�
�Not yet. He wants to regain some land and wealth first.�
�Regain?�
Gytha blushed. �I�m sorry. I should have��
�Honesty, child. You promised me honesty.� Eleanor smiled.
�Our family were thegns to Harold before��
�And lost your lands to those who followed William, but it has been a long time since then, Gytha. Your family has surely had opportunity to prove your worth and advance your interests with men who are now your neighbors, not your enemies?�
Gytha was silent, her head bowed and her face turned away from the prioress.
�What is it? What are you trying to say?�
�You will not be angry, my lady?�
�If honesty angers, it is not true anger but rather confusion over what is truth. I would not punish you for my failure to understand something when no spite was intended. I promise to think about whatever you have to say.�
�My lady, I am an ignorant person and my words will be ill-chosen, but I would never intend malice or insult against you, nor would Tostig. I will try to explain as best I can what my brother�s thoughts are. Please do not condemn him for my inadequate expression of them.�
Eleanor nodded.
Gytha gestured toward the land beyond the priory. �You may see neighbors out there, and for sure they are to you, perhaps even kin, but my kin are a conquered folk. We may speak your language, but we speak it with an accent. It is not our tongue. And we have learned your customs, but, no matter how hard we try, we will never quite look, sound, or act like you. Your barons look at me and do not see the daughter of a thegn, worthy of marriage to one of their sons, but a lowly creature, unsuited to anything but service to their ladies or labor for their fields. Yet we once held all this land and had honor in our king�s eyes, more perhaps than a Norman baron has in King Henry�s. Now we have little land and little honor with this king. We work land for others that once belonged to us. My brother makes ale and cheese, and breeds donkeys. For this our new lords respect him, but no Norman will trust Tostig with land. Should Tostig have land, he might think himself the equal to a Norman. There can never be two lords over one land, my brother says.�
�Surely enough time has passed to forget which family has been here longer and to whom our kin owed allegiance so long ago? A good man is a good man whether he be Norman or English.�
�Nay, my lady. One man sees goodness in another only if there is trust; and trust can only exist between equals, my brother says. My family is not on equal footing with yours. We hold none of you in fiefdom. Again, I believe these to be my brother�s words.�
�So you fear us still?�
�And you, us. There is a lack of trust, my lady.�
Eleanor nodded. What Gytha told her had saddened her. Perhaps she even disagreed with some of it, but she grieved that people innocent of any wrong should be afraid of someone like her or her kin.
�I can only say that I will think about what you have told me, Gytha, and pray for wisdom beyond myself. Until those prayers are answered, you must believe that I have no desire to hurt you or your family. I would earn your trust.�
With that, Eleanor hugged Gytha, who hugged her back with genuine affection; but, with her eyes closed and her arms around the Saxon girl, Eleanor remembered the disheveled forest man who ran from her a second time near Tostig�s house. She saw again the frown on Tostig�s face, and once again she wondered what lay behind his silence.

Chapter Twenty-Five

Sister Matilda was leaning on her hoe and weeping softly. Eleanor watched her in silence from the cover of the bower, then lowered her head, ground her foot noisily into the pebbles of the path, and slowly walked into the sunlight.
�Ah, Sister Matilda!� she said, raising her head just as she approached the woman. �I am so glad to find you here.�
The nun had had time to wipe the tears from her face, but just barely. �I am at your service, my lady.� She curtsied.
�I see you have been working hard at the garden. Let us take some ease and talk awhile.� Eleanor gestured to a stone bench in the corner.
The nun dropped her hoe, picked it up with an awkward gesture, and rested the implement against a tree. It fell again. With a sigh, she left it lying in the dirt.
Not a tool with which Sister Matilda felt much comfort, Eleanor thought. �Tell me, sister, how you are progressing with the vegetables for this winter�s store?�
The poor nun put her hands to her cheeks, threw her head back, and began to wail piteously.
�Come, come! Nothing can be that bad.� Although Sister Matilda was clearly older than Eleanor, her cries were as piteous as those of a child suffering a bee sting. Eleanor reached out, took her hand, and stroked it soothingly.
�I have failed everyone!�
�Whatever do you mean?�
�Look!� Sister Matilda gestured at the dusty garden. �The poor plants. I am so sinful I kill them. I mean only the best and I work hard, but I cannot make them grow. Sister Edith has tried to teach me, but I cannot learn. She says Satan has given me brown thumbs.� She raised the offending digits and stared hard at them. �I don�t see the change in color, but she has to be right. I must be so sinful I cannot see what Satan has done to my thumbs. I��
�Hush! Let me see your hands.� Eleanor reached out for both hands.
The nun thrust them at her and turned her head as if afraid she�d see the Horned One sitting in her very palms, painting her thumbs as dark as the soil.
�Now pray with me, sister,� Eleanor said, holding the nun�s two hands gently in her own.
The two women lowered their heads.
�Were you able to pray?� Eleanor asked after she heard Sister Matilda�s breathing return to normal.
�Yes, my lady. After just a moment.�
�Then Satan has little hold on you. I think we can get rid of him quite easily.�
The expression on Sister Matilda�s face grew almost beatific with relief. �I will do anything, my lady. I will don a hair shirt and never take it off. I will care for lepers and wash each of their wounds. I will fast every other day for the rest of my life. I will��
�Perhaps none of that will be needed. First I must ask why Prioress Felicia chose you to care for the priory gardens.�
�It was to punish my sinful pride.�
�What pride?�
�In the kitchen. I love to cook, you see. Even before my sister, Edith, and I came to Tyndal, we would slip away from our lessons when the servant fell asleep in the sun, I to the kitchen, she to the gardens. Neither of us could embroider an even stitch, but Edith could coax a plant to grow from anything and I seemed to have a talent to cook whatever she grew. When we were older, Inga, our cook, finally let me take charge of one dinner as I had been begging her to do. Our parents told her it was the finest she had ever prepared, but she said nothing about my efforts. They would have been angry that their daughter had done such menial work, but when we came here, Edith gave her talents to the priory gardens with joy. I took over the kitchen.�
�And did the plants grow for Sister Edith?�
�Oh, yes, my lady! Prioress Felicia said her harvests were more plentiful than they had ever been before.�
�And your meals?�
Sister Matilda lowered her eyes. �Prioress Felicia was kind and said her guests were always pleased. Our own fare is simple, but I heard no complaints.�
�Still, your prioress said you suffered from excess pride. Why?�
�I tried too hard to please, my lady. I had overheard someone say our woods had fine mushrooms.� She gestured toward the woods surrounding the stream. �I asked permission to look for some when our prioress was expecting important guests. It was granted and my pasties pleased right well.�
�That is not undue pride, surely?�
�No, but I went often after that. During the Lenten season I found that many of our recipes for meat dishes suited dried or fresh mushrooms quite as well.�
�Again, no sin.�
�It was, my lady, and I was given an unmistakable sign of it.�
Eleanor raised an eyebrow. �Do tell me.�
�One day after Chapter, when I was harvesting mushrooms near a ledge overlooking the stream, I suddenly heard piteous cries coming from the direction of the water. I ran to the edge but could see nothing. The cries, now only whimpers, seemed to be coming from within the earth itself. I was frightened and stepped back. As I did so, a wild, screaming demon burst forth from the earth just under the ledge. His eyes were wild, his arms flailed, his beard was black as smoke. I fled, my lady. I ran in terror back to the priory and told Prioress Felicia and Brother Rupert.�
�And they�?�
�They told me that I must have found a hidden pathway to the dark regions and had heard the cries of lost souls. Surely Satan knew I was coming to the forest, as I had so often done, and had sent one of his devils to drag me down to the fiery pit for my sin of pride. It was only God�s grace that saved me, they said, and forbade me ever to go to the woods again. Henceforth, I should work in the garden as penance.�
�And Sister Edith was to work in the kitchen?�
�She would not know a mushroom from a toadstool, my lady. She would never be in danger of stumbling over that hidden hole to Hell.�
Eleanor smiled at this little hint of pride still exposed in Sister Matilda. �Nor has she ever done so. But tell me, sister, do you remember anything else about the demon or where you found this secret path?�
�The demon came from the earth near the bend in the stream, just below the tree whose roots were exposed by the flood two winters ago. Of the demon, I remember little other than what I have said. He was dressed much like a man, but very ragged.� She hesitated. �Indeed, Satan does not provide for his minions quite as well as I had thought he would.�
�For cert,� Eleanor said, as she remembered the wild-haired man looking down at her as she stood by the cave entrance hidden with matting near the bend in the stream.

Chapter Twenty-Six

Thomas watched the nuns of Tyndal file out to chapter after Mass. Prioress Eleanor had not requested his attendance this morning, for which he was most grateful. He hated the inactivity of just sitting and trying to look stern over one more confession of petty vanity or inattention at prayer.
After Sister Anne had released him to normal activity, he had volunteered to work in the stables, a task he actually looked forward to. Keeping the stables clean was too much for the elder monks and had lately fallen to two younger lay brothers, but Thomas was fond of anything equine and had extended that feeling to the new donkey. He quickly proved that mucking out this stable was satisfying exercise for just one young man, yet not sufficiently absorbing that it cut into time needed to comfort the sick, hear confessions, and do whatever else was needed at the hospital. Much to their disgust, the two lay brothers had been quickly assigned to other duties where their diligence to the task assigned was more closely supervised.
The priory had always had a couple of horses, Brother Andrew told him. Recently the prioress�s donkey had been added, and only a few days after its arrival, a stall for a second donkey was being prepared. This beast had been purchased for whoever would accompany Prioress Eleanor on journeys abroad. Thomas smiled. The prioress was spreading humility over them all, albeit slowly and with gentleness. He liked that.
As long as he could stay active physically, Thomas was finding his work as a priest much more satisfying than he had originally thought, the hospital especially. Taking individual confessions from the nuns might be boring but had proven less onerous than he had feared. Most of the women at Tyndal suffered but minor sins. If only they knew what real sins were, he thought grimly. Theirs were but laughable ones, although serious enough to them, he supposed. For their sakes, he listened courteously and passed out due penance with a properly somber face.
Thomas walked into the sacristy and began to change into the worn and rough robe he used to muck out stables.
On occasion, however, he did hear rumblings of deeper ills in the confession booth. One skeletally thin young novice had wailed for an hour over her unconquerable lust for food and had begged him to let her whip herself in penance since vomiting had failed to purge gluttony from her. Thomas shuddered in horror at such an extreme reaction and had refused to allow her to punish herself so. At such times he wished he were a wiser priest and feared he knew nothing of a young woman�s tribulations. Instead, he had ordered her to talk to the nun in charge of novices who, he assumed, would be better able than he to cope with the problem.
And then there was Sister Ruth, who still felt rage toward the woman she believed stole the position of prioress from her. How na�ve she was, he thought. Men made such decisions about who ruled whom. Sister Ruth must have spent most of her life with the foolishly simple if she thought any woman could attain priory leadership if the court of kings had other notions. Her reasoning was feeble indeed.
Thomas left the sacristy and looked out toward the sea. It was a clear day, although wispy clouds did drift high above him. The morning sun warmed the naked spot on the top of his head. Life here could be pleasant, he decided.
Although he was still inclined to believe that most women, like the elder sister, were incapable of sustained logic, he excepted both Prioress Eleanor and Sister Anne and did so with delight. He quite enjoyed discourse with such intelligent, competent creatures, and, he thought with a slight smile, he had always wanted to please women. Now that he no longer pleasured their bodies, he found it just as satisfying, if not more so, to pleasure their minds.
It was something he could not do with Sister Ruth, whose hatred of the new prioress was so unbalancing her humors that she seemed to find no pleasure in anything. Indeed, Prioress Eleanor�s recent decision to appoint her sub-prioress angered her even more. Nor did Brother Simeon help matters any with his remarks to the former porteress about the injustice she had suffered and with his praising of her superior abilities over those of the woman who had supplanted her at Tyndal. Satan had a fertile field in the older nun. Thomas had oft been tempted to suggest she scourge herself for her less than charitable thoughts. To order a nightly penitential whipping, however, would satisfy his own dislike of the woman more than it would help banish the Devil, so he had resisted. Not surprisingly, she had expressed no desire herself to perform such a penance.
He crunched along the path that led from the church and listened to the soft wind whispering through the tall grass, dry after the long summer.
None of the other nuns had cared much for the method of choosing Eleanor either, he�d heard, but he was seeing a slow change in their view of her. Her youth still bothered most, although he now heard more about her kindness, modesty, and willingness to listen. The extensive changes they feared would be made had not occurred. The small ones that had been made seemed to please them.
He had even heard some compliment her on being more in their midst, something the old prioress had rarely done. When she was obliged to entertain, they learned that the food served was what they themselves ate. And rumors had come from Amesbury kin of a couple of the Tyndal nuns that the new prioress had spent a year in the world before making her final vows, a fact that argued somewhat against the inexperience which had troubled many.
In addition, Eleanor had been seen in conversation with the crowner. It was noted that this older man, a representative of King Henry, showed her due respect despite her youth. This pleased the nuns. When respect was shown to their leader, honor was bestowed on the priory.
Thomas stopped just at the rise of the hillock near the monks� quarters and breathed in the salty air. Bracing, he thought. Perhaps he was growing accustomed to it. He walked on toward the small bridge leading to the stables.
Nonetheless, Brother Rupert�s murder had still not been solved, a reality that cast a long shadow over both nuns and monks at Tyndal. Although lay brothers visibly watched the gates and walls of Tyndal and the prioress was observed overseeing such efforts, Thomas still heard voices turn hoarse in terror as nuns recounted awakening during the night after dreaming that some demonic creature was standing over them, bloody blade in hand. It troubled Thomas as well that nothing had come to light since the discovery of the knife hilt and bloody garment. The murder seemed no closer to being solved.
Thomas looked down from the bridge and watched the sparkling stream flow beneath. It had a soothing babble, and the occasional dark shadow wriggling through the clear water suggested there were fine fish to be caught for dinner. He turned away and crossed to the other side.
Truth be told, however, his concern over the murder had been momentarily diminished by another decision just made by the prioress. All nuns at Tyndal came to him for confession except Prioress Eleanor. Of course he was used to those in power choosing their own priests, but it seemed strange that a prioress, noted for being more with her flock than prioresses were wont to be, should behave in only one respect as he would have expected her to do in all others. What bothered him most, however, was that Brother John was her choice for confessor.
Thomas continued up the path that led to the stables and smiled. At least the smell of horseflesh was the same, he noted, whether in London or in the country.
Nay, he was not jealous of Brother John. After what he had survived in his London prison, ambition and competitiveness dwindled to insignificant passions. No, the problem lay in his opinion of the man. Thomas was of two minds about him. The monk�s eyes could be as cold as green ice or as warm as gem fire in the sun. He had treated Thomas both with disdain and with gentleness, neither of which seemed contrived. Indeed he was a curious man, intriguing enough that Thomas had followed him on occasion and had even spent more time in his company.
Just two nights ago, Thomas had seen the monk slipping quietly out of the dormitory and he had followed him, once again into the clearing in the woods. This time no one attacked Thomas, but he watched as Brother John stripped off his habit and spent an hour whipping his naked body in the moonlight while praying in a quiet voice for unspecified forgiveness. As the monk stood with arms raised to the sky after his strange penance, Thomas found himself inexplicably seized with lust for the first time since he had arrived at Tyndal, but in the few moments it took him to quiet his own unruly flesh, Brother John had disappeared. Thomas had spent the rest of that night troubled by sporadic and now forgotten dreams.
The next morning, the monk had greeted Thomas with good cheer and asked if he would like to accompany him when he took the novices fishing after Mass. The man he had seen caressing a lad in the chapel behaved properly during the fishing trip, and Thomas noted no hesitation on the part of any boy to be close to him or to join in the physical roughhousing usual between elder and younger males. Although no man had ever groped him as a youth, he knew other boys who had been, and one who was raped by some knights in his father�s company. Those boys had tried to avoid the men thereafter. Brother John, however, seemed genuinely loved. A puzzle, Thomas thought, for he was sure the monk had shown more than brotherly love for the youth in the chapel that night of his attack.
Thomas walked into the stable, stopped, then looked around. His pitchfork was not where he had left it yesterday. Had one of the two lay brothers he had replaced hidden it out of spite? He chuckled. He hoped they liked slopping hogs and cleaning up after the chickens better than stable work.
He kicked around at mounds of hay and checked in the stalls. It had neither fallen nor been put elsewhere. Perhaps someone had taken it up for some task and hadn�t thought to return the tool where Thomas had propped it.
He walked outside and around the back into the shadows of the stable building. There, sticking out of a mound of filthy straw, was the pitchfork. As Thomas tugged at it, he realized it was stuck on something. He grabbed the handle with both hands, then pulled with a sharp jerk.
The tines emerged from the straw. For cert, they were quite stuck. Deep into a man. He was dressed in ragged, stained clothing; his beard was black and unkempt. His eyes stared fixedly at Thomas. He did not blink.
Indeed, the man was quite dead.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

The wooden door to the prioress�s chambers creaked on its hinges, then slammed shut, the wooden panels shaking quite visibly from the force.
Eleanor raised one eyebrow.
�I swear that woman hates me,� Ralf the Crowner said as he stared at the still quivering door.
�Sister Ruth shares the concerns of many over yet another death in our priory.� Eleanor gestured toward a stool, and Ralf sat.
�I join with your charges in that concern, but I have found no traces of the person who murdered Brother Rupert. I suspect there is a link to this second death, but I have not found it. I am not used to being so thwarted, my lady, yet thwarted I surely am.�
�Have you identified who the poor man was?� Eleanor watched as Gytha carefully poured a goblet of wine for the crowner, then put the ewer down and began to cut some cheese.
�No one has come forward and claimed knowledge of him, nor do I know him.�
�Well, he is certainly from here. I saw him by the stream that day I turned my ankle and once again in the village when I was buying a donkey. No one else did, however.�
A softened squeal of pain caused Eleanor to look up. Gytha was sucking on her finger.
�Are you all right, my child?�
�The knife slipped, my lady. It has almost stopped bleeding. I will bring the��
�Come here and let me see.�
Gytha hesitated, then came forward and gave her hand to Eleanor.
�The cheese will wait. Run to Sister Anne and let her bind your finger. The cut looks deeper than you thought.�
�But��
�I will brook no argument here, nor do I need your presence for decorum. Sister Ruth stands without the door.�
Gytha left the room with a backward glance at her mistress.
�Perhaps it is just as well the child has left. Now I may ask whether you have shown the body to anyone in the village, Ralf.�
�Tostig. He claimed no knowledge of him but promised to ask others. No one has come forth.�
�And you believe him.�
�I trust most Saxons as much as most Saxons trust me.�
�That is blunt enough. What have you in mind to get at the truth then?�
�Not what you might think I would do. I have never believed that torture brings forth the sound of truth, although it soon brings loud promises to say anything that will stop the pain.�
�You have no paid friends then in the village?�
Ralf laughed. �You surprise me, my lady. How could you think such a thing?�
�My father is at court and my elder brother fights at Prince Edward�s side in the Holy Land. I am na�ve neither about the mechanics of intrigue nor about how men retain power.�
Ralf coughed.
�Lest you fear you have been too unguarded with a nun whom you now find to be less unworldly and perhaps better connected than you thought, let me assure you that I like a plain-spoken man. And men who are blunt to hide a soft heart I like even better.� Eleanor smiled, resting her chin in her hand. �So explain to me now why is it that you have no paid friends?�
�I bent the truth, my lady. Although many Saxons do not trust me, nor I them, I have true friends in the village that are so because they have learned I will be equitable to all and keep good order. Tostig is one such. What troubles me is that none of the Saxons I have befriended have come to me about this new death.�
�Then they are either afraid or have a higher loyalty than their friendship to you.�
�Well observed.�
�Tell me of Tostig�s reaction when he saw the dead man. What did you note?�
�He is a man who does not allow the color of his thoughts to be painted on his face, but I did detect a blink of his eyes and a twitch at his jaw when he first looked on the man.�
�Which suggested to you that his denial of any knowledge was false.�
Ralf nodded.
�That would confirm my own suspicion. When I saw the man in the village, the day I purchased the donkey, Tostig claimed he had not, although he was standing immediately behind me when I cried out. He could not have missed seeing him. I believe he not only noticed the man, I think he knew him.�
�Then he and the villagers do have reason either to protect themselves or him.�
Eleanor leaned back in her chair, stared at the ceiling in silence, then sat forward and sipped some wine from the goblet in front of her. As she put it down on the table, she watched the red liquid swirl and thought unpleasantly of blood.
�There may be another way to get at the truth of who this strange man was. Since you were last here, Ralf, I have had some discussion with the nun who used to pick mushrooms in the forest. She told me a strange tale of a demon that burst out of the earth in front of her near the bend in the stream where a tree hangs nearly suspended in air. It is the same place, I believe, where the cave of unknown purpose is.�
�A demon?�
�A demon with disheveled clothes and a black, unkempt beard. Unusual for a minion of Satan, I�d say, but not unusual for a man. Since I first saw our dead man there, I wonder if he might have been the very same demon.�
�Or it might have been a true son of Satan,� the crowner suggested.
�My aunt at Amesbury once told me that the demons we are unable to see or recognize are of far greater danger to our souls than those we can. I will ask my nun to view the corpse, but I will have Brother Thomas accompany her lest she need protection from otherworldly dangers. Indeed I fear she may remember all too vividly the image of her terror in recognizing the cause of it. Would you come as well? You should note her reaction and not hear it second-hand from me.�
�I will be there even if the corpse proves to be unholy and Satan himself comes to protect one of his own. Tell me, my lady, do you think there is a connection between this death and Brother Rupert�s? I do, yet it is a question, the answer to which eludes me.�
�And eludes me too. Something is indeed deeply amiss here. That something caused our dead man to both run in terror from the cave, yet be drawn back again; to run in fear from me at the village, yet come back to Tyndal, only to be found dead on the priory grounds as was our good monk.�
�I would not dismiss Satan�s hand in the incomprehensible, my lady.�
�Nor I, good Crowner, but if Satan has sent his minion to Tyndal, he remains quite invisible to us all.�

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Sister Matilda screamed.
Brother Thomas held the cross in a tight grip, both hands stretched rigidly in front of him. Ralf stood behind him, eyes as unblinking and dry as if they had been painted on his face.
Eleanor pulled the wild-eyed nun into her arms, pushing her head into the curve of her neck so she could no longer see the body.
�Hush, sister! There is nothing to fear. Brother Thomas has the Evil One at bay with the cross in his hands. We are safe.�
�It is the very Devil who burst from the earth. He has found me!� The nun�s cries were muffled, but Eleanor could feel her body shaking with terror.
�He is powerless against you, bound as he is in the chapel near the altar, sister.� Eleanor gestured to Thomas to follow her out, then turned and pulled the trembling nun away with great gentleness. �We shall leave, and I promise you will never see him again.�
Sister Anne was waiting outside the door as the four emerged into the fading light. She helped Eleanor seat Sister Matilda, then gave the nun, whose eyes were now tightly shut against the sight of any further horrors, a drink from a cup she had close at hand.
�She needs to sleep, my lady,� Sister Anne whispered. �I will have someone sit with her tonight in case she wakes from evil dreams, but with this potion I think she will sleep well.�
Eleanor, short as she was, took the sitting nun�s head and pulled it close to her breast and gently rocked her. �You did a brave thing tonight, Sister Matilda. I believe you will rest now, and, in the morning, we will walk together in the garden after chapter and speak of your return to grace from this penance you have endured.�
Sister Matilda turned to look up at the prioress, her eyes already unfocused from the draught the sub-infirmarian had given her. �Penance, my lady? I did penance?�
�You did indeed! Remember? It was for your pride. Now that you have done this thing tonight, I believe you may be relieved of your work in the garden.�
The nun sat up and swayed, her face filled with blissful relief and joy.
�Say nothing more, my child. It is your duty now to sleep. We will speak in the morning.�
Sister Anne gestured, and a lay sister came out of the shadows. They whispered together for a moment, then the lay sister and Sister Matilda wobbled away in the general direction of the hospital.
�I will stand just there until you need me,� Sister Anne said, gesturing to a yew tree a little distance away.
Eleanor turned to Brother Thomas. �You look shaken yourself, brother.� She meant it kindly, but she saw him stiffen. �It is one thing to cross swords with a human enemy, but yet another to face Satan himself,� she added quickly. �Your courage was impressive.�
�I faced a corpse, not Satan, my lady.� His expression was unreadable.
�You did not know that when I asked you to protect us against a possible demon.� Eleanor wanted to reach out, take his hand, and clutch it to her as she had the terrified nun. The sweet pain she felt at the thought of his hand on her breast was less than chaste. She dropped her gaze, and there was silence between them.
�As you will. I am here to serve and am pleased if I served as you wished.�
�You served well, brother.� Eleanor took a deep breath and looked up. �I have one thing more to ask of you.�
Thomas bowed his head in silence.
�Should you see or hear anything of note in the matter of this death as you perform your tasks, I would hear of it, and hear of it first. Anything unusual. Anything out of place. We are both new here, but I have learned that you are a thoughtful and observant man. Crowner Ralf can only search the outside world for signs of this murder and that of Brother Rupert. I need your skills for noting anything untoward within our priory, especially amongst the monks and lay brothers.�
�Aye,� Ralf said. �I concur, good brother.�
Had the light not so failed that his face was in shadow, Eleanor might have seen Brother Thomas turn pale before he nodded agreement.

Chapter Twenty-Nine

The rock bounced off the stone walls of the priory, and the curse spat after it was quite Anglo-Saxon.
�Who knows me here? Who is her spy?� Thomas snarled, as he threw another rock in impotent rage at the priory. �And what fool gave a woman the right to order men around? Unnatural, it is. This whole place is fucking unnatural!�
This rock shattered. Thomas sat down on the ground and put his head in his hands. He was shaking, but rage no longer masked his fear. Indeed, he had been afraid when the prioress had told him to come to the chapel and hold a cross against any demon still residing in the corpse of the man he had found.
And when Sister Matilda screamed, he thought he had seen a Son of Darkness rise from the body, smelling of smoke, his grinning image flickering in the candlelight. Thomas would have sworn to that. And when he held the cross in front of him, for cert he had heard the thing sigh before it disappeared, then all he heard was the calm prioress crooning to the nun in her arms as if she held a baby there, not an adult woman. Truth to tell, there was a instant when Thomas wished she would soothe him as well, but, along with the innocence of childhood, he knew he had also lost the right to such a comfort for himself.
Thomas began to sob, his body shaking uncontrollably. He had wept little since he was a small boy, yet in this place dedicated to peace and God, tears came to him easily and often. �Aye!� he cried into his hands. �She is a better man than I. I hate her for it!�
In truth, he did not hate the prioress. Had she been a man of the world, he would have admired her coolness. Had she been a prior, he might have sat at her feet and begged to learn how she blended her piety with pragmatism. Had she even been a saintly woman, he could have worshiped her holiness. She was none of those, but rather a young and earthy woman who was so very different from all the others he had ever known. He did not understand her at all, but he did respect her.
Whatever could he tell her? What was pertinent and what would be the betrayal of secrets with no relevance to these crimes? As Brother Andrew had said, many inhabitants of Tyndal had secrets buried in their hearts. Those were things between them and their God, as far as Thomas was concerned, and of no moment to mortal men, even to prioresses. Someone had a very dark secret, however, and that secret must have led to murder.
Should he speak of Brother John and his solitary penance in the forest clearing? Or of his own suspicions that the monk might have a youthful lover, a lad perhaps from the village? The consequences were dire if two men were found, as Thomas had been with Giles, and brought to trial. Men had been burned at the stake for it. Excommunication was common. Thomas shivered. He might have escaped all this himself either by the grace of God or Satan, but few did and he would never point a finger at another man for a love he could not even now condemn. Were the things he had seen or suspected about Brother John even related to the two murders, or were they unconnected? He did not know.
And what about Brother Simeon, a competent man who had taken control of Tyndal and run it well when the prior could not and the prioress would not. When Prior Theobald faltered, Simeon whispered words and decisions into his ear to use as his own, thus saving the old man�s pride. And both Brother Rupert and Prioress Felicia had seen the wisdom in letting him run the tenant farms and see to the other businesses of the priory. It was not until this year that things had faltered. Thomas was no farmer, but even he knew crops varied. So Simeon liked his wine and comforts. So what? Others in the Church took their ease with women as well as wine, and few were called to account as long as they helped the Church prosper. Surely, the sins of Brother Simeon were but laughable amongst worldly men, and Simeon worldly enough to know that.
This receiver, however, had an enemy at Tyndal. Someone had written the Abbess and suggested serious problems here, but Thomas had heard nothing from any of the monks or lay brothers to suggest who the author might have been. Was there a link between the accusation and these deaths? If so, what? He doubted Simeon knew anything about the letter. The receiver�s greatest worry was the arrival of the new prioress and her threat to his leadership of Tyndal.
Had it been Brother Rupert who had written? Thomas had been told he was a man known for direct speech, so surely he would have been more specific about the complaint. Brother John? Thomas smiled. No, he was too busy with his beautiful music and beautiful boys to write vague, yet suggestive letters. Brother Andrew? He seemed a man who observed much, then let it lie. Who, then, had a quarrel with the receiver? Thomas struck his head. Who!
He stood up and walked back toward the sacristy. It was time for Mass again, and time to start on the assignment entrusted to him by Prioress Eleanor. �Fuck!� he muttered in frustration. Thomas was so glad he had met Tostig. The Saxons had such expressive words in their language.

Chapter Thirty

Bedlam would have been a model of calm compared to Tyndal�s kitchen the next morning. Sister Edith stood in the middle of the room, staring at the ceiling and screaming orders, many in contradiction to others already given. Steam from overflowing pots boiled into billowing hot fog, the bitter smell of burning meat permeated the air, and a large pestle lay shattered on the floor. Two sisters were in tears over half-chopped vegetables. And the midday meal chicken escaped out the door, squawking in outrage at its proposed fate, just as Eleanor walked in.
�You are a scrawny one,� she remarked as the bird raced past her. Then, looking at the scene before her, she wondered how anything, even the inedible, could emerge from all this disarray.
Sister Edith�s face was red and her eyes squeezed shut as if she were in a bad dream from which she might awaken, if only she waited long enough.
Eleanor reached up and put a hand gently on the woman�s shoulder.
�Cook it any way you want, for the love of God!� Sister Edith screeched, once again raising her closed eyes heavenward. �Just don�t ask me another question.�
Then she opened her eyes.
�Oh, no!� she whispered as she looked down into the expressionless face of her prioress.
Eleanor struggled not to laugh.
�Come, sister,� she said with immense control. �Let us walk in the cool of the garden and talk.�
The two women walked silently out of the hot kitchen, across the cloister and through the trellised arbor into the garden filled with tiny flowers and toward the carved stone seat near the fountain. Despite the warming sun, there was a chill to the air that foretold the coming autumn storms. Sensing the change, bees buzzed with special urgency, but a butterfly or two floated almost carelessly in the air as if they cared not a whit for their fate in the darker season.
Sister Edith�s head was bowed, perhaps less from humility than from embarrassment, for Eleanor noted that her eyes quickly looked sideways when they entered the garden, as if she could not keep herself from studying the state of the lush vegetation.
�Please sit.� Eleanor gestured to the bench. The sound of the water in the fountain was as peaceful as a primeval brook running over ancient, smoothed pebbles.
�My lady, I have sinned��
�Brother Thomas is your confessor. He will give due penance for sins of anger.�
�I have failed both you and Tyndal.�
Eleanor folded her hands into her sleeves, tilted her head, and waited.
�It was my rotation in the kitchen and I have failed in my duties.�
�Rotation? Not as a penance for anything then?�
�When Mati�Sister Matilda was taken from the kitchen, I was rotated in. Our prioress that was, Prioress Felicia, said we must all learn to do everything in the priory. In that I have been unable to perform adequately.�
�Everything? Indeed, that is not a bad idea, for the good of your soul as well as your experience. Surely you began with the basics of cooking?�
�No, my lady. I began in charge. I had been in charge of the gardens. Prioress Felicia felt it would be unseemly for me to do the base work of chopping vegetables.�
�I saw two sisters doing just that.�
�They are the daughters of knights��
�And you and Sister Matilda are the daughters of a baron.�
�Yes, my lady.�
�Would you have minded serving under women of lesser rank?�
�I want to serve God well. If I serve best chopping parsnips, so be it, my lady, but I have not done well directing in the kitchens. Even with Sister Mat�� She stopped and looked sheepishly at the prioress.
�Even with your sister�s help?� Eleanor smiled and put a hand on the nun�s arm. �Fear not. I have seen each of you struggling to help the other, but I have also seen the anger between you.�
�She will never learn not to water in the high heat of�� Sister Edith stopped as her own voice raised in indignation. �That is no more her fault than it is mine that I cannot remember how long to boil a pot of stew or the right flame for meat.�
�No, it is not, and you both must make peace. Anger is sinful whether it be between kin or with any child of God.�
Sister Edith squirmed uncomfortably on the bench. �Aye, but I still don�t know how to cook.�
�And I have a solution for that. Would you be willing to do anything, no matter how humble or unsuited to your station, to correct your faults?�
�I wish only to serve, my lady. True station exists only in the grace of God.�
�Well said! We must all remember that the twelve apostles were men of very simple birth but were chosen to sit at the right hand of God. So take the lowly task I have for you and perform it well in the spirit of those men. Will you promise me that?�
�Aye, my lady.�
�I am assigning you to the priory gardens that you may humble yourself in the earth and bring forth flowers for the glory of God and plants to feed us so that we will have the strength to serve Him better.�
�What about Matilda?�
�I am bringing your sister back to the kitchen. She has served her time in the field. And I order the two of you to make peace so that she may prepare the fruits of your work to grace our tables within the blessing of unity.�
Sister Edith cried aloud and tears flowed down her cheeks again, but both voice and tears were finally filled with happiness.

Chapter Thirty-One

Sister Ruth was droning. It was difficult to read the Venerable Bede�s Life of Saint Cuthbert and make it sound dull, but the good nun was succeeding with impressive skill.
Eleanor looked down from the prioress�s high table to the long line of nuns eating silently on benches in the refectory below her. This night she had invited no one to join her. She was too weary even for familiar company.
Two deaths on priory grounds had been horrible, but daily responsibilities could not be set aside. After days of talking to the nuns, monks, and lay people at Tyndal, studying the account rolls taken from Brother Simeon, and making small changes she hoped would be beneficial to both body and soul, she was exhausted, her humors out of balance. She needed to spend an evening in restorative prayer and contemplation, something she had had little time for of late. At least her ankle had healed, she thought, quickly adding something positive to offset her list of complaints.
She looked down at the trencher in front of her and smiled. The return of Sister Matilda to the kitchens had been a popular decision. Her talented cooking had also helped ease the transition to a more spartan diet than the religious inhabitants of Tyndal had been accustomed to, a necessity in view of the poor monastery harvest and reduced income from priory lands. Fish from the ponds was still plentiful, and Sister Edith had offered hope for an increase in the cooler season�s vegetables, but austerity was still required if all were to have sufficient food through winter.
At yesterday�s chapter, Eleanor had announced her personal vow to cut her own portions in half, eat no meat, and drink only ale from Tyndal�s brewery. What wine the priory had should be saved for Mass and the sick, she declared, for none could be bought until revenues increased. Eleanor had left the choice of what to surrender from meals, other than wine, to the nuns themselves, although she had warned against an excess of fasting. Thanks to Brother Thomas� wise direction, she knew of one young novice who had difficulties with such excesses. At his order, the girl had told the head of novices about her self-induced vomiting and Eleanor had been told that the nun would be especially vigilant, not only with her but others who might exhibit similar debilitating behavior.
Ah, the good brother! He was the other reason Eleanor had given up any meat, and she meant to do so until her body ceased to respond in lustful ways to his presence. It was well known that meat heated the blood, and her blood needed no warming when Brother Thomas was with her. Brother John, her confessor, had agreed, although he had been kinder than others might have been when she told him about her adulterous feelings toward the monk. He might have suggested scourging. Instead, he had ordered her to pray alone in the chapel for one hour each night as she stretched out, face down on the stone floor. The penance had cooled her passions sufficiently in the warmer months of summer. She imagined it would utterly destroy them by mid-winter when the stones turned icy.
Eleanor took a sip of ale. The taste was bitter, watery. She grimaced as she looked at the pale color. Had the drink been urine, surely the physician would have expressed concern over the health of his patient. Even urine might have better flavor than this, she thought wryly.
Tostig had not yet responded to her offer to talk about a partnership. Although Gytha said he had thought well of the idea when she first mentioned it, all of that had been discussed before the death of the man with the black beard. With his death, a kind of silence had descended on the village in their commerce with the priory. Business, per se, continued, but only just. The comfortable social commerce which village and priory had enjoyed in the past had waned. The tension was as ill defined as a hidden cancer but, Eleanor thought, just as palpable by all affected by it.
The crowner continued to remark on the lack of cooperation from his regular sources, men who had once cared more for justice and peace than any two-hundred-year-old quarrel between Saxon and Norman. Oh, villagers still came to him when a sheep was stolen or a border marker moved, but there was a grimness in their faces that Crowner Ralf had not seen since the early days of his tenure. Tostig in particular seemed to avoid him, and that hurt Ralf most. According to Sister Anne, the two men had been friends since childhood. And the crowner was still no closer to solving the murders of the monk and the man, a frustration that did not improve his somewhat impatient temperament.
Her trencher empty and her goblet dry, Eleanor looked down on the nuns and saw that they too had finished their evening meal. With this second death in the sanctity of their grounds, the calm she had just managed to achieve had vanished. In the fear-widened eyes of these women, she saw a pleading for strength from her. She had come through for them after the first murder. Would she be adequate to their greater need now?
She rose. It was time to lead her charges to prayer and whatever peace it might bring them all.
***
On the monks� side of the priory church, Eleanor�s orders for more modest fare were not greeted with unanimous joy, at least amongst some in the higher ranks. Or so Brother Thomas thought as he looked around him at the evening meal.
Prior Theobald was the exception to that. He seemed content enough, picking up odd bits from the half portion he had put on his trencher, but then Thomas doubted food had ever been of major interest to him. He�d probably not notice if horse piss were poured into his cup instead of wine. Indeed, considering the taste of Tyndal�s finest ale, it might have been. Thomas shoved his goblet aside and briefly wondered if even well water might be preferable.
Brother Simeon, on the other hand, looked positively gray. As receiver and sub-prior, he did no work in the fields, and the prioress had directed that heartier food and drink should be given to those who did hard labor, since they needed it most. That included the lay brothers. Thomas saw him wince at the arrival of the vegetable stew and noted that he had gone so far as to rip small pieces from his own trencher, which normally would have been passed on to the poor. However improved and quite savory the simpler meals had become of late, Brother Simeon liked his meat and wine. This would be a hard season for a man of appetite.
Even Brother John looked more somber than he usually did at mealtime. Thomas had noticed that the monk cared little more about his food than did the prior, although he did not fast in excess. His lean body and lonely midnight scourgings might point to a dedicated religious sternness, but there were clear limits to his asceticism. He usually ate what he was given with grateful appreciation, and drank wine in moderation but also with some pleasure. Tonight, however, he seemed troubled and poked absently at the food. If his grim mood was not over the meal, then it surely stemmed from something else.
Thomas was curious.

Chapter Thirty-Two

Eleanor walked slowly up her private stairs from chapel to chambers. The evening communal prayers were complete. Her own hard penance on the stone floor had been performed. The evening air was cool and no man in the moon�s chilly face peeked through the drifting clouds of the evening sky. It would be a black night tonight, she thought, as she stood in her chambers and looked out the window near her narrow cot.
As she prepared for sleep, folding her head veil and wimple neatly before placing them into the chest at the bottom of her bed, something soft brushed up against her leg, causing her to smile.
�Well now,� she said with a gentle tone, looking down at the orange cat. �I suppose you are looking for a warm bed after your hard work in the kitchens today?�
The cat looked up at her with hopeful green eyes.
�I did hear from Sister Matilda that you hunted well. She seems more pleased with your efforts than Sister Edith was. Perhaps you have improved on your presentation.�
The cat reached out with a paw and tapped her leg.
�One of these days I suppose I should ask Brother John whether there is any sin in a cat sleeping with a nun. And a male cat at that.�
The cat jumped up on the cot.
�Perhaps I will just leave the question be. You�ve earned a soft, warm bed after your good work keeping the vermin at bay who set siege to Tyndal.�
And as Eleanor lay down on her back on the cot and crossed her hands over her chest, the orange cat stretched himself out along her side. In a minute, both weary ones were sound asleep.
***
Eleanor sat straight up.
The orange cat had used her body to hurl himself, hissing and snarling, out of the bed.
She cried out, as though from a bad dream, not yet awake, eyes still shut. The brush of something down her back, the yell of pain not her own, and the sound of running feet against the rushes on her chamber floor did not arise from any dream.
She opened her eyes. In the dim light, she could see the cat standing by her open door, back arched, growling angrily. With heart pounding, Eleanor flew out of bed to the chamber door and heard the footsteps running down the stone steps to the cloister below.
�Help!� she shouted. �Someone has been in my chamber. Stop them!�
Sister Anne ran through the prioress�s private entrance to the chapel. �My lady! What has happened?�
Eleanor grasped the nun hard as if her very sanity depended on the human contact. �I don�t know. Someone was in my room. The door is wide open. I heard footsteps running down the stairs.�
�I will alert the monks, then return to you immediately.� With that, Anne dashed from the room.
Suddenly Eleanor felt chilled. She turned back toward the bed to pull a warming blanket from the chest, then stopped. Her hand covered her mouth in horror.
On her bed lay a knife.
***
Thomas couldn�t sleep. He had tossed and turned since Compline and it was still many hours until Prime. Giving up, he put on his shoes and slipped down the stairs from the dormitory to the cloister. Perhaps some exercise, followed by kneeling on the stone slabs of the chapel, would be sufficient penance and God would grant him a few hours of rest.
As he walked along the outside wall of the refectory, he heard a commotion behind him, coming from the area of the passageway to the outer court. It was a moonless night, and he could see nothing, but curiosity piqued his interest. He turned toward the sound. From the passageway under the dormitory, he saw two dark figures racing toward him.
�Stop him. Stop him! He is a murderer!� The voice sounded like Brother Simeon�s.
Thomas did not hesitate. He ran toward the figure coming at him. The man�s face was turned to look behind him as Thomas dived at his feet and brought him down. The man struggled but Thomas held him pinned to the ground.
As Simeon came up, panting, Thomas forced the captive onto his back. Staring back at him was the face of Brother John.
�He tried to kill Prioress Eleanor,� Simeon puffed.

Chapter Thirty-Three

�Wine for all, please, Gytha. It is no luxury today,� Eleanor said, her voice echoing in her ears with more steadiness than she felt. �Even I will have some, albeit well-watered.� The pallor of her face matched that of the morning light coming through her chamber window, but Eleanor sat with back straight as she looked at Simeon and Thomas, sitting on stools in front of her. Their faces were gray from lack of sleep and from the shadow of beards yet unshaven.
Sister Anne sat in silence next to the prioress, her eyes staring at the floor, her back hunched as if in pain.
Crowner Ralf paced.
�He refuses to confess to anything, my lady.� Ralf took the goblet from Gytha and drank deeply. �He refuses to speak at all.�
Simeon waved away any water for his wine. �This is no longer your concern, Crowner. Brother John falls under the jurisdiction of Church law. This is not a civil matter.�
�It will be my concern until I know whether he was responsible for the deaths of our unknown man and Brother Rupert as well as the attack on Brother Thomas. If he had some special reason for attacking Prioress Eleanor alone, then he is all yours and I still must catch the culprit, or culprits, who did the other deeds.�
�It would be strange indeed if he didn�t commit all the crimes. Why only attack our prioress? Surely this house of God would not have two murderers, even three, in our midst at the same time?� Thomas asked.
�Indeed, good brother. My very point!� Simeon waved his empty goblet at Gytha, who scowled and refilled it without water. �Our prioress would not be his only victim.�
�Good sirs. If you don�t mind, I am still with you. Perhaps you would stop discussing the events of last night as if I were just a corpse placed in your midst to fill a chair.� Eleanor managed a half smile.
The men muttered apologies.
Eleanor nodded at the crowner. �I agree with Ralf that we cannot assume Brother John was responsible for both deaths and the attacks on Brother Thomas and me until we either get a confession or find more evidence.�
�Nonetheless, I saw him running from the direction of the nuns� quarters, my lady, and I gave chase. He refused to stop when I called out to him to halt. In fact, he ran faster. I say that points to his guilt.� Simeon downed his wine, then scowled at the cup as if it had offended him by being empty. Gytha refilled it without a word.
�You first said that you saw him running from the church, Brother Simeon,� Eleanor said. �Which now is correct? And if the latter, has he said why he might have been in the church? Perhaps our real culprit has disappeared, and Brother John was in the same vicinity for good and legitimate reasons.�
�The man is as guilty as Satan himself or else he would say what he was doing,� Simeon replied.
Ralf shrugged in half-hearted agreement. ��Tis usually the case, my lady.�
Eleanor nodded and turned to the two monks. �Then you and Brother Thomas would not hesitate to tell me why each of you was abroad last night, also contrary to the rules?�
Simeon flushed. �Forgive me, my lady, but I do not appreciate such insinuations. I was the man who chased him and risked my life to do so. Why should I fall under suspicion of breaking priory rules?�
�I did not say you were, good brother. I was merely suggesting that reasons for not being where one is supposed to be might be difficult to give, however satisfactory.�
�Then I shall speak for myself first,� Thomas said. �I was unable to sleep and thought a walk in the cloister and an hour of prayer in the chapel might help. I had just entered the cloister near the refectory when I saw two dark shadows running toward me. One shouted to me to stop the other. And I did.�
�And I do believe you, brother. This time.� Eleanor smiled. �Sadly, your good works did not bring you the desired sleep. For that I am sorry.�
�The reward is but delayed. I am sure that God will be gracious in granting me rest some night in the future.� Thomas smiled back.
Simeon glared at her through puffy eyes. �Very well, my lady. I, too, was troubled with worries over our failure to bring in enough income to feed us with proper fare for the winter months, and sleep evaded me. I rose and walked toward the church.� He raised his chin. �I feel closer to God in my prayers at the high altar than in our small chapel so I go there.� He hesitated but continued when no one spoke. �Before I got to the sacristy door, I thought I�d check to see if the brewery was locked for the night.� He shrugged. �I do not trust the villagers not to damage��
Eleanor cleared her throat and gestured for him to get on with his story.
�As I began to walk in that direction, I heard a noise behind me. I turned and saw a figure running from the direction of the nuns� quarters near the sacristy. I immediately called to him, but he ran from me into the monks� quarters through the passageway door I had foolishly left unlocked��
�And thus you have both reasonably explained your actions. Do you think any man should have a good excuse as readily at hand if he is innocent of any evil?� Eleanor pointedly looked at Thomas and raised her eyebrows.
�He should!� Simeon�s voice was slurred.
�Perhaps not, my lady,� Thomas admitted quietly.
�There is also the matter of a wound the guilty man may bear somewhere on his face or hands,� Eleanor said. �The cat must have scratched him. I heard a cry of pain before he ran.�
Thomas raised his hands, twisting them to show the scrapes on both sides. �I fear scratches may not be good evidence, my lady. As you see, my hands are cut from sliding along the ground as I caught Brother John. Both his hands and face are equally scratched, but the abrasions might have been caused by his fall. Brother Simeon as well has��
�A wound in the service of God�s justice is nothing,� Simeon muttered.
�Well said, brother.� Thomas patted the receiver�s back. �I believe I�ve made my point. There is no simple evidence here.�
�Nothing about this case has ever been simple,� Ralf growled.
�Perhaps it is time to make it so.� Eleanor looked at each man in front of her as she continued. �Perhaps I should speak to Brother John alone.�
�Never!� both Ralf and Simeon said in unison. Thomas, however, nodded approval.
�He is quite probably a murderer, my lady,� Ralf said, glancing at Sister Anne, who continued to stare in silence at her tightly folded hands.
�We will all take due precautions, but he may say things to his prioress he would not to any of you. Although temporal justice must be served, the peace of the soul is both spiritual and eternal. As a woman, I cannot be his earthly judge in either secular or religious court. As his prioress, however, I am his spiritual guide. He may listen and talk to me.�
Ralf raised his eyebrows and nodded.
�It is not well advised, but perhaps we could arrange some protection for you if you insist.� Simeon downed his third goblet of unwatered wine. Gytha ignored his perfunctory nod at her for a refill and turned to the crowner with the ewer.
Ralf waved away her offer of wine. �We could come up with a plan to protect you while you speak with him alone as you wish. Allow me to further suggest that you should not do so until at least a day has passed. If he be truly innocent, then some time alone with minimal bread and water in his windowless room by the monks� latrine will surely bring the man to his senses. Whatever embarrassment he might now feel over some relatively minor sin should fade into reason after many hours of thinking about what could happen to him if he continues to act like a guilty man.�
Eleanor nodded. �Very well, good sirs. Let us meet tomorrow after Chapter and I will go speak with Brother John alone at that time with your discreet protection.�
Dismissed, the men rose, bowed, and left.
Sister Anne also rose to leave.
�Stay, sister. I would have a brief word,� Eleanor said.
The tall nun turned toward her prioress, shoulders stooped and expression even sadder than usual. �Of course, my lady.�
�You were unusually quiet. May I ask why?�
Tears slowly brimmed and began falling in great drops down the nun�s cheeks. �I have something to tell you in private.�
Eleanor nodded to Gytha to leave them, then took Anne by the hand, pulling her back down into the seat beside her. �What is troubling you?�
�You never asked me why I was so close to hand when you cried out.�
�Indeed, it did not occur to me to ask.�
�You should.�
Eleanor looked at Anne, but the nun turned her face from the prioress. �Tell me, then, why you came from the church when you should have been at the hospital or even in your own bed.� Her voice was gentle.
�I was to meet Brother John in the church last night, my lady.�
�A meeting not proper within the letter of our vows, for cert, but you know that as well as I. Tell me why you were meeting him at such an hour and alone, Anne?�
�He asked to do so. It was not for lustful purposes, my lady. He wanted to talk to me about something where no one would hear us.�
�Why did he say he wanted to meet you?� Eleanor asked, squeezing the distraught nun�s hand.
�He did not say.�
�And was he with you when you heard me cry out? If so, he is not guilty of the attack.�
Sister Anne began to weep in earnest. �My lady, he was not!�
�Poor child!� Eleanor said and pulled the sobbing nun into her arms. �If he is indeed the murderer of two innocent men and the man who tried to stab me, then Brother Simeon may have frightened him away from the church and saved your life�.�
�Brother John is a kind and gentle man! He is no murderer.�
Eleanor gently shook her. �You cannot say that for sure, Anne. Despite all our work with them, we may not always know what is in the hearts and souls of our brethren.��
�My lady, I know Brother John very well. He was my husband.�

Chapter Thirty-Four

�Sin! The man is full of the blackest sin!� Simeon was weaving off the pathway.
Thomas reached out and tried to pull Simeon gently back to the safety of the level walk. �Surely God protected our prioress from Brother John�s black heart.�
�God�s hand is stronger when supported by a weapon in a good man�s hand!� Simeon waved one of his own hands drunkenly.
�Aye, and you have been wounded yourself in the good fight against the instrument of Satan,� Thomas said as he caught the waving hand.
Simeon looked down at his bandaged left hand held by the young monk. �A minor scratch. I fell as I chased Brother John from the church and scraped my hand on the rocks of the path. A minor wound in the battle against God�s enemies!� He belched with evident satisfaction.
�Has Sister Anne looked��
�Eve took the apple from the serpent, brother. I will have no woman touch me with that poisonous hand. In battles between kings, each man aids his fellow. In the wars against sin, wounds must be treated in the same fashion. We monks have no need for the daughters of Eve. I know enough to wrap a scrape.�
�I meant well, brother. Forgive me if I angered.�
Simeon slapped Thomas on the back with his free hand. �You did not anger, my son. I know you meant no ill, but once again I would advise you to beware of Sister Anne. She is an arrogant woman and not as holy as she should be.�
�How so? You have suggested such in the past but never told me your meaning.�
�She and Brother John were married in the world, brother. I have seen them behave in ways here that make me question their devotion to their vows of chastity.�
�Surely our prioress has seen this as well, yet Sister Anne has gained her confidence��
Simeon snatched his hand from Thomas� grip. �I do not share your trust in our prioress, Brother Thomas. She is a young woman and inexperienced in the ways of the world. She needs firm guidance in her friendships. I fear that Sister Anne may have blinded her by showing a fine face. Being a woman, Prioress Eleanor is weak and lacking in good judgement. She has been easily beguiled and cannot see the corruption in the nun�s heart.�
�I am grateful for your wise instruction, brother. Perhaps our prioress would benefit from your words of warning too.�
�Our descendant of Eve suffers much from the sin of arrogance, I fear, and shows no signs of realizing she needs guidance and the greater wisdom of Adam. After all, whom did she pick as her personal confessor? A murderer! She certainly did not consult with me on that or I would have warned her away from him. And you heard her join with our boorish and irreverent crowner in expressing some doubt that Brother John was guilty of both murders and the attack on her person. Does any of that suggest to you that the woman is rational or a good judge of character?�
�Perhaps she will see the error of her ways, when she has gained some distance from these horrible events, and be guided by you in the future.�
Simeon snorted and marched ahead. His anger, it seemed, had burned away the effects of too much unwatered wine. His step was now firm.
As Thomas stood and watched the man, he sighed. He doubted the good prioress would ever listen to Brother Simeon in the manner he wished, and Thomas thought it equally unlikely that Simeon would ever become reconciled to his new subservient role. In the meantime, Thomas wondered about Brother John�s guilt. He had been surprised to learn that he and Sister Anne had once been married. From what he had observed, he doubted that the monk was a threat to any woman�s chastity, even his own wife�s. He must learn more of what Simeon knew.
Thomas gathered up his robes and ran after the receiver.
***
�It is all my fault,� Gytha wailed.
As soon as Sister Anne had left the prioress�s chambers, Gytha had knocked at the door and begged for a private audience. Eleanor was beginning to wonder if God had suddenly changed the rule prohibiting women from being priests, with so many confessions crowding in on her.
Gytha now stood in front of Eleanor with her head bowed.
�Child, you should have told this to Crowner Ralf, but you are not to blame for what has happened. Indeed, you warned me of the distrust between village and priory. Although I listened, I failed to hear with my whole heart what you were telling me.�
�Neither my brother nor I meant to do wrong, my lady.�
Eleanor cut some bread and cheese, then pushed the serving across the table toward the young girl. �Sit. Eat. And tell me all, child.�
�There is little but that Tostig knew who the dead man was. He was not a village man but he had worked on Tyndal�s farms and came to our market days. My brother knew him from that.�
�And when he died on our grounds, all believed one of the monks had killed him?�
Gytha nodded. �Some did for cert.�
�Why?�
�Brother Rupert visited him not long after Prioress Felicia died. After that, Eadnoth refused to go near either priory or farm. He wouldn�t say why but he acted like a badly frightened man. Some said he was losing his wits, a few that he was possessed, but many more thought that someone in the priory had threatened him.�
Eleanor stood up, got another cup from the cabinet, poured some wine into it and watered it well. �You are not eating, child. I do not want you ill over this. And drink the wine. It will strengthen you.� She watched while Gytha took a small bite and then another. �Did I not promise you that no harm would ever come from telling me the truth, however hard it might be for me to hear it. It grieves me that so many fear the inhabitants of the priory because most of us are Normans. Perhaps they do not know that not all of us are, although your brother should. Whatever the case, we are all children of God and equal in His sight, whether we be Saxon, Norman, or even a Scot or a wild Welshman,� Eleanor said, trying to make Gytha smile.
�Sometimes that has been forgotten, my lady.� The girl�s expression remained solemn.
�During the time of Prioress Felicia?�
�She was a kindly woman and meant well. Brother Rupert was gentle and ministered to the spiritual needs of everyone without hesitation. Neither seemed comfortable in dealings with the secular world, despite all that, and they did little to protect us from those who were harsher in their commerce with us.�
�And who might that be?�
�Brother Simeon was one. He did not treat us as if we were all equal in the sight of God. When crops failed or sickness came or times were hard for other reasons, he called us sinful creatures that deserved whatever evil had befallen us. He gave no mercy in the matter of tithes. When we took our complaints to Prioress Felicia, she told us to see Prior Theobald. And when we spoke with him, he would just shake his head in sadness and say that the world was full of evil and grief or that mortal men were weak creatures in need of greater prayer. Homilies but no action.�
Eleanor shook her head. �And Brother John?� she asked with sadness in her voice.
Gytha put her head in her hands. �Brother John is a good man like Brother Rupert was. I cannot believe he is guilty of murder! Must he die like Brother Rupert and Eadnoth? Is the end of the world coming that good men now die like dogs, even in a community dedicated to God?�
Eleanor�s eyes widened in shock. She reached over to take the young girl�s hand. �Don�t be afraid! If Brother John is innocent, he will not die. Evil may have attacked this house of God, but this house is not evil. I swear it on my own honor!�
Gytha squeezed her hand and wiped her cheeks dry. �My brother did say your coming to Tyndal might bode well for change. He��
There was a sharp rap at the chamber door. The prioress straightened up and answered with anger in her voice.
Sister Ruth entered, pushing a dirty young fellow about Gytha�s age at arm�s length in front of her. The lines of her scowl were so deeply etched into her forehead they were black.
�This foul-smelling creature demanded entry. I tried to keep him out, but he would not take my nay for an answer. Fa, but he stinks!� The nun stepped backwards in disgust.
The lad did smell like something rotting. His clothes were rags and his shoulders and chest were bursting what few seams held. Tears had cleaned two paths down his blackened cheeks. Gytha started at the sight of him
�Your name, my son?� Eleanor asked, reaching out her hand.
�Eadmund, the son of Eadnoth.� He hawked and spat at the sight of the prioress�s proffered hand. Although his body was not fully fleshed and muscled, his voice was that of a man.
Sister Ruth started to cuff the young man for his rudeness, then withdrew her hand when she realized she would have to touch his filthy cheek.
Gytha had no such qualms. She reached over and shoved him so hard he rocked back on his heels. �Show some manners, Eadmund!�
Eleanor looked back at Gytha with a silent question in her eyes.
�He is a good lad, my lady, for all his ill manners.�
�Then leave us with our thanks, Sister Ruth, and we will hear what he has to say.�
�My lady, it is not safe to leave you alone with such a ruffian.�
�Then get Brother Jo�Thomas, who may be in the sacristy still. He can wait outside my door in case of need.�
Sister Ruth rushed from the room so quickly she left the chamber door open. Eleanor rose and slowly shut it.
�Will you have something to eat, my son?� she said and pointed at the food still on the table.
He looked ravenously at the hunk of cheese and bread but angrily shook his head from side to side.
�If I were to guess, lad, I�d say you hadn�t eaten in awhile. Please take something.�
�I take nothing from the priory.�
�Eadmund!� Gytha said, putting her hands on her hips. �You cannot eat pride, and Prioress Eleanor will not hurt you.�
The lad looked wildly back and forth between Eleanor and Gytha, then charged at the table, grabbed both bread and cheese and began stuffing huge chunks into his mouth. Bits dropped from his lips. He ate like an animal that knows it might never find another meal.
Gytha looked at him, sorrow casting a shadow in her eyes, then she glanced at Eleanor to see her reaction. The tiny nun sat calmly, her expression sad as she watched the boy, nay, both man and boy, bolt the food. Finally, the feeding frenzy over, Eadmund belched loudly. Then he looked wide-eyed at the prioress and began to cry.
�You�ve poisoned me, y� have,� he moaned.
Eleanor started in shock. �Poison? Why would I do a thing like that?�
��Cause you killed my pa, you did. You�re bloody devils!�
The door opened. Eadmund jumped up and ran to the wall just under the window. Sister Ruth stuck her head in, glaring in fury at the youth. �Brother Thomas is no longer here, my lady. While we wait for him, I shall��
�Sister, please leave us. Should the young man wish to depart, he is free to go. In the meantime, stay without and shut the door behind you.�
�But��
�As I said, sister.�
The chamber door slammed shut.
Eleanor turned to Eadmund, who was looking up at the window like a cornered cat calculating a jump. She wanted to reach out to him but knew such a gesture would only make matters worse.
�Eadmund?� she asked in a soft voice. �Stay there and I will stand over here.� She gestured to the wall on her right. �If you want to run, you can reach the door and leave any time you want.� Then she calmly walked to the far corner, gesturing Gytha to follow her. �You can see that you are free to leave if you choose, and neither Gytha nor I could stop you. You heard me give orders to let you go when you open that door.�
The look in the young man�s eyes grew less feral. He slid with his back still against the wall into a sitting position and stared at Eleanor.
�You must have wanted to talk to me if you braved Sister Ruth to get in,� Eleanor said with gentle voice and a slight smile.
He looked at her, his expression still wary. He jerked his head in Gytha�s direction. �Her brother said you were trustworthy. And he�s a trusty one himself, aye, although his sister works for you black devils.�
�Has anything happened to Gytha despite her being here?�
Eadmund belched again. �Nay. Other than she is now fat and fine.�
Gytha snorted.
�Then we are not all devils, surely?�
The young man�s look darkened. �Maybe not but I cannot say who is and who isn�t.�
�You know Tostig�s judgement is good and that he would not have sent you into danger alone. He�d have come himself if he thought you had anything to fear. He seems to be both a brave and a decent man.�
Eadmund nodded. �He said he�d come with me if it would make me feel safer, but I said I would come alone. He gave me his word you�d not hurt me.� In puffing out his chest, he now looked more a boy than the man he was becoming.
�And have I?�
Eadmund belched for the third time. �I�m not dead yet�and the cheese was good.� He looked around as if hoping, despite his misgivings, that there would be more.
�Then you have shown courage. Perhaps now you will say what you came to tell me?�
Once again, the boy looked like a small and helpless child. �I don�t know what to say.� He smeared what Eleanor suspected were tears away from his eyes, then looked at Gytha with ferocity. �Get her out!� he shouted. �I�ll not tell anything if she�s to hear me.�
Mentally shoving rules aside, Eleanor gestured to Gytha to leave. The girl hesitated, then realized the boy was more afraid than angry, and she quickly left, shutting the door softly behind her.
�Now then, lad. What did you come to say?�
The boy put his head into his hands and began to weep in gulping sobs. �He threatened me, forced me to fuck him, he did, then drove my father out of his wits, swearing he�d make sure we died if either of us said one word. He took me down to that cave and made me swyve him. He gave us money, but my father grew mad with grief. I couldn�t leave my father. He needed me to care for him. I had no choice. I had to.�I�ll burn in Hell for this!� The lad howled like a wounded wolf in a trap.
Eleanor felt a pain as sharp as a dagger thrust in her heart. �Hell shall not have you, Eadmund. That I promise,� she whispered. �Now tell me who did this monstrous thing to you.��
�The tall black monk.�
�Brother John?�
�Nay! When I told him my sins in confession after Brother Rupert died, he wept, he did, but said he could say nothing unless I spoke out. He begged me to tell Sister Ruth. I would have none of that!� He coughed from swallowed tears, then wiped a hand across his nose. �She�s no different than the others. After you came, he beseeched me to talk to Gytha�s brother and ask his advice about coming to you. Tostig said you could be trusted.��
�And thus you bravely came. If not Brother John, lad, then who was the man�?�
�The fat one. Simeon, he�s called.�
With that, the boy began to wail again, and this time, when Eleanor reached out to him, he fell into her arms.

Chapter Thirty-Five

�The creature lies!� Sister Ruth was shaking with anger as she marched out of the prioress�s chambers.
Thomas followed, his face without expression.
�Why do you say that, sister?� Eleanor came last, then closed her chamber door quietly behind. Like a mother would her own child, she had tucked the distraught lad up in blankets from her own bed and sent Gytha running to the hospital for help and medicine to ease him into a dreamless sleep. Although he had calmed, she knew he still suffered from the occasional hiccup of sobs behind the closed door.
�This loutish animal is not worthy to speak his name. Brother Simeon is above reproach. He would never commit such an unspeakable vileness.�
�Indeed we would hear what Brother Simeon has to say for himself.��
�How could you even think that such a base thing would be more truthful than a man of our receiver�s high station and reputation?� Sister Ruth�s face flushed with rage. �Treating low creatures as equals is an error you have been making since your arrival. Forgive me for being so blunt, my lady, but you do show ignorance about much.�
Eleanor curled her hands into fists and ground them against her body. This was not the time to lose her temper with the woman. �Then teach me,� she said.
Sister Ruth hesitated only a moment before continuing, her now mottled face stiff with hatred for Eleanor. �First, you are ignorant of what occurred before your arrival. Even now, you know little of us all. Prioress Felicia had been long with us and knew she could trust our good receiver to provide her with suitable guidance. It may not be proper for me to speak ill of Prior Theobald, but he is not a man to take charge, as he should. If it had not been for Brother Simeon, we might well have suffered many deprivations over the years. He is an excellent steward. We thought for sure he would become a prior elsewhere, if not here.� She waved her hand at Eleanor. �This is the man you now treat with such little respect.�
�So I have heard, but Brother Rupert�?�
�Brother Rupert was a kind man, loved by us all, but he was weak in his dealings with Prioress Felicia. Where he should have given her firm direction, she sometimes guided him, but Brother Simeon wisely left the two of them to do what they would within the confines here. As he often told me, work within the priory was woman�s work and good enough in its place, but stewardship of the lands properly belonged in the hands of a man.�
Eleanor suddenly raised her head. �Often, you say, sister?�
Sister Ruth paled. �As porteress, I had occasion, proper occasion, to talk with Brother Simeon.�
�And you agreed with his methods of running the priory lands without consulting the prioress?�
�Indeed. As Brother Simeon said, that is as it should be. It is unnatural for Adam to be ruled by Eve. I would not be so unwomanly as to disagree, my lady.�
As I have disagreed and will always disagree, Eleanor thought, biting her lip. �And such would have been your approach to running Tyndal when you became prioress after the death of your former superior, had I not usurped the position.�
�My lady, I would not�� Ruth stuttered, then dropped her eyes.
�You expected to become prioress, did you not, sister? When the priory voted, you were chosen and would have ascended to the position if the King and Abbess had not wished otherwise. There is no shame or wrong in acknowledging a fact.�
�Yes, my lady, but I hold no malice.��
�Nor did I think you did,� Eleanor said, knowing otherwise but smiling disarmingly. �So tell me one thing, good sister?�
�Yes, my lady?�
�The day Brother Rupert�s body was found in the cloister, you left your post at the door to the passageway into the nuns� quarters, as indeed you should have, for Mass and Chapter.�
The nun nodded confirmation with a wary hesitation.
�When you left the door, did you leave it unlocked?�
Sister Ruth turned pale. �I did not!�
Eleanor raised her eyebrows in doubt.
�She tells the truth, my lady.�
Eleanor, Ruth, and Thomas all turned to look at the person standing with Gytha at the top of the stone stairs.
�It was I.�
�At whose instruction, Sister Christina?� Eleanor asked softly.
�Brother Simeon�s.�
Sister Ruth fainted.
***
Anne, whose arrival had been delayed by a crisis at the hospital, had just joined Thomas and Eleanor at the crumb-strewn table in the prioress�s chambers. With a serene manner, Christina had calmed youth and nun, then led Eadmund and Ruth off to the hospital with Gytha�s help, leaving the other three alone.
�How did Brother Simeon know that Sister Christina would be the one to check and then lock the passageway door?� Anne asked the prioress.
�Sister Ruth told him. As we have all noticed, Sister Christina becomes so lost in prayer that she often fails to notice when the other nuns rise and leave for Chapter. She is always the last to leave. When Sister Ruth was elected prioress, she asked our infirmarian to check the passageway door after Mass, in case someone waited without, and then lock the door again so that Brother Rupert and Sister Ruth could come immediately to Chapter after services. Brother Simeon knew that Sister Christina would ask no questions if he told her to leave the door open and that she might well forget he had even done so. Her concerns are not of this world.� Eleanor looked down at the rushes under her feet. She did not know if she were more saddened that Christina�s trusting nature had been abused or more grieved that Sister Ruth�s bitter resentment had caused her to, well, perhaps not lie as much as fail to tell the truth when needed.
�Then you think Brother Simeon killed Brother Rupert and brought the body into the cloister while we were all at Chapter?� Anne asked.
Eleanor nodded.
�I did find Brother Rupert�s cross outside the nave near the passageway door to the nuns� quarters,� Thomas said.
�Why was the poor man killed in the first place? Surely our receiver could have confessed his sins? The Church allows penance even for sodomy. Murder was not necessary here.� Tears slowly filled Anne�s eyes.
�Worldly ambition can be a powerful thing, sister. Confession and contrition might save the soul, but men of power in the Church do not view indiscreet sodomy in the lower orders with indifference. Those found guilty of it are removed from any position of authority, if not expelled from the Order and left to beg on the byways with lepers,� Eleanor said. �Hard penance for a man used to the sweet honey taste of power.�
Thomas chewed on a finger. �Simeon also had reason to fear for his very life, unless his family was influential enough and cared to intervene. If Brother Rupert revealed what he was doing with Eadmund, our receiver might have been burned at the stake as an example to all that sinned in like fashion. Imagining such foretaste of hellfire is enough to unman most of us.�
Anne studied the monk in silence for a very long moment. �You speak with authority, brother. I accept what you both say, although I do not understand the need for worldly ambition in a community dedicated to a higher glory.� Then her voice turned angry. �But Brother Simeon had bought silence from the boy and his father. How could our good priest have known, and how would our receiver have found out that he did?�
�I can only guess.� Thomas shook his head. �Perhaps Brother Rupert began to suspect about Simeon from something he had heard or seen. Perhaps he had even seen the two together in questionable circumstances. Since we now know from Gytha that Brother Rupert had gone to Eadmund�s father, he may have wanted to confirm his suspicions with Eadnoth, and Eadnoth might have later told our receiver of Brother Rupert�s visit. For cert, Brother Simeon would have feared that Brother Rupert would pass the news on to the mother house in France.� Thomas� voice caught as he rubbed his tired eyes. �Paid or not, from the distraught behavior of Eadmund�s father before he, too, was killed, I�d say he could no longer endure what was being done to his son. Eadmund did say he had lost his wits. Perhaps the father even meant to kill Simeon himself. That would explain the knife when you saw him at the cave, my lady.�
�Still, Eadmund swears neither he nor his father said a word,� Eleanor said. �Although the lad may not have known all his father did or said.�
Sister Anne looked pensive for a moment. �There was one thing. At the time I thought it was of no moment, but now I wonder.��
�What?� asked Eleanor.
�As Prioress Felicia was dying, she fell into a deep sleep. I thought she would never awaken from it, but she suddenly became quite agitated. She thrashed around in her bed, moaning and reaching out as if she were trying to grab something. To calm her, I took her hand and spoke gently, thinking to soothe her into a quiet passing. Then her eyes opened wide and she grabbed my hand with an uncommonly strong grip and begged me to tell Brother Rupert something. As I remember, she said she had accused wrongly and then she used the phrase: �it was not the one we feared, but rather the other.� Before I could ask our priest to come to her, she died.�
�And did you tell him?�
�Yes, and I saw some light of understanding in his eyes, but he said nothing further to me.�
Eleanor bent her head. I am deeply puzzled by this. What is the connection between her words and Brother Rupert�s subsequent visit to Eadnoth? If no one told them about this heinous crime, how could they have suspected it? And her words suggest they thought someone else was involved in what troubled her so much she had to speak before she died. Nay, it is more likely that they would have realized there was something amiss with the account rolls. She shook her head. Can that be? To my knowledge, only the receiver worked on them. Who else could be involved or even suspected? Eleanor looked up at Sister Anne. �What do you think, sister?�
�I have nothing to say, my lady. I do not know what troubled Prioress Felicia so.� Anne�s expression was both distressed and questioning.
�When I looked over the account rolls myself,� Eleanor continued, �I found that harvests had been almost as plentiful as usual, but the incomes from them were not quite as high as they should have been. The discrepancy seemed minor and I told Brother Simeon that I planned to visit some of the nearby lands to ask some questions. It did not occur to me that the harvests had been greater and the rents properly paid but both improperly recorded. As far as I can tell, only he was guilty of this act. He was clever enough to modify the entries just enough so they�d appear reasonable to anyone looking for the obvious theft. I find no evidence of a second person being involved.�
�In that I concur, my lady,� Thomas added. �He did not take me into his confidence on this matter and I know of no one else whom he so trusted.�
�Perhaps we will never know what specifically led Prioress Felicia and Brother Rupert to their revelation,� Eleanor said.
Sister Anne frowned in thought.
Brother Thomas seemed lost in it. �I find it hard to believe that Eadnoth did not complain to anyone in authority at Tyndal,� he said. �How long could a parent turn his head in such a situation? To someone for whom hunger is so sharp that they will sell their child�s soul for a mouthful of food, money might buy silence for awhile, but such food would soon fill that mouth with worms.�
�As Gytha explained to me, we are still the conquerors in the eyes of many. We may think we treat all with courtesy and fairness, but, when it is Saxon versus Norman, the village believes we protect our own first. There may be some validity in their view.�
�And so they distrust the rulers of the priory.�
�Yes.�
�Although I do not dispute the boy�s story, my lady,� Thomas continued, �I find one thing strange. Eadnoth would have become a rich man if Simeon had given him all the money stolen from the priory. Yet he was dressed in rags, as is his son, while we must scrimp to have enough to buy food through the winter months.�
�Eadmund said his father could not use what he was given. The lad says Eadnoth went to the cliffs above the sea, and he watched while his father tossed the coin into the waves, screaming that Satan could take it all back and return his son�s soul and manhood.�
�Indeed, Eadnoth loved his son and would have lost his wits over these events,� Anne said. �Nonetheless, the sum does seem too vast for one bribe.�
�Or perhaps there were others Simeon paid to be silent,� Thomas muttered absently. �Others who have not and may never come forward out of fear and shame. The penalties for sodomy are dire ones. Had Eadmund been younger, he would have been found innocent, but he is just man enough to have lost that protection, and all Simeon�s victims might be of like age.� Thomas winced with unwelcome memories. �Our receiver might have saved his own life by showing sufficient contrition to the right bishop, but those of no influence suffer greatly: public excommunication, an edict announced in every church in the kingdom; to be forever shunned by family and friends. Willing or not, those he committed sodomy with would face hell both in this life and in the hereafter.�
Eleanor glanced at Thomas as he rested his chin on his fist, eyes closed. There was something odd in his tone, she thought. �Some probably went to worldly extravagance. Simeon is fond of fine plate and good wine. I have seen the gold goblets in the prior�s lodgings and the fine wines served, yet I use good pewter for my guests.�
Thomas opened his eyes and smiled at her, a look that gave more joy to her heart than it should.
�It seems the most influential visitors were entertained in the prior�s quarters by Brother Simeon,� Eleanor continued. �Prioress Felicia supped only with the wives and daughters, for whom fine red gold was not needed. But something else disturbs me. Brother Simeon is right-handed, yet you believe the murderer was left-handed, sister.�
�I could be wrong, my lady.�
�Or perhaps Eadmund�s father killed Brother Rupert?� Eleanor suggested. �He was left-handed and wild with grief at what he had allowed his son to suffer. Maybe he saw the good monk as the servant of Satan.�
�Then who killed Eadnoth?� Anne asked. �And do not suggest Brother John! He is as sinful a mortal as any man, but one whom God has forgiven. No, it must have been the same man.� She glanced down at her hands clasped tightly in her lap.
�Or not,� Eleanor replied, watching the nun�s hands nervously clutch at each other. Then she looked at Thomas. �You are deep in contemplation, brother.�
Thomas blinked as if suddenly awakened and looked up. �My lady, forgive me, but while I have been listening to all you both have said, I was thinking further on Brother Simeon and Brother Rupert.�
�And?�
He turned to Anne. �Besides telling Brother Rupert about Prioress Felicia�s dying words, did you tell anyone else?�
�Brother John.�
�Did anyone know that you had told him?�
�Sister Ruth was with me��
Thomas looked over at Eleanor, his face gray with fear. �My lady, if you would take my advice, I would urge that you call the crowner and his men quickly. If you do not, I fear Brother John will not be alive when you go for your announced visit with him tomorrow.�

Chapter Thirty-Six

�I like it not, monk.�
Crowner Ralf scowled at Thomas and shifted uneasily with impatience. He and one of his men were armed with knife and sword. The other carried a small crossbow. All were dressed in leather armor.
�We have logic on our side, man. Brother Simeon knows that only one other man may know his secret about the theft of funds as well as the reason for it, and that is Brother John. If he kills him, there is only the word of Eadmund. And who credits the tales of villeins against the word of a Norman, a man of good family and well respected for his stewardship of the priory at that? Our only hope is to catch him trying to kill Brother John. Your brother is sheriff, Crowner. Your witness and testimony would be respected.�
�So you want Brother John to be bait. I think we should be more concerned with saving his life.�
�The souls of one, quite possibly two slain men cry out for justice. If we do nothing, Brother John may be murdered tonight and his body arranged to look like a suicide. Of course I could be wrong and Brother John might live to tell his tale, but I doubt Simeon would take the chance that the monk�s tale will be believed over his own. Even if it is not, Simeon may fear that his hope for future advancement will be diminished with the taint of the accusation. Certainly Simeon will never confess to the murders or the attempted murder of our good prioress. If Brother John seems to have taken his own life, surely most will conclude he did so out of guilt for the murders, and Simeon will be exonerated. Eadmund�s story will have no credence. Even if you set men to guard him and Brother John survives the night, there is a chance Simeon�s word will still be taken over his, a former apothecary, but not if the receiver tries to kill the monk and we witness it.�
�You ask me who is most likely to be believed in this ugly matter: Eadmund, the villein, and John, a man of uncertain birth; or Simeon, the son of a man of rank? Satan�s tits, monk! The noble brothers in the Church will protect their own. The cleric who literally got away with murder during the reign of our second King Henry was not unusual. Justice has little room to swing her balances in courts ruled by highborn priests.� Ralf snorted, then smiled. �You continue to amaze me with your understanding of the real world, monk. If I didn�t know better, I�d swear you were only acting a monk�s part. �
�The tonsure is real, Crowner,� Thomas said, lowering his head to hide his flushing face. �You do agree we have little choice but to follow my plan?�
Ralf grunted. �I never acquired a taste for gambling. Your plan could lose us both Annie�s former husband as well as you and still leave Simeon free.�
�And you as a witness to it all, remember. Trying to get Simeon to confess otherwise is impossible and would leave us with an innocent man who might be found guilty of crimes he did not commit. And I think John would rather die in a fight to save him than die alone like a trussed chicken at Simeon�s hand.�
�Aye, but if he died, would he care about the difference?�
Thomas laughed. �Now there, Crowner, is where it pays to be a man of faith. Indeed, in the afterlife, he�d care that we believed him to be innocent.�
�Your humor is not like that of any other monk I have ever met either, brother, but I will grant you the logic of your plan.�
�And you and your men will not enter unless I give the sign?�
Ralf looked at his two lieutenants and smiled. They nodded. Their eyes never blinked.
***
As the quartet reached the top of the stairs to the passage, which led on one side to the monks� dormitory and on the other to the latrines, two of them slipped into the shadows. Ralf and Thomas stood looking at the door of one of the small storage rooms that lay along the narrow way to the latrines. All was silent from the room where Brother John lay a prisoner.
�Good luck,� Ralf mouthed before he too stole deep into the darkness of the corridor.
Thomas walked quietly into another empty room and crouched along a wall. He could not see the moon from this windowless stone storage chamber and thus could not mark time. It might have been an hour he waited. Or only a minute. It felt like the rest of his earthly life.
In the darkness, he began to distrust what seemed so clear in the earlier daylight. Surely, Sister Ruth had told Simeon about Prioress Felicia�s last words. She told him everything, it seemed, everything in return for praise, the warmth of which must have filled her lonely heart like wine. Had the receiver�s contempt for women saved her life? And Sister Anne�s?
Perhaps the monk thought he could control one woman with flattery and the other with threats to expose some violation of her chastity vow, but Brother John was a man. His word might be given credence. He was a threat.
Thomas felt an uneasy pang of guilt. On the surface, Simeon was a man of the world, rough and jovial, a man he could understand in a world of monks. He had also befriended Thomas, aye, accepted him when he first arrived and understood him well. Simeon, it seemed, had cared for another before he had come to Tyndal and suffered for it too. If the prioress and Sister Anne were horrified at Simeon�s acts of sodomy, how would they feel if they knew of his own? Giles was no youth, but to those in the Church, or in the courts of kings, there was no difference. Indeed he and the receiver had a kinship here. Did he not owe Simeon something for that?
Thomas had hesitated about speaking up when he suspected John and Eadmund of being lovers. Why did he now turn on Simeon? Unlike the receiver, John was a strange man, hard on the outside but soft like a woman on the inside, especially in his dealings with the novices. Had Brother Rupert and Prioress Felicia suspected him, as Thomas had as well, of questionable relations with the boys? Was that what the old prioress had realized as she was dying? That they were wrong about Brother John? He hadn�t wanted to suggest such in front of Sister Anne or Prioress Eleanor. The shock of what Simeon had done was bad enough, but he did not want either of them to start asking if even more monks at Tyndal were guilty of sexual sins as well. With their quick perceptions, they might, in time, begin to look at Thomas himself.
He shuddered.
Nay, there was a great difference between what Simeon had done and what he thought John had, but was he right now about both men? Thomas had trusted what he�d known, distrusted the strange, and did not question his judgement. He did not, that is, until he realized he was beginning to enjoy the world this gray monastic place offered. Indeed, he was starting to understand how a warrior like Andrew might find peace here, a peace that Thomas longed for as well. And then there were the women like Sister Anne and the prioress, creatures he liked but did not desire. Tyndal was a world turned quite upside down from the one he had known. Neither world was perfect, for cert, yet nothing created by men ever was.
Thomas shifted with discomfort.
Simeon. Simeon had told him how gentleness had been battered from him with whips and mockery as a youth, and Thomas had seen the receiver burning to ash whatever had remained with his own anger and hot ambition.
Brother John. The novices respected and loved John, who loved them back with kindness and understanding. He was a tormented man, for cert, who beat all earthly passions into submission whenever the Prince of Darkness tempted him with whatever sins he longed to commit. Did the man love boys? Aye, love was there but Thomas no longer believed it was a dark lust.
There was much about both Thomas still did not comprehend. How could a man who had taken his hand in understanding, albeit in a drunken moment, so brutally kill two others? Might not John be more tortured and thus more likely to commit such a crime? Thomas cursed this doubting. He must be right about what had happened. He must.
Nonetheless, the question of whether or not the murderer was left-handed gnawed at him. If the guilty man was left-handed, John, or someone else, was guilty, Simeon innocent. Perhaps Sister Ruth had been right to cast doubt on Eadmund�s confession. The lad might have yet undiscovered reasons for casting such an accusation at the receiver. Had they all jumped to the wrong conclusions too quickly? Thomas groaned silently. The darkness pressed down on him with�
A faint light fluttered along the sides of the stone walls outside his hiding chamber.
Thomas tensed.
There was no sound at first, and then he heard the soft scraping of shoes on the steps. The light grew brighter.
Thomas held his breath.
For a moment there was absolute silence as the wavering torch flame threw twitching patches of light and black against the walls. Then Thomas heard the clink of a key, and listened as the door to Brother John�s cell swung open.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

�Wait!�
Thomas stood in the doorway, his hands resting on either side of the door as he pretended to catch his breath.
�What in God�s name are you doing here?� Simeon growled. Brother John was still struggling, but Simeon�s sheer weight and height had overpowered the novice master. The receiver stood, twisting the wiry monk�s hands with one large fist until John cried in agony. With his other, Simeon held a knife to the monk�s throat.
Thomas blinked. The knife was in Simeon�s left hand. �I never noticed you were left-handed, brother,� he said.
Simeon�s laugh was hoarse. �Using my left hand was another reason for my father to beat me. He tied it behind me until I learned to use my right as godly men do. I never quite did so but my writing was serviceable enough.�
Sweat began to drip down Thomas� chest. �My lord, I came to help you.�
�If this is a trick��
�Why would I trick you? Didn�t you befriend me when I first came to Tyndal? Didn�t you see that we two, of all men here, would have a special understanding? I knew that you should be the one to run the priory, not the new prioress, that unnatural woman, and I resented her arrogance but could find no way to show you my full loyalty until now.�
Thomas hoped the fluttering light from the torch behind the monk did not deceive him. Simeon seemed to relax his tense grasp of John ever so slightly. Thomas glanced at John�s face but shadows hid any expression, and he did not dare to give him a sign. He continued in hurried but hushed tones. �Brother Rupert did not understand your relationship with Eadmund as I do, did he? He must have��
�He understood nothing!� Simeon whined like a kicked pup. �I loved the young man like a son, but the Prince of Darkness entered my body and transformed me into a lustful woman whenever I saw Eadmund working in the priory fields. I became blind with desire for him. I was under a spell!�
�And you��
��fell to my knees before the lad and asked him, begged him, to come to bed with me. Then I took him to the cave and threatened him, forced him to make me his whore. When he left, I beat myself with my whip and Satan fled. For a while.�
�Did Brother Rupert discover you?�
�Nay, Eadmund�s father did. He came upon us together in the cave, and he ran. Screaming. When I found him later, he swore he�d tell Prioress Felicia or Brother Rupert, but I bought his silence with threats and money. No one would listen to a villein�s word over the Receiver of Tyndal Priory, I said.�
�Why, then, kill Eadnoth?�
�He came to me and said that money was not enough. He had heard in the village that our new prioress would give as much credence to the word of a simple man as to one of better birth.� Simeon�s eyes glittered. �That wayward woman who now leads us would never understand that I was not willfully sinning, brother. She would not care that I might be burned at the stake for what the Devil made my body do!� His last words were spoken in a wail of agony.
Thomas winced. �Indeed, my lord, you are quite right.�
�I had to kill Eadnoth. You see, I had no choice.�
�Aye, I see that, but why kill Brother Rupert?�
�After the old prioress�s death, I saw him leave the priory one day, something he rarely did anymore with his old bones. I followed him. He went to see Eadnoth. I couldn�t hear their words, but Brother Rupert came to me soon after and told me there were rumors about a monk having sinful relations with a young man. He did not accuse me but said that the guilty man should be found out and brought to Church justice. At that time, Sister Ruth was elected prioress. She is a proper woman of good birth, one who knew her place in the world of men and would never believe a villein over me. I felt safe. Then a stranger replaced her, this Eleanor, a woman I did not know. I feared Brother Rupert would tell her tales before I could gain her ear, so I told him I had found the man he sought, that he should meet me by the cave so he could see for himself as the man committed the very sin. When he arrived, I stabbed him and hid his body in the cave until I could safely carry it to the nuns� cloister. So I would get no blood on me in the transfer, I changed his robes and buried the bloody ones.� Simeon ground his teeth.
�Why castrate him?�
Simeon laughed, his voice thin and high. �Wasn�t he a traitor to me, Thomas? Wasn�t the King�s enemy, Simon de Montfort, castrated after he was killed in battle? Should a traitor to me be treated any differently?�
�Indeed.�� Sharp bile rose into Thomas� throat. Simeon was quite mad, he thought, swallowing quickly.
�And wasn�t it a clever thing to do! I thought of it after I had killed him. We all knew how close the priest and the old prioress were. A pious man so filled with guilt over his lust might well follow the example of some of our early saints and castrate himself in the cloister, the very center of his sin. Or, perhaps, a lustful nun might have killed him and done the deed out of revenge or guilt. Finding his body in the nuns� cloister might suggest that too. So many reasons could be seen for such an act in such a place. It pointed everywhere. And nowhere.�
�You are a clever man, for cert!� Then Thomas turned his head. �But hush, my lord!� he whispered. �I came to warn you. The prioress is planning to trap you. She has sent for the crowner, and his men may be surrounding us as I speak.�
Simeon clutched Brother John to him more tightly. �This is loyalty?� he snarled. �To keep me here while they arrive? And how then did you find your way to me without them knowing it? And how did you propose we escape? I am no fool, Thomas.�
�Nor did I think you one, my lord. There is an entrance unnoted��
�A man new to the priory knows an entrance I do not after all my years at Tyndal? Come, Thomas, I took you for an intelligent man. Surely you can lie better than that.�
�Begging your pardon, my lord, but I would guess it has been some time since you have had to escape a lady�s chamber when her lord did unexpectedly return.�
Simeon�s lips twisted into a smile.
�The latrine is not a pleasant ladder to safety, but few men would suspect a monk of knowing that weak point in, shall we say, this castle�s defense.�
Simeon�s throaty laugh cracked like fragile clay. �Thomas, you are a good man. Indeed, I must make up for striking you on the head that night. It was out of my own fear of what you might find out if you caught� But first we must be gone. After I dispatch this troublesome monk.��
�My lord!� Thomas� eyes widened in horror as he pointed behind Simeon. �The torch!�
For just an instant as he turned to look, Simeon loosened his hold on Brother John, the edge of the knife dropped slightly. John threw himself backward, knocking Simeon off balance. As the two men fell on their backs, Simeon�s knife flew out of his hand.
�Yes!� Thomas shouted as he dove for the knife.
John rolled just out of Simeon�s grasp.
As he seized the knife, Thomas heard a strange whine above him, then a thud, and a grunt. When he looked up, he saw Simeon lying lifeless in the straw, his eyes staring blankly at the ceiling. A crossbow bolt stuck out of his chest.
�How sad,� Ralf said with a half frown as he looked at the crossbowman. �I do believe the man is dead. You must learn better control of your weapon.�

Chapter Thirty-Eight

�The Church had the right to try Brother Simeon for his crimes, Ralf.� Sister Anne�s face was flushed with outrage.
�Indeed, Annie, but my man fired the crossbow by accident. A steady fellow overall, but I did reprove him severely. He�s been ordered off for more practice. We cannot have deputies carrying weapons they don�t know how to handle properly. An innocent person might have been shot.� He bowed his head. �When I explained the accident to Prioress Eleanor, she did not condemn me as you have.�
�I know you better, and you haven�t changed a bit. When you do not trust the authorities to conduct what you consider a proper hearing, you take justice into your own hands. Such an act was capricious and unworthy of a civilized man.�
�That was unkind. Come, Annie, surely you know me to be fair and honest.� Pain was evident in Ralf�s eyes as he looked at the nun.
Sister Anne looked down at her hands. �Aye, Ralf, you are that, but one of these days you will condemn a man for sins he did not commit. You are not God. Do not forget it.�
Ralf turned his face from her and said nothing.
Sister Anne reached over and briefly squeezed his arm. �You are still a good man. Brother Simeon was not. Indeed, your sentence on him was kinder and quicker than he would have gotten from any other earthly court.� She smiled at him. �Now he is in the hands of God, who will be harsher on him than any mortal man, I think.�
�Annie, you know how much I care about what you�� Ralf reached for her hand, but she withdrew it quickly.
�Hush, Ralf, and go. You saved John, for which I am deeply in your debt. I shall keep your secret, but do not think you have fooled our prioress with your story. She is wiser than her youth would suggest, and I suspect she knows as well as I do that you ordered your man to kill Simeon. Still, she will keep her own counsel about it. I think she knows you for the decent man you are.�
Ralf opened his mouth, then shut it as he watched Sister Anne walk away from him. After she was gone, he bowed his head and wept, his hand pressed against a heart that ached with a very old sorrow.
***
Thomas stood at the entrance gate, straight-backed and hands folded into his sleeves, as he watched the man in black ride slowly away. When the rider had disappeared into the dusty distance, Thomas slumped against the rough walls of the priory and did nothing to stop the flood of his tears.
�I have made a bargain with the Devil,� he muttered. Indeed, he was beginning to wonder if the man who had saved him from the stake was no man at all, but one of Satan�s minions or even the Prince of Darkness himself. �Nay, with that tonsure, he is surely a man of the Church,� Thomas muttered, but in his anger he refused to concede that such a man could be godly.
He shook his head to clear his thoughts. The man in black had been contented with Thomas� handling of Simeon. Quite clever, he had said, when he heard about the scene in the storage room, and the man�s thin lips had even twitched into a shadow of a smile. Dead men could not testify to dark sins; the creditable living could be trusted not to speak of scandal; any rumors would be quelled. Yes, the demon messenger had said, it was all quite satisfactory. He looked pleased, even happy, if one could interpret anything at all from the man�s colorless face and faded gray eyes.
And that was the end of the visit. Or nearly so. After the man had taken a final sip of reddish wine and stood to leave, Thomas had jumped up and demanded to know what else he had in mind for him and when his next assignment would be. He would not be played with like a mouse by a cat, he snapped.
The man had smiled at Thomas� anger and asked in return if he was comfortable at Tyndal.
�This forsaken pile of moldering rocks? This place where the air stinks of rotting fish and slime? What do you think? Of course I am pleased with this place. Who would not be content to stay in such bitter exile?� Thomas had virtually spat at the man, but he had spoken the truth, hidden in the abusive words. He wanted to stay. And he did not want this cursed shadow of Satan to know it.
�Then you shall, good monk. For a while. And when you are needed for some other task, I will come again. Needless to say, I cannot promise when or the circumstances. Nor, I might add, do you have any right to demand anything. You have life, after all, and now�� he waved his hand around the room gracefully, �a comfortable enough haven, despite the smell of the sea.�
With that, the man had gestured at the door, and Thomas had led him to the gate where a handsome gray horse waited.
�Brother?�
Thomas started and looked around. Brother John was standing behind him at the entrance gate, his green eyes soft as young meadow grass on a spring afternoon.
�I was looking for you.� John lowered his head. �I�m not sure there are words enough to thank you for saving my life.�
Thomas looked at the man he had not trusted, a man he still did not fully understand, and was humbled by John�s gratitude. �There is no need to thank me, brother,� he mumbled and bowed his head.
John reached out and put his hand gently on Thomas� sleeve. �You did not like me, yet you risked your own life to save me. You distrusted me, but you treated me with fairness. There is much to thank you for.�
With John�s touch, Thomas began to feel an unfamiliar peace flow through him, and the tension he had felt with the visit of his tormentor started to dissipate. He looked up at his brother monk and said, �Can you forgive me for my thoughts? That would be thanks enough.�
John smiled. �There is no need to forgive what never hurt me.�
�Then there is peace between us,� Thomas heard himself say and realized he truly meant it.
�Peace, aye, and even understanding in time, for I do believe we have some things in common. The love of fine music, for one.� John put his arm around Thomas� shoulder. �The novices are ready to practice, and the sound of their sweet voices might give both our souls a needed balm.�
Then the two men went back into Tyndal Priory, the late summer sun warming their backs as they walked.
***
Eleanor stood in her chambers, staring at the Mary Magdalene tapestry. Anne stood next to her, her head bowed.
�I grieve for Prior Theobald,� she said to the prioress. �He loved Simeon.�
�Simeon took good care of him, and the prior was incapable of seeing what sins were hidden in the man. I understand why he might mourn his loss,� Eleanor said, looking away from the tapestry. �Sister Ruth has gone to weep in the chapel as well, but her sorrow is mixed with guilt. She will do hard penance for her willful blindness.�
�Although the brother and I did not get along, I knew he had been a good steward at the priory for many years. His sins were grave, shocking, yet��
Eleanor nodded at the hesitation. �Speak your thoughts.�
�Am I sinful to say he had some good despite his evil?�
�Being mortal, we are all flawed and can only pray to keep our wickedness balanced with our virtues. Simeon lost that balance at some point. Do you know why?�
�He was a man I thought I understood, yet I did not. For cert, his gift of stewardship should have been offered up to the glory of God, not to his own credit. In that he had a fatal flaw.� Anne looked at the prioress in silence, then said, �Others would say graver sins than ambition were his downfall, yet I cannot find it in my heart to so roundly condemn him.�
Eleanor raised her eyebrows. �What mean you?�
�Many would say he was evil, a heretic, because he was a sodomite.�
�You do not?�
�Have you not said yourself that love is not a sin?�
�I have. And someone much wiser than I has also said that love is sinful only when it leads a frail human to do evil in its name.�
�I recognize that thought, my lady,� Anne said, grasping her hands tightly.
�You should. It comes from Brother John. Continue.�
�Might not any love be acceptable in God�s sight if that love transformed a mortal into a better creature and thus closer to God?�
�I am no theologian, Anne, but, just between the two of us and for the sake of argument, let us say that I agree.�
�Fire is said to purify as well as destroy. Had Simeon denied himself consummation of his lust, might not the heat of his passion have transformed him into a more compassionate and understanding being? If he had chosen that way, I would never have condemned him. His sin, I believe, was in rejecting the redemptive aspect of a denied earthly love and thus he became a dark force of Satan.�
�You speak only of the denial of love�s carnal expression as redemptive, a concept with which we both might well agree in view of our vocation. The Church, however, does condone copulation between men and women vowed to one another; thus we cannot deny that there are good people who commit carnal acts. Therefore, within the privacy of this room, I do wonder this: what of a couple who falls into lustful acts, man and woman or man and man, whose union has not been blessed? Are they incapable of using that love they share to become better creatures?�
Anne paled. �Could such happen unless the union were blessed? For cert, I am not a theologian either, my lady, and I dare not speak to that. I await your instruction.�
�And kindly you do not suggest that I have spoken heresy, Anne. Nor do I mean such, but my heart tells me that there is so much enlightenment yet to be granted from a Wisdom far superior to our own. Perhaps it will be given to us at a time and place when we are most open to understanding. So I, too, shall leave my query to another day and await instruction.� Then Eleanor hesitated. �I have another question to ask. You have never told me why Brother John called you to the chapel the night Simeon attacked me. Nor how he came to have his own key so he could so freely come and go.�
Anne flushed scarlet.
�You gave him your key, did you not, long ago? And perhaps told Prioress Felicia that you had lost your own?� The prioress�s voice was gentle.
Anne nodded and covered her eyes. �You have guessed correctly, my lady, but he did not use the key for sinful purposes. Nor did I. We sometimes met. That is true, but never for carnal reasons. We love each other only as brother and sister and find a comfort in talking together as such.�
�I believe you, sister, but in giving him your key, you granted him rights that were not yours to give. Such a decision was rightly left to Prioress Felicia.� Eleanor raised her hand as Sister Anne began to speak. �Indeed, there may be good reason for the novice master and my confessor to have his own key, but Brother John must return it to me until I make that decision.�
�He will, my lady. You have been most generous to both of us.�
�Now tell me why he wanted to meet with you that night.�
�When Eadmund refused to tell anyone but John about Simeon, my hus�John wrote an anonymous letter to the mother house. In it, he suggested that our receiver had been committing vague but serious improprieties. Since he could reveal nothing about what the lad had said in confession, he hoped someone would be sent who could discover the truth."
�Then your husband had told you nothing about all this?�
�Nothing, but, when Eadmund told him he was coming to you with Tostig�s blessing, John decided you should be prepared to hear horrible things. He did not want the lad condemned.��
�Nor shall he be,� Eleanor interjected. �Brother John will heal his soul, although I have doubts about whether his spirit�Forgive me. Do continue.�
�John wanted prompt and harsher action taken against Simeon, not the one who had been forced against his will. Since John did not want anyone else to hear what he had to say to me, he suggested we meet in the church.�
�But he never came.�
�He was late and I never met with him. One of his novices� well, no mind that. Just as he approached the sacristy door, he heard screams and saw a man rush from the nuns� quarters. He gave chase but the figure disappeared into the monks� cloister. When John entered himself, he saw a shadowy figure at the other end, thought it was the fugitive, and ran toward him. Then he heard Simeon shouting from behind that John was a murderer. That figure at the other end of the cloister was Brother Thomas, who pulled John to the ground. Simeon must have hidden in the shadows when he saw Brother Thomas at the other end of the cloister and hoped it would look as if he had chased John, not the reverse.�
�But Brother John told Ralf nothing of this.�
�John is an honorable man, my lady. To do so would have meant saying why he was where he had been and thus betraying Eadmund�s confession. He could not do so, even if it meant his own life. The boy had to be the one to tell you about Simeon first.�
And he was almost a very dead, honorable man, Eleanor thought. �Your husband is a brave man,� she said aloud. �You must have loved him well before you both gave up the world.�
Anne flushed.
�And you still do, do you not?� Eleanor said quietly. �Perhaps not always as a sister does her brother?�
Anne stood up and walked over to the tapestry. �I pray that you are right in saying there is no sin in love, my lady, and I swear to you that I sin only in my thoughts while John sins not at all in his feelings for me. We once had a son together, you see, a much-adored boy who sickened and died before his tenth summer. Each of us grieved but John�s pain was darkest. He believed God had taken our son to punish John for his lust in the marriage bed. Since then, his love for me has been chaste. I long to follow his example, but I sometimes fail.�
Thus your grief is doubled, Eleanor thought, the loss of an adored child begetting the loss of a beloved husband.
Anne reached out and gently touched the embroidery in the face of Mary Magdalene. Her fingers slipped down the cheek of the saint. �It has been said by some that Prioress Felicia and Brother Rupert were closer than nun and priest should be. Knowing both, I never believed there was any impropriety. Yet when I first saw this tapestry, I wondered if our former prioress had once been tempted by lust, perhaps for her good priest, and had this made to remind herself that we can choose to let love either transform or destroy us. I found strength in that thought.�
Eleanor looked up sharply and studied the sad, but almost peaceful expression on Anne�s face. �Thus you teach me once again, Anne,� she said and reached out to touch the nun�s hand. �Are we not two sisters together, equal in so many ways before God? Anne and Eleanor, not sub-infirmarian and prioress? Indeed, I need a sister to be my conscience and I have none, either here or in the world. Will you act as that for me?�
�A woman of lowly birth such as I, and a sinful one, conscience to the prioress of Tyndal, the daughter of one of King Henry�s most favored barons?�
�Remember that entrance to Heaven is harder for me than it is for a camel to slip through the eye of a needle. Thus it is arrogant of me, a most lowly creature in the eyes of God, to ask you to act as my companion and conscience. If for no other reason, would you take on the task as a kindness to one of such mean rank in God�s eyes? You have perceptions and nobility of heart that I lack, and I ask with genuine humility for your friendship, unworthy as I may be.�
Anne smiled and gently took Eleanor�s hand in hers. �I am grateful you came to us, Eleanor. I was so very lonely.�
***
Many years later, some of the nuns and monks of Tyndal would swear that they saw a skeletally thin horseman on a very pale horse ride away from the monastery grounds into the forest beyond as the church bells rang for prayer that first evening after Simeon�s death. There were many more that claimed the bells had never sounded quite as sweet as they did the following morning when the first day of true peace dawned over Tyndal Priory.
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