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Аннотация
Prime crime from the Edgar-nominated author of The Servant's Tale. In London to mourn the passing of her uncle, Sister Frevisse is taken aback when a scoundrel at the funeral dares God to strike him down-and he summarily collapses and dies. Bishop Beaufort prevails upon the Sister for help in solving the baffling case.
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The fourth book in the Sister Frevisse series, 1994

And whan that this was doon, thus spak thatoon:
"Now lat us sitte and drynke, and make usmerie,
And afterward we wol his body berie.
The Pardoner's Tale � CanterburyTales
Geoffrey Chaucer



Chapter One

The room was in darkness except for thecandles burning at the head of the bed and a gray line of thindaylight along the edge of the closely shuttered windows. Thecoals in the brazier in the corner had burned too low even to glow,though the room was still thickly warm with their heat and thecrowding of people who had been there.
Now there were only two men, and one of themwas dying.
Thomas Chaucer lay motionless in the widebed, raised a little on his pillows. It was a rich bed, withthe glint of gold threads in the embroidered coverlet and hung withpattern-woven curtains. And what could be seen of the room inthe small reach of the candlelight was equally rich, thefurnishings deeply carved, the ceiling beams painted in twinedvines and singing birds. Now, for this occasion, one of thechests along the wall was covered with a white cloth and set outfor priestly matters. Between two stately burning beeswaxcandles were a small vessel of sacred oil, another of holy water,and a golden box for the consecrated wafers. Cardinal BishopBeaufort of Winchester, tall beyond the ordinary and seeming moreso in his furred, scarlet gown and in the low light, moved from thechest to stand beside the bed again. His voice moved richly,surely, through the Latin words.
�Accipe, frater, Viaticum Corporis Domininostril Jesu Christi, qui te custodiat ab hoste maligno, etperducat in vitam aeternam, amen.� Accept, brother, theBody of our Lord Jesus Christ, who keeps you from the evil host,and leads you into eternal life, amen.
With great care and gentleness, the bishoplaid the fragment of Christ�s body on Chaucer�s tongue. Weakly, he swallowed it, then whispered, �My last food. Andthe best.�
�To nourish your soul rather than your body,�Beaufort agreed. He moved away, his back to the bed and dyingman.
�Hal,� Chaucer said.
Not turning around, Beaufort said huskily,�Yes?�
�Stay with me this while. It won�t be muchlonger.�
Still with his back to the bed, Beaufort benthis head, wiped his eyes, then straightened and turned. �Youare probably the last person who will ever call me Hal,� he said,his lightness strained over grief. �The last who rememberswhen we were young.�
�Bedford may.�
�Bedford is in France and sick with what�sbeen done to him. I doubt he�ll ever see England again.�
Chaucer took that in silence awhile. �Then consider the benefits of there being no one left to rememberyour disreputable youth and tell stories on you.�
Beaufort gave him the smile he wanted andlaid a hand over his cold, thin arm. �I�ve learned to livewith your exaggerated memories of my disreputable youth. Butyou�d best guard your tongue and thoughts lest I have to absolveyou all over again.� Belatedly, he removed the purple stolefrom around his neck, kissed it, folded it, and set it aside.
Beaufort and Chaucer were cousins. Their mothers had been sisters, the daughters of a Flemish knightin the queen�s retinue five kings ago. Chaucer�s mother hadsuitably married an officer of the royal duke of Lancaster�shousehold named Geoffrey Chaucer. From their solid andrespectable marriage, by his father�s connections and his ownconsiderable talents, Thomas has built a fortune and his life.
Beaufort�s mother had been lessconventional. She had borne the royal duke of Lancaster fourchildren without benefit of marriage. But years later, toeveryone�s surprise and for no reason except love, the duke hadactually married her. their children had been legitimizedunder the name of Beaufort, and Henry � sometimes Hal � theirsecond son, had risen high in both the Church and England�sgovernment. And built a fortune so great he was chief lenderto the Crown in its necessity.
Despite the differences between them, theyhad been and were good friends, with deep respect for the men theyeach had become. The silence between them now wascompanionable under its weight of grief.
A candle hissed over a flaw in its wick, andBeaufort said, �You don�t want Matilda to come in again? OrAlice?�
Chaucer�s wife and daughter had left the roomduring the last rites, taking the servants and attendants andMatilda�s contained but continuous weeping with them. If anyreturned, all returned, and the room would be crowded and intensewith them again. Eyes closed, Chaucer said with the barestmovement of his lips, �No.� And then, after another silence,he said, �There�s something I want you to do for me.�
�Anything in my power.� Which wasconsiderable.
�In the aumbry, there�� Chaucer movedhis head slightly to show which cupboard along the wall hemeant. �There�s a book. Wrapped in cloth. It�snot in my will, but give it to my niece. The nun. DameFrevisse.� A smile turned the corners of his mouth. �But don�t you look at it. Leave it wrapped.�
�Secret books to young women, Thomas?�Beaufort teased mildly. �Am I supposed to approve?�
�You�d have to officially disapprove if youknew what it was, but I believe I imperil neither her soul nor myown with it.� He added irrelevantly, �Nor is she so younganymore.�
�I suppose she isn�t, is she? She�sbeen in her nunnery quite a while.� Beaufort looked in theaumbry for the book and found it. It was small, hardly aslong as his hand, but bulky, even allowing for its wrappings. He ran his fingers along the edges he could feel through thecloth. �Not something I�d want for my own library, Itrust?�
Chaucer smiled a little more. �All thebest of my books are already safely named to you in my will. No, this is a plain thing that Frevisse valued in the while she washere. I like to think of her having it.�
�Then she will.� Beaufort laid the bookon the white-clothed chest and returned to Chaucer�s side. �By the way, won�t your son-in-law protest the gutting of yourlibrary on my behalf?�
�My son-in-law judges a book by how manyjewels are set in its cover and how bright with gold the picturesare. I�ve left the gaudiest for him. He�ll becontent.�
�He�d best be,� Beaufort said. �I doubthe�d care to deal with me over the matter.� Chaucer�sdaughter had married William de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk, for herthird husband. He had a great inherited fortune, a handsomeface, a remarkable degree of charm, influence in the government,and � in Chaucer�s and Beaufort�s opinions � not much in the way ofbrains, and even less in the way of common sense. There wasno doubt that Suffolk would come off the worse if it came to adispute, for Beaufort was a match for anyone in the kingdom.
No, it had not been lack of ability that hadkept Beaufort from rising to the highest place in the royalgovernment � Protector to the young King Henry VI � but aregrettable clash of character between himself and his ownhalf-nephew on his father�s side. If plain hatred � Godforgive him for it � could have killed, Humphrey, duke ofGloucester, would have long since been quite dead. As it was,they had succeeded in crabbing each other�s ambitions; though eachhad high power and place, neither of them had as much as theywanted, and neither had gained control of the young King�sgovernment. Nor were they likely to, now that he was nearingan age to take more responsibility to himself. Unless onecould keep near enough to him to win his favor and support�
Beaufort realized he had lost himself in histhoughts. And that Chaucer was watching him with familiarmockery, or the faint shadow of it that was all he had strengthfor.
�All right,� Beaufort said. �I was�indulging in my ambitions�, as you have been wont to say. Will it be a comfort to you if I admit I�ve begun to think you wereright to refuse so steadily to be drawn into the morass I�vewillingly braved all these years?�
Chaucer moved his head in weak denial. �No. I�ve always known I was right to avoid Westminster likethe plague. Though, like the plague, it cannot always beavoided.� With a smile, he added, �But I�ve also known youwere where you belonged, Hal, given your very different ambitionsfrom mine. I�d be sorry to hear you�ve wearied of it?�
Tentatively � and Chaucer probably the onlyman in England to whom he would show that side of himself -Beaufort said, �The King is growing older. Things arechanging.�
�To your advantage perhaps.�
�Perhaps,� Beaufort assented. IfBedford died in France � the man who had both supported him andcurbed him, keeping a balance among the court factions no matterhow they resented it � then there would be new possibilities.
Chaucer�s eyes closed, not in sleep, Beaufortthought, but simply because he lacked strength to hold themopen. The pulse in his throat fluttered and lost beat. Beaufort leaned forward, a sick feeling in his own heart. Butthe pulse steadied, weakly, into a slow rhythm again and wenton. Chaucer had been dying for three months now, had knownfor certain he was dying, though the wasting disease itself hadbegun to come on him a while before that. Nothing he ate gavehim any strength; despite everything done for him � and he couldafford the best physicians in England � he had wasted as simply asif he had been deliberately starving. Now there was verylittle of him left; his failing body could not hold on to hisspirit much longer.
Without opening his eyes, Chaucer said,�Lydgate.�
Beaufort almost looked around the room to seewho had come in.
�If he sends a poem about me,� Chaucer said,his eyes still closed, �I strictly charge you that it isn�t to beread at my funeral or at any of my memorials. Not a word, nota line of it.�
�But�� Lydgate was England�s masterpoet, brilliant, popular, prolific. He wrote on every greatoccasion, at length. His many-versed cry of pain at Chaucer�sdeparture for a stay in France had won high praise. And heclaimed Thomas� own father Geoffrey as his inspiration. So itwas perhaps surprising that Thomas had always been, privately butunremittingly, rude about his work.
�Unless you are quite sure I won�t come tohaunt you in some particularly horrible guise, don�t let any of hiswork be read anywhere near me, dead or alive. Not at myfuneral, my month�s mind, my year day, or any other time.�
Beaufort twitched his lips tightly over asmile he could not help, while allowing the tears to flow. Customary as tears might be among the gently born, yet he had notcried as wholeheartedly for anyone since his mother died, far morethan thirty years ago. It was a minute or two before he couldsay, �You have my word you�ll be spared him, even in death.�
Chaucer�s eyebrows lifted, but his eyes didnot open. He took a shallow breath, and another, and saidmore faintly, �My niece. The nun. I�ve told you abouther?�
�You�ve told me. I have the book. I�ll give it to her.�
�Tell her� I�ll miss her.�

Chapter Two

Frevisse bent lower and rested her foreheadon the cold stone of the altar step, her clasped hands pressedagainst her breast, her knees aching beneath her. She hadbeen there since the end of Tierce, the mid-morning office. Soon it would be Sext, and the other nuns of St. Frideswide�sPriory would be returning. She would have to rise and takeher place with them in the choir, and she was not certain her kneeswould hold her when the time came to stand.
She sighed and straightened, raising her eyesto the lamp burning above the altar. Its oil was renewed bycaring hands every day, its small flame deeply cupped in the curveof red glass. It burned without wavering, simple and enduringamong the shadows and cold air eddies of the church, and life.
Frevisse shivered. She was latelycaught in a cold eddy of life and could not seem to escape it,despite all her prayers and penance. Half a year ago she hadmade choices and a final choice that had come because of them � andsince then had lived with what she had done, and found nopeace. There were people dead who might have been aliveexcept for her choices. Mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maximaculpa. By my fault, by my fault, by my most grievousfault.
As if in sympathy with her sorrow, the dayshad been gray and damp and chill under lowering skies for seeminglyas long as she could remember. It had been summer, a longtime ago, but there had been few warm days among the chill andwet. Then had come the rainy autumn, and what there had beenof harvest had rotted in the fields. Now, hardly passedMartinmas, late November in the year of God�s grace 1434, there wasnothing to look forward to but a famine winter and much dying, asif the world were a reflection of her soul.
Frevisse�s mouth drew down tightly at thethought. That was her self speaking, the worldly self she hadbeen so harshly purging all these months.
The prioress had understood her sickness ofheart. In the shifting of duties she had made at Midsummer,Domina Edith had ruled that Frevisse would cease to be hosteler,seeing to the priory�s guests and always in contact with mattersoutside the cloister. Instead, she was made novice mistress,her duties to oversee such novices as the priory had � which waspresently none, and none expected. In place of them, she wasset to copying in her fine hand any books the prioress had promisedto someone or had borrowed for the priory � which in the monthssince Midsummer had been one.
Frevisse had been grateful for this lesseningof outward responsibility, had understood that Domina Edith hadgiven it to her so she would have chance to mend her sins andinward hurt. And she had tried. But there was still nojoy or even simple pleasure in anything she did or prayed. And that was another sin, the deadly one of accidie. God forgave all sins repented of, but one�s heart had to be open toreceive the forgiveness.
The cloister bell began to clang flatly,telling it was time for Sext. Wearily, Frevisse crossedherself and rose painfully to her feet. The offices, seventimes each day, from midnight through to bed again, were hercomfort and refuge. She almost always could forget herself intheir complex beauties of interwoven psalms and prayers, and find amomentary promise that this dryness of her heart and spirit wouldnot last forever.
But it was not ended yet. Weary ofherself, she went the little way beyond the altar to her place inthe choir, knelt there and waited, her head bowed.
Quietly in their soft-soled shoes, with onlya rustle of skirts, the other nuns came from whatever tasks theyhad been doing through the priory. St. Frideswide�s was asmall Benedictine house; there were only ten nuns and theirprioress. Frevisse could identify them all by theirfootfalls. Sister Thomasine first, her light, hurried stepsreflecting her eagerness. To serve as a nun had been her onlydesire since girlhood, and, still hardly more than a girl, shecherished it with her whole heart. It had been a shock to herwhen Domina Edith had appointed her infirmarian in place of DameClaire. And a shock to Dame Claire, who had been taken fromher beloved herbs and potions and tending to the sick to becomecellarer and kitchener, supervising the priory�s lay workers,storerooms, and kitchen. Dame Claire�s firm, even footstepsfollowed Sister Thomasine�s, with a mingling of two others closebehind her � Sisters Emma and Juliana, neither hurried nor lagging,simply tending to another of the tasks of a nun. Behind them,with no mistaking her heavy tread, came Dame Alys. She hadtaken her loss of authority as cellarer with ill grace, and made adiscontented sacrist. After her, by a goodly while, rushedSister Amicia, nearly late as usual.
Domina Edith did not enter until SisterAmicia was in her place. The prioress� dignity required shenot be part of the crush and bustle of her nuns. But she wasonly waiting, and entered as soon as Sister Amicia had settledbreathlessly into her stall. Dame Perpetua and Sister Lucywere on her either side, hands on her elbows to steady and supporther as she shuffled to her place in her own elaborately carvedchoir stall. Domina Edith was very old, and last winter�sdeep cold had dealt harshly with her. She had survived aheavy rheum in her chest but not recovered her strength. Frevisse, risen to her feet with the others, watched her slowcoming and painful easing down into her seat with concern. Domina Edith had been prioress since the year Henry of Lancasterhad made himself King Henry IV; Frevisse could not and did not wantto imagine St. Frideswide�s without her.
Sext was a brief service. Frevisserefuged in it as deeply as she could for its little while, and atits end prayed with especial longing, �Domine, exaudi orationemmeum, et clamor meus ad te veniat.� Lord, hear my prayer,and let my cry come to you.
The prayer faded to the church�ssilence. For a moment there was no stir or whisper, only asilence heavy with the holy weight of the many prayers offered inthis place. Then Domina Edith leaned forward, and DamePerpetua and Sister Lucy came quickly to help her to herfeet. The others rose respectfully, holding their placesuntil she was gone before going their own ways, brisk now to beabout their other duties. As they left, Frevisse slid forwardonto her kneeler again, returning to the words of Sext�s openinghymn. Rector potens, verax Deus� Confer salutem corporumveramque pacem cordium� Lord of might, God of truth� Givethe body health and true peace to the heart�
The health she asked for Domina Edith. Let her live, if it be your will. But for herself, peace tothe heart, pacem cordium, peace�
A touch on her shoulder brought herback. A little dazed, Frevisse raised her head to find DamePerpetua leaning over the choir stall in front of her to reachher.
It was difficult to judge each other�s agesin St. Frideswide�s, enveloped as they all were in the loose-fittedlayers of the black Benedictine habit, only their faces showing inthe surround of white wimples and black veils, with even then verylittle of their foreheads and nothing below the chin. ButFrevisse guessed that Dame Perpetua was perhaps ten years olderthan herself, and so somewhere in her forties. She was acompactly built woman with a kind face and firm manner. Now,bound by the rule of silence, she smiled at Frevisse and made thehand gesture that meant the prioress, and another that askedFrevisse to come with her.
The prioress� parlor overlooked the inneryard and the guesthalls that flanked its gateway through three tallwindows above a window seat made comfortable with brightlyembroidered cushions. Because the prioress� duties includedreceiving the occasional important visitors and conducting businessthat could not be dealt with in the general chapter meetings, herquarters offered more comfort than the rest of the nunnery. There was a large, carved table covered by a woven Spanishtapestry, two chairs, and a fireplace, its flames crackling along alog to ward off the chill of this gray morning.
Domina Edith�s own high-backed chair had beenmoved close to the hearth, and she sat there, wrapped in thefur-lined cloak she wore only upon the insistence of theinfirmarian. It was drawn up to her chin and she was sunkdown into it, smaller, it seemed to Frevisse, with each passingmonth. Just now, she might have been dozing, her chin deepinto the folds of her wimple; but if she was, it was the lightsleep of the aged. She lifted her head at Frevisse�sentering, her faded eyes alert under the wrinkled lids.
�Dame Frevisse,� she said, and Frevissecurtsied to her. �Sit.� She gestured to the stoolacross the hearth from her.
Frevisse sat and was immediately aware of thefire�s warmth on her cheeks. Her urge was to hold her handsout to it, too, but they were tucked decently up her sleeves, outof sight; it would be a luxury to bring them out.
�There is a letter come for you.� Domina Edith nodded at Dame Perpetua, who had waited beside thetable and now came forward with a folded, sealed piece of parchmentin her hand.
Frevisse had supposed Domina Edith wished tosee her about some failure in her duties or to warn her against somuch time spent alone in the church. Changing her attentionto the letter, she took it, not recognizing the handwriting on itsoutside that directed it to Dame Frevisse Barrett, St. Frideswide�sPriory, near Banbury, Oxfordshire.
�I fear it is bad news,� Domina Edith saidsoftly.
As she said it, Frevisse turned the letterover and recognized her uncle Thomas Chaucer�s seal imprint in thewax. But if it was his letter, then why had someone elsewritten the address? That had never been his waybefore. Her hands beginning to tremble, because she knew hehad been ill, Frevisse freed the seal and unfolded the letter, tofind it was indeed written in her uncle�s familiar hand.
�To my well-beloved niece, may this find youin health, I greet you well, with God�s blessing and mine. Iam dying-�
Frevisse drew her breath in sharply. All of her tightened with pain, and she fought to keep herselfsteady. The letter was brief and completely to the point,without any trace of his usual dry wit.
�The disease that we hoped would draw off hasindeed proved fatal after all. I would see you one more time,if God grants it and your good prioress allows yourjourney�� Frevisse�s tears fell down on the parchment,blotting the ink. With a harsh hand, she drove others fromher eyes and read on. �If not, know I hold you dear and willremember you in heaven. Your uncle, Thomas Chaucer.�
Already blind again with tears, Frevisse heldthe letter out to Domina Edith, it being the prioress� right andduty � and in this case, necessity � to read whatever came to hernuns. She waited, hands pressed to her face to control hercrying, until Domina Edith said with kindness, �You will leavewithin the hour. May God bring you to him in time.�

Chapter Three

The cold day was drawn down to a thin line ofsullen red in the west, lowering in the west below the roiling,darkening clouds. It was as much brightness as the day hadseen, but the rain had held off and the wind with its cutting edgewas at their backs now as the four riders covered the last stretchof road, down into the valley with its village and the cluster ofwalls and buildings that was Ewelme Manor and the end of theirjourney.
They were already too late. They hadlearned in the last village before this that Chaucer haddied. �Yesterday,� a man had said. �Aye,yesterday. We heard the bell tolling. Carried on thewind, it was. And then today we heard for certain sure thatit was over for him. God keep him.�
So all their haste now was to escape thebitter cold and harsh wind. After two days of winter riding thosewere reasons enough. The small lake between the village andthe manor had a froth of whitecaps, and the tall elms around itsoughed and bent their bare limbs in black, tossing patternsagainst the moving sky.
Ewelme�s outer gates still stood open, withtorches burning in the brackets to either side. As the riderscame into the courtyard, grooms ran out from the stables, and therewere many hands to hold the horses and help the riders down.
Frevisse, dismounting stiff and clumsy withcold, looked among the grooms for a face she recognized. Ewelme was where she thought of when she thought of home; she hadbeen part of her uncle�s household for the eight final years of hergirlhood.
But she had been gone too many years, itseemed. No one was familiar, including the short gentlemanwho, as the horses were led away, bobbed up under the travelers�noses, looking in each of their faces to determine who led theirparty. Even allowing for the layers of clothing and the cloakhe was bundled in, he was a round-bodied man, and he bounced andjounced on the balls of his feet like a water-filled pig�s bladderto show how eager he was to serve.
�Yes, yes, welcome! It�s going to be acruel night, indeed it is. So you�re very welcome to shelterhere. Of course you are. But you know, perhaps, we�re ahouse bereaved. We can offer shelter, certainly,but-�
�I�m Master Chaucer�s niece,� Frevisse cut incurtly. �He sent for me. Before he died,� she added, tobe spared being told again that she was too late.
�Oh. Oh.� The little manregistered true distress. He was inches shorter than she wasand cricked his neck sideways to see up to her face. �Youmust have heard on the way, then! How cruel, howdistressing! My deepest sympathy!� He looked around herat her companions. Dame Perpetua stood beside her; it wasunthinkable for a nun to travel without another nun for propriety�ssake. And beyond them were two burly men the priory stewardhad chosen from the priory�s stables to accompany them. Giventhe times and season, any traveler with sense went well guarded ifpossible.
The little man seemed about to deal with oneof the men, anticipating that the women might collapse intohysterical grief at any moment. But Frevisse was too tiredand cold, and aware that Dame Perpetua was, as well, to waste timein displays of grief. Tersely taking the situation in hand,she said, �Let my men be seen to in the stable, if that isconvenient.� The little man nodded, blinking rapidly at thisdisplay of authority. Frevisse did not give him chance tospeak his agreement, but turned to the priory men and directed,�Return to St. Frideswide�s tomorrow. We�ll be here forI don�t know how long, but if it�s to be more than a fortnight,we�ll send word. When we�re free to return, my aunt willarrange escort for us, surely.�
She looked at the little man forconfirmation. He bobbed his head emphatically. �Oh,surely, surely,� he agreed.
�Then Dame Perpetua and I would be mostgrateful to go inside.�
�Surely, surely.�
As the two priory men bowed awkwardly andbegan to follow one of the grooms toward the stables, Dame Perpetuasaid, �God grant you a good night�s rest.�
Ashamed she had forgotten that simplecourtesy, Frevisse added hastily, �And a safe journey home.�
The men bowed again, in a hurry to be away toshelter and food. Frevisse and Dame Perpetua gave themselvesover to the little man�s guidance.
Ewelme was a moated manor house. Asthey crossed the bridge from the outer yard after the little man,the wind caught at them again, colder than before. But therewere servants standing ready to hold the doors open, and on thelittle man�s heels they came out of the wind and darkness into apassage where elaborate wooden screens averted the drafts that hadcome in with them. Beyond the passage was a great hall thatwas the heart and gathering place of the house. It was fullof torchlight and the sounds of trestle tables being set up. �Nearly supper time,� the man explained, as if they would not knowthis. �Now�� He hesitated. Apparently he hadnot decided what to do about them in the time from the stable tohere. Should it be food and warmth first? Or ought theybe taken to Mistress Chaucer right away? Or�
Frevisse thought he must be one of her aunt�schoices for office, her uncle had always expected quick-wittedcompetence and dignity from those who directly served him. Impatiently, and instantly displeased at herself for it, she said,�I want to see my uncle. And Dame Perpetua wants a warm fireto stand beside until it�s time to eat. I�m sure Aunt Matildawill want to know we�ve arrived.�
�Yes, yes, that seems the best way,� the managreed. �Your uncle is in the chapel, my lady. Ifyou�ll come with me��
�I know the way. See to DamePerpetua.�
Dame Perpetua gave her a grateful, shiveringsmile and nod. She was a good traveler, not given tocomplaint and grateful for whatever comforts came her way, but shehad reached the end of her endurance and needed warmth and a placeto sit. She followed the little man away.
There was no warmth in the chapel, though themany candles around the coffin gave an illusion of it. Frevisse paused in the doorway, shivering, remembering when AuntMatilda had agitated for a fireplace in here� �There, alongthe outer wall. It would be no trouble at all to have itbuilt.� But Chaucer had answered, �We come here for the goodof our souls, not the comforting of our bodies.� And thoughhe had had no objection to comforting his body at other times andplaces with all the luxuries his considerable fortune could afford,he had held firm about the chapel. There was no fireplace,and chill seemed to breathe from its stones.
But he had been lavish in itsdecorations. The main worshipping for the household was donein the village church, where the funeral and burial would beheld. The chapel was meant solely for private familydevotions, and the household priest�s daily mass, and was asgracefully complex and elegant as a saint�s reliquary. Theceiling was painted heaven�s blue and spangled with stars, theelaborately carved and gilded wood reredos behind the altar reachedto them, and though now the altar was covered in black cloth ratherthan its usual embroidered richness, a long stretch of woven carpetin jewel-bright reds and blues and greens reached from it down thealtar step and the length of the chapel floor almost to thedoor. The side walls were painted with saints standing eachby the other in a flowery mead, smiling benignly down on those whocame to pray, while the rear wall was brilliant with the Virginbeing crowned in heaven while saints and angels joyfullywatched.
Seeing the Virgin, Frevisse could hear heruncle singing lightly, �Had the apple not been taken, taken been,Then would not Our Lady have been crowned heaven�s queen, heaven�squeen�� as he had done the day he had explained all themeanings in the picture to her, when she was small and newly cometo Ewelme and still wary of its strangeness.
Now his coffin was set on trestles in frontof the altar, with two priests and two servants of the householdkneeling among the candles around it, their prayers a small,sibilant murmur in the quiet. Until he was buried, he wouldnever be left unattended. Frevisse went forward silently until shecould see his face. The candlelight gave it a warmth it no longertruly had, and as was so usual with the peaceful dead, he lookedonly sleeping. But it would never again be any use to think,Remember this, to tell him when he comes to visitnext. Or hope, in this world, to talk and argue with him,or hear his laughter.
Frevisse found the pain of her grief stilltoo raw and unfamiliar to bear. She dropped her eyes, kneltwhere she was, and began her prayers for his soul�s safety andrest. She had prayed so much these past months, against herthick misery of doubts and a different kind of grief, that theprayers came with instinctive ease and no need to grope forwords.
Lost in her prayers and grief, she wasunaware of any movement around her until a hand briefly touched hershoulder and someone said, �You had best come to supper now. Your aunt will want to see you as soon as may be.�
She became aware that the stone under thecarpet was pressing hard on her knees, and that around her therewas a shifting and murmur as those who had been praying gave overtheir places to those come to replace them. Her face was warmand wet with tears, and she had no idea how long she had beenthere. There was no hope of hiding that she had been crying,and she did not try as she lifted her head to the man standingbeside her.
She recognized him as one of the priests whohad been praying beside the coffin when she entered. He hadthe drawn look of someone who had been praying for an uncomfortablylong while, but there was the sheen behind his weariness that toldhow rich his praying had been.
She let him take her elbow and help her rise,not questioning how he knew who she was. Chaucer�s niece, thenun, had been expected. And she was hungry. Broken out of her prayers, she was suddenly aware of all her body�sdiscomforts, with hunger for food and warmth very strong amongthem.
�Thank you,� she said. With her handstucked into her sleeves and her head down, she followed him notback to the great hall where most of the household would dine, butaside and up the stairs to her aunt�s parlor.
Frevisse had spent countless uncomfortablehours there in her girlhood, learning and working the intricate,eternal embroidery and stitchery considered a suitable occupationfor a lady, and listening to her aunt talk. Aunt Matildaalways talked � to Frevisse, to her women, sometimes to the emptyair. Aunt Matilda was fond of talk, and that had been theoriginal reason Frevisse had sought the refuge of her uncle�srelatively quiet company, among his work and books. Later,love of what those books held had been the stronger motive. Her uncle had been far better company than her aunt; he listened asmuch as he talked, and his mind ranged through all the learning andlessons he had gathered into his library and his life. AuntMatilda had thought Frevisse�s choice very unladylike, of course,but since dear Thomas allowed it, she had been willing to let itbe.
Aside from her boredom, Frevisse rememberedher aunt�s parlor as a lovely room, well-proportioned andhigh-ceilinged, with ample windows to fill it with light even oncloudy days. It looked out on the moat with its swans and, insummer, the green reaches of the park. With her owninherited wealth and her husband�s constantly growing fortune, AuntMatilda had furnished it with every comfort. And though tonight theshutters were closed across the windows, top and bottom, shadowswere banished to the lowest, farthest corners by lamps burning onevery flat surface, all around the room. Their rich, steadylight gleamed on the painted patterns of the shutters and ceilingbeams, and caught among the bright threads of the wall-hungtapestries. Braziers glowed in the corners, warming the room,and it was so crowded with people that in the first moment of herarrival, Frevisse failed to recognize anyone.
Then she saw her aunt. Richly gownedand veiled in black, she was seated at the room�s far end, in frontof the brightest tapestry. On her right, in another chair,sat a younger woman in equally rich black whom Frevisse guessed washer daughter Alice, so that the man seated beyond her wasundoubtedly Alice�s latest husband, William de la Pole, the earl ofSuffolk.
The identity of the man seated on AuntMatilda�s left was more problematical. For a moment, unableto have clear view of him among the crowded shift of people in theroom, Frevisse could not even guess who he might be. But thenshe saw him clearly. A churchman by the severe cut of hisfloor-length black gown and the priest�s cap he wore to cover histonsure. But even the length of the room away, she knew hewas anything but a plain churchman; he held himself like a prince,and quite abruptly she realized who he was, though she had seen himno more than twice in her girlhood. Cardinal Bishop Beaufortof Winchester. A prince of the Church indeed, and doing thefamily great honor by his presence.
Then Aunt Matilda, whose eye was ever as busyas her tongue, saw her, broke off whatever condolences she had beenreceiving, and, rising from her chair with an exclamation, surgedtoward her, arms extended. �Frevisse, my dear! Myprecious dear!� She was a tall woman, comfortably plump inher middle age. Her black veiling, enough for half a dozenwomen, drifted and fell about them both as she wrapped herarms around Frevisse and held her close. �I knew you would betoo late; he went so suddenly at the end, almost as soon as theletter was sent. I don�t know what I shall do without him,what any of us shall do without him. But you�re here. Bless you, my dear.�
Enveloped in her aunt�s embrace and overflowof words, Frevisse murmured only, �Dear aunt,� which seemed to besufficient.
But then there was the necessity of beingintroduced, first to the room at large: �My very dear niece,Dame Frevisse of St. Frideswide�s Priory. Dear Thomas was sofond of her, and she�s come too late to bid him farewell, but she�shere to my comfort, and I�m so glad.� Then to the threepeople still seated in front of the tapestry on the room�s onlychairs: �My lord of Winchester, may I present my dear nieceDame Frevisse.� Aunt Matilda drew Frevisse directly in frontof him. �Frevisse, this is the Cardinal Bishop HenryBeaufort. He came all the way from Winchester � imagine that- to be with Thomas at the end. He and Thomas arecousins. You remember him, surely.�
Frevisse sank in a deep curtsy. �Mylord bishop,� she said, and took the hand he held out to her, tokiss the proper ring among the many that he wore. All of themwere ornate, most set with red stones shaded from ruby togarnet. To go with his cardinal�s robes, she supposed, notingthat his gown was of the richest wool and lined with blackfur. The jewels and sable showed he was undoubtedly aswealthy as rumor said. And that was only one of the manythings rumor said about him.
But apart from what little Chaucer had saidof him to her, rumor was all she knew about him. She wasdisconcerted, as she straightened and met his gaze, to find himregarding her with a speculative assessment deeper than thecommonplace nature of their meeting.
But all he said, in most formal wise, was,�Your loss is as mine in this.�
So it was sufficient for her to answer, withan acknowledging bow of her head, �A great loss and a deep grief tous both.� Than she was free to move away from him to meet hercousin Alice.
She had seen her uncle fairly often and heraunt occasionally since she had entered St. Frideswide�s. Butshe had last seen Alice seventeen years ago, when Alice had beenthirteen and already two years widowed from her firsthusband. Since then she had grown into womanhood, married theearl of Salisbury, been widowed again by his death at the siege ofOrleans, and a few years ago married the earl of Suffolk.
When Frevisse had known her, she had been aquiet-mannered child, neither unsatisfactorily plain nor noticeablylovely, and much better at her sewing than Frevisse had ever hopedto be. Remembering her then, Frevisse was disconcerted now tobe confronted by a woman as tall as herself and quite lovely, herblue eyes perfect almond shape and brilliant with warmth andintelligence as she rose form her chair and took Frevisse�shand. �It�s been a long while cousin, and now a sad occasionto meet again,� she said, her voice as gracious as hermovement.
Frevisse murmured a reply, trying toreconcile her memories of her little cousin to this poised, grownwoman. She was not perfectly beautiful; her face and nose andupper lip were all somewhat long, but they were in proportion toeach other; and to judge by her eyebrows and rose-sweet complexion,she was still pale-fair. It was not difficult to see how shehad married twice into the high nobility, even putting her father�swealth aside.
Alice�s husband, William, the earl ofSuffolk, had also risen to be introduced. He was taller thanAlice, his brown hair attractively graying at the temples, hisdemeanor suitably grave. But he had a merry mouth, given tolaughter at other times, Frevisse supposed. He was handsomein the expected ways � his strong features even, his jaw firm, hisbrow broad, his nose well-shaped. He made a striking mate toAlice; their children should be good to look on. But hepatted Frevisse�s hand with condescending comfort after he hadbowed to kiss it, and as he spoke a few sentences perfectly suitedto the occasion, he was more aware of how well he said them thanwhether they were a comfort to her. Frevisse decided shewould avoid him as much as possible.
The arrival of servants with supper freedFrevisse from receiving other condolences. Alice and Suffolkand most of the others were going down to dine in the hall with thehousehold, but Aunt Matilda was to dine in the parlor with BishopBeaufort. �And I�d have you dine here, too, my dear. With your � Dame Perpetua? You�re both exhausted, I�m sure,and this will be so much easier than the hall.�
Frevisse readily agreed. As the smalltable was set up, she went aside to where Dame Perpetua had falleninto quiet conversation with the priest who had brought Frevissefrom the chapel. He was apparently staying to dine, too, andacknowledged her approach with a slight inclination of hishead.
Dame Perpetua made the introductions. �This is Sire Philip. He�s been priest here-� Shelooked at him questioningly. �Three years now?�
�Come Advent,� he agreed.
Frevisse bowed her head slightly inreturn. �Sire Philip.�
�Dame Frevisse.�
His voice was pleasant, even and wellmodulated, matching the good bones of his face that would have beenhandsome except for the deep pitting and white webbing of smallpoxfrom chin to cheeks to temples. His black hair was a smoothcap clipped fashionably short above the ears, and his blackpriest�s gown, like the bishop�s, was of rich wool despite itsconservative cut. Unlike Bishop Beaufort, he wore no jewelsexcept a single, deeply etched gold ring, but it was plain he wasno poor priest eking out a living on the margins of the Church; hismanners were as smooth as any courtier�s. The three of themmade polite talk concerning the weather and the discomforts oftravel until they were called to the table.
Conversation at the meal was strange in itsnormalcy, as if they had come together for the pleasure of eachother�s company. It began predictably with Aunt Matilda�scomments on the bad weather. She was kind to include DamePerpetua in her questions and comments; and Dame Perpetua wascareful never to presume too much familiarity in her answers. She had been brought up in a home much like this, had learned to beboth gentle and detailed in her manners. That was one of thereasons Domina Edith had chosen her for Dame Frevisse�scompanion. �She will not add to your troubles, nor disgracethe nunnery with forward ways,� the prioress had said.
Indeed, Dame Perpetua replied quietly andgracefully to anything said to her, and when the conversation wentaway from her, she let it go. She might have been totallyunaware of the importance of Bishop Beaufort seated imposingly toher right at one end of the table, so perfect was her demeanor.
For Frevisse it was less easy to be sogracious. Her aunt�s bright, familiar chatter was strainedover a real and lacerating grief. And beyond that, Frevissewas uncomfortably aware that Bishop Beaufort was still watching herbeyond the social needs of the moment. Frevisse did not wanthis interest. She wanted the evening to be over and to bealone in bed with her thoughts and grieving until tomorrow had tobe faced. But first there was this super to be endured, andnow, amid the talk of the poor harvest, he asked her directly, �Howare matters at your nunnery? Were you able to save any of theharvest?�
Careful to keep her voice neutral, revealingnothing but information and politeness, Frevisse answered, �Perhapsenough to see us through until next year if we�re very spare withit.� She should have stopped there, but honesty made her add,�And perhaps not if we need to give to the villagers, as we didlast year.� Then, betrayed by the need to know, she asked,�Will there be any wheat brought in from abroad? How were theFrench harvests?�
�France went much the way we did, except inthe extreme south, which is no use to us,� Bishop Beaufort answeredreadily. Below the Loire was French-held territory, whereEnglish rule did not run. �There is some dealing with theHanse at present to bring wheat in from the Baltic east where theharvests have been good, we hear.�
In the urgency of the matter � life or deathfor those who lacked money to buy wheat at inflated prices inflatedby scarcity � Frevisse forgot her resolve to speak sparingly. If anyone present knew these things, it would be BishopBeaufort. Leaning toward him, she asked, �And in the meantimewill there be efforts to hold prices down here in England?�
The bishop paused in spooning up his nextmouthful. �Word has gone out from the Council to every townto do as much as they can to that end.�
That was a politician�s answer. Frevisse�s politeness slipped a little. She demanded ratherthan asked, �How much to that end do you think they�ll do?�
�Frevisse dear, have you tried one of thesecakes?� Aunt Matilda gestured for a servant to hold out toher a plate with small white cakes studded with raisins.
Frevisse began to shake her head, recognizinga tactic her aunt had employed frequently when Frevisse and Chaucerwould fall into one of their cheerful, complex arguments over somematter that Aunt Matilda had thought unseemly for theoccasion. With abrupt meekness, and anger at herself forbeing more bold than she should have, Frevisse said, �Thank you,aunt,� and turned her attention to one of the cakes. Theconversation shifted to the question of how many and who would cometo the funeral, set for the day after tomorrow.
But when she glanced up toward BishopBeaufort a while later, he was gazing at her with even more of anassessing look than he had had before.

Chapter Four

Aunt Matilda rose the next morning still graywith grief, and Alice, who had shared her mother�s bed, showed herown weariness around her eyes. Frevisse and Dame Perpetua,with their hurried journey�s ache and weariness still in them, hadslept on the servants� truckle beds, while the servants and Alice�slady-in-waiting slept on straw-filled mattresses, all now pushedout of the way and out of sight under the tall bed.
For the two nuns, the morning preparationswere simple: They were washed and dressed and their wimples andveils neatly pinned in place while Alice�s lady-in-waiting wasstill combing out and braiding her lady�s hair before dressingher. With hardly three words said between them, they drewaside to stand out of the way.
Frevisse, watching the bustle and chatteraround her cousin and unnaturally silent aunt, remembered Chauceronce saying that men who are tired grow quiet, while women growtalkative. Aunt Matilda had clearly passed weariness to theedge of exhaustion. While laying out her lady�s black gownfor the day, Aunt Matilda�s woman, Joan, in a tone only a servantof long standing would dare to use, said abruptly, �You�ve nobusiness being out and about today, my lady. No one expectsit of you. There�s people enough to see to what needsdoing.�
�But the guests. Thomas wouldwant-�
Alice cut in with, �Father would want you notto make yourself more ill than you already are.�
She looked to Frevisse over Matilda�s head,and Frevisse immediately said, �Truly, Aunt, you�ve been throughweeks of enduring. Today will be full of people arriving forthe funeral, and everyone wanting things from you if they see you,when what you need just now is to gather your strength fortomorrow. There�s nothing today that Alice and I can�toversee or come to you when we need direction. Please, Aunt,listen to us on this.�
Matilda shook her head refusingly through allof Frevisse�s words. But at the end of them, Alice kneltbefore her, took her hands, and pleaded very sweetly, �Please,Mother. Let us do this for you.�
Matilda closed her eyes over suddentears. Her body slackened its rigid determination to go on,and in a faltering voice she said, �Perhaps, perhaps you�reright. It�s tomorrow I should be thinking of, when we� whenwe�� She could not say, �bury Thomas,� but when, withvisible effort, she had regained control, she opened her eyes andbegan to tell them everything that needed doing today.
Check the linen closet for blankets and setthe stable hands to filling pallets with straw, she told them, thenmake sure the preparations for the funeral feast are under way andnothing is lacking in the kitchen, find sweet herbs to strew on thechurch floor, note every guest�s rank on arrival � be thereyourself to greet them, of course, and make sure they are incorrect order for the procession to the church tomorrow and at thefeast, see to it there is plenty of clean water so guests can washup on arrival, don�t let anyone mistake a washup bucket for achamber pot, ensure families who are feuding with one another sleepfar apart tonight and are not seated next to one another tomorrow,keep a fire burning in the great hall all day so arriving guestsmay warm themselves�
Alice and Frevisse shared a small grimace ofmutual sympathy over Matilda�s head as Joan encouraged her backinto bed and the endless list faded to a weary murmur.
By early afternoon the influx of guests hadbecome heavy. Nearest neighbors would come and go on the dayitself, but the November days were short and anyone more than a fewhours� ride away would come today and stay over at least twonights. Thomas Chaucer�s connections had ranged from theranks of merchants in London to the innermost circles of courtpower, with all of them important, but precedence had to be notedand scrupulously given. To her relief, Frevisse found thatreceiving the highest ranking among them fell naturally to hercousin Alice. As widow of the earl of Salisbury, and now wifeof the earl of Suffolk, as well as daughter of the house, Alice wasalready acquainted with most of them; gracious in her duties, shereminded Frevisse both of the self-possessed little cousin Frevissehad last known, and of Chaucer himself.
Frevisse was left to see to the lesser folk,though lesser was a relative term. Landed knights andmerchants wealthier than earls were hardly lesser. But itmeant that she was waiting in the great hall when Sir WalterFenner, head of the prominent and numerous Fenner family wasushered in. The Fenners were among the most prominent patronsof St. Frideswide�s, though less generously and intrusively thanthey had been a few years ago, so Sir Walter and Frevisse werealready acquainted. Seeing him ushered into the hall, she hadtime to put on a polite face of mild pleasure tempered by theformal grief of the occasion, and said graciously, �How good thatyou could come, Sir Walter.�
�My deep sorrow that it�s for such asad occasion, Dame,� he replied. The Fenners had a longmemory for offenses, and the last time they had met, he had accusedher of hiding his mother�s murderer. But he knew the needs ofthe moment; his politeness was brief but correct. �Youruncle�s loss must grieve you deeply.�
�Indeed it does, sir.�
That was sufficient for both of them; but ashe turned aside to follow the servant who would show him in, shesaw that the squire with him was young Robert Fenner, who had aidedher against Sir Walter�s anger at St. Frideswide�s that same timeago. In the three years since she had last seen him, he hadleft the last of boyhood for young manhood, Frevisseobserved. But the brief, warm smile he cast her as hefollowed Sir Walter showed he remembered her.
Then the little, bouncing man � whom she hadlearned was Gallard Basing, the usher here � advanced on her withanother newly arrived guest. �Sir Clement Sharpe,� Gallardannounced with unusual terseness, and stood aside.
Sir Clement was a lean, pallid man withthinning hair the dull brown of dead leaves, and eyes that matchedit. He was elegantly dressed in a wide-cut dark bluehouppelande amply trimmed with gray fur, and a long-liripiped hatthat he had already removed for his bow to her, a bow a little moredeep and flourished than need be.
"My lady, my profound regrets for youruncle�s death.�
�Thank you. We greatly appreciate yourcoming. Aunt Matilda will be pleased.�
She did not understand the twitch of hismouth, or his answer. �Assure her we�d settled the matterbefore he fell finally ill, and I�ll not take advantage overit.�
She smiled and said, �I�m sure youwon�t.� Because whatever the matter had been, it would not beAunt Matilda he dealt with, but the earl of Suffolk�s lawyers, forSuffolk and Alice were Chaucer�s heirs.
�May I introduce my ward?� Sir Clement asked,and put back his hand to draw a girl forward. At firstFrevisse thought she was a child, but a more careful look revealedshe was more likely sixteen or seventeen, only small for her yearsand daintily made. �Lady Anne Featherstone.�
Lady Anne curtsied. She was dressed inplain dark wool for travel, but her manners were as pretty as herface. Frevisse curtsied back, but sir Clement was alreadyadding, less graciously, �And my nephew, Guy Sharpe.�
There was little family resemblance betweenlean and pallid Sir Clement and the broad-chested, handsome youngman who stepped forward on Lady Anne�s other side. He bowedand said appropriate words of greeting, but rather than his words,Frevisse noted the warm, sideways look of affection that Lady Annegave him as he did.
Frevisse was not sure if Sir Clement saw it,too, but before Guy had finished straightening, Sir Clement hadbegun to move away, drawing Lady Anne with him and to his otherside, away from Guy in one neat gesture. Frevisse saw theyoung man�s face tighten, his eyes on Lady Anne even as he finishedspeaking to her, before he followed in Sir Clement�s wake.
Frevisse hoped they kept in abeyance whatevercoil of trouble they were building until they had left Ewelme.

* * * * *

A gap in travelers came late in theafternoon, and Frevisse left her duties to go to the chapel. Except for a brief time this morning, she had not been there sinceyesterday about this hour.
Neither the shadows nor the candlelight northe cold had changed since then. Nor her grief. And shewas still tired, though now from dealing with too many people andtalking more than she was used to, rather than from cold andtravel. Even the watchers around the coffin might have beenthe same as yesterday�s; and then she saw that at least one of themwas: The household priest, Sire Philip.
She stood awhile inside the doorway, lettingthe silence envelop and soothe her, before she finally knelt topray. But she had barely begun when low voices outside thechapel�s shut door broke her concentration. She tried to prayin spite of them, but although their words were obscured by thechapel door, their emotions were not. A young man and a woman- or perhaps a girl � her tone desperate, urging something to theman, who answered with an urgency of his own.
Then there was a third voice, another man�s,raised loud enough to leave no doubt about what he said in angerand bitter satisfaction. �I thought you�d bothdisappeared most conveniently.�
The girl answered, her own words clear withmatching anger now. �How did you know where we were? Who told you?�
�I�m not the fool you wish I were. There aren�t that many places in a house this size and full ofpeople you could go to be alone. Once Jevan said you wereboth gone, I could guess where you were easily enough.�
�Jevan!� the girl said bitterly.
The young man began to say something, but wascut off scornfully by the older man answering, �You�re just idiotenough to think that, boy!�
Goaded into raising his voice, the young mansnapped, �Not so much an idiot as to think you can keep us apartforever!�
�You�d better think it, boy, because Ican!�
The girl cried out desperately, �We love eachother!�
Brushing past Frevisse on his way to thedoor, Sire Philip said under his breath, �Jesus, God inheaven.�
Supposing the young woman might take betterto her presence and hoping the men might abate their anger becauseit, Frevisse rose to follow the priest.
In the small antechamber to the chapel, SirClement Sharpe had his nephew Guy and his ward Lady Anne blockedinto a corner. Neither of the young couple looked intimidatedor shamed; side by side, they faced his towering anger at them withanger of their own, the girl�s hand laid possessively on Guy�sarm.
She was dressed now in a dark amber,high-belted houppeland and had loosed her pale, honey-colored hairin a haze around her head and shoulders. In the shadowed roomshe looked as delicately lovely as a carven angel, her brightnessthe focus of the dark anger between the two men.
�Love has nothing to do with whom you marry,�Sir Clement was saying with a sneer. �You marry whom you�retold and to the best profit. I paid money for that right andprofit and you�ll remember it!�
Before either Guy or Lady Anne could reply,Sire Philip said, �You�ll do better to remember where you are, andwhy, and lower your voices.�
His own voice was low, at church level, withno temper in it, but it stopped them and brought Sir Clement aroundto face him, clearly willing to turn his anger that way. Butthen with what Frevisse could only read as a dawning delight, heexclaimed, �God�s sweet breath, it�s Philip Base-born! You�relooking well above your place in the world!�
�And you�re disgracing yours,� Sire Philipreplied evenly. �This is a house in mourning, and on theother side of this door is the cause of it. Take your familysquabbling somewhere else. Or better, let it be until youleave Ewelme.�
Sir Clement cast a scornful glance at hisnephew and Lady Anne. �Better to tell them than me!� heretorted. �It�s their disobedience, not-�
�You�re too loud in the near presence of Godand death,� Sire Philip interposed.
�Don�t you dare speak to me like that, youfield whelp! I know-�
�Enough to mind your manners in theearl of Suffolk�s house, surely.� Sire Philip cut himoff more sharply. Sir Clement drew up short. In thatbrief advantage Sire Philip said as calmly as before, �May Isuggest you and your nephew and ward go to supper quietly now?�
The sideways life of Sir Clement�s mouth wasmore sneer than smile. �You may suggest. And I may doexactly what I want.�
He twitched his head in parody of a bow toSire Philip, then seemed to notice Frevisse for the first time andbowed more credibly to her, then held out his hand demandingly toLady Anne. Her chin jerked up and her lips tightened, but shestepped away from Guy, made a curtsy to Sire Philip and Frevisse,and, spurning the hand, left the antechamber. Sir Clement,pointedly ignoring his nephew, followed her. Guy, darklyflushed and silent, bowed in his turn and went after them.
When they were gone Frevisse said, �Despiteall that, I have the distinct impression Sir Clement was enjoyinghimself.�
�I�m quite sure he was.� Sire Philipturned. The small room�s single low-burning lamp was at hisback; in what shadowed light there was, the deep pockmarks of hisface were not visible, giving him momentarily the handsomeness hewould have had without them. But it was handsomeness withoutexpression as he said, �Strife has always been Sir Clement�sfavorite pastime.�
�You know him, then?�
�He did give the impression of knowing me,didn�t he?�
If there was amusement in Sire Philip�svoice, it was very dry. More than anything, hispolite-and-nothing-else tone and expression told Frevisse that heintended � and expected her � to say no more about what had passedbetween him and Sir Clement.
Matching him in discretion, Frevisse said,�What of his nephew and the girl? There seems to be troublethere.�
�It�s been a while since I had anything to dowith Sir Clement or any of his family. I have no idea whatthat was about, beyond guesses that you can make as well asI.� Now there was very definitely mockery in his tone.
�I daresay I can,� Frevisse said. �Though of course we may both be wrong, it being none of ourbusiness.� She turned back to the chapel to use what littletime she had left for prayers. She noticed Sire Philip didnot follow her; his place beside the coffin remained empty.

Chapter Five

Cardinal Bishop Beaufort put aside the lastof the correspondence and nodded to his clerk. �Have someonetake them in the morning.�
With a bow, the man gathered the pages up andcarried them away. They would be folded and sealed and givenover to a messenger, but none of that need concern Beaufort now hehad read them over and given his signature. He was deeplycommitted to efficiency, and that included having servants he coulddepend on for minor details.
That nonetheless left a great deal for him todo.
Beaufort had come directly to Thomas from ameeting of the Great Council. Nothing of importance had beendecided, as usual, there being too many factions squabbling forcontrol. Never mind that most of the faction leaders wereunable to manage even their own affairs; each had convinced himselfand his followers that without him the government would fall intochaos.
So, generally, it was necessary that Beaufortmanipulate them with such tact that they failed to realize that hewas � far more than they � governing the direction the kingdomwent. Able to judge more deeply and assess more broadly thanmost men both their needs and weaknesses, he was usuallysuccessful.
He had � fully knew and fully admitted tohimself that he had � a drive to power that had taken him nowalmost to the limit of his ambitions. But the ability toforesee what others would do and the effort to bring them to hiswill was tiring upon occasion.
Eyes shut, Beaufort rubbed his forehead withhis large, beringed hand. What he wanted right now was timefor mourning, and there was none. He had taken on the mainburden of overseeing the funeral arrangements because he could see- couldn�t anyone else? � that Matilda was barely holding in onecoherent piece. Beaufort thought the better of her forit. She was a place-proud, tongue-wagging woman who hadlonged for the honors her husband had refused. Beaufort hadlistened to an amused Thomas� reasons for rising no higher than anesquire, had accepted them but never understood them. Matildahad neither understood nor accepted.
Though their daughter�s marriage to an earland the prospect of noble grandchildren had soothed her somewhat,she had never let Thomas forget what he (and she) could havebeen.
So her efforts to cope with the funeralburden while keeping silent over her own pain was, in Beaufort�sview, more grace and courage than he had expected from her, and hehad willingly taken as much of the burden from her as he could.
But it was a burden, hurting as he washimself with Chaucer�s loss. With Chaucer gone, Beaufort feltfar lonelier than he had felt since he was a child, when his deeplykind, endlessly loving, greatly beautiful mother had gentlyexplained to him the realities of his life � that nowhere inEngland was there anyone like himself except his two brothers andsister, bastard children of the royal duke of Lancaster, fourth sonof King Edward III. Had his father married her before theirbirth � but he could not � they would have had right to the highestplaces in the realm. As it was, they were barred from anyclaim to anything not given them by someone else�s grace. Agrace they were not assured of.
But out of their father�s love for theirmother, the grace had come. Places in their father�s royalhousehold for his two brothers, eventual marriage to an earl forhis sister, and for himself what he had longed for most � learningand the priesthood. Oxford, and then the Church, with abishopric in his early twenties despite his bastardy.
And then long past the time when anyone wouldhave expected it, and to the wonder of all � not least theirchildren � John, Duke of Lancaster, had married the mother of hisbastard children. And King Richard II had legitimized themwith right goodwill and grace.
But John of Lancaster had died not longthereafter, and his eldest son and legitimate heir, Beaufort�s halfbrother, Henry of Hereford, had set Beaufort a problem that couldhave ruined him. Henry of Hereford, as arrogant a man as hadever lived, had always quarreled with his cousin King Richard overmatters trivial and important. It was not that either was sovery wrong, but that they were two very different men. Theirenmity had become a fight for the crown.
Beaufort had been bound to King Richard bytemperment, gratitude, and deep oaths of service and loyalty. But there was also the tie of blood to his half-brother. And- he would admit in his most private moments � a fellow-feelingwith Henry�s ambition to greatness.
He had gone to Thomas, the one man he couldopen his mind to, if not the depths of his heart. Thomas,safely aside from the quandary, had said with warm sympathy, �Ifyou were a less ambitious prelate, you could retreat to yourbishop�s palace and outwait what they�ll do. But you�ve putyourself too far forward, and you�ll have to choose between them orgive up any hope of either of them favoring you any more, whoeverwins.�
And Beaufort, as nearly always, had seenwhich way the matter must go early enough that he had thrown hissupport to his half-brother without seeming to hesitate. Hehad won that gamble; his half-brother had become King HenryIV. Only Thomas had known how hard that decision hadbeen.
And even Thomas had not known how deeplyBeaufort had grieved for King Richard�s death when it was overwith.
But that had not affected his service to thenew House of Lancaster on the throne. He had served hishalf-brother to the height of his abilities, and his son King HenryV after him, and now his grandson King Henry VI, Beaufort�s owngreat-nephew, in an upward spiral of prominence and power.
It had not been easy, of course. Therehad been setbacks, enemies made, repeated frustrations. Through it all, whatever had gone wrong or right, Thomas had beenthere, nearer to him in mind and abilities than anyone else, theone person left since his mother�s death to whom he dared grieveand complain, and receive back sometimes sympathy, sometimes humor,sometimes rebuke, always understanding.
Leaning back in his chair, his elbow on itsarm, his hand over his eyes, fingers pressing on his achingeyelids, Beaufort was aware of his servants moving softly aroundthe chamber behind him. Someone would shortly need hisdecision about something, and he had better be gathering up hiswits to give it. And there was supper to go to. Tonightthe family would dine in the parlor again, and he must be kind butfirm and never in any way disrespect his position.
Then tomorrow there was the funeral and thefuneral feast, where he must be even more a pillar of the familyand an honor to both the Crown and the Church, whose representativehe was. He said a prayer for both his own endurance andMatilda�s.
Someone had come to stand silently in frontof him, waiting to be noticed. Beaufort drew a deep breathand brought his mind back to the problems of the moment, thendropped his hand into his lap and lifted his head.
It was a relief to see Sire Philip there, whowas inclined to talk only when he had something needful to say, andwas to-the-point and sensible when he did.
�Yes?� Beaufort asked.
Sire Philip bowed deeply. �I regret theneed to trouble your grace, but thought you might want to be warnedaforetime that Sir Clement Sharpe has come.�
�And is in his usual humor?�
�Very much so.�
�You�ve spoken with him, then.�
�Been insulted by him and turned the othercheek so he could insult it, too, would be a more accuratedescription.�
Beaufort�s mouth quirked withappreciation. �I dare say so. I�ll take what steps Ican to limit his� activities. And Sire Philip-�
The priest paused in his bow ofleave-taking. �My lord?�
�There has been and there will be littlechance to talk through these few days, so I may as well ask youhere while we have the chance. What are your plans now thatMaster Chaucer is dead?�
Two years ago Thomas, at the death of hishousehold priest, had asked Beaufort to recommend someone toreplace him. Beaufort had recommended Sire Philip, a minormember of his own household then, both because of the man�s clearintelligence and because of what he had made of his initiallylimited chances in life.
Priest to a wealthy household was a positiona man might comfortably have for life. Thomas had beenpleased with him, and so far as Beaufort had been able to learn, sowas the rest of the household, to the point where it appeared hecould look forward to being priest to the earl of Suffolknow. One of several priests, of course, since the largehousehold of an earl required more spiritual sustaining or morechurchly show than a single priest could provide.
Sire Philip tilted his head as if he foundthe question puzzling and unexpected. �Your will is mine inthis, my lord. Of course.�
�You have no preference?�
�Only to trust to your judgment regardingwhere I can best serve.�
The answer was impeccable, as everything SirePhilip did seemed to be. But it showed nothing of the man�sreal desires. With a nod and a small gesture, Beaufortdismissed him. Sire Philip bowed and withdrew, going pastBeaufort�s shoulder and out of sight toward the door.
Beaufort brooded at the air in front of himfor the length of a long-drawn breath, then roused with a shake ofhis head and a grunt at his own unspecific dissatisfaction, and sethimself to the duties of the evening.

Chapter Six

After almost a month of damp chill andovercast skies, the funeral morning came sharply cold under anachingly blue sky.
The funeral procession would form in theouter yard across the moat at mid-morning. Chaucer�spall-draped coffin would be borne on a black cart drawn by blackhorses in procession to the church in the village, where BishopBeaufort would conduct the funeral rites and the coffin beconsigned to its tomb. Then the living would return to themanor for the feast, and the dead would remain, his soul alreadygone to heaven, his body to wait for Resurrection Day.
At least with the new, bitter cold, the roadwould be more frozen, Frevisse thought as she partially opened ashutter in the parlor to see the day. For today, all ofEwelme was shutter-closed in the darkness of mourning; and heraunt�s bedchamber and the parlor would remain so for another monthat least. But for the moment Frevisse and Dame Perpetua hadthe parlor to themselves.
She had not slept well, partly from theunease of grief, partly from increasing worry over Aunt Matilda,whose control was becoming visibly brittle. Alice hadpersuaded her mother to take a sleeping draught last night, andsurely the sleep had helped ease her body if not her mind. Aunt Matilda would hold herself to her duties through the day, seton not disgracing her husband�s memory; but what would happen toher after that, Frevisse could only guess.
In the band of chill sunlight she had let in,Frevisse sat down on a stool across from Dame Perpetua, withcushions from the window seat to kneel on, and began Prime�sprayers. Since it was Sunday, the prayers were elaboratedfrom their everyday patterns, but the core remained the same.
�Domine Deus omnipotens, qui ad principiumhuius diei nos pervenire fecisti: tua nos hodie salva virtute; utin hac die ad nullum declinemus peccatum, sed semper ad tuamjustitiam faciendam nostra procedant eloquia, diriganturcogitationes et opera.�
Lord God almighty, who has brought us to thisday�s beginning: save us by your power, that in this day we turnaside into no sin, but always go toward your justice; turn ourwords, our thoughts and works toward your will.
By God�s will. For God�s will. InGod�s will.
But Chaucer, who had been more near to her inmind than anyone else in her life, as dear to her as her ownparents, was dead. By God�s will, she would never see or hearor laugh or speak with him again in this life that might last, forher, so many more years.
She was crying again. The tears droppeddown on her folded hands, warm against their cold.
But Prime wove around her its comforts andhope for the day. Her tears were done by the time theyfinished the office, and she pressed her eyes dry with the heel ofher hand before raising her head to smile at Dame Perpetua, not inapology � there was nothing shameful in crying � but in assurancethat she was ready to go on with the day. With the wry humorshe had shared with Chaucer, Frevisse thought what small sense itwould make if she worried over Aunt Matilda�s frailty and then fellapart herself. Simple crying was a safeguard against that; iteased the tight band of her grief and let her face the day morecoherently.
�Dame Frevisse?�
She turned to see who was speaking to herfrom the parlor doorway, and then rose quickly. �Robert!� She held out her hand for him to come in. Thechanges she had glimpsed in Robert Fenner yesterday were even moreapparent now that she saw him face-to-face. He was a fewinches taller than their last meeting, and his boy�s lean frame hadfilled out into a young man�s. But he was still Robert, withhis engaging, open smile, and he came to bow to her with the sameassured competence she remembered in him.
�I was hoping to talk with you sometimebefore you left,� she said. �How goes it for you with SirWalter? How have you been?�
�He�s no worse out of the ordinary.� Robert smiled. As a dependent relation of Sir WalterFenner, Robert was in service to him from necessity rather thanchoice. �Aside from the fact that he has plans for mymarriage, I�m managing well enough.�
He said it lightly, but not quite lightlyenough.
�Your marriage?� Frevisse asked. �You�re of age and you were never his ward, so how does it comeabout that he should be making your marriage for you?�
�He has a well-landed cousin, a widow who hastaken a fancy to me, and if I have any hope of a life abovecleaning other people�s pigstys, which is what Sir Walter willbreak me to if I refuse, I�ll marry Blaunche the haunch when I�mtold to.�
�Oh, Robert!�
�But-� Robert held up a hand againsther commiseration. �Life isn�t doing well by him,either. Lord Fenner recovered from what was supposed to behis final illness � just when Sir Walter could all but feel thelordship in his hands � and now is looking like to live anothertwenty years.� Robert managed to hold his brimming laughterto a wide grin.
Well able to imagine impatient, ambitious SirWalter�s reaction to that turn of fate, Frevisse could not help heranswering smile. �So perhaps your wife-to-be is not the worstthat can happen to an ambitious man after all?� she suggested.
�She laughs like a tickled crow. Andhas the brains of one.� He turned abruptly away, saying,�Pray, pardon my failed manners. Have you met Jevan Deyyet? He came with his uncle yesterday.�
Frevisse had not noticed the quiet young manwaiting in the doorway behind Robert until then. He came intothe room now and bowed to her and Dame Perpetua. Hismovements were as angular as his build, though with a precariousgrace that might have had charm if he smiled. But his longface did not look as if he ever found anything amusing. Something about his pale skin and plain brown hair and eyesreminded Frevisse of someone. �Jevan Dey,� she said. �Would your uncle be Sir Clement Sharpe?�
�The resemblance has been often mentioned,�Jevan said shortly.
�And he doesn�t much like to hear of it,�Robert said, with the glint of humor Jevan lacked. �SirClement is a bullying-� He thought better of whatever word hehad had in mind, and said instead, �We came to know each other thetimes our lords have met to abuse each other�s company. Nowwhen we�re alone we abuse them.�
�That�s neither wise nor charitable, sincethey are your lords,� Dame Perpetua said mildly.
�My uncle is neither wise nor charitable, andnever scruples to say what he thinks of me,� Jevan said. �Toanyone who might be listening.�
�And more especially to your face,� Robertadded.
�I�ve only met Sir Clement briefly twice,�Frevisse said, �but can believe he enjoys sharpening his teeth onother people�s reputations. Robert, there are duties I mustgo to, but if we can speak later��
�At your pleasure, my lady.� Both youngmen bowed and stepped aside for Frevisse and Dame Perpetua topass.
On the stairs outside the room, Dame Perpetuasaid, �Unless you need me, I�d like to go to the chapel. I�vehad hardly a chance to pray for Master Chaucer�s soul, and Iremember him kindly.�
�Please go if you want. There�ll bemore than enough women around Aunt Matilda by now. Even Iwill probably be unneeded.�
Dame Perpetua patted her arm. �You knowbetter than that. My prayers will be as much for you today asfor your uncle.�
Frevisse felt the warmth of tears again, andwas grateful for the comfort; the living needed prayers as much asthe dead. �Thank you.�
To her surprise, there were not many peoplearound her aunt. Only Alice and Joan and three maids of thehousehold, and Bishop Beaufort sitting to one side, with SirePhilip behind him, an open prayer book in his hands.
With the shutters closed and everyone dressedin black, the room seemed full of denser shadows moving in thelesser ones of the subdued lamplight. Aunt Matilda was readyexcept for the padded headroll and black veiling she wouldwear. Joan, a comb in one hand and pins in the other, hadapparently been fastening up her mistress�s gray hair, but AuntMatilda had moved away from her and was standing in the middle ofthe room saying in a voice thick with nervousness and grief, �Howam I going to do this? I don�t know how to do this!�
Quickly, Frevisse shut the door. Alicecast her a grateful glance on way to take her mother�s hands thatwere wringing and twisting at each other. �Mother,� she saidin a golden, winning tone, �it will be all right. I�ll bethere with you. And so will Suffolk. You know you cando this. For Father�s sake.�
�Everything I ever did was for his sake,�Aunt Matilda moaned. �And he left me anyway. I can�tface his being gone!�
�You can, Aunt,� said Frevissesoothingly. �Of course you can.�
�I won�t!� She was clinging nowto Alice as tightly as Alice was holding her, but blindly. She was falling into utter panic, and if she did there might be noreaching her for no one knew how long. There was nothingwrong in the widow weeping through the funeral, and surely AuntMatilda needed the release of tears � she had shed too few of themso far � but for her own sake as well as everyone else�s she shouldnot be in hysterics.
�Matilda,� Bishop Beaufort said in the deep,rich voice that could fill the reaches of a cathedral but here onlyspread warmth and assurance through the room. �God is withyou. And so are we.�
Aunt Matilda caught her breath in the middleof another rising cry, gasped into silence, and stared athim. Bishop Beaufort rose to his feet in a contained andgraceful movement and came to her. He took her hands fromAlice, engulfing them in his own.
Again, Frevisse was surprised at how large hewas, and at his control. She suspected his anger was a thingto be avoided at nearly any cost, but he was all gentle strengthnow as he told Matilda, �You must do this thing, this last, hardthing, for Thomas. He loved you, Maud. He trusted youto show the great lady that you are. We know you�ll notdisgrace him now.�
Aunt Matilda gulped and sniffed and looked upat him, her courage visibly returning to her. Sire Philipcame to her side and spoke too low to her for Frevisse to hear; butAunt Matilda�s back straightened further and her face regained itsfirm shape.
�Of course,� she said, and withdrew one handfrom Bishop Beaufort�s to take hold of the priest�s arm. Supported by them, she nodded to her women to complete her for whatneeded to be done.
Quickly, Joan pinned up the last of her hair,and the maid servants brought first her black wimple, then thepadded roll and veil. When they were done, her round, whiteface was surrounded in the black lineaments of mourning in whichher red-rimmed eyes were the only color.
Alice came forward to kiss her cheek, andFrevisse was about to add comfort of her own by saying she was anhonor to Thomas, when there was a questioning knock at thedoor.
Perhaps the marshall, come to say everythingwas ready in the yard, Frevisse thought, though it seemed too soonfor that.
One of the maid servants went to open it, andFrevisse was surprised to see Jevan Dey, his face even more rigidthan when he had been with Robert. He bowed stiffly and saidwithout entering the room, �Mistress Chaucer, my apology fordisturbing you, but Sir Clement Sharpe asks leave to speak with younow.�
�Speak with me?� Aunt Matilda let herdisbelief in such a request show. �Now?�
�Surely he knows this isn�t the time!� Alice was already past her mother�s disbelief into anger.
�He�d speak with you before the burdens ofthe day accumulate,� Jevan persisted. Frevisse doubted thewords were his; he seemed to dislike even the taste of them in hismouth.
�To give his personal condolences on yourloss,� Jevan continued, �and to assure you he will not asksettlement in the land dispute until your mourning is less fresh,and to ask you speak well of him to the earl of Suffolk in allmatters they will have to deal in, now that Master Chaucer isdead.�
The impertinence of that brought everyone butAunt Matilda to a complete standstill. But she clutched atSire Philip with renewing panic and cried to Bishop Beaufort, �Ican�t� not this morning� how� how can he ask me� how doeshe think I��
�Send him away,� Alice demanded, hugging hermother around the shoulders. �You don�t have to deal withthis now. Not ever! Suffolk will see to him!�
�This is nothing you have to endure rightnow,� Frevisse agreed angrily, though not at Jevan, who had plainlywanted nothing to do with what he had had to say.
Bishop Beaufort placed himself between Jevanand Matilda and said, his voice hard with dismissal, �You�ve doneyour duty in bringing your master�s request. Now you maygo. Mistress Chaucer is not free for this matter thismorning, as your master well knows. Tell him from me-� Bishop Beaufort stopped. His face went smooth as oil onwater, and he turned his attention from Jevan, pale but stillfacing him, to Sire Philip. Almost genially, he said, �SirePhilip, go with this young man, I pray you, and give Sir Clementthis message from me: �You are a mannerless knave, and if youcannot at least feign some decency in a house of mourning, you aremore than cordially welcomed by all here to leave at your earliestpossibility.��
Sire Philip�s usually impassive faceregistered several emotions rapidly. Refusal was perhapsfirst, but if so he buried it as it was born. Frevissethought the last was a residue of wry humor for the unpleasantnessto come, but even that she could not be sure of before his facebecame a smooth match of the bishop�s. He leaned reassuringlynearer to Aunt Matilda, still desperately clutching his arm. �I�ll be gone only a little while, my lady, and be back before youneed to go out. But I must obey the bishop in thismatter.�
With an unsteady sniff, Matilda gatheredherself, nodded, and let him go. When he and Jevan had left,and the maidservant had closed the chamber door, Aunt Matildalooked around at all of them and said with something of her olddignity and urge to manage, �Well, I see no point in our allstanding about when we could sit. There�ll be standing enoughtoday before we�re done, I�m sure. Is it very cold out? But never mind, it doesn�t matter. Dear Thomas never mindedthe cold like the rest of us did.�
Alice burst into tears.
And Frevisse thought that was the most usefulthing any of them could have done, as Aunt Matilda turned from herown grieving to comfort her.

Chapter Seven

�Subvenita, Sancti Dei, occuritte, AngeliDomini: Suscipientes animan ejus: Offerentes eam in conspectuAltissimi.� Come to his aid, Saints of God; hurry to meethim, Angels of the Lord. Take up his soul: Bring it into thesight of the Most High.
The service was making its dark and eloquentway through the Mass for the Dead. The day's sunlight throughthe bright windows added richness to the elaborate vestments of thepriests and Cardinal Bishop Beaufort, and strewed jewel colors overthe darkly dressed mourners crowded in the nave. Under thegrowing cloud of incense, the church grew warm with the manypeople, a warmth welcome after the slow, cold procession behind thecoffin from the manor house.
�In quo nobis spes beatae resurrectioniseffulsit�� In whom the hope of a blessed resurrectiondawned for us�
Drained by her own grief and the necessitiesof the past days and the suppressed griefs around her, Frevisse letthe service carry her as it would. Elegant, complex, the Masscomforted sorrow with the divinely given hope that death was notthe end. Even weeping seemed irrelevant for the while.
�Vere dignum et justum est, aequum etsalutare, nos tibi semper et ubique gratiasagere�� Truly it is fitting and just, reasonableand good, for us to give thanks to you always and everywhere�
But in some way none of this solemnity seemedanything to do with Thomas Chaucer as she knew him, the man who hadalways challenged her to think, a man full of laughter andsometimes teasing and often kindness.
But then, in essence, the Mass of the Deadhad nothing to do with that part of Chaucer that had been hisearthly self, but with the part of him that would live foreternity. The part of him that was now purged of earthlymatters and emotions. The part of him she did not know andhad not yet learned to love in place of the other who had goneforever.
The pastor of Ewelme began his sermon withthe customary reminder, �Behold this coffin containing its deadburden as you would a mirror, for surely you will come to this inyour turn��
Frevisse turned her mind to prayers of herown until the Mass continued.
�Et ideo cum Angelis et Archangelis, cumThronis et Dominationibus, comque omni militia caelistis exercitus,hymnum gloria tuae canimus, sine fine dicentes: Sanctus, Sanctus,Sanctus�� And so, with angels and archangels, withthrones and dominions and all the assembly of the heavenly host, wesing hymns to your glory, without end saying: Holy, holy,holy�
Around the altar the priests and deaconsmoved in their ritual patterns, Bishop Beaufort foremost amongthem, perfect in every movement and gesture, as if what he did wasinfinitely precious. As truly it was. But he made itseem as outwardly so as it was inwardly, a rare and beautiful thingto watch and listen to.
Chaucer would have appreciated that, Frevissethought. He had loved beautiful things, from a delicatelyswirled and tinted Venetian glass goblet brought from overseas withinfinite care and cost, to the subtleties of a sunset over his ownhills.
Was there anything like that in Heaven forhim to love?
Or was Heaven all Love, with no need ordesire distinguishing one soul from another? What was itlike, to be pure spirit? And how, without throats, did theangels endlessly sing Holy, holy, holy? And the saints hearthem without ears?
�Circumdabo altare tuun, Domine� enarremuniversa mirabilia tua.� I will go about your altar,Lord� describing all your wonders.
Chaucer's body was blessed and censed andgiven at last to its tomb. The last prayers were said, forall the dead, past and to come. The prayers felt as real as acomforting arm, and Frevisse wrapped the words aroundherself. �Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine. Et luxperpetua luceat eis. Requiescant in pace. Amen.� Eternal rest give to them, Lord. And letperpetual light shine upon them. May they rest inpeace. Amen.
The mourners eased their way out of thechurch, into the bright day and cold wind. The sky that hadbeen clear when they entered the church was now streaked with high,thin clouds, and to Frevisse's mind there was the smell of snow tocome, or very bitter frost. The villagers were crowded aroundthe church porch, waiting for the funeral alms and to bless thewidow and Countess Alice as they came by. Frevisse, behindher aunt, was bemused to find she was expected to walk withSuffolk, an unlikely occurrence under any other circumstances, butat least there was no need to speak to one another, and they didnot. She had no good opinion of him, not much opinion at all,though she remembered Chaucer had once said, on a visit to St.Frideswide's after their betrothal, �They're well-matched in wealthand affection, and he has power and she has sense. Theyshould do well enough.�
She half expected Sir Clement Sharpe mighttake the chance between the church and manor house to approach AuntMatilda. His gall and lack of manners did not apparentlypreclude such rudeness. But she only saw him distantly amongthe crowd as they slowed to cross the bridge from the outeryard. His nephew Guy was to one side and there was a glimpseof Lady Anne's fair hair to his other. Let them keep theirtroubles to themselves today, Frevisse thought, and tomorrow theywould be gone with the rest of the guests.
Once inside the manor house, they came intothe hands of the household usher, Master Gallard. Today theusher�s main task was to oversee the sorting of everyone into theirproper places along the outer sides of the long trestle tables setfacing each other in a double row the length of the great hall,from the high table on the dais at the hall's upper end to thescreens passage at its foot. Among the matters Aunt Matildahad fretted over yesterday had been the question of whether therewould be enough room for everyone; but the time of year, and theweather, had held back the number who came. There was roomenough, though barely.
The principal problem � and one Frevisse wasglad fell onto the usher Master Gallard and nowhere near her � wasof precedence. The family and those guests of very highestestate would sit at the high table. The tables down the hallwould seat the guests of lesser rank. Chaucer had countedamong his friends and acquaintances folk from as high as dukes andbishops to as low as wool merchants and even craftsmen. To seat them in precedence, giving offense to none, was a delicateart and a diplomatic balancing act. Master Gallard, fussingand over-busy as he always seemed to be when facing far less tryingtasks, managed with surprising skill. For this occasion ofrigorous importance, his fussing had smoothed over into competenthaste. And haste was very necessary in directing servants toguide guests to their places all around the tables before therecould be impatience or open complaint. He had committedeveryone's face and place to memory. There was no order totheir coming, but as they reached him at the door into the hall, hedirected the servants where to lead them with a gesture andbriefest word. In remarkably short while, the guests wereseated along the outside of the tables, and the servers werebringing out the first course of the elaborate meal.
Frevisse, as a member of the family, hadplace at the high table; but because she was not of Chaucer'sactual blood, she was at its far right end, well away from theconcentration of lordliness at its center, where Bishop Beaufort,as a prince of the church and great-uncle to the king as well asChaucer's cousin, held pride of place next to Aunt Matilda, withAlice on her other side. Not even the duke of Norfolk, sentas the king's representative with the royal condolences, hadprecedence over Bishop Beaufort; and Alice's husband, as earl ofSuffolk, was further aside, beyond the bishop of Lincoln.
The high table was nearly the width of thehall itself, and crowded full with others almost as impressive asthose at its center; but Frevisse, overly warm in the church, thenchilled during the windy walk back to the manor house, and nowgrowing too warm again in the crowded hall, was more concerned thatshe might have a headache coming than with conversing with any ofthem. She was not used to headaches and was not sure if herhead's ache were going to increase into something sickening or easeas she grew used to the crowding and noise � even at a funeralfeast, the talk rose loudly with the need to be heard over thevoices of so many others equally talking. But since she wasat the table's end there was no one to her right and the abbot onher left was far too busy talking toward the more important centerof the table to pay more than passing heed to her. Exceptthey shared serving dishes and a goblet between them, he wouldprobably not have acknowledged her presence at all.
To her wry amusement, Frevisse found herselfcaught between annoyance at being ignored and relief that she didnot have to bother with conversation more complex than, �Yes, thankyou, I'll have a little of that.� She ate meagerly, butmostly her attention wandered to the guests at the long tablesbelow her among the bustle of servers. She saw Dame Perpetua,well down the other side of the hall, seated with another nun andSire Philip and a man who was either bald or another priest, it wasdifficult to tell at this distance.
Somewhat nearer along the tables, Frevisserecognized Sir Clement Sharpe with Lady Anne and his nephew Guy oneither side of him. Keeping them apart still, Frevissethought, and wondered how much good it would do him in the end.
Leaning over Sir Clement's shoulder to pourwine into the goblet he shared with Lady Anne, was Jevan Dey. Seen together with his uncle, their resemblance was marked. But where Sir Clement's face was active, open and intent, Jevan'swas shut, without even the small animation he had had when talkingto her with Robert Fenner. Sir Clement had much to answer forthere.
Because of the excess of people, a great manyof the guests were being served by their own servants or, if theirestate was sufficient, their own squires. There was an almostconstant flow of food from the kitchen, entering from the screenspassage and spreading out along the inner side of the U-shape thetables made. The platters and bowls of everything from wheathulled and boiled with fruit to capons stuffed with oysters werearranged on platters to serve people by fours, except at the hightable, where in token of their place only two shared the serveddishes. That meant Frevisse received some attention from theabbot beside her, as he displayed his manners by settingparticularly choice bits on her plate before taking his ownportion. Still unsure of her head and of how her stomachmight respond to so much rich food, Frevisse ate only what she feltshe absolutely must � a chicken wing, a modicum of dried fruitseethed in wine � until the oyster stuffing; she forgot herselfwith that and ate as much as might be. She could not rememberwhen last she had had oysters.
The next course was pies full of beef andcurrants, their juices dark with spices and orange peel. Eachwas surrounded by baked eggs, and Frevisse, her appetite rousednow, cracked one and ate it. That left her mouth dry and shedrank deeply from the goblet she shared with the abbot, wiping herlips first so that no grease might sheen the wine, wiping the rimafterwards where her lips had touched. As she set the gobletdown, the abbot took it up and drank deeply enough to empty it,without bothering to wipe lip or rim; apparently thirst was morethan manners with him. Frevisse averted her eyes from hislapse and refrained from comment as she let him place a share ofthe pie on her plate.
While she ate, her gaze moved absently aroundthe hall. She caught glimpse of Robert Fenner serving alittle ways down the table in front of her, but did not see SirWalter. Dame Perpetua was speaking with Sire Philip, theirheads close together to be heard. Sir Clement, she saw, wasshifting a fist-full of bones from his plate to the voiding platterin front of him that showed he had taken the greater share of thechicken that should have been split equally among him, Lady Anne,Guy, and the man beyond him. So he was greedy as well ascontentious. How many other sins did he so fully indulge in?Frevisse wondered. She watched with amusement as Lady Annedrew him into conversation over the goblet they shared while Guydrew the large custard Jevan had just set before them towardhimself and gave large portions to himself and the man besidehim.
Then someone moved directly in front of her,blocking her view but bearing a welcome pitcher of wine. Frevisse glanced up in gratitude � she was thirsty again � thensaid with outright pleasure at a familiar and friendly face,�Robert! What are you doing?�
�Waiting on you, my lady, and anyone elsebetween the whiles Sir Walter needs me. He's down the tablesfrom you only a little way, in heavy talk with an archdeacon overthe cost of masses for the dead. Look � no, you can't see himfor the fat justice of common pleas in the way, and he can't seeyou-�
�Which should help both our digestions,�Frevisse put in.
�True,� Robert agreed. He set thegoblet back on the table, filled to a neat margin from the rim and,still leaning forward, asked too low for anyone else to hear in thegeneral loudness of the hall, �How is it with the LadyThomasine?�
�She's Sister Thomasine these three years,�Frevisse said gently. �And it's very well with her. She's happy.�
�God keep her so,� Robert said, and went awaydown the tables to fill other people's goblets.
Frevisse said softly, �He does.� Shetook the goblet before the abbot's hand reached it, to drink deeplyenough both to satisfy her thirst and leave him waiting for anotherserver to satisfy his own. There were ways of being rude thatwere far more polite than his.
But her thoughts stayed with Robert. Three years and he still remembered a love he had known barelythree days, had never had any real hope of even then, and had neverseen since. Was it truly love with him? Or only thelonging after Love that settles for the lesser thing, fixing theheart on something of the World because to fix the heart on theThing Invisible that was the core and creation of Love in its fullreality took more courage than many wanted to give to theirlives.
Frevisse's own choice had been made beforeshe was Robert's age, and she still barely had an answer forherself, let be anyone else.
She became aware of disturbance down thehall, heads turning toward rising voices and servers drawing backfrom one part of the tables.
�Now, pray, what is this bother?� the abbotsaid in distaste.
�Sir Clement Sharpe,� Frevisse said, seeingthe center of the trouble.
�Ah, yes. Of course,� the abbot agreed,unsurprised, and reached for the new plate just set down beforethem laden with minced meat shaped like pears and gilded with eggyolk touched in one place with cherry juice to heighten theillusion, with a fragment of almond for a stem. Frevisseignored the plate to watch Sir Clement, on his feet shouting at theman on the far side of Lady Anne, also on his feet and shoutingback at him. The general noise of the hall was too great forFrevisse to understand what they said; but Lady Anne was cowereddown between them, while their near neighbors were crowding awayalong the benches from whatever was going to happen. ExceptGuy, who, behind Sir Clement, was rising to his own feet andreaching out to his uncle's shoulder.
Realization of what was happening had spreadthrough the entire great hall now. Conversations died into ahush just as Guy gripped Sir Clement's shoulder from behind and SirClement turned on him, knocking his hand away and shouting, �Keepyour hand off me, you murderous young whelp!�
Then Sire Philip was there, gesturing Guyback while interposing himself between Sir Clement and the otherguest. Aware of how many were straining to hear him, he spokelow, first to Sir Clement and then to the other man. Guy hadsubsided onto the bench again; Frevisse saw him and Lady Anneexchange looks and Guy shake his head, all unseen by Sir Clementwho was now arguing with Sire Philip.
Or beginning to, because as Sir Clementleaned his face into the priest's, his voice rising again, SirePhilip made a small but definite gesture past him toward the hightable in forcible reminder of where they were and who waswatching.
Frevisse doubted Sir Clement neededreminding; again he gave her the impression of a man exactly awareof what he was doing, and enjoying it. But Sire Philip'sgesture gave him excuse to straighten, swing around and make aflourishing, apologetic bow to everyone at the high table, andanother to the widow and Bishop Beaufort in particular. Thenhe caught up the goblet from between himself and Lady Anne, held ithigh, and declared in a voice that carried end to end of the greathall, �But if I'm wrong in this matter, may God strike me downwithin the hour!�
As dramatically as he had bowed to the hightable, he downed what was in the goblet in a single toss, set itdown with a defining clunk on the tablecloth, looked all around ateveryone, and sat down abruptly, straight-backed with pride andenjoyment of every eye on him.
�He's always doing that,� the abbot observedfor Frevisse's ear alone. Through the hall a broken murmurwas passing, people bending to explain something briefly to one oranother, and then voices rose again in ordinary talk.
But Frevisse, still shocked to the heart bySir Clement's words, turned to the abbot. �What did yousay?�
Cutting into his illusion pear, the abbotsaid, �He's always doing that. Swearing he's right and mayGod strike him down within the hour if he's not. Some day Godmay oblige him, and he'll be quite surprised.�
A server set a dish of minted peas in frontof them. The abbot lost interest in her again.
Robert returned to pour more wine. �Don't look so horrified, Dame Frevisse. Almost anyone who'sbeen around Sir Clement more than half a day has heard him saythat.�
�But it's blasphemy, daring God thatway! And to do it so casually-�
�But it's dangerous only if he's wrong, andSir Clement never believes he's wrong.�
�What of the poor girl, caught in the middleof all that? How long until she comes of age and is rid ofhim?�
�Lady Anne is as vulnerable as a hedgehog,�Robert said without malice. �All soft eyes and gentle waysand a thousand spines. Whichever of them marries her, hewon't have as lovely a time of it as he thinks he will.�
He was moving away as he said it, and gonetoo far for Frevisse to ask who besides Guy wanted to marry thelady. But it was hardly a difficult guess. The angrymoments outside the chapel had revealed Lady Anne's relationshipwith Guy; and by his fury it would be no surprise if Sir Clementwere interested in marriage with her, too. Of course he hadthe upper hand in the matter because while she was his ward hecontrolled her marriage. He could not, by law, force her tomarry against her will, but the law also provided severe penaltiesfor her if she refused a reasonable match he made for her. And there were subtler ways than the law to make her life a helland bring her to his will, if he chose to take it that far.
Frevisse took a deep draught of thewine. Her head was surely tightening itself into a headache,and there was at least another hour left to this feast. Sheregarded her illusion pear and the dish of peas with distaste; shewas used to far simpler food at St. Frideswide's, and had alreadyeaten more meat than would usually come her way in a week. Later her stomach would certainly have something to say about therich assault she had made on it.
There was another commotion from where SirClement sat, and people were again drawing rapidly away from him,this time Guy and Lady Anne among them, so that very suddenly SirClement was alone, still seated but bent forward toward the tablewith both hands clutching at its edge as red-faced with effort hestrangled for breath.
�Well!� said the abbot. �Perhaps God'sgrown as tired of him as the rest of us have and decided to judgehim after all.�

Chapter Eight

After the first moment of shock, the hallseethed into chaos, with some shouting, a few screams, and muchexclaiming. People rose to their feet, some trying to pullfarther away from Sir Clement, others crowding toward him. Afew climbed onto benches, craning for a chance to see, andfragments of prayers rose among the exclamations, inquiries, andfrenzied chatter. Sir Clement was blocked from Frevisse'sview, but like the abbot she kept her seat, knowing futility whenshe saw it; even with the added height the dais gave to the hightable, she would see nothing if she stood. There was nothingshe could do at this distance and no way to get through the turmoilto Sir Clement. But she crossed herself and began a ferventprayer for him, because he was clearly in God's hand now and forhim especially that must be a terrifying place. Very rarelywas God's judgment seen so clearly, swift and sure, in thisworld. With that fear on her, she added a prayer ofacceptance of his will, because God forbid she contradict him inhis judgment, lest in another way she be as guilty as SirClement.
Beside her, she noticed, the abbot wasdeep into passionate prayer of his own.
Down the hall some sort of order was beingforced. People shifted back so that a few men � mostlyservants, but Sire Philip among them � could help Sir Clement tohis feet and away from the table. He was bent far over, stillstrangling for breath, his fists pressed hard against hischest. Crying �Make way!� the men holding him up half led,half carried him from the hall. A momentary silence followedthem, but when they were gone the babble of wonder and alarm beganto rise again.
Bishop Beaufort rose in his place to hisfull, impressive height and, with his hands held wide to includeeveryone in front of him, declared in his strong voice, �Goodpeople! We've seen a wonder here with our own eyes. MayGod, having made his will manifest, have mercy on this man. Let us pray for him. And for ourselves, who may be as nearand unknowing as Sir Clement was to God's great judgment. Return to your places, I bid you. Sit, that we may pray.�
He was so completely sure of their obediencethat � scared or awed or wary � people complied, the guestssubsiding onto their benches, the servers to their places neartheir lords or along the screen to the kitchen. The gap whereSir Clement, his ward, and nephew had sat remained eloquentlyempty; people glanced at it and nervously away, or kept their eyesaverted entirely.
Bishop Beaufort waited until the hall wasstill and all their eyes on him. Then he brought his handstogether, said, �Oremus,� and bent his head. Everyhead in the hall bent with him, and in a voice that carried allthrough the hall, meant to reach everyone as well as God, he said,�Lord of power and might, may we � dust in your wind � learn not totempt your wrath. If it be your will, spare Sir ClementSharpe, that he may be a better servant in your sight to the end ofhis appointed days, if these be not they. Sed fiatvoluntas tua. And may we all come to the ends you haveappointed and find your mercy at the last, through Christ our lord,who lives and reigns forever. Amen.�
He lifted his head and said in a more commonvoice, �Now let us remember that we came to honor our friend ThomasChaucer and go on with this meal in remembrance of him, may he restin God.�
A murmurous response ran through thehall. Hands moved, making the cross from head to breast, leftshoulder to right. Some heads remained briefly lowered inpersonal prayers. Much subdued and in deep order, the mealcontinued. Bishop Beaufort sat down and turned to comfortMatilda, pale and shaken beside him.
Frevisse gave up anything more than thepretense of eating, and with her headache did not dare drink morewine. Robert did not return, and the abbot made no moreeffort at conversation. Left to her thoughts, she did notlike their morbid turn; God so directly manifest against someonewho had tried his patience past endurance was not a comfortingsight. She took her mind away from it, sheltering in watchingother people down the hall.
Two servers were clearing away the dishesfrom Sir Clement's place. One righted a goblet and dropped atowel over a wide wine stain.
Farther down the tables, Sister Perpetua hadstopped eating and, very white faced, sat with bowed head, lipsmoving in silent prayer. The nun sitting beside her wasweeping and telling her beads. Sire Philip had not returnedand a large woman had shifted sideways to take advantage of hisvacated place.
The next course, of roast pork on a bed ofsaffron rice with apricots and mushrooms, was just being set infront of her and the abbot, when her aunt's lady-in-waiting Joanleaned over her shoulder and said low in her ear, �My lady andCountess Alice ask if you would mind going to see how Sir Clementdoes, and return to tell them.�
�Assuredly,� Frevisse said. She couldleave the table with less disruption than anyone else, shesupposed, and her report would probably be more detailed than aservant's.
Aside from those considerations, she welcomedan excuse to leave the hall. She rose and asked, �How is itwith my aunt?�
Joan shook her head and made smalltch-tch-tch sounds. �She's being very brave, despite thefright that fool gave us all. She'll see the day through wellenough, but there'll be payment tonight and afterwards, poorlady. Valerian would help her rest if she'd take it, but shealways refuses. You might speak to her about that, my lady,if you would.�
�I will,� Frevisse said as Joan curtseyed andreturned to her mistress. With a murmur of apology to theabbot, Frevisse excused herself, leaving the hall by a door behindthe dais. She stopped a servant in the corridor who said thatSir Clement had been taken to the priest's room above thechapel.
Among the benefits of being priest in ahousehold as large and rich as Thomas Chaucer's was a private roomfor sleep and prayer and study. It was a sensible place tohave taken Sir Clement; it would not inconvenience any of thefamily, was well out of the way of other guests, and could beeasily closed to the curious.
The narrow, dark, steep stairway to it wentup from the chapel's antechamber and opened directly into thepriest's room. It was the size of the chapel directly belowit but austere, with everything in it, even the cross above theprie dieu against one wall, plain or old or both. There wasan aumbry along one wall for storage, a bare wooden table, a singlechair, one joint stool. A narrow bed was along a wall, with aservant's truckle bed under it and gray woolen blankets onit. Only the rug underfoot gave the room any color, and itwas obviously a cast-off from some other part of the house, itspatterns faded and muddled with wear.
This barrenness was not Chaucer's provisionfor his priest. Frevisse remembered coming to make confessionhere when she lived at Ewelme. There had been a colorfulhanging, a gaudily painted Crucifix, and a far bigger bed with abright coverlet. This austerity must be Sire Philip's choice,but she noticed that the one fine piece of furniture was a talldesk, set to catch the best light from one of the two narrowwindows, and the only sign of wealth were the books on the shelvesbehind the desk's footrest. It was a scholar's desk, meantand used for work, and had, in contrast to all else in the room, acompletely superfluous and beautiful fretwork of wood deeply carvedand swirled between its legs.
Frevisse absorbed all that in the firstmoment she reached the doorway, then focused on Sir Clement. He was not lying on the bed but seated at the table, leaningforward over it, his hands braced on its edge and all hisconcentration given to his breathing, which was clearly easier thanit had been when he was taken from the hall. Near the furtherwindow were Guy and Lady Anne, he standing rigidly, she close tohim, one hand on his arm, the other pressed to the base of herthroat as if to hold down her fear. Jevan Dey stood near thembut apart and alone, nervously rubbing his hand on his thigh.
Sire Philip was beside the table, and behindhim a plainly dressed man Frevisse took to be his servant waitedalertly. Directly opposite Sir Clement, a physician � tojudge by the cut of his dark gown � was bent down to starebroodingly into his face, concentrating on Sir Clement as ifconcern alone might be enough to cure him.
Suddenly Sir Clement shoved himself uprightto draw a deep, wheezing breath. The physician and everyoneelse started. Frevisse smothered a gasp. The man'snormally lean features were not only bloated, but viciouslypatterned with irregular red welts across his cheeks and down intothe opened collar of his houppelande.
But in a voice still recognizablyill-tempered, though thickened, Sir Clement demanded, �Adrink. Even water. Something.�
The physician looked at Sire Philip andnodded, and the priest gestured at his servant who moved toward theaumbry as Guy turned to look in its half-open door, then reached totake out a long-necked bottle.
�That one, yes,� Sire Philip said. �Andthe cup, too.�
Looking annoyed at Guy's intervening in hisduties, the servant brought out a pottery cup while Guy pulled atthe bottle's loosened cork.
Sir Clement, his breathing still ragged,glared at the physician, then shifted his gaze past him to Guy andLady Anne. �Not yet,� he grated. �You won't have heryet.� Lady Anne's hand tightened on Guy's arm, holding himback from a harsh move forward. Sir Clement looked at Jevan;his mouth quirked cruelly. �Live in hope and die in despair,boy. I'm still here.�
Jevan's eyes darkened with deep anger. Lady Anne shook her head, warning him to keep back whatever he wasabout to do or say. Whether for that, or out of his longhabit of control, he held silent and still. But the angerremained in his eyes.
�Here.� Sire Philip took the filled cupfrom Guy and made to offer it to Sir Clement.
But Clement made an inarticulate noise andbegan to fumble franticly at the wide cuff of his houppelande'slong sleeve, loosening it and then pushing it as far up as it wouldgo, to let him come at the red rash covering his arm. �Hell'sfire! I'm being spared none of it!� He began clawinghis fingernails at the rash. The physician put out his handto stay him. Sir Clement left off scratching longenough to shove him in the chest, forcing him back a pace,growling, �Leave me be!� Then he seized the cup from SirePhilip, snapping, �Give me that!�
He drank all the wine down in clumsy gulps,flung the cup at the table, and began to dig at his arm again.
From a safer distance the physician said,�You should try to lie down now, my lord. To rest. I��
�Ass! I can't� breathe� lyingdown.� Sir Clement's breath caught and fought among thewords. He struggled and it broke loose with a snoring sound.He wheezed a few deep breaths to catch up his air and sat with hishead cast back, eyes shut. A thin rivulet of drool ranunheeded out of the corner of his mouth. Around him, everyonestood motionless, eyes fixed on him.
After a few moments, when nothing changed,the physician said in a whisper, as if that would keep Sir Clementfrom hearing him, �He's better than when he came from thehall. There's that for hope.�
�But you don't know what it is?� Sire Philipasked.
The physician cast him a dark glance. �It's not like anything I've seen, no.� In a lower whisper,almost between his teeth, he added, �It wouldn't be, wouldit?� Because who among them had seen God strike down asinning man before?
Sir Clement reared his whole body back in hischair in a sudden terrible struggle for air again. His upperlip had shaded to blue; his eyes were staring with panic at nothing- or at nothing anyone else in the room could see in front ofhim. Then, with his fists clenched and his forearms pressedagainst his ribs as if to force air out, he lurched forward to leanacross the table in much the same way he had in the hall when thefirst attack came on him.
The physician and Sire Philip and the servantclosed on him as if there were something they could do. Jevan, grabbing the wine bottle from Guy's hand, came to snatch thecup from the table and fill it. Belatedly Guy followed butonly a few steps, keeping his distance from his uncle. LadyAnne stayed where she was, her hands pressed over her mouth,looking more a child than ever in her wide-eyed fear.
Sire Philip drew back a step now and made thesign of the cross over Sir Clement, large enough to include hisservant and Jevan and the physician all together. Thephysician gestured Jevan's cup away. He was trying uselesslyto straighten Sir Clement to see him better. Sire Philipcrossed himself and began to pray in Latin.
Frevisse and everyone else there crossedthemselves in response.
How long Sir Clement's struggle to breathewent on Frevisse could not have said. Forever. And notlong. The tortured gasping turned to a high wheezing and thengutteral choking. Frevisse, raising her head bowed as sheprayed aloud for mercy, for pity, saw Sire Philip turn from thetable to the aumbry. He was still praying, too, his lipsmoving silently now while his hands did something out of hersight. Then he turned back to the table with a glass vial anda piece of bread in his hands, and Frevisse realized what he heldand what he was going to do and sank to her knees.
Pushing Jevan and the physician aside, hebent over Sir Clement and said loudly at him, �Do you repent? Do you ask for the body of your Savior and repent of all yoursins?�
Belatedly everyone else in the room saw andknelt, even the physician though he was last, resisting the endthat had to come.
Sir Clement's body shuddered with thestruggle for breath, but Frevisse was able to see his now-desperatenod to the question that could mean his soul'ssalvation. Sire Philip forced the small bit of breadinto his mouth, poured oil � the blessed chrism � from the vialonto his own fingers and drew a cross on Sir Clement's reddened,swollen, shuddering forehead. His eyes staring and mouthagape with the uneaten bread in it, Sir Clement fixed his gaze onSire Philip who stayed bent over him, face close to face, prayingat him until Sir Clement's head fell back, his mouth now workingsoundlessly, his eyes suddenly fixed on the ceiling for an ugly,drawn-out moment before they went sightless and he slumped in thechair, still staring upward but his eyes empty now of anythingalive.
Then Sire Philip said, �In manus tuas,Domine, commendo spiritum eum.� Into your hands, O Lord,I commend his spirit. The hoped-for last words of everyChristian that Sir Clement had not been able to say forhimself.

Chapter Nine

The day had been longer and worse � inseveral ways � than Beaufort had anticipated. Seated at thetable spread with work in his chamber, daylight fading to grayhalf-light but no lamp lighted because he had not yet given orderfor it, he rubbed his forehead in what he knew was a habitualgesture. He was tired, but there were matters to see to somessages could go at first light tomorrow morning, matters thatcould not be delayed because they concerned both the government andhis bishopric, and neither of those could be left to themselves forlong.
On the whole, his bishopric was the lesserproblem � and the more profitable � since he had appointed men thathe could � not trust; trust left one too vulnerable � but men hecould depend on to see that things were done the way he wanted themdone, and to let him know if for any reason they could not.
England's government, being less under hispersonal control, was far less well-ordered. The reasons forthat were almost as numerous as the men who felt they had a claimto the right to advise young King Henry VI, men who could never bebrought to see that �claim� and �ability� were not necessarily thesame thing. His deservedly detested, much deplored nephewHumphrey, duke of Gloucester came first to mind. For thepresent the duke was as circumvented as could be managed, thoughthe complete cessation of his interference in the government wasnot even to be hoped for.
Blast Thomas! He had been one ofthe few men Gloucester respected enough to listen to. Notnecessarily heed but at least be slowed on whatever half-brainedscheme he might have at the time.
But Thomas, except for brief occasions, hadrefused to be dragged into the coil around the King. And nowhe was beyond any part in it at all.
Beaufort made a prayer for Thomas'ssoul. He had kept as emotionally distant from thinking aboutThomas as he could today; it was easier to deal with matterscompetently if emotions were kept out of them. He would payfor that restraint later, he knew, with probably a week's illtemper; but it had seen him through the day's necessity. Andnow he put Gloucester firmly out of his mind, too. Evenmerely thinking about Gloucester was a profitless, aggravatingwaste of time. What needed to be dealt with here and now wasa far lesser matter than the king's royal uncle, but at least itwas one about which something could be done, Beaufort hoped.
One of his secretaries knocked once at theopen door across the chamber. Beaufort nodded for him to comein and, seeing Dame Frevisse and the nun who had traveled with herbehind him, rose to his feet. �Dame Frevisse. Thank youfor coming so promptly.�
He held out his hand. The two womencrossed to him, curtsied, and kissed his ring. Then thesecond nun withdrew to stand near the door, head down, hands foldedinto her opposite sleeves. It would be unseemly for any nunto be alone with a man, but she was politely removing herself asmuch as might be. Beaufort glanced around at the two clerksworking at tables along the far wall; they were out of earshot ifhe and Dame Frevisse kept their voices low.
He indicated she should sit on a stool besidethe table. �I hope my summons was not too inconvenient. You are undoubtedly tired after such a day.�
�At your pleasure, my lord bishop. There is no inconvenience.� She sat containedly, straightwithout stiffness, her hands, like her companion's, tucked into hersleeves, her voice pleasant, mild in the middle range.
Beaufort studied her face in its surround ofwhite wimple and black veil and learned no more about her. She was here, obedient to his summons, as anyone would be. Whatever she felt or thought about it did not show. And thatin itself told something about her: Not many lesser people cameinto his presence without showing something of unease orover-eagerness, depending on what they feared or wanted fromhim. Did she fear nothing? Want nothing? Heremembered her sudden push for information about the availabilityof affordable grain the evening their paths had first crossed � andhow that one sign of interest in his power had, at the mildestpossible rebuke from her aunt, been withdrawn completely. Buteven in that brief exchange he had sensed her strength ofwill. Thomas had been right; she was an unusual woman,intelligent and controlled, no matter how meekly she sat herebeside him, eyes modestly downcast, waiting for him to speak. Very well.
�Your uncle charged me with a message for youas he lay dying.�
Her head came up, confronting him with a lookthat was neither meek nor modest but sharp as a huntinghawk's. But her voice was steady-voiced as she said, �Yes, mylord?�
Watching her carefully, Beaufort said, �Hesaid to tell you he would miss you.�
She bent her head too swiftly from him toread her reaction, and for perhaps a dozen heartbeats she wassilent, then said softly, her face still lowered, �Thank you, mylord.�
�I believe you will miss him?� He madeit a question, so she would have to answer.
She lifted her head. There were tearsin her eyes, but she said steadily, clearly not caring that he saw,�He was my friend. I have no other like him. And neverwill.�
Beaufort looked away, reached out and drew abundle toward him across the table. �He also left you this, abequest outside his will, to do with as you choose.�
He held it out to her. As she took it,he noticed how long and fine her fingers were, and though she wastoo strong-featured to be commonly beautiful, her face was notunattractive. Thomas had said she had freely chosen to be anun and never shown herself discontented with her choice, but stillthe bishop wondered why she had made it when certainly she couldhave married well enough. Thomas would surely have given hera dower, fond of her as he was. Beaufort had had occasion towonder about other nuns' choices through the years; choices that,like Dame Frevisse's, puzzled him.
She set the bundle on her lap and placed herhands over it. Though the gesture was quiet, her handsseemingly at ease, Beaufort had the intuition that it would cost abattle to take it back from her, should anyone be so foolish as totry.
�You're not going to open it?� he asked.
�Not now,� she said, her composure complete,her look directly into his eyes asking what concern it was ofhis. When he did not respond, she dropped her eyes, waitingto be dismissed.
Pleased to disconcert her, Beaufort leanedback in his chair and said, �Well, I have a request of my own foryou.�
He thought he detected a wary stiffening inthe pause before she looked at him again. But her voice wasas even as before. �Yes, my lord?�
�There was a death here today. You sawit, I believe.�
�Yes, my lord.�
�And you were distressed by it.�
�I've seen death before, my lord. I'mnever glad of it but�� She hesitated, then said, �Butit's a part of life. It comes to us as surely as birth. To be angry at one is to be angry at the other.�
�And both come at God's will.�
�Yes, my lord.�
�And this particular death, it's being said,came more directly than most from God.�
�Yes, my lord.�
�I want to be certain of that.�
Dame Frevisse opened her mouth as if toprotest but remembered herself and asked instead, �How can you bemore sure than by having seen it with your own eyes? Hewished God's judgment on himself and it came.�
Beaufort knew what was being said throughoutEwelme manor house and � by this time � in the village, and whatwould be said much farther afield as guests went away to their ownhomes more full of the talk of Sir Clement's death than of Thomas�funeral. God had worked a wonder in the sight of everyonethere today, and it would be more than a nine days' wonder.
�I want to know that that is what itwas,� he said.
With some asperity behind her continuedrespectful tone, Dame Frevisse said, �Then I suggest you ask SirePhilip. He was nearer to it than I from the beginning, andwith him to the very end of it.�
�I have already spoken with Sire Philip.�
And been thoroughly unsatisfied because thepriest had seemed as willing as everyone else to accept God's handin Sir Clement's death; had seen no further, asked no further,wondered no further than that God chose that time and place to makehis power manifest. �Your uncle told me you have a way offinding out things that others do not see.�
Dame Frevisse drew a deep breath as if tospeak, but then tightened her mouth and said nothing. Instead, she bowed her head, hiding her face again.
Beaufort went on, �I want to be assured thiswas indeed an uncommon death. I want to be sure of God'swill.�
Dame Frevisse straightened to look directlyat him and asked a question he had not expected. �Why?�
He could simply require her cooperation outof obedience to his place as a prince of the Church. But withmemory of things Thomas had said about her, Beaufort leanedforward, dropped his voice to make this clearly between only thetwo of them, and said with the plain truth, �I want to know ifthere was man's hand in this, and sin. Sir Clement was ablaspheming man for many years. I doubt there's anyone couldcount now how many times he's stood up and said, �If I'm wrong inthis, may God strike me down within the hour,� but it was often andoften without God ever taking notice of him. I've heard himmyself, on occasions enough when his lies were baldly apparent toall present. So I can't help wondering why God would chooseto strike him down now in particular, when there were other, moresuitable times. Unless one is inclined to think God wasasleep or busy elsewhere on the other occasions.�
Dame Frevisse's mouth twitched with an effortagainst smiling. It was a gesture Beaufort had often seen onThomas Chaucer's face. �I didn't know it was that way withhim,� she said. �Only that he seemed to enjoy creating angersaround him.�
�Oh, indeed he enjoyed that,� Beaufortagreed. �And that's what makes me wonder about hisdeath. He had a talent for garnering enemies, and made apractice of never losing one once he'd gained him. But what Iwant to know particularly� is whether or not Sire Philip had ahand in it.�
His words startled her, and she did not tryto hide it. �Sire Philip? Why do you suspect him inparticular?�
�I don't, in particular, suspect him. Isimply want to be sure I don't have to suspect him at all.� Beaufort hesitated; but she was an intelligent woman and wouldserve him better if he made himself clear. �I have had my eyeon Sire Philip Basing these few years. He, like you, hasabilities beyond the ordinary, and I'm ever in need of such men inmy service. But I need men I can be sure of before I put theminto offices where I must trust them. �The king ought toplace in posts of command only those of whose capacity he has madetrial.��
��And not to proceed to make trial of thecapacity of those whom he has placed in posts of command,�� DameFrevisse immediately answered, completing his quotation. �Vincent de Beauvais. And very true.�
So she was as knowledgeable as Thomas had ledhim to believe. Very learned, Thomas had said, and had notadded, For a woman. Beaufort wondered what the book in herlap was that Thomas had so particularly wanted her to have.
But that was not to the point rightnow. Permitting himself a smile of appreciation for hercompletion of his quote, he said, �Exactly. So I would knowwhether Sire Philip is a murderer or not before I begin to trusthim.�
�There was� strife between him and SirClement?�
�Sire Philip is freeborn, but onlybarely. His father was still villein to Sir Clement's fatherwhen Sire Philip was born, but Sire Philip's mother was a freewoman and he was born on her freehold property and is thereforefree from birth himself, according to the law. His fatherlater bought his way out of villeinage and, with his wife'sproperty and help, became quite prosperous and provided botheducation and opportunities for his sons. Sire Philip inparticular took best advantage of the possibilities, and looks togo far in the Church. But Sir Clement has been making claimthat he has proof Sire Philip is not freeborn after all. Is still,in fact, a villein and therefore Sir Clement's property. IfSir Clement had pursued and proved such a thing, Sire Philip'sfuture would have been severely hampered.�
�But Sir Clement had not pursued it intocourt yet?�
�And curtail his sport? The torment ofthe uncertainty of his victims was among the things he mostenjoyed.�
�By your words, he had more victims than SirePhilip,� Dame Frevisse said. �Sire Philip won't be the onlyone who might be glad to have him dead. Possibly he's noteven the only enemy who was present at the funeral feast.�
�Most assuredly. Now mind this: SirePhilip does not know how much I know about him. He only knowswe both agreed Sir Clement was a pain better avoided ifpossible. So when you begin questioning people about SirClement and his death-� Dame Frevisse raised her eyebrows atthe word �when�. Beaufort did not care. She was goingto do this thing for him, whatever she thought. �-he willhave no reason to suspect you are especially interested in him,since you cannot know there was especial reason for him to want SirClement dead. Do you understand?�

Chapter Ten

Frevisse found that on closer acquaintanceshe did not much like Bishop Beaufort. Nor the way that hewas watching her across the little distance between them with theremote calculation he would probably give to a property he wasthinking to invest in. And she doubted he cared that she waswatching him as warily as she would an adversary about to make athreatening move. He did not care, she thought, whether aperson liked or disliked him, so long as they did what heasked. And did it well.
What had Chaucer told him about her? Why would such a powerful man ask this of her? In a cool,level voice that she hoped matched his own, she said, �I understandand will try to do as you wish, my lord bishop.�
Bishop Beaufort nodded, then made a gracefulgesture of dismissal. He would always be graceful in success,Frevisse thought, and wondered how he was in defeat. Sherose, made low curtsy to him again, and left. Dame Perpetuasilently followed.
Interested and speculative looks were turnedon them by people in the outer room, but Frevisse walked throughwithout raising her head, the cloth-wrapped bundle pressed againsther middle by her folded hands, her veil swung forward on eitherside of her face in appearance of holy modesty.
In truth she was feeling nothing remotelylike holy, and just then modesty was the least of herconcerns. But she wanted no one to speak to her; she did nottrust her ability to answer well or even politely. She wantedto be alone, to think about what Bishop Beaufort was asking. With the instinct of her years in St. Frideswide's and herknowledge that with Ewelme crowded with guests tonight there was noprivate place to go to, she retreated to the chapel.
In its antechamber, as Frevisse reached forthe door handle, Dame Perpetua touched her arm, stopping her. �Dame Frevisse, how is it with you?� she asked gently.
Frevisse turned to her. �How much didyou hear of what he asked of me?�
�All of it, I think. Will you be ableto do what he wants of you?�
It had been for her commonsense and goodmanners that Dame Perpetua had been chosen to come with her, nordid Frevisse have any doubt of her discretion. But this wasnot something she thought she could share. �I don't know,�she said, her voice sharpened with her own desire not to beburdened with the problem. �I don't even know if I know howto try.� She reached for the door again. �I need topray awhile.�
Behind her, Dame Perpetua said quietly,�Prayer is meant to be a strength and guidance, not a hidingplace.�
Frevisse paused as the justice of thatwarning struck to the soft core of her conscience. She had noreply. Her darkness was her own, and God had not yet shownher the way out of it. Until he did, prayer was her onlyease. And her only guidance. She did herself that muchjustice: She was searching for a way out of the darkness of herregret, a way through forgiveness � God's and her own � intoacceptance of her deeds, not into escape from them, ordenial. And prayer was the only way she had. Prayer wasnot her hiding place but her hope.
But that was not something to be put intowords here and now. After a moment, not answering DamePerpetua, she went on into the chapel.
Sir Clement's body was laid out whereChaucer's body had been yesterday. There was no coffin yet;the body, completely enveloped in its white shroud, rested onboards set on trestles covered with black cloth, seemly enoughuntil a coffin could be made. His relatives would depart withthe body tomorrow, Frevisse supposed. No, the crowner stillhad to come, as he always did, to investigate any uncertain orviolent death. Neither Sir Clement's body nor his familywould be able to leave until then, and there was no way to know yetwhen the crowner would arrive.
She crossed to the far side of the chapel,Dame Perpetua behind her. It was dim here, well away from thedoor and from the light of the few candles set around Sir Clement'sbier. She recognized Jevan kneeling at the head of thecorpse, his face above his clasped hands touched with the warm goldcandlelight. Three others, one of them Master Gallard theusher by his shape (but subdued and motionless for once), knelt ina row beside the coffin, facing the altar, their backs toher. In a hush of skirts, Dame Perpetua sank down to herknees beside her. Frevisse followed her onto the familiarhardness of stone floor, bowed her head, folded her hands together- and found that instead of going readily into the comfort ofprayer, she was staring blindly at the floor in front of her,thinking of the problem she had been set.
There was no question but that she had to doas Bishop Beaufort had asked. He was her religious superior,and there was nothing immoral or illegal about his request. Though St. Frideswide's Priory was in the bishopric of Lincoln, nothis of Winchester, he was still a bishop and moreover a cardinal,and his power and influence stretched where he wanted them to inEngland. If she failed to obey him, she might suffer for itin some way. But if she tried and honestly failed, shethought he would accept her failure without blame.
But the problem remained of how to attemptwhat he had asked.
He doubted Sir Clement had been struck downby God. Why? And why did he believe it possible thatSire Philip had murdered him? He wanted to know what hadhappened because he had plans for Sire Philip and wanted to be sureof him. Sure that he had not committed a murder � or surethat he had? her mind treacherously suggested. She was notsure Bishop Beaufort had made that distinction clear when he askedher to learn the truth.
But at least he had given her the priest'spossible motive. The threat of villeinage was a heavy thingto hold over a man. And yet Sire Philip had been singularlyundisturbed by the insults Sir Clement had thrown at him yesterday,as if neither they nor Sir Clement particularly mattered tohim.
Or had he been hiding his true reaction withexceptional skill?
And if he or someone else had killed SirClement, how had it been done?
Poison was the obvious answer. Thephysician would have spoken out about any wound, and there had beenthe strange struggle to breathe, as if Sir Clement were beingthrottled by an invisible foe, and the swollen face, the rash, andred welts.
But how could he have been poisoned? Sir Clement, like everyone else, had shared his food anddrink. Lady Anne and Guy had shared his food; she and SirClement had shared a goblet; yet only Sir Clement had sickened.
Even if some way it had been poison, SirePhilip had been well down the table from Sir Clement at the feast.But perhaps, if it was poison, it had been given earlier. What elsehad Sir Clement eaten or drunk? Breakfast, surely. Was there apoison that was so slow to act?
Or perhaps the poison had come later. Sir Clement had been the only one to drink the wine in SirePhilip's chamber, just at that point where he had appeared to berecovering. What if God's hand had touched him but not closedon him, only leaving him with warning of his sinful mortality andan opportunity to change? Had Sire Philip � or someone else,Frevisse added conscientiously � taken the chance of what was meantto be God's warning on Sir Clement to kill him?
The poison had worked swiftly there in SirePhilip's room, with symptoms seemingly identical to those that hadstruck Sir Clement in the hall. And since no one could haveforeseen God's action, how would they have had a poison so readilyto hand, and one that matched so well?
She would need to talk to the people whomight know or have seen more. And ask the physician his ideason the nature of Sir Clement's death. Physicians always hadideas; ever insecure in their inevitably lost battle againstmortality, they generated theories as readily as a master smithmade weapons.
But whatever she did, whatever she asked, thematter came back to the question of whether Sir Clement had died ofGod's holy will or man's sinful intent.
A darkness came between her and the candles,and she looked up to find Sire Philip an arm's length away, lookingdown at her.
She glanced toward the bier, and saw theempty place where he had been kneeling. She had been sodistracted with her problem when she entered that she had notrealized the taller man beside the usher Master Gallard had beenSire Philip.
Now he bowed his head to her slightly, inacknowledgment of her noticing him, then tilted it to one side,asking her to come with him.
She would have to talk to him some time; atleast this way he had sought her out, and so might be less guardedwith his answers. With a sense of duplicity, because she hadnot been praying, Frevisse briefly bent her head and crossedherself, then rose to go with him from the chapel. DamePerpetua followed her and in the antechamber, as they drew to a farcorner, she stopped by the door, her hands quietly in her sleeves,her head bowed, just as she had been with Bishop Beaufort.
With no waste of words over any greeting, andnot even a look at Dame Perpetua, Sire Philip said, �His grace thebishop wished to speak with you.�
�And did,� Frevisse answered, sure he alreadyknew it. What he probably wanted to know was why, but she hadher answer ready. �He had a message for me from myuncle. My uncle charged him with it on his death bed, and hewished to give it to me personally.�
�God keep your uncle's soul,� Sire Philipsaid. �And that was all?� His gaze dropped deliberatelyto the bundle she still held against herself and returned to herface.
Her expression bland, Frevisse said, �Whatelse should there be?�
Matching her tone, he said, �Your uncle spokeof you upon occasion. He was fond of you. More, hevalued your intelligence.�
Frevisse bent her head humbly, as if todisparage the compliment, and said nothing.
�And I think he spoke of it to BishopBeaufort, too.�
�That would have been very kind of him,�Frevisse said.
�His grace the bishop is not content that SirClement's death was God's will.�
Frevisse could not help a start ofsurprise. �He isn't?�
�Didn't he say so to you?�
�Did he to you?�
�He questioned me about every particular Iobserved of Sir Clement's attack and death, and I don't think hewas satisfied with my answers.�
�Why? What did you tell him?�
�You saw it, along with everyone else in thehall and then in my room.�
�But you were closer. And I didn't seewhat happened in your room until I came at almost the end.�
Sire Philip gestured impatiently. �Yousaw enough. He was better, able to breathe with less effortand talking lucidly. And then he was struck again anddied. You saw that.�
Frevisse nodded. She had seenthat. She wished she could more clearly remember where theothers had been around the room, what they were doing before thesecond attack, what their faces had betrayed of theirfeelings. She crossed herself. �As if God had begun toremove his hand from him, and then struck him down afterall.� She shivered with memory. �Did he say anythingbefore then that I didn't hear? Anything so unrepentent,or�� She hesitated. ��so blasphemous there was nosalvation for him?�
�There was no repentance or fear of God inhim at all. He was himself, ill-tempered and demanding asalways.� Sire Philip paused, then added, �Perhaps that waswhat brought God's final anger down on him. That even soplainly warned, he saw no error in his ways.�
Drawn along that path of thought, Frevissequoted, ��What, do you think your life was given to you forever,and the world's goods with it?��
��Nay, nay, they were only loaned to you, andin awhile will go to another,�� Sire Philip answered.
It was a game Frevisse loved, and she wasgood at it; but this time she had to admit, �I know the quotationbut don't remember the source.�
�It's from Everyman,� Sire Philipsaid. �I've never seen it performed, but your uncle had acopy of it.�
The chapel door opened quietly on itswell-oiled hinges, and Jevan Dey came out. He paused at sightof them, then closed the door and bowed. The lamplight in theantechamber was as dim as yesterday, but where its shadows obscuredSire Philip's ruined face, they deepened the tense, exhausted linesaround Jevan's mouth and eyes, making him look more nearly hisuncle's age than his own. �My lady,� he said to Frevisse,then turned to Sire Philip. �I thank you for giving my unclehis final absolution. We were all too� stunned to ask forthat. For his soul's sake, my thanks. If he comes topeace at last, it's by your hand.�
�And God's will,� Sire Philip said. �But for your kind words, thanks.� He gestured toward thechapel. �I'll pray for him whenever I can.�
Jevan's smile was taut. �There'll befew others who'll come willingly. He made himselfdisliked. And his death has made people afraid even to benear his corpse.�
�At least there's someone with him now,�Frevisse said.
Jevan shrugged. �I doubt prayers willaid his soul now. If ever any man was damned directly tohell, it was Sir Clement. But he appreciated the forms. When it suited him. My own presence beside him this while isthe last thing he can require of me.�
He chopped his sentences as if following athought all the way through were difficult for him. It wasweariness rather than grief lining his face so deeply, Frevissedecided.
Sire Philip said, �But you can go rest now,can't you? You've done enough for this day, I think.�
�I want to find Guy. He should be here,too. For form's sake, if nothing else. He's SirClement's heir.�
�And you?� Frevisse asked. Jevan wasSir Clement's nephew, too, and surely heir to something.
Jevan's attempt at a smile made sharp,unamused angles in the lines around his mouth. �I'm SirClement's dog. If he had his will in this, I'd have my throatcut and be buried at his feet. That would have pleased himmore than my prayers.�
He was too tired for any pretence, Frevissethought, or for clear thinking. Food and rest and the wearingoff of shock would be the best things for him now. As hebowed and moved to leave, she said, �If you see Robert Fennerwithout Sir Walter near-� Jevan would understand that. �-please tell him I'd be glad of a chance to talk with him oncemore before he leaves.�
�Certainly, my lady. My lord.� Hebowed to them again, and left.
�If you'll pardon me,� Sire Philip said witha bow of his own, �I'll go with him, I think, to be sure he eatsand does indeed sleep tonight, rather than coming back here to prayagain.�
�He had no fondness for Sir Clement, so it'sdoubly to his credit to do what he's doing,� Frevisse said.
�But that makes it no less tiring. Doing right from a sense of duty is more wearing than doing it fromaffection.�
�And so has greater merit.�
�Truly,� Sire Philip agreed. �By yourleave, my ladies.� He bowed and left them.
To Dame Perpetua, still silently standing toone side, Frevisse said, �I suppose we should go to Aunt Matildanow.� For her, in this, affection and duty together weregoing to be equally wearing; she wished someone was going to bidher have her supper, then go to bed and be done with theday.
But no one was likely to. Resigned tothat, she led the way toward her aunt's parlor.
Robert Fenner met them at the foot of thestairs. �Jevan said you wanted to see me,� he said withoutmore greeting than a quick bow and a glance over his shouldertoward the hall. �Sir Walter is not pleased to be among thoseleft to each other's company in the hall. He hoped for achance to talk with his worship, the earl of Suffolk.� Histone caught both Sir Walter's arrogance and his own ridicule ofit.
�And lacking that pleasure, he's spreadinghis discontent wherever he best can,� Frevisse said.
�As ever,� Robert agreed. �So I can'tbe gone long.�
Understanding the hint, Frevisse askeddirectly, �What do you know about Sire Philip's relationship to SirClement?�
�The priest? Your uncle's householdpriest? Nothing.�
�It's said his father was a villein of SirClement's father. Basing, I think the name was.�
�Ah!� Robert nodded. �I know thecommon gossip there. Basing bought his freedom with hiswife's money, and then went on to increase her small fortune to alarger one and set the sons he had by her in places well abovevilleinage.�
�Sons?� Frevisse asked.
�Two of them, if I remember rightly. The priest and another one. I don't know about the secondone. But I do remember talk that Sir Clement liked to claimthe purchase from villeinage had not been valid and that father andsons were both still his property.�
�The father is still alive?�
�I think not.�
�But both sons are alive.�
�I suppose so. I haven't heardotherwise.�
�And how valid is this claim of SirClement's?�
�Probably not at all or he would have pursuedit, I suppose. Or maybe he had more pleasure in holding theclaim over the sons' heads, threatening to bring it down on themwhenever he chose and meanwhile enjoying drawing the tortureout.�
�Not a pleasant man.�
�You've only to know what he's done to Jevanto be sure of that.�
�What has he done to Jevan?�
�Everything where he should have left himalone, and nothing where he should have done something. SirClement's sister married less well than Sir Clement thought sheshould have and completely against his wishes. It might havebeen all right if her husband had lived long enough to make good onhis small inheritance. By all accounts he was clever andcapable enough, and he looked like becoming a competent woolmerchant. But he died with his affairs all tangled ininvestments that needed his close eye, and without him, when allwas said and done, there was very little left. His wifebarely outlived him, and Sir Clement seized on Jevan. Therewere relatives on the father's side who would have taken him andbeen glad of it, but Sir Clement had rank and power, and he's usedJevan like a servant ever since, to punish him for his mother's�sin� in going against Sir Clement's wishes in her marriage.�
�But he's still Sir Clement's nephew. He'll inherit something now, surely.�
Robert shook his head. �The propertiesare all entailed in the male line. Everything goes to Guybecause his grandfather was Sir Clement's father's brother, if Iremember it rightly. Sir Clement reminded Jevan of his lackof expectation frequently and with pleasure.�
�God is too merciful; he waited too long tostrike Sir Clement down,� Frevisse said, then quickly crossedherself. �God forgive me.�
Dame Perpetua crossed herself, too; butRobert said, �You're not the only one who's said that, nor I doubtyou'll be the last.�
�I saw him die,� Frevisse said. �I atleast should be more careful of my words.� But at the sametime her mind was beginning to trace a path among the things shehad been learning. �Then Guy is some sort of cousin to SirClement, not a nephew. And he's cousin to Jevan, too. Will he deal more justly with him than Sir Clement did?�
�I gather that Guy despises him for alickspittle, never mind Jevan had small choice in the matter. Jevan has no hopes from him. Or from the other way,either.�
�The other way?�
Robert smiled sadly, with memories of hisown. �Lady Anne, Sir Clement's ward. Jevan hasnever said it directly, but you have only to watch him to see hecares for her. I doubt she knows it. Between her lovefor Guy and her fear that Sir Clement might take her for himself,she's had little time to think of other loves. But that'sover now, God be thanked, and she and Guy will be free to marry, Isuppose. Poor Jevan is out of everything, but it's a suitableenough marriage, all ways � in rank and fortune and affection.�
Remembering what she had overheard and seenamong the three of them yesterday, Frevisse said with somegentleness, �So Sir Clement's death is boon to Lady Anne and Guy atleast.�
�And to a great many others,� Robertsaid. �He dearly loved trouble for its own sake. Goodmy lady, I have to go back or there'll be trouble for me and not ofSir Clement's making.�
�Go quickly. I'm sorry I kept you solong. And thank you.�
�You're very welcome.� He smiled again;Frevisse could remember when there had been real joy in his smile,not this pretence he made of it now. �Pray for me, mylady.�
Frevisse, who rarely touched anyone, tookhold of his arm for a moment, her eyes on his to make her words gomore deeply. �Always. Go with God, Robert, whateverhappens.�
He bowed too quickly for her to read hisexpression, caught her hand in his own and kissed it, then turnedand left without lifting his gaze to her again.
�I'll pray for him, too,� Dame Perpetua saidin the silence after he was gone.
Frevisse nodded. �He's in need.�
�As are we all.� Dame Perpetua�s simplecertainty let what seemed too easily a mindless platitude be theplain truth that it was.
Frevisse felt suddenly grateful for DamePerpetua's quiet, steady presence.

Chapter Eleven

Dame Perpetua left Frevisse at the door tothe parlor. �I am not needed here, nor do I want to goin. I'd rather go to bed, by your leave.� Wishing shecould go with her, Frevisse gave Dame Perpetua the small bundle totake with her, out of the way. Frevisse had guessed by itsfeel that it held a book, and was curious what Chaucer had soparticularly wanted to give her. But she meant to find abetter time and place to open the bundle than now and did not wishto draw attention to it by carrying it with her into theparlor. She drew a deep breath, then went in.
The room was even more full of people thanthe evening she had arrived and, like then, most of them werestrangers to her. Aunt Matilda and Bishop Beaufort sat nearthe fireplace, with Alice at her mother's side and her husbandSuffolk at the bishop's, all in low-voiced conversation withvarious guests. Master Gallard, hovering just inside thedoor, bowed to her and said under the general murmur ofconversation, �My lady your aunt has been asking after you. You'll go at once to join her?�
Eyes kept modestly down, Frevisse eased herway around the edge of the room and people. The conversationshe overheard as she went was mostly general, about the wet summerand the small harvest, a new cut for houppelande sleeves, afragment of an anecdote about Chaucer, an admiring comment on hisson-in-law Suffolk. Only once did someone mention death inher hearing, to be quickly cut off by his companion with a nod herway, so that she was not sure whose death he had spoken of. It seemed that here at least politeness was holding back avid talkabout Sir Clement, and she reached her aunt without being drawninto conversation with anyone.
Matilda, gray with grief, reached out to takeher hand and draw her down to kiss her cheek in greeting. �Thank you, my dear, for coming to my comfort. I know you'vehad a difficult day, too.�
Frevisse kept a warm hold on her hand. �Is there anything I can do for you?�
Matilda drew her nearer to whisper in herear, �Find a way to end this soon.� She smiled wanly as shespoke, because they both knew that the evening, like the day, hadto take its course. Tomorrow all the remaining guests wouldleave, and the family could settle to finding their places in theirgrief. In the meanwhile, the present necessity of gracioushospitality had to be endured. Frevisse squeezed her hand insympathy and moved to stand behind her, next to Alice, to becomepart of the polite flow of condolence and comments of people comingto speak to the bereaved family. She avoided even a glance atBishop Beaufort.
Near the widow there were only kind wordsabout Chaucer, or mild reminiscences of happier times shared withhim. But from where she stood, Frevisse easily saw theoccasional excited hand movement or scandalized head-shaking mixedwith uneasy but avid looks quickly curtailed.
It was no more than she had expected. They had seen a man call down God's judgment on himself and thenreceive it. Because it had fallen on someone so obviouslyworthy of his terrifying death, they could afford excitement ratherthan fear, and indulge in righteous discussions of God'swonders.
Frevisse's gaze flickered sideways and downto Bishop Beaufort's profile to the left of Alice. His voiceand subdued movements were suited perfectly to the occasion, shadedto the finest degree of dignity and sorrow. To watch him wasto believe there was nothing on his mind but the comfort of thebereaved and courtesy to their guests.
Frevisse knew better. He had succeededamong the harsh realities of the royal court for most of his life;he must perceive a great deal more of what went on around him thanothers did, and understand it more deeply than most would findcomfortable to think on or to live with.
But her uncle had counted Bishop Beaufort notjust as his cousin but as his dear friend. It had not beentheir abilities that differed but their ambitions. Chaucer,knowing how much she would need them, had trusted Beaufort with hislast words to her. She had always trusted Chaucer morecompletely than she had ever trusted anyone else. And he hadtrusted Bishop Beaufort.
Assuredly the bishop was correct that SirClement�s had been an odd death. God could take life in anyway he chose, and it had become so common to see his will in anyunexplained or sudden death that churchly scholars had been obligedthrough the centuries to point out that not all such deaths camedirectly from God's hand. But even so, why had this deathbeen given this way � not simply the agony to breathe, the reddisfiguring of his face and arms, the final strangling � but thatstrange relenting before the end, as if God had given only aglancing blow at first and then, when his warning was not taken,when Sir Clement showed no sign of comprehension or repentence,struck the fatal one?
Was that the right of it? And had itbeen done here, at Ewelme, in front of so many people, to be apublic example to other sinners? But most of the people whosaw him first struck down had not seen him die, so the example hadbeen weakened, if example had been intended.
A shifting of people near the door broughther gaze around to see Sire Philip entering. He paused justinside to speak closely to Master Gallard, the little man noddingrepeatedly to whatever the priest was saying before answeringsomething back. Sire Philip shook his head, touched theusher's shoulder as if in reassurance, and went out again.
Frevisse glanced at Bishop Beaufort in timeto see his eyes shifting away from the doorway. By his blandfacade, he might have seen nothing of interest at all, except hiseyes slipped sideways to meet hers, as if wondering if she had seenthem, too; and then he was answering some comment from the earl ofSuffolk as if he had never had his attention anywhere else.
Looking over his head and across the room,Frevisse glimpsed the physician who had been at Sir Clement'sdeath. With an abrupt wish for something besides fruitlessspeculation, she slipped sideways away from Matilda and Alice andmade her way through the crowd toward him. He moved away intalk with another man as she neared him, but she followed to theroom's far end and stood a little aside from them, her headmodestly down and her hands folded into her sleeves in an attitudeof waiting, where he must surely notice she wanted to speak tohim.
But overhearing their conversation about theweather and their relief that the chance of plague was gone nowthat the weather had turned cold, she remembered his name and wasable, when he turned from the other man to her, to say, �MasterBroun, I was wondering if I might speak to you about-�
His gesture of recognition interruptedher. �You're Master Chaucer's niece! My pardon, lady,for not knowing you sooner. Of course. Of course. You couldn't ask your aunt about it, could you? Pardon us,please,� he added to the other man, who bowed his head and movedaway, leaving them in what would pass for privacy in thatgathering. Master Broun leaned his head nearer to her anddropped his voice to consultation level. �You're wonderinghow it was with your uncle, of course. It came onslowly. He had time to prepare himself while we tried allthat could be done but, alas-� He spread his white,well-tended hands in resignation. �-it was not God's will helive. But the end was peaceful. Very peaceful.�
He was an echo of Aunt Matilda. She hadrepeated and repeated that his end was peaceful, as if forreassurance to herself more than anyone, so that Frevisse hadresisted asking for details that might mar her aunt'scomfort. Now, with this unexpected chance, she asked, �Was hepainfully ill?�
�Not painfully. Never painfully, no,except for a while when the starvation became marked, but thatabated as his decline progressed. You know he fell ill earlyin the summer? The first indication of trouble was that helost flesh with no cause. He seemed in good health but nomatter what he ate, he lessened. We began to do all manner ofthings that should have helped.� He shook his head, hisexpression puckered with professional regret. �But nothing wedid realigned his humours.�
If he were like others of his kind Frevissehad known, he would go on now to lengthy and detailed discourse onbile and sanguinity and the courses of the stars before he cameback to the plain fact that Chaucer had died despite all hisphysicians' knowledge and care. To forestall him, she said,�So it was a wasting disease, not painful in the main but with nohope.�
�Not by late autumn. From then it wasmerely a matter of time.� He spread his hands again in tokenof helplessness in the face of fate. �An unusual case, butnot unheard of.�
�And the man who died today, Sir ClementSharpe. What happened to him?�
The physician stared at her blankly for amoment, then remembered to shut his mouth, only to open it and sayrather severely, �You were in the hall, I believe? Yes, thenyou saw him. He called on God to witness his truth, and Godsmote him in his lie. And you were there in the priest'schamber when he died. My lady, you saw how he died.�
�But he didn't simply stop living,� Frevissepressed. �It wasn't that simple. I saw what agonies hewas in-�
�Certainly.� Master Broun was beginningto be offended.
Frevisse moderated her tone to humbleinquiry. �It was so terrible to see. I couldn'twatch. He didn't choke on a bite of food, or the wine hedrank go down the wrong way? It's so terrible to think of Godstriking him down that manner. I just keep hoping it wassomething else, and if it was, you would be the one who knew.�
Her double appeal to his learning and hismanhood flattered the physician enough to consider her question. �I of course checked him immediately for some cause of hisdistress,� he replied with suitable gravity, �but there was no signof what it might be. It was as if all his humours had turnedviolently against him all at once.�
�There seemed to be something in histhroat.�
�I looked there first, of course, but it wasnot something in his throat, it was his throat itself. A severe and prolonged spasm of all the flesh in there, that causedan effusion of fluid and brought on a swelling that inhibited hisbreathing.�
Inhibited his breathing to the point ofdeath, Frevisse thought drily, but she kept her tone mild andwondering as she said, �What about those terrible welts all overhis face, and that redness, and the itching that seemed to tormenthim almost as much as his breathing? They had nothing to dowith his throat constricting, did they?�
Master Broun shifted uneasily, then said,�They were no part of his throat's affliction. They weresomething else altogether, brought on, I believe, by his generaldistress and the imminence of death.�
�His death agonies brought on welts anditching?� In all the deaths she had seen or ever heard of,there had been nothing like that.
Master Broun held silent a moment, uneasyrather than offended, and then said in a much lower voice, �Theywere no direct part of his throat's affliction. Of that I'msure. But did you see the pattern of welts on his face, as ifhe had been struck by an open hand? A hand of more than humansize, one that struck and made those marks on him.�
Frevisse hesitated. She could notremember any pattern to the marks on Sir Clement's face, but shehad been farther away than Master Broun. Had anyone else seenit? Letting that go for now, she asked, �Why do you supposehis breathing eased the way it did? His breathing was mucheasier when I came in.�
The physician was clearly on more comfortableground with that issue. �There you have further proof ofGod's work in this. There was no reason for theabatement of Sir Clement's agony for that little while except God'smercy, that he have time to repent. When he did not, his lifeand soul were wrenched from him as you saw.�
Master Broun crossed himself, and so didFrevisse, but as she did, she said, �He drank something just beforethat final attack.�
�Wine. A little wine.�
�He didn't choke on it? His throatwasn't still too constricted for it?�
�I would not have allowed him to drink if ithad been.� Master Broun grew haughty again. �No, SirClement did not choke on wine or anything else. It was simplyGod's will and beyond our comprehension.� He spread hishands, indicating even he was helpless before such power. �God's ways are strange to man.�

Chapter Twelve

Wrung out, Frevisse had thought her sleepthat night would be heavy, but it was shallow and broken, rarelydeep enough for dreams or long enough for any rest. DamePerpetua slept through her uneasy stirring, but they had promisedeach other that if either woke near the time, she would awake theother for the prayers of Matins. Among all the otherwakenings there was no way to tell when one was midnight, but atlast, wakening yet again, she guessed the time was nearly right andgently roused Dame Perpetua. Together, in whispers, they saidthe office's many psalms, the soft sound of their praying almostlost in the general murmur of other people's breathing and Joan'ssnoring.
When they finished, Dame Perpetua lay down,rolled on her side, and was shortly asleep again. Frevisse,still uneasy with her own thoughts, took longer, and in the morningwas no nearer to satisfaction or answers � and felt less rested -than when she had gone to bed.
And Aunt Matilda had finally given way to hergrief. She awoke and, as was always her way, rose and went tokneel at her prie dieu for first prayer. But there, wherecomfort should have been greatest, she bent forward over her prayerbook, shaken by sobs. At first the other women left her tocry; she was past due and surely needed the tears. But itwent on, and worsened, until she was clinging to the prie dieu,helplessly wracked and unable to stop.
As Frevisse hovered uncertainly, Alice leftthe gown her maid held ready to put on her and went to hermother. Taking her gently by the shoulders, she helpedMatilda to her feet and, not bothering with words, led her backtoward the bed. Aunt Matilda, her face collapsed andsplotched, clung sideways to her daughter and went on sobbinghelplessly.
It took so long to calm her that it was awhile before Frevisse was free to leave the bedchamber. Therehad been some thought that she would accompany her aunt and Alicein standing in the hall to bid farewell to the departing guests,but word had been sent to Suffolk that he must take that duty,which was acceptable, he now being lord of Ewelme, and since Alicemeant to remain with her mother, there was no seemly reason forFrevisse to join him.
No one questioned when she and Dame Perpetuawithdrew as they had done yesterday, to say Prime in theparlor. And when they had finished, she asked Dame Perpetua,�Will you help me with something?�
Dame Perpetua looked up from shaking straightthe folds of her skirts. �If I can,� she said. �What isit?�
�About Sir Clement's death.�
Dame Perpetua's expression showed herdiscomfort with the doubts which Bishop Beaufort had expressed, andshe said with less confidence, �What do you want me to do?�
�If it wasn't God who killed Sir Clement,then it had to have been poison. I need to know what kind itcould have been.�
�But Sir Clement shared every dish, just aswe all did. And his goblet, too.� Dame Perpetua movedimmediately to the same objections Frevisse had to theproblem. �How could he have been poisoned and no oneelse?�
�If we can learn what poison it was, perhapswe'll know. There may be something among my uncle's very manybooks that would help. Would you help me look?�
The frown drawn between Dame Perpetua's eyesdisappeared. Books were her worldly passion and there werevery few of them at St. Frideswide's priory; but she subdued herobvious eagerness and despite a sudden shine in her eyes said withquiet agreement, �Yes, surely, I'll help you all I can.�
Chaucer had found he could deal with hisbusiness better the farther he was from his wife's domesticconcerns, and so the room from which he had run his merchantventures and other dealings was at the far end of Ewelme's range ofbuildings. While they went, Frevisse explained what shewanted. �I talked with the physician who was with Sir Clementat the end. He says Sir Clement died of a cramping of histhroat and an effusion of fluids. His throat constricted andstrangled him.�
Dame Perpetua made a small, distressedsound. It was expected she would be upset by the very thoughtof such a death, but she was also a clearheaded woman; she would beof more help the more she knew, rather than cosseted inignorance.
Frevisse went on, �But he didn't just simplydie. You saw him choking in the hall, but when I saw him awhile later, in Sire Philip's room, he was so much better I thoughthe was going to live.�
�What?� Dame Perpetua askedincredulously.
�The strangling had subsided to the pointwhere he was sitting up, able to talk a little, even drink somewine.�
�He was that much improved?�
�Except that he had broken out in red weltsover his face and neck and arms, and their itching was tormentinghim.� Frevisse deliberately did not mention Dr. Broun'sassertion that the welts were patterned like an open hand. She wanted someone else's observation on that and did not want todistract Dame Perpetua with something she was not sure of. �Then, soon after he drank the wine, the choking came back and hedied, with barely time for the last sacrament.�
�God have mercy on him. You think therewas poison in the wine?�
�I don't know. That's thetrouble. I don't know anything that would kill the way SirClement died. That's what I hope to find in my uncle'slibrary � something about poisons that cause those symptoms. The strangling and welts and unbearable itching.�
After a moment of considering that, DamePerpetua said very quietly, �Oh my.� And after another momentof thought: �Then you think his worship may be right and SirePhilip did murder Sir Clement?�
�I don't know clearly yet what tothink. But I've begun to wonder why God would kill a man inso elaborate a way, instead of more directly, simply, there in thehall as example to all.�
�Dame Frevisse! You're trulyquestioning God's will? Even at the orders of a cardinalbishop that's so perilous! How can you-� Dame Perpetuagestured in wordless distress at the plight of being caught betweenGod and the order of a prince of the Church.
�I know. But what if it wasn'tGod's will? What if Bishop Beaufort is right and it was aman's will in this? Or if God did indeed strike at SirClement, there in the hall, not to kill him but only to warn, andsomeone took advantage of it to poison him?�
�Surely God would strike down in his turnanyone who dared do such a thing! It would be blasphemy!�
Frevisse refrained from saying God neverseemed overly prompt in striking down blasphemers in thesedays. Like other sinners they seemed to flourish far longerthan their deserving. Instead she said, �I'd be more thanglad to leave the matter to him. But Bishop Beaufort hasdirected otherwise. Dame Perpetua, this is my burden, notyours. If you would rather be left clear of it, it's yourchoice and I'll understand.�
Dame Perpetua straightened, her face firm,her hands tucked purposefully up her sleeves. �No. Youasked for my help and I'll gladly give it, along with my prayers tokeep us safe. And I don't suppose there's actual blasphemy inwhat we're doing, since we only seek to understand God's will moreclearly, to his greater glory and our salvation. Besides, Iwant to see your uncle's books.�
Frevisse had feared the chamber might belocked, but the door handle gave to her touch and the door swungeasily open. With a mixture of emotions she did not try tosort out, she faced the place that, for her, had been Ewelme'sheart.
The room was narrow but long, and despite theyears since she had last been there all its furnishings werefamiliar � she remembered Chaucer saying with amusement at hiswife's everlasting desire for change, �I bought what I wanted andneeded at the start. Why should I change when they are stillsufficient to me? Let my room be.�
His desk was set where the light would bebest over his shoulder from the windows with their wide seats,where Frevisse had sat reading for many an hour, lost to her properduties and deeply happy. Chaucer had gathered books allthrough his life, beyond the considerable number he had inheritedfrom his father. They had long since passed the bounds ofbeing neatly closed away in a chest. He had given over onewall of his room to aumbrys for them, where they were safe behindclosed doors but easily reached. Even then, they had alwaysoverflowed through the room, and Frevisse had been free to readwhat she chose, and Chaucer had gladly discussed or explained orargued at length anything that had puzzled her or caught herinterest.
In this room, in her uncle's company, she hadhad a freedom she had had nowhere else in all her life, except inher love of God.
A remembered figure straightened from hisbent posture over an open chest across the room. MasterLionel, her uncle's clerk. Frevisse was glad she had seen himseveral times in the past few days so there was no surprise at hiswhite hair, stooped shoulders, and wrinkled face. He had beenonly in late middle age when she lived here; now he was old. He peered at her across the room through magnifying lenses held onhis nose by leather thongs looped around his ears before saying,�Frevisse. Come again,� as if it had been only hours sinceshe had last been in his way and he was no more pleased now than hehad been then. He had never approved of the time Chaucer hadspent on her, to the neglect of business that was the heart and allof Master Lionel's existence.
�Dame Frevisse,� he correctedhimself. And added, �He's gone, you know. He isn'there.�
�I know.� Startled, Frevisse respondedwith instinctive gentleness. Her uncle had not particularlymentioned Master Lionel during his last few visits to her. She wished now that he had, because more than Master Lionel'sappearance was changed. �But may I come in? He alwayswelcomed me here.�
Master Lionel looked around the room as ifsearching for a reason to refuse her, as if certain there was onethere. �What do you want? He's gone.�
�My friend has never seen his books. Iwanted to show them to her.�
�It's all right, Master Lionel. I'msure she's welcome here.�
Intent on the elderly clerk, Frevisse had notnoticed Sire Philip standing in the contrast of shadow at theroom's farther end and partly obscured by an open aumbrydoor. He came away from the bookshelves now, still speakingto the old clerk. �You can go on with your work. I'llsee to them. Master Chaucer would welcome her, youknow. So shouldn't we, also, in his name?�
Master Lionel swung his head from Frevisse tothe priest, then to Frevisse again and back to Sire Philip. The effort seemed to confuse him. He shrugged. �As youthink best.� He turned back to the chest, and Sire Philipmotioned for Frevisse and Dame Perpetua to come in.
He faced the shelves and pointed at variousvolumes as if they were what he spoke of, as he said, low andbrisk, �He's outlived his wits.� It started about two yearsago, but Master Chaucer wished him happy and found things for himto do, since he's happy here.�
�He still works?� Frevisse asked.
�No, but he thinks he does. He'ssupposed to be putting the papers in that chest in order andlisting all the ventures they pertain to. They're all onlydraft copies, so it doesn't matter if he shifts and shuffles allday, everyday, and scribbles nonsense on that great roll behind himand never gets any forwarder. Can I help you?�
�It's only as I said. Dame Perpetuawould be glad of a chance to see my uncle's books, to spend timehere if she could.�
�And you would not mind seeing them againeither.�
�This was my best place to be, before Ientered St. Frideswide's,� she answered, for the first timewondering what he knew of her from her uncle and, more to theimmediate point, how they would look for what they needed with himat hand. There were far more books here than she remembered;of course Chaucer had gone on adding to his collection after sheleft. Nor did she have any idea where any particular booksmight be. Chaucer had loved to rearrange and reclassify histreasures; she had helped him do it often enough to know that, sothere was no telling where anything might be now. A greatmany of them were spread and stacked in no order at all around theroom, used at some time and not put back. That had also beenher uncle's way, and one of her chosen tasks had been to sort andput volumes away when the chamber finally became toodisordered. There was no guessing where to find what shewanted, and she dared not ask Sire Philip.
Dame Perpetua had already drifted away,opening aumbry doors and drawing volumes from the shelves,murmuring like a mother to beloved children as she went. Thiswas a feast for her after the nine books that were all the prioryhad to offer. Given enough time, Dame Perpetua would gladlygo through every book in the room. Somewhere among them werebooks of health, medicine, physic, surgery even, that might havewhat they sought. The problem was Sire Philip. He wouldhave to be diverted, so they, or at least Dame Perpetua, couldsearch unbothered.
Taking a book at random from the shelf besidethem, she asked him, �You're a lover of books, too?�
�I doubt his worship the bishop would haverecommended me to Master Chaucer if I were not.�
Frevisse looked suitably impressed. �Myuncle mentioned he had a new priest for the manor, but said nothingin particular about you. Have you been here long?�
�Three years. Your uncle was a pleasantman to serve.�
�But challenging upon occasion.� Casually, Frevisse moved away from the shelves. �He enjoyedideas, and discussing them with other knowledgeable people.�
Sire Philip moved with her. �That'strue enough. I had to make good use of his library here tokeep even near to pace with him.� He smiled at the memory; itwas the warmest expression Frevisse had yet seen on him. �Hewas not given to quiet acceptance of anything.�
�He had questions about most things, andwanted answers,� Frevisse agreed.
��To know wisdom and discipline, tounderstand the words of prudence, and to undertake the formation ofdoctrine, righteousness, fate and��� Sire Philip hesitatedover what came next.
���equity,�� Frevisse supplied, ��thatsubtlety be given to little children and to those waxing in years,cunning and understanding.� From the first chapter ofProverbs.� Caught up again in the game she had so oftenplayed with Chaucer, one of them citing an authority, to see if theother could identify the source and, even better, complete thequotation. Without considering the propriety of saying so insuch company, she said, �So the wise collect proverbs, saithSolomon. But my uncle and I � and you, I think? � wouldcollect whole books instead.�
Sire Philip nodded his appreciation. �You're quite right, and widely read, I gather. All the booksin Master Chaucer's library?�
�As many as I could of the ones that he hadwhen I lived here. But so many of these I've neverseen. No one seems to feel books would be a benefit to thenunnery, though �Saint Paul says that all that is written iswritten to our learning��� Deliberately she stopped shortof the quotation's end.
��So take the grain and let the chaff bestill�,� Sire Philip said, gravely carrying it through. �Thatis from Geoffrey Chaucer's tales and �Now, good God, if it be yourwill as says my lord, so make us all good men, and bring us to hishigh bliss, amen.��
�Amen.� Frevisse picked up a book lyingon the window seat beside them and idly opened it. It was inLatin verse, and scanning a few lines, she recognized it forOvid. Her uncle and � he had said � his father had both lovedOvid's work. She had occasionally regretted her own Latin wastoo weak to share their pleasure in it. She closed the bookand laid it down again, wondering who had had it out. SirePhilip? Carefully, beginning to want to know more about him,she said, �My uncle was forever asking his priest to find out atlength about one thing or another. Had he asked you forsomething in particular in the while you've been here?�
�Lately he had me copying various books hewanted for his own. I finished a new work of Boccacio's atMichaelmas.�
�New?� Frevisse asked ironically. TheItalian writer had died well back in the last century.
�Newly in English at any rate.� Thecorners of his mouth twitched. If Frevisse had thought himgiven to amusement, she would have suspected he was suppressing asmile. He said, �It's a very traditional tirade againstwomen. Quite passionate actually.�
Aware that he was watching for her reactionwhile he spoke, Frevisse asked with unfeigned amusement, �Did he doa matching treatise equally fair to men?�
Sire Philip laughed aloud, deep and full andso surprising that Dame Perpetua looked up from the book she held,and Master Lionel broke his concentration on a handful of paperslong enough to stare offended at them before returning to hiswork.
�The translator assures us,� Sire Philipsaid, �that the work is put into English for its literary form, notits sentiments.�
�How very comforting,� Frevisse respondeddrily. �How did my uncle come by it?�
�He borrowed it from his grace the duke ofGloucester with permission to make copy of it.�
�The duke of Gloucester? The duke ofGloucester loaned one of his precious books to a relative of BishopBeaufort?�
Besides creating scandals and upheaval in theroyal government, principally against Bishop Beaufort, the king'suncle Gloucester's great passion was a devoted � and expensive -pursuit of books not readily had in England.
�A precious book of which I daresay theduke's and your uncle's may be presently the only copies. Hisgrace of Gloucester commissioned the translation. It seemsthe love of books is stronger than the hatreds of politics.�
�It must be.� But then her uncle hadnever been particularly good at hatreds. He had said, �Theytake too much energy and concentration. I have better thingsto do.�
Sire Philip looked across the room toward thedesks beside the window. He hesitated, then said, �LatelyMaster Chaucer had set me to copying out a book of the deeds ofArthur that I'd never seen before. Or to be more precise, thedeeds of Sir Gawain. Would you care to see it?�
�Yes! Assuredly!�
�It's here.� Sire Philip crossed to thesmaller desk, behind Chaucer's but placed the same way, left end tothe window for better light for the writer's work. Frevissefollowed him as he folded back the cloth covering the desk'sslanted top to reveal a sheet written half-over in fine, blackitalic script next to a thin book held open by a copyist's usualsmall lead bars laid across the top of its pages. With carethat told how much he valued the book, Sire Philip put aside thebars and inserted a paper scrap in his place before picking it upand handing it to her.
It was bound in green leather, soft to hertouch. Frevisse stroked it, delaying the pleasure of openinga work she did not know. But only briefly; her eagerness wastoo much.
�It's in English,� she said insurprise. Most stories of King Arthur that she hadencountered were in French. Not all, but most.
�And verse, for good measure,� Sire Philipsaid.
��Since the siege and the assault was ceasedat Troy,
The burgh broken and burned to brands andashes,
The man that the trammels of treason therewrought��� Frevisse read. �Oh, this has a goodly way toit!�
Forgetful of any other purpose, she sank downon the window seat, intent on the wonder of having somethingentirely new to read. ��If you'll listen this lay but alittle while���
�Here's where you've all gone to!�
Startled, Frevisse looked up, along with DamePerpetua. Sire Philip turned sharply. Only MasterLionel kept on with his business; no one ever came looking forhim. One of Aunt Matilda's maidservants followed her wordsinto the room. �Can you come?� she asked with a quick curtsydirected at both Frevisse and Sire Philip. �My lady thecountess prays it. My lady her mother has taken to cryingagain and can't stop. My lady the countess feels one or theother or both of you might be able to help her.�
Frevisse was already rising and putting thebook back on the desk as Sire Philip said, �Assuredly.�
�Dame Perpetua, will you stay here?� Frevisseasked, wanting her to. There would be no fear of improprietyin Master Lionel's presence, and this was the chance theyneeded.
�If I may,� Dame Perpetua said. She hadmade no move to relinquish the book she was holding. �I doubtI'd serve more than small purpose in going.�
Frevisse nodded briskly and followed SirePhilip and the maid servant out of the room.

Chapter Thirteen

When Frevisse came into her aunt's bedchamber she found Matilda lying in bed desperately clinging toAlice's hands and Alice saying soothing things in a voice that toldshe had been saying them for a long awhile. Matilda's facewas ravaged with tears and hopeless crying. Frevisse went toher and laid a hand on her shaking shoulder under the covers. Still holding with one hand to Alice, Aunt Matilda reached theother to grasp Frevisse's wrist, sobbing brokenly, �I miss him somuch! I miss him so much!�
�I know, Aunt. I know. I do,too,� Frevisse said with aching sincerity, and without warning wascrying with her; huge, unbearable tears scalding down hercheeks.
Sire Philip joined her at the bedside. His voice warmer than Frevisse had ever heard it, and calm withdeep authority, he said, �My dear lady, you've made yourself illwith your grieving. You'll break your heart if you go on, andthink what your husband would say to see you like this.�
Matilda choked on a sob and with the ghost ofa smile trembling on her lips, said, �He� he would say� �N-now,Maude. Now, Maude.��
�Exactly so. So imagine he's sayingthat to you and try to find the peace he would want you tohave.� He bent over her, not to give blessing but to tuck theembroidered cover more comfortingly under her chin. �You'reover-wearied and must stay in bed all this day. You've beentoo brave for too long and need your rest to regain your strength,just as Master Chaucer would want you to. If you wantanything, we'll joyfully do or bring it.� He glanced aroundthe room, eliciting a nod or faint murmur of agreement fromeveryone there. �You see? We love you, too, and wantyou well again. We've lost the head of our household; wecould not bear to lose its heart.�
Aunt Matilda sniffed tremulously and manageda watery smile. Tears still stood in her eyes but the rawedge of hysteria gone. She had let go of Frevisse's hand andwas holding Sire Philip's now.
He turned to one of the women holding agoblet at the foot of the bed. �Is that for my lady?�
�A sleeping potion, sir.�
She held it out and he took it. Alicelifted her mother on the pillows and, still holding her hand, SirePhilip gently held the goblet to Matilda's lips, waiting patientlywhile she drank it a sip at a time, until she had taken itall. Then he handed the goblet away and took her hand in bothof his.
�You'll stay with me?� she quavered. �Even while I sleep? You'll stay with me and pray? ForThomas?�
�And for you, my lady. I'll be herewhen you awaken,� he promised.
Worn out, she did not resist whatever hadbeen in the drink but soon slipped into a drowse, with tears stillon her cheeks. Even with the drug, it was a shallow sleep,pathetic in its fragility.
Frevisse had drawn back from the bed whileSire Philip tended to her aunt. Now, with everyone keepingvery still for fear of disturbing her aunt, and Sire Philip clearlyintending to stay there for as long as he had promised, she slippedsideways to the door and out. Silently, she edged the doorclosed but not latched behind her, whispered, �She sleeps but onlylightly,� to the pair of serving maids hovering in the outerchamber, and gave them no time to ask her anything else, but wentbriskly on.
Now, while for this once she could be sure ofwhere he was, she meant to look through Sire Philip's room.
If she had met anyone in the chapel'santechamber, she would simply have gone in, as if intent onprayers. But there was no one, and she went up the narrowstairs in soft-footed haste. Outside his door she paused torap sharply, lest his servant be there. No one called out,and she went in.
The bed had been made, the shutters set opento the pallid sunlight. The sparsely furnished room wasneatened to the point of being utterly impersonal. There wasno trace of yesterday�s chaos of emotion and desperation.
Frevisse crossed to the table. Shetouched her fingertips to its scrubbed top, where Sir Clement hadfallen forward, as if an answer might come to her by that. Nothing did. She looked around and saw the only closed placewas the aumbry, from where the bottle and goblet that had given SirClement his last drink had come. When she opened its doors,she was confronted by three neatly ordered shelves. Thebottle on the bottom one, beside two cups and a pewter plate wasnot yesterday's; this one's cork had not been pulled. Shetook up the nearest cup and found it unremarkable, of blue-glazedpottery, simple, undecorated, austere like the rest of theroom. Its fellow matched it. The plate might have comefrom a peasant's cottage.
On the middle shelf was a goldencasket. Even before she opened it, Frevisse knew that it mustcontain the essentials for the last sacrament. She crossedherself, took it down, and reverently opened it. Everythingappeared exactly as it ought to, with the tiny jars of chrism andholy water, a gilt Crucifix, a small wax candle, a pyx. Sheclosed the box and rubbed her fingers with her thumb, to remove anytrace of holy particles.
Feeling guilty for her intrusiveness, shereached among and behind the few pieces of folded clothing on theupper shelf for anything hastily put out of sight and foundnothing.
She went to the bed. The straw-filledmattress rustled at her prodding. She stooped to lookunderneath. There were only the ropes laced through a plainwooden frame, and his servant's narrower truckle bed. Carefuleven in her haste, she felt all through the coverings of SirePhilip's bed and then pulled out the servant's and did thesame. Finding nothing, she unmade them, to inspect themattresses. Neither showed any sign of having been cut openand sewn shut again and, hoping she did it identically to how theyhad been, she remade both beds.
She tried the prie dieu next, running herhands along its sides, and tilting the bench to look at itsunderside. As nearly as she could tell, there was nowhere fora hidden place in it. The cushion on its kneeler was firmlytacked down along all its edges and though she kneaded the cushionthoroughly with both hands she could detect nothing odd about itsstuffing.
The desk remained. Like the prie dieuit seemed to have no secret places, and the books were commonplaceones. A worn psalter, an Oculus Sacerdotis with acarved leather cover, the ubiquitous Lay FolksCatechism, from which Frevisse andnearly everyone she knew had been taught their prayers inchildhood, and a handsome copy of Stimulus Amoris, writtento stir the reader's love of God. Frevisse riffled throughthe pages of each one, finding the first three to be plain copiesof indifferent craftsmanship, heavily annotated in all theirmargins in firm, dark writing. The Stimulus Amoris wasanother matter. Its script had been done in a clear, steadyhand meant to make the words as lovely in their seeming as in theirmeaning; what notes there were, were lightly done, as if todistract from the beauty of the pages as little as might be. And it was illuminated as the other books were not, paintedthroughout with pictures in bright, exquisite detail, shining amongthe pages. Despite where she was, and why, Frevisse lingeredover it.
When she put it back at last and lookedaround the room, she could find nothing else to question. There was nothing here to suggest murder.
But why should there be? Sire Philiphad had all night to dispose of anything dangerous tohimself. A trip to the necessarium, a bottle, a packet, ascrew of paper dropped down the hole, and he was rid of evidencethat he had killed a man. But aside from that, it wasdifficult to imagine that he had had some sort of poison in hisroom at all. Why would he? On the chance he mightsomeday have occasion, desire, or chance to use it? If hewere indeed a man who kept poison to hand that purposefully, he wasfar different and more dangerous than he seemed.
Or had he had it to hand especially for SirClement? Knowing for weeks that Chaucer would die, and thatalmost surely Sir Clement would come to the funeral, had heprepared for the chance? But then how had he given him thepoison at the feast and again in the room? For surely it hadto have been a double dose of the same poison for the symptoms tobe the same?
She had the why Sire Philip might havedone it: Sir Clement was a threat to his advancement in theChurch. But the how eluded her. In the room,yes, there might have been chance, but in the hall Sire Philip hadbeen seated far down the table from Sir Clement and not come nearhim until after Sir Clement had been stricken.
Wait. Yes, he had.
He had gone to Sir Clement on the occasion ofSir Clement's outburst, had spoken with him with just before SirClement had called down God's judgment on himself. Had Sire Philipgoaded that from him? And if so, had there been a chance then toput something in his food? Frevisse shut her eyes, trying toremember the scene. He had come up behind Sir Clement, but shecould not recall that he had ever bent over the table or even comeclose to it. Dishes and drink had been well out of his easy reach;anything he might have done that way would have been obvious tosomeone.
Then had he had help? An accomplicefrom among other victims of Sir Clement's tormenting, willing toshare the risk and not likely to become a greater threat to SirePhilip than Sir Clement was? Who had been in a position to dowhat needed to be done at the table in the hall?
Jevan, of course, with access to every dishhe had served to his uncle there. He could have easilyintroduced poison to some dish before serving it. And Guy andLady Anne had both been there, in reach of the dishes after theywere served. It had been Guy who took the bottle and cup fromthe aumbry here in Sire Philip's room, before Sir Clement's finalattack. Had they planned that far ahead, to have poison tohand here if Sir Clement failed to die in the hall?
It would surely have been best if he had diedat the table, saving the peril of giving him more poison. That brought her back to the continuing question of how he couldhave been poisoned there and no one else affected. Unless�she had read somewhere that a poison taken in small doses longenough would be rendered harmless to the person taking it.
That was too complicated. Surely thatwas too complicated, involving too many people � Sire Philip, Guy,Anne, possibly Jevan � over too long a time. Unless she couldfind they were acquainted before now and had been in contact witheach other months ago.
Frevisse realized she had lingered adangerously long time in a room where she had no right to be. But belatedly she realized there was one last place to look, andbrought the stool from the table to stand on so she could see theaumbry's top. Nothing was there, not even an appreciableaccumulation of dust; Sire Philip's servant was thorough at hiswork.
Careful to replace the stool exactly, shewent to open the door enough to look out. There was no onethere, and she slipped out and down the stairs, stillthinking. It would be simplest if God had indeed struck SirClement in the hall, meaning to give an awful but not fatalwarning, and then a human hand had taken advantage of the moment topoison him in Sire Philip's room. Only Guy and Sire Philiphad handled the cup of wine. Guy had opened the bottle � andby its cork it had been opened before. Had there been chancefor someone else to put something into the cup as it went from theaumbry to Sir Clement's hand? She had not beenwatching. She did not remember. It was possible, thoughit would have been far easier to have put the poison in the bottlebeforehand. And it needn't have been Sire Philip, though itwas his bottle and his chamber. Anyone might have chosen his- or her � time and come in to do that, just as Frevisse had chosenhers. Though that carried the risk of someone other than SirClement being poisoned.
Who was desperate enough to do any ofthis?
Sire Philip who might have no better chanceto be rid of Sir Clement's threat. Lady Anne, who was in lovewith Guy but threatened with marriage to Sir Clement whom sheopenly detested, according to Robert. Guy, Sir Clement'sheir, wanting Lady Anne for himself, hating his uncle. JevanDey, tired of Sir Clement's insults and torments.
They had all been there. And thephysician, but he at least had no reason to want Sir Clementdead. Or no reason that Frevisse knew of, she amended.
She had reached the bottom of the stairs andwas crossing the antechamber to return to her aunt when the chapeldoor began to open behind her. Instantly, because it waseasier than having someone wonder why she had been up to SirePhilip's room, Frevisse swung around, to seem that she was justcoming toward the chapel.
Lady Anne, coming out, bent her head inslight, silent greeting, and would have gone past except Frevissesaid, �Please accept my sympathy on Sir Clement's death.�
The girl's face had been quiet, hersummer-blue eyes down after her glance at Frevisse. Now shelooked up, a corner of her cupid mouth slightly awry, as ifsomething amused her that she knew should not. �Thankyou.�
Frevisse asked, �Is Sire Philip in thechapel?�
�Sire Philip?� Lady Anne's puzzlementwas clear. �Who�?�
�The priest who was with Sir Clement at�the end, yesterday.� Frevisse dropped her voice and eyes asif not wishing to intrude on or add to Lady Anne's grief.
�Oh. I didn't know his name. No,I haven't seen him today.�
She walked on. Frevisse went with her,asking with seeming casualness, �Will you be leaving soon, as soonas�� She paused over the words, delicately short ofmentioning matters that might be distressing to the girl.
With no apparent distress, Lady Anne said,�As soon as the crowner says we may, yes.�
�And you'll take Sir Clement's body withyou?�
�Oh, no. Some of our people will followafter with it. With the cold, we'll ride on as fast as maybe.�
Frevisse said in a discreet tone, slightlychanging the subject, �He wasn't a well-liked man.�
�He was a hated man,� Lady Anne said withoutqualm. �By a great many people.�
�And now you'll be free to marry Guy, won'tyou?�
Lady Anne stopped to look at herwide-eyed. �How do you know that?�
Frevisse made a light gesture. �Peoplegossip and I can't always help hearing them.� More to seeLady Anne's response than because it was her own opinion, sheadded, �He seems a goodly young man.�
Lady Anne's smile brightened her eyes todazzling. �He is! Oh, indeed he is!� A littlemischievously, she asked, �Did the gossips also know we're to bemarried as soon as the banns have been cried?�
�They didn't know that, no.� Frevissefound the girl's smile infectious, and was glad Lady Anne's slenderbody precluded suspicion that desperate need more than desire wasbehind her eagerness to marry.
But such great love, long thwarted by SirClement as it had been, could have grown desperate for that reasonalone. Was Guy's desire for her as great as hers for him?
But Lady Anne was going on about his virtueswith all the certainty of youth that they would be enough to bringthem happiness. �He's handsome. Anyone can seethat. And brave. You should see him on the tourneyfield. And Sir Clement's heir. He'll have everythingnow that Sir Clement is dead. I think that's why Sir Clementhated him. Sir Clement never wanted anyone to have anythingof his. How disappointed he must be to find himself dead andeverything gone into Guy's hands.� She was clearly delightedwith the idea.
�I actually heard him call Guy murderousduring that quarrel in the great hall.�
�He was always saying things like that! Miserable man.�
�But Guy never fought him over it?�
Lady Anne's pretty face tightened into anexpression of deep disgust. �He never would. He said heowed Sir Clement duty as head of the family. But that wholebusiness of him trying to murder Sir Clement always made me soangry.�
�Guy tried to murder him?�
�No, of course not.� Lady Annelaughed. �Some time before I was his ward, for Christmas orMichaelmas or Lady Day or some such, Guy brought him marchpane fora gift. Sir Clement had a greedy tooth for sweets and shouldhave been well-pleased. Rude, as always, of course, butpleased. Instead he raged that Guy trying to poison him andeven threw the marchpane � all of it � on the floor!� Thewaste of so much sugar, butter, almonds, and whatever elsedelicious might have been in the expensive treat clearly appalledher.
�Why? Did the marchpane make himill?�
�He didn't even taste it! He justlooked at it and threw it on the floor! Afterwards he wasforever calling Guy a murderous whelp or something like, but Guynever heeded and neither did anyone else. Everyone knew whatSir Clement was like.�
�Then it was very good of you to have been inthe chapel praying for him.�
Lady Anne made the expression of amusedexasperation used by women indulging the man they love. �Guysays it will be best to show what courtesy we can toward him, nowthat we won't have to do it much longer. But I doubt prayerswill do Sir Clement any good, do you? I think he wentstraight to hell and there's the end of it.� They had reachedthe door to the series of rooms the women guests had shared; by nowLady Anne and her women would be nearly the only ones left. Lady Anne, letting Frevisse see she was ready to be done with hercompany, made her a pretty little curtsy and said, �If you willexcuse me, Dame.�
Frevisse bent her head in acceptance andfarewell, but before she could go her own way, Guy came from theroom as if in haste to somewhere else.
�Guy!� Lady Anne exclaimed, moving eagerlytoward him and holding out her hands to him.
He caught and kissed them, right andleft. �I came to see if you were back from prayers yet andyou weren't. Are you all right?�
Lady Anne made a face of distaste. �I've prayed all I can stomach for him and I'm not doing anymore. You didn't come. You said you would.�
�I said I might. I've been seeing towhat can be done so we can leave as soon as the crowner finisheswith us.�
�Has he come yet?�
�Not yet, but soon, I should think.�
�He shouldn't even be needed. Everyonesaw what happened. It was an act of God. The bishop'sword alone should be enough for it. Shouldn't it?� sheappealed to Frevisse.
�You would think so, but the law has its ownway about these things.� To Guy she added, �Lady Anne and Ihave been talking of your uncle.�
�My cousin,� Guy corrected politely. �Or rather my father's cousin and so mine once removed.�
�And the farther removed the better,� LadyAnne said.
She was holding on to Guy's arm now, ready togo away with him, but Frevisse continued her relentlessgossiping. �Lady Anne was telling me how he's kept a quarrelwith you these many years.�
�Oh, yes.� Guy smiled with rueful goodhumor. �The infamous marchpane.�
Jevan appeared behind him. �My lord,�he said.
Guy looked over his shoulder � toward but notdirectly at him � and said curtly, �Yes?�
�There's a question of what can be packed andwhat you'll want while you're still here.�
�You can't decide?�
�It would be better if you did.�
�I'll see to it,� Lady Anne said. �Ihave to ask my maid about something anyway.�
She kissed Guy's cheek lightly. BeyondGuy, Frevisse saw Jevan's face was bleak with a control that didnot quite hold before he stepped back with a bow to let Lady Annego past him.
Frevisse remembered something she had wantedto ask and said brightly, �Oh, Lady Anne � and you gentlemen, too -I was wondering � Master Broun who was with Sir Clement at hisdeath � God keep his soul � Master Broun was saying he saw the markof a hand on Sir Clement's face.� She lowered her voiceimpressively, much as the physician had done. �A red mark asif an inhumanly large hand had slapped him. I had to admit Ididn't see it, but I was wondering if you had? It would besuch a great wonder.�
Lady Anne said after a moment's hesitation,�Why, no, I never saw anything like that.�
�Nor I,� Jevan agreed.
�He was just all welts all over,� Guysaid. �Maybe it was on his other cheek than the one I saw,�he added helpfully.
�No, I saw both sides of his face,� Jevansaid. �There were only the welts, no pattern to them.�
�Oh. That's that then,� Guy said; andadded to Jevan, �Go on with Lady Anne.�
Jevan bowed, and as he followed her away,Frevisse asked Guy, �You'll keep him in your service?�
Guy shrugged. �For a time anyway. He's knowledgeable about Sir Clement's affairs so he'll be useful awhile.�
�And then?�
�He was Sir Clement's dog. I'll be ridof him as soon as may be. He can find employmentelsewhere.�
�But he didn't like Sir Clement any betterthan you do.�
�He served him nonetheless. And he hastoo much of his look. I don't want him around me.�
�Did Sir Clement make provision for him, orwill he have nothing when you let him go?�
The impertinence of her questions had begunto penetrate his absorption with his own affairs. Frowning,he said, �I've no idea.� And added, �If you'll excuse me, mylady.�

Chapter Fourteen

Very few of the other guests were to beinconvenienced by the crowner�s coming. Only those who hadbeen nearest Sir Clement at the feast supposed they had to stay,but they were precisely the people Frevisse wanted to talk with,and since the morning was worn away well toward ten o�clock anddinnertime, she guessed they could be found in the hall, a warm andconvenient gathering place.
They were there: A lady and five men, threeof them booted and cloaked for travel, standing at one end of thedais, out of the way since the servants were busy setting up thetables only in the lower part of the hall, in token that the familywould not be dining here this midday. With a touch of dismay,Frevisse realized she did not know any of them by name; but as amember of the family she had reason to approach them, to ask aftertheir well-being, and join politely in their conversation. She and the lady exchanged slight curtsies; the men removed theirhats and bowed to her; she bent her head to them. Their talkhad broken off at her coming. To set it going again she said,�I hope you�ve been made comfortable. If there�s anything youneed�� Her gesture indicated it was theirs to ask for.
�We�re doing very well, thank you, mydear,� the lady said. She was middle-aged, wide, andcomfortably matter-of-fact. �How does poor Matilda?�
�Very poorly at present, I fear. It�sall been too much for her, with Uncle Thomas� death and everythingshe�s had to deal with and then that dreadful trouble at thefuneral feast.�
�Bad business,� one of the cloaked men said,shaking his head. �Bad business all around. Not a goodway to go, and a pity it had to happen here.�
�It was bound to happen somewhere. He�dasked for it over and over,� one of the others said. He gavea knowing wink. �Is there any of us who haven�t heard himbluster for God�s judgment a score of times at the least?�
�I thought he�d done it less often of late,�said one of the men not dressed for travel. �The times I�vebeen with him this past year or so, he seemed less given toit.�
�Not that you spent anymore time in hiscompany than you could help! St. Roche, but that man was aplague to everyone around him.� The cloaked man shook hishead with a bitter grin of remembrance, then bethought himself andadded, �God keep his soul.�
�The devil more likely. But there�s nodenying his sheep had some of the best wool this part ofOxfordshire.�
�That�s young Jevan�s doing, not oldClement�s. Old Clement wasted his brains in looking forquarrels, but that youngling knows what he�s about with sheep.�
The talk veered off to wool and overseasprices, confirming Frevisse�s thought that the men ready to leavewere likely merchants. The other two, because they had sat attable near Sir Clement, must be knights, and one of them did notjoin in the general talk but stood gravely a little behind the ladywho, though probably his wife, was taking knowledgeable part in thewool talk. Frevisse eased toward him and said aside from theflow of the conversation, �You were seated near to Sir Clement atthe feast, I think?�
The man was tall, with a soft voice. �Ihad that misfortune, yes. Next to the young lady.�
�Sir Clement quarreled with you during thefeast, didn�t he?�
�Over a matter of grazing rights that wassettled in court three years ago, but since legality never matteredto him, he brought it up whenever we had the ill-fortune tomeet. Like Jack says-� He nodded at the merchant whohad claimed to see a mellowing in Sir Clement of late. �-he�dlost some of his edge at making new quarrels, but he could stillhold to his old ones well enough.�
�So he hadn�t truly changed his ways?�
The man gave a faint, mild smile. �He�dmaybe worn out his fondness for saying �May God strike me down� sooften, but he could still make life a hell for anyone in hisreach.�
�Still, Ralph, he�d given up fisting anyonein the face who displeased him,� put in the other man knight. He had sat next to Guy at the feast, Frevisse suddenlyremembered. �I�d noticed that of late.�
�Ah, that�s because he was growing too oldfor it, Sir Edward,� Sir Ralph�s lady said.
�Maybe it finally came to him that someonewould fist him back someday if he went on the way he was,� theshorter and rounder of the merchants said.
�Someone should have, and a long timeago.�
There were noddings and general agreement tothat. They were plainly enjoying the chance to cut at SirClement now that it was safe to do so.
�He made that poor girl�s life none tooeasy,� Sir Ralph�s lady said. Then she added mostly under herbreath, �And now she�ll do the same for Guy, I�d guess.� Sheand Frevisse exchanged private smiles, understanding that daintyLady Anne had a will of her own.
The men began talking of Guy�s goodfortune. Now that Sir Clement was out of his way, he wasexpected to do well.
�He�s a solid enough fellow, with none of thecrotchets that family seems to carry like other folks pass on brownhair,� the short merchant said. �But the day isn�t going tobetter for our staying here and we ought to be on our way. Weonly stayed to talk with you this while longer, and now wehave.�
He embraced the lady, dropped a casual kissin the vicinity of her cheek and said, �You take care,Eleanor. No rheums this year, you hear?�
�And the same to you, brother,� shereturned. �We�ll expect you at Christmas if you know what�sgood for you.�
There were handshakes and bows all around,and the three merchants left the hall in a bustle of cloaks andservants.
�Ah, now, I�ll miss him,� Lady Eleanor saidwistfully.
Her husband took her by the arm and drew herclose. �Christmas isn�t so far off,� he saidcomfortingly.
�If the weather doesn�t have us all pent uplike badgers by then,� Sir Edward said. �All the signs saythis will be a bitter year.�
�It�s been bitter enough for Sir Clementalready,� Frevisse said. The three of them would leave to sitto dinner soon, and there were still things she wanted to ask thembefore then, so she returned directly to Sir Clement. �I�llbe asked endless questions when I return to St. Frideswide�s, but Iwas so far away from what happened. You were all beside himat the feast. What especially did you see?�
The three looked at each other. SirEdward shrugged as if he could think of nothing special, and LadyEleanor answered more fully, �Why, nothing in particular. SirClement was simply being offensive, as always, and I faced awayfrom him as much as might be, talking to the lady on my otherside. Until he quarreled with my lord.� She smiledsympathetically up at her husband. �And not very long afterthat he began to make strange sounds. That wasterrifying, let me tell you!�
�I thought he�d choked on something atfirst,� Sir Ralph said.
�There wasn�t any warning? He justbegan to choke?� Frevisse asked. She did not know what shewas trying to learn, but if she kept asking questions, someonemight say something that mattered.
Sir Ralph shook his head. �After hisoutburst at me � and mine at him, I lost some of my temper, too,�he admitted to his wife�s knowing prod at his ribs, �we all set toeating again. He snapped at a server for not refilling hiswine fast enough, but that was all.�
�Jevan was waiting on him then?�
�Not with the wine,� Sir Edward said. �That was all from the household servers, moving in front of thetables, you know, and keeping an eye on everyone. They didwell. Your aunt�s to be complimented on her people.�
�But lightning itself wouldn�t move fastenough for Sir Clement,� Lady Eleanor said.
They agreed on that, and went on chattinguntil dinner was called. Then Frevisse assured them her auntwas most sorry for the inconvenience to them, and received theirassurances that they held no one responsible for the trouble -except Sir Clement who continued to be a trial even in death, theyagreed � and they all parted in mutual goodwill.

* * * * *

Dame Perpetua was still in Chaucer�s library,huddled down on a stool in front of one of the aumbries with anopen book on her lap, too intent on it to notice Frevisse�sarrival. Across the room Master Lionel, scrutinizing aselection of documents laid out along the window seat, did notacknowledge her, either. Amused, Frevisse slipped across theroom to lay a hand on Dame Perpetua�s shoulder.
The other nun twitched her head a little andsaid, �Mmmm?� without looking up.
�Is it a good book?� Frevisse asked.
�Mmmm.� Dame Perpetua drew herattention reluctantly away to blink up at her, decided she wasreally there, and said enthusiastically, �It�s Mandeville�sTravels! I haven�t read it since I was a girl. Iloved it then. All those wonders-�
Knowing how long Dame Perpetua could go onabout a book, Frevisse asked, �Did you find anything useful to ourproblem?�
Dame Perpetua�s face blanked; then shebrightened. �Indeed I did! Here.� She setMandeville aside and took up one of the volumes lying besideher. �Your uncle was wonderful. There are books hereabout everything. I could stay forever. This one is aMateria Medica, with a whole part just about poisons andtheir effects.�
Frevisse took it. �How did you manageto find it? And so quickly?�
�I asked Master Lionel,� Dame Perpetua saidwith the simplicity of the obvious. She lowered hervoice. �He doesn�t want to talk to anyone, but he knows whereeverything is. I asked about poisons and he showed me thisone right away.�
�Does it have what we need?�
Dame Perpetua looked abashed. �Idecided to let you see for yourself if it�s any help, whileI�� She lovingly touched the book in her lap.
Frevisse knew she had been no better herselfwith the Gawain book earlier that morning. She smiled andsaid, �I�ll look through it. You go on.�
The book was everything Dame Perpetua hadsaid it was. A little skimming of the pages brought her tothe part about poisons, just after a treatise on the diagnosing ofhumours according to the planets. She sat on the chair atSire Philip�s desk, laid open the book, and began to read. Her Latin was imperfect, but unlike literature, this was mostlystraightforward text and she could follow its gist,translating the fragments that were pertinent to thequestion: Was there a poison whose symptoms matched SirClement�s fatal ones?
The list ranged from commonly known poisonsfound in any English woodland or roadside to ones difficult toobtain except from merchants with very particular contactsabroad. It seemed very complete.
And none of the poisons listed createdsymptoms that at all matched Sir Clement�s.
There were ones signified by difficultybreathing but not the swollen, strangled closing of the throat Dr.Broun had described. There were vomitings of differentquality and color, and sometimes fits or mania; but Sir Clement hadbeen quite clear in his mind and not given any sign of being evensick to his stomach, let alone vomiting. As fordiscolorations of the body, particularly of extremities, there wereno suggestions of his general blotching of itching welts on faceand arms.
If Sir Clement had been poisoned, it was notwith any poison described in what seemed to be a most scrupulouslythorough book.
Dame Perpetua had been paying closer heedthat Frevisse had thought. She said from across the room, �Itdoesn�t have what you want?�
�No.�
�Then perhaps Bishop Beaufort is wrong. Perhaps it was God�s hand against Sir Clement.�
�No.�
Dame Perpetua made no effort to hide hersurprise. �You don�t think so anymore?�
�I�m not sure anymore. Not theway we were sure when it happened. I want to ask morequestions. Will you look for another book on poisons? There might well be another here.�
�If you think it�s needed, certainly.� Dame Perpetua put down the Mandeville.
Frevisse had noted that Master Lionel,ceasing to shuffle among his papers while she talked, had beenstanding still with his head partly turned to listen. Now shesaid directly to him, �Will you help Dame Perpetua with this,Master Lionel?�
The old clerk�s head snapped away and hishands began to move busily among his papers. But he made asound that might have been agreement, and Dame Perpetua smiled andnodded in confirmation.
Satisfied that between them they would do farmore than she could, Frevisse left them to it.
She went next to Aunt Matilda�schamber. Her aunt lay sleeping, her plump body under thecovers, her ravaged face looking vulnerable. Her daughter hadsent for her sewing and was sitting comfortably on a cushion underthe window, coloring a rose pink with silk thread. She lookedup when Frevisse entered and put a long finger in front of herpursed lips. Frevisse nodded and went to peer more closely ather aunt, who never stirred. Joan was sitting on a stoolbeside the bed, staring at her mistress, her own face wretched.
Frevisse bowed her head, offered a prayer forthe solace of this sad company, and left.
The kitchen of Ewelme manor house was verylarge, floored with stone flags, and rising two stories to a roofset with louvers that could be opened to let the smoke and heatout. A tray of roasted chickens was cooling on a table, and acook�s helper was leaning gingerly into a low-burning fireplace tostir a large pot hanging over the coals. The cook himself wasseated on a tall stool, wiping his strong-looking hands with aclean towel. When he saw Frevisse, he got at once to his feetand bowed twice.
�You grace this room with your presence,� hesaid, bowing yet again. He spoke with an accent Frevissecould not identify. He was a tall man, with dark, curly hairthat glistened as if washed in oil, and he moved his handseloquently as he spoke. �Is there some way I may helpyou? Something I may bring to you?�
�Will you answer one or two questions?�returned Frevisse.
�Of course, if I can. Do you want arecipe to take back with you to your nunnery?� He turned tothe helper. �I require a bit of paper, a quill, and some inkat once!�
Frevisse raised a hand to stop thehelper. �No, it is nothing like that. This concerns thefuneral feast, from which a guest had to be helped, who laterdied.�
The cook sat down as if someone had cut hishamstrings. But he said nothing, only waited.
�Do you know the man who died? SirClement?�
�No, madam. But he sent his servant into speak to me about what would be served at the feast.�
�Which servant?�
�I do not know, madam. A lean fellow,with brown hair and a sad face.�
�Why was Sir Clement interested in what wouldbe served?�
�Because, I gather, he had an unhappystomach, which required certain things to keep its balance.�
�What things?�
The cook gave a lengthy sigh, held up a hand,and began to count on his fingers. �The milk used in themaking of any dish must be fresh, as Sir Clement could not abidesour milk; his saltcellar must be full and clean, as he used a gooddeal of salt on his food and was inclined to throw a contaminatedsalt cellar on the floor; any dish containing nuts must beannounced when it was brought to his place, as he would not, underany circumstances, eat anything in which were nuts; and the goblethe drank from must be silver or gold as he could not bear the tastepewter gave to his drink. I will say what I told thisservant, madam. I assured him that only the finest, freshest,and most costly ingredients were going into every dish prepared inthis house, and that the final remove, which Sir Clement never gota chance to throw on the floor, contained filberts. And I hadthe impertinence to ask if Sir Clement had brought a goblet of hisown to use, as it was quite impossible for us to take the gobletreserved for, say, the duke of Norfolk and give it to Sir Clement�suse. And it so indeed he had, as this problem had arisenbefore on Sir Clement�s journeying, and he had learned to bring hisown.� The cook had set off on this story calmly, had becomeindignant by the middle of it, but cooled to triumphant amusementby the end. The cook�s helper, by his nodding, stood ready toback the cook in every particular, so Frevisse did not questionhim, only asked the cook to write down for her a list of what hadbeen served at the feast. He did. She tucked it up hersleeve, thanked him for his cooperation, and withdrew.
She decided to go see if Master Lionel hadperformed another prompt, masterly trick with the book search, butto her surprise Dame Perpetua was not in Chaucer�s chamber. Frevisse paused in the doorway, looking around to be sure she wasnot crouched behind the desk or a stack of books. Someone hadlighted a fire in the small fireplace against the day�s deepeningcold; its bright flickering against the gray light falling throughthe windows made a slight promise of warmth, but Master Lionel wasbusy at his chest half the room away from it, oblivious both to itspossibilities and her entering. And Sire Philip was standingat the window, staring out with a troubled frown easy to read evenacross the room.
The frown smoothed itself away as smoothly aswarmed wax slipped down the side of a candle, and his voice wasmerely its familiar neutral as he spoke. �DameFrevisse. You expected Dame Perpetua, obviously.�
She could not trouble to care she might beendangering her reputation by being alone with him, howeverpriestly, with only a madman for a witness. In compromise,she left the door open a crack. She was tired from herefforts, from talking endlessly to people, from being in aonce-familiar place that had become strange to her. And shewas chilled. She went to sit on a stool in front of thefire. Putting her feet forward and holding her hands out tothe warmth, she said, �Am I sickening for something or is the daysuddenly colder?�
�The day is suddenly much colder.� SirePhilip held the flat of his hand toward the glass in front of himwithout quite touching it. �You can feel it pouring in as ifthe window were open. I�ll not be surprised if the moat isfrozen by morning.�
Frevisse gave way to a weary sigh. There was the long ride back to St. Frideswide�s to be endured in aday or two, and she could not decide whether she preferred bittercold and firm roads or warmer weather and endless mire.
His back still to her, Sire Philip asked,�Are you free to talk now about Bishop Beaufort�s interest inyou?�
�To obey the bishop�s will, I have had to askquestions of so many people that I doubt it is any secret. �He does not believe Sir Clement died by God�s hand.�
�He thought that from the very first.�
�And because my uncle told him I had a subtleintelligence, he asked me to learn whether it was indeed miracle ornot.�
Sire Philip swung from the window to stare ather. �And have you?�
�I am sure it wasn�t God who killed him.�
The priest took that with admirably containedsurprise. �Then who?�
Frevisse shook her head. �That Ihaven�t learned. Or exactly how they did it. But it wasat least begun at the feast, and as nearly as I can tell, youdidn�t have the chance to do anything to him there. At leastnot directly.�
Sire Philip�s brows drew together as he beganto gather fully what she had said. �You suspected me? On what possible grounds? Or were you just generallysuspecting everyone?�
�I am suspecting anyone who had an enemy inSir Clement. You are on the list. If Sir Clement madegood his claim that you were born in villeinage, your chance torise high in the church could be destroyed. By coming herefor a reason not connected with you, Sir Clement gave you anopportunity, perhaps, to act against him without the suspicion thatmight be raised if you went to him, or had caused him to besummoned here. It was a chance to be rid of him that you�dnot likely have again.�
�But there was no need for me to attack him,to murder him. I took care years ago to be sure the needfuldocuments were all in order. There was no question of hishaving any claim over me, no matter how much he prated of it. And I made sure anyone who inquired and needed to know the futilityof his insolence did know of it. He was an annoyance, not athreat.�
Frevisse believed him. It was the kindof thing a man of Sire Philip�s intelligence would have done. �But you�ve never told Bishop Beaufort that?�
�It would have been somewhat presumptuous ofme to offer the information without being asked.�
�But you know he�s interested in you.�
�He suggested to Master Chaucer that I mightbe of service to him, and to me that I could profit by learning theways of an important household. I accepted Master Chaucer�soffer gratefully. For one thing it gave me my brother�scompany for this while.�
�Your brother?� The one Robert had notbeen sure was alive or not.
�Gallard Basing, the household usher. You didn�t know?�
�No one told me your surname was Basing.�
�I suppose there was no reason to. Andwe look nothing alike.� He bounced a very little on the ballsof his feet, and his smile, twisted as it was in the webbing ofscars on his face, was nevertheless charming.
He came to sit on his heels on the other sideof the hearth, rubbing his hands as he held them out to theflames. The gesture reminded Frevisse of something � someone- but the half-memory slipped away behind the realization thatGallard Basing had had free movement through the hall all throughthe feast, and probably access to the food before it wasserved. Was Gallard protected by the same documents thatprotected Sire Philip? Did Gallard even know about thedocuments? How much did the brothers love one another? Trust one another? Use one another?
Her silence had drawn on too long; SirePhilip looked around and up into her face. �You didn�t cometo talk to me. You came to seek refuge among your uncle�sbooks, didn�t you?�
�A comfort remembered from childhood, Ifear.�
He smiled. Again Frevisse was surprisedat how that, and the warm depths of his eyes, negated the ruin ofthe rest of his face. Perhaps it was merely that he did it sorarely. �A comfort I shall be sorry to leave,� he said, �ifmy lord of Suffolk decides he wants a different house-priest thanme.�
�Won�t Aunt Matilda have a say in that?�
Sire Philip shrugged. �I think that asher grief settles into her more deeply, your aunt is going to giveup most of her interest in running this house. Perhaps shewill join you at St. Frideswide�s. It is not unknown for awidow to take the veil.�
Frevisse dropped her gaze to her lap. She feared her aunt would make an unhappy nun, for silence,humility, and obedience were not Aunt Matilda�s strongestvirtues. Anyway, Sire Philip was right, the full center andsingle mainstay of her life had been her husband.
�Of course, Countess Alice may provide herwith grandchildren, and give her new interest in life,� the priestsaid. �We can only wait and see.�
To change to an easier subject, Frevissesaid, �Did my uncle ever say to you what he planned for his booksafter his death?�
�I think the best he�s willed to BishopBeaufort. Most of the rest are for Suffolk, and the remainderwill be sold.� Sire Philip�s gaze traveled across theaumbries. �Your uncle had a taste for the unusual and rare aswell as the precious.�
�He valued every book he had as a candle litagainst the darkness, against the ignorance we all sink into if weknow only our own minds.�
�And we all, by our nature, seek beyond ourearthly limitations for God, so it is necessary that a book begoodly, if it is to give good instruction.� He said this asif it had significance beyond the obvious.
Not knowing what point he was moving toward,Frevisse said, �I agree that mere individual reason cannot find Godalone except by the greatest difficulty. Unless God himselfcomes to enlighten it.�
�He comes to whom he chooses. God who�cannot be comprehended by any man�s intellect or by any angel�s,since we and they are all created beings.��
Frevisse smiled. �The Cloud ofUnknowing. Uncle loved that book. He said he had nohope or inclination toward the contemplative life, but the idea ofit gave him pleasure. He also said the Unknowingreminded him that �It will be asked of you how you have spent thetime you have been given.��
�And we often forget that we have but onegoal on earth: To earn Heaven. �Him I desire, Him Iseek-��
��Nothing but Him.�� Frevisse said thelast of the quotation with him. It was an idea to which shehad given over her heart when she was young. She and SirePhilip smiled with shared understanding of something more thanmerely precious.
Then he said, �Since you�ve admitted tothinking I might be a murderer, may I ask about something I�vesuspected of you?�
�If you like.�
�Your uncle had a copy of a psalter thatisn�t here anymore. I�ve looked, Master Lionel haslooked. It�s nowhere in this room, and he was always verycareful to keep it here.�
Nearly Frevisse smiled, but she only raisedher eyebrows and said nothing. Sire Philip went on, �I ratherthink you know the psalter I am speaking of. You came awayfrom your first meeting with the bishop carrying a closely-wrappedbundle about the size of the missing book. I think he gave itto you, perhaps on the instructions of your uncle.� Helowered his voice and leaned forward. �It is a copy of thevernacular translation by John Wycliffe.�
Over fifty years ago, John Wycliffe hadpresumed to translate the Bible into English, that all men mightread and ponder freely on its words without the interpretation orcontrol of the church. Except that he had had powerfulfriends among the nobility, Wycliffe would have been condemned bythe church and burned as a heretic. As it was, he had diedfree and in his bed. Not until 1417 had his bones been dugup, burned, and the ashes thrown into a river. But from thevery first, his Englished Bible had been a forbidden thing. License to own a copy could be had from bishops � for a price andonly to people the Church deemed acceptable � but unlicensed copiesnonetheless existed, even sometimes in nunneries. Chaucer hadhad a copy, presumably with a license, and also a psalter,containing only the psalms, and kept both buried in an obscurecorner among other, unoffending books of theology, and thereFrevisse had found them as a girl. She had delighted in beingable to read freely what was so slow and difficult for her tofollow in Latin. Chaucer had not forbidden her, and her faithhad never been hurt by it, only her dependence on what any ignorantpriest might choose to say the Bible said.
�Do you have it?� Sire Philip asked.
�I haven�t seen it,� she said with perfecttruth. Then honesty compelled her to add, �But I haven�topened the package Bishop Beaufort gave to me.�
Master Lionel straightened from a sheaf ofdocuments he held and stared down the room at her. His suddenfocus on something beyond his arm�s reach drew both of them to lookback at him. Not seeming to notice he had become the focus oftheir attention, he muttered, �Not to be trusted to know wheretheir shoe is, when it�s right on their foot. Women.�
Sire Philip nodded with relief. �That�slikely where it is, then. I was afraid it had gone astray,that someone had it who shouldn�t. But your uncle saw to itssafety.� He looked at her and said, �I will tell no one thatI know where it is. Because, in plain fact, I do not.�
�And, if anyone asks me, I can truly say thatso far as I know, I do not have the book in my possession. What I suspect can remain my own business.�
They smiled widely at each other, pleasedwith that sophistry. A heavy wind shook the windows and acold draught whispered across the rush matting to startle the fireinto burning higher. Frevisse pushed her shoulders back andsat up straighter on the stool. �I�ve sat been here toolong. I still have questions to ask. The servers at thefeast may be able to tell me something.�
Sire Philip sobered, the ease leaving hisface. �It isn�t something that can just be left. Andyet, in some ways, I wish we could leave whoever did it to God�sjudgment and mercy.� That had never entered Frevisse�sconsideration, and before she could form a reply, he asked, �Whatmade our lord bishop think there was a human rather than the divinehand in Sir Clement�s death?�
�He said he had heard Sir Clement demandGod�s judgment too many other times. He didn�t see why thistime in particular God should choose to answer him. He wanted to besure it was God who chose this occasion and not someonemortal.�
�And now you agree it was someone else, notGod. Why?�
Frevisse thought before answering, becauseshe was not sure exactly when or how she had changed her opinion,but finally said, �Partly because it seems an unreasonable way forGod to kill a man. A great deal of the lesson for the rest ofus was lost by not having him simply die outright at thefeast.�
�And your presume to understand God�s intentin these things?�
Frevisse forebore to acknowledge thejibe. Instead she said, �In The Cloud of Unknowingit�s said that each person comes to God at a different pace. Today some men who knew Sir Clement said he was changing of late,that he was not so violent as he had been, nor demanded God�sjudgment so often. Maybe, in his own wickedly slow way, hewas coming to God. Would God take a man still deep in sin whowas at least beginning to come toward grace?�
at least beginning to come toward grace?�
�God might,� Sire Philip said. �In factI know he does.� He waited, and when she did not answer, headded, �Those aren�t the reasons you�re going on with this.�
Frevisse watched the fire play among the logsfor a while, feeling her way among her own thoughts before saying,�No, they aren�t. I want to know what happened. Whatreally happened, not what we imagine happened. I want to knowwhether there was a human hand in this, or if it was indeed God�sact against a sinning man.�
This time she waited and it was Sire Philipwho did not answer. He did not even move but, like her, satstaring into the flames.
Frevisse rubbed her hands over her face wherethe skin felt dried and tight from the fire�s warmth and finallysaid, �I also remembered the old story of the devil and a summonertraveling together, where the devil refuses to take a cart andhorses, though their driver in a bad temper is wishing them tohell. But later when the summoner is tormenting an old womanand she wishes him to hell, the devil takes him on theinstant because, says the devil, he knows a true wish when he hearsit. I wish we could believe that in the moment Sir Clementdemanded God�s judgment yesterday, he truly wanted it, if only forthat single moment, and so God gave it to him. I wish I couldbelieve that. But I don�t.�
She waited, but again Sire Philip saidnothing. The fire made small sounds in the stillness, and shedid not look at him because she knew he was looking at her and shedid not want to see his expression.
It was a relief when Dame Perpetua appearedfrom the shadows of the doorway and said eagerly, breaking thesilence between them, �There you are, Dame Frevisse! I�vebeen looking everywhere for you.�
�And I came here looking for you,� Frevissereturned. She and Sire Philip were both drawn to their feetby Dame Perpetua�s obvious excitement. �You found it?�
Smiling with triumph, Dame Perpetua held outa slender volume. �Here, in here, there�s exactly what youwanted.�
Frevisse took the book from herexcitedly. �Why, it�s Galen.� The master of alldoctors, the Roman authority second only to Aesculapiushimself.
�Here.� Dame Perpetua took the bookback and opened it to a place marked by a broken end of aquill. �On the right side.�
She pointed and Frevisse read. SirePhilip came around to read over her shoulder. When they hadfinished, he stepped back and they all three looked at one anotherfor a silent moment, until Dame Perpetua said, �It was MasterLionel who found it actually. Found the Galen and said heremembered something was in there about rashes and all.�
�I�ve never heard of such a thing as this,�Sire Philip said, indicating the book.
�Nor I, but there it is. Some of what Ineeded,� Frevisse said.
Dame Perpetua�s face fell. �Noteverything?�
�It tells me in a general way what killedhim, but not precisely. Nor who gave it to him. Orhow. Though I�m beginning to guess,� she added.
Sire Philip looked at her sharply. �Youhave an idea of the murderer?�
�Oh dear. I hoped I�d done so well,�Dame Perpetua sighed. �Or rather that Master Lionel had.�
Frevisse patted her arm. �You�ve donewonderfully.� She raised her voice. "And so have you,Master Lionel. Thank you.�
Dame Perpetua said, �Oh, I forgot to tellyou. Word has come that the crowner will be here certainly bylate tomorrow morning.�
�Then the matter is out of your hands,� SirePhilip said to Frevisse.
He was right. The crowner would takewhat she had learned so far and thank her and dismiss her becausethere was no place for her, a nun and a woman, in hisinvestigation. Bishop Beaufort would be satisfied there wasan answer other than God to Sir Clement�s death. She couldreturn to her grief and to tending her aunt, and be done with SirClement. But last spring she had used her cleverness toshield the guilty from the law. She would probably never knowwhether she had been right to do so, or sinfully in error. But here, now, she had chance to make reparation for that byfinding out another murderer, more deeply guilty than the one shehad protected.
�No,� she said in answer to SirePhilip. �I�m not done with the matter yet.�

Chapter Fifteen

Beaufort waited at the window, watching thebleak day. Below him the lead-dull waters of the moatroughened under the wind; beyond the moat, the black, weaving limbsof the elms troubled the sky. He shivered slightly � theweather was turning more bitter by the hour � and turned backtoward the room as one of his clerks ushered in Master Broun, DameFrevisse, and her companion nun.
Beaufort frowned and sat down in hiscurved-armed chair without offering his ring to them or thesuggestion that they be seated, too. He had expected DameFrevisse, with inevitably the other nun, but not Master Broun, anddid not care for the presumption. Guessing it was hers ratherthan his, he asked curtly, �You have reason for bringing MasterBroun, Dame Frevisse?�
Master Broun showed his surprise. �Mylord, I thought you wanted me, that perhaps you felt unwell. The stresses of these past days-�
�I am, thank God, in health.� Beaufortmade a point of avoiding the attentions of physicians so far as hemight. Given a chance, they found things wrong that theyclaimed needed to be treated in expensive ways that were usuallyuncomfortable and, in Beaufort�s opinion, mostlyunefficacious. He understood too well in himself the lure oftrying things because one had the power to do so not to recognizethe trait in others. �Your being here is Dame Frevisse�sdoing. She asked to see me.�
He fixed her with a look that held warningthat his time was not to be abused. She bowed her head to himand with admirable brevity said not to him but to Master Broun, �Ineeded your very expert opinion on a medical matter, and thoughtyou would more readily and attentively give it if you understoodhis grace the cardinal was also interested.�
Master Broun again switched his gaze from herto Beaufort. �My lord, I don�t understand.�
�Nor do I,� the cardinal answered, �but Idaresay Dame Frevisse is about to enlighten us.�
With her head bent a little, her hands neatlyfolded up her sleeves in front of her, she was an image of respectas she said to Master Broun, �You attended Sir Clement at hisdeath. We spoke of it afterwards, you may remember.� Master Broun inclined his head in dignified acknowledgment andstayed silent. She continued, �By things that have beenlearned since then, it seems that he was poisoned.�
Startled, Master Broun hurriedly crossedhimself twice while protesting to Beaufort, �Surely, my lord, thehand of God was rarely so clearly seen.� He turned to DameFrevisse. �You saw the red mark of a hand on his face.�
�I didn�t,� she answered. �I saw onlythe welts and no pattern at all. Nor did anyone I asked aboutit. If it was there, only you saw it.�
She was plainly as set in her opinion as thephysician was in his, and to forestall Master Broun�s protest andwhat might turn to acrimonious debate, Beaufort said, �Is thismatter of the hand to the point, Dame?�
�No, my lord.�
�Then pass it by.� He made that awarning to her, and added so Master Broun would equally understand,�I asked Dame Frevisse to look more nearly into the matter of SirClement�s death and give me her opinion on it. I pray you,heed her and answer what she asks you in your best wise.�
His face registering his protest, MasterBroun looked sidewise at Dame Frevisse and waited.
Her own expression bland and againrespectful, she began, �Poison would be the most likelyexplanation��
�I assure your grace, there is no suchpoison,� Master Broun interjected. �I am no expert onpoisons, I assure you-� His tone indicated that no doctorworth his learning would be expert in such things. �-but I amthoroughly familiar with the pharmacopia, and there is no drug, noplant, no combination thereof that will cause such symptoms as SirClement had.� He switched his officiousness to DameFrevisse. �And I did most clearly see the mark of a hand, asif God smote him on the face.� He turned back to Beaufort andassured him, �A most holy and edifying sight before it faded afterhis death.�
�God moves in mysterious ways,� Beaufortmurmured � and privately added that so did the minds of men. �Dame Frevisse?�
Very mildly � but Beaufort found he wasbecoming wary of her mildness � Dame Frevisse said, �The MateriaMedica in Master Chaucer�s library agrees completely with whatMaster Broun has said. I could find no poison that works asthis one did.�
Master Broun nodded his satisfaction withthat.
�But there is this.� She withdrew herhands from her opposite sleeves where she had modestly kept themthis while, with a book in one of them. She held it out toMaster Broun and said very humbly, �I�m not sure � my Latin is sopoor � but there seems something here. Would you look atit?�
Master Broun looked at Beaufort instead, inclear hope of being relieved of so much nonsense. Beaufortnodded toward the book and, reluctantly, Master Broun tookit. There was a marker. He opened to it, and DameFrevisse reached out to point to a particular place, saying, �It�sthere. Can you tell us what it says?�
Master Broun instead turned back to the frontof the book to find its title. �A work by Galen,� heobserved.
�Then an authority not to be trifled with,�Beaufort said, allowing a trace of his impatience to show. Hedid not care to be involved in other people�s games.
Master Broun set himself promptly to thepassage Dame Frevisse had indicated. Beaufort and she waitedin silence while he read it through and then re-read it beforefinally looking up to say in a solemn voice meant to evidence hisdeep thought and judgment on the matter, �I remember me thispassage now from my days at Oxford, but never in all my years atpractice have I encountered the matter, to bring it to my mindagain until now.�
�Meaning?� Beaufort asked. He edged theword with sufficient impatience to goad Master Broun to thepoint.
But Master Broun was bolstered by hisexpertise now and answered with consideration and deliberation,�Meaning that those symptoms evidenced by Sir Clement previous tohis death � the stifled breathing, the welts over his face and neckand arms, the great itching � do indeed occur, under certaincircumstances, from the poison inherent in certain foods.�
Impatiently, and more so because DameFrevisse already knew the answer and was forcing both him andMaster Broun through these steps, Beaufort said, �But everythingSir Clement ate and drank at the feast, he shared withothers. Didn�t he?� he demanded of Dame Frevisse. �Orhave you learned otherwise?�
�Everything he ate or drank, others did,too,� she agreed.
Master Broun raised an authoritative hand toforestall any other comments. �There are foods, you see -this is very rare but I remember a fellow student during my time atOxford would never eat cheese; he said it made him ill and indeedcited Galen on it, I do remember now-� he tapped the book hestill held �-that there are foods that in themselves arewholesome in all respects except that in certain people they causedistress precisely such as Sir Clement suffered.� He waswarming to the subject and went on with enthusiasm. �Even ifonly touched, they can cause itching and extreme discomfort. And though initial ingestion of whatever particular food afflicts aperson may cause only a mild reaction, the effect can be cumulativeso that experiencing the food one time too many will bring onsymptoms so severe that death will result, despite earlier attackswere not fatal.�
�And that was why Sir Clement was notterrified when I saw him partly recovered in Sire Philip�s room,�Frevisse put in. �He had experienced this before and thoughthe knew what to expect.�
�So, in brief,� Beaufort said, �there wassomething at the feast poisonous to Sir Clement but to no oneelse. He ate of it unknowingly and died.�
�I believe that would cover all the facts,yes,� Master Broun agreed.
Dame Frevisse said tartly, �So you no longerthink it was God who struck him down?�
Master Broun flushed and drew himself up toglare at her as he snapped, �That no longer seems the obviousanswer, no.�
�Thank you both,� Beaufort said crisply,cutting off whatever response Dame Frevisse was opening her mouthto make. �You have been most helpful, Master Broun. Invaluable. You�ll receive witness of our pleasure. Butpray you both, hold silent on this matter for this while atleast.�
He made it a request, knowing it would betaken as a command. Master Broun, mollified by the praise andpromise of reward, bowed his acceptance. �As your worshipwishes.�
�Then you have our leave to go. DameFrevisse, we would have you stay,� he added more sternly.
Master Broun cast her a sideways look,satisfied she was in trouble of some sort, and bowed himself fromthe room. When the door had shut behind him, Beaufortgestured her to sit opposite him, and resting his elbows on thearms of his chair, his hands clasped judiciously in front of him,he regarded her for a while in silence. She sat unbotheredunder his gaze, more self-contained than some great lords of therealm on whom he had used the same look. He said, �That waswell done.�
In acknowledgment of his praise, shebent her head and responded, �I doubt he would have been socooperative except that you were here.�
�Which is why you requested mypresence. My congratulations. You seem to havemastered many of the frailties of your sex, overcoming even thepride that might have refused to make use of my authority overhim. You�ve dealt with the matter both logically and withsome degree of boldness.�
He was interested in seeing her reaction, butfor a prolonged moment she held silent, and he found that, likeThomas, her expression was not always easy to read. Then shesaid evenly, �I�ve never noticed that pride is particular to eithersex and, by your worship�s leave, I�ve known as many illogical menas I have women, if not more. Nor have I ever thought -despite what the stories say and men seem to admire � that boldnesswas a virtue if not wisely used.�
She said it so politely, with no change ofexpression or tone, that it was a moment before Beaufort realizedshe had completely refused his compliment to her on the terms hehad given it. Drily, he asked, �You don�t care for Aquinas�sopinion on the essential frailty of woman�s nature?�
�The blessed St. Thomas Aquinas refers to thefrailty of her soul�s vigor and body�s strength, which do not matchman�s. But we were referring to my mind, and of that St.Thomas says, if I remember correctly, �The image of God in itsprincipal manifestation � namely, the intellect � is found both inman and woman.��
�And you see yourself man�s equaltherefore.�
�In worth before the eyes of God, yes. And in our abilities to serve Him, without doubt. But we weremade, at the time of Creation itself, to be man�s handmaid. That at least I will agree to.� Unexpectedly she smiled,looking much younger, though her age was impossible to guess in theanonymity of her black habit, close-fitting wimple, and heavy drapeof veil. �But in return I think you might be willing to grantthe old adage that woman was the last thing God made, and thereforethe best.�
Beaufort laughed aloud. �That�sThomas�s trick, to cut short an argument with a jest completely tothe point.�
Like Beaufort�s, Dame Frevisse�s voice waswarm with shared memory of a man they both loved. �He taughtme well.�
�And yet, with your learning and wit beyondthe ordinary, you were willing to give over to Master Broun yoursolution to Sir Clement�s death.�
�There are realities that have to beaccepted. I�ve learned to live within such and yet do as wellas God has made me able.�
�With your God-given intellect that is theequal of a man�s.�
She acknowledged his teasing by saying withmock solemnity, �Or the better. But no matter how clever wemay think I am, the crowner will take the learned evidence of howSir Clement died far better from Master Broun that he would fromme.�
Beaufort nodded agreement. �So SirClement�s death was accident after all.�
�No. I think it was surely murder.�
�What?� They had kept theirvoices pitched low; his immoderate exclamation made several of hisclerks look up from their work, and he immediately dropped hisvoice to order, with no attempt to conceal that he wasdisconcerted, �Explain that.�
�Sir Clement may well have known of hisaffliction. I�ve heard from several people that there werefoods � or a food; I need to ask more specific questions to knowexactly � that he wouldn�t eat. He sent one of his people tothe kitchen here to be sure of what would be served at thefeast. It seems he knew there was something that made himill, and he would not having knowingly eaten it. Whatever itwas, it had to have been secretly and deliberately put in his foodduring the feast.�
�So Sire Philip may be guilty after all.�
�I�m assured that someone is guilty. Idoubt it is Sire Philip.�
Beaufort raised his eyebrows. �Why?�
�Because he didn�t have theopportunity. With this poisoning something would have had tobe placed in Sir Clement�s food after it left the kitchen. Idon�t remember that Sire Philip had the chance. And he�s toldme he has documents that negate any claim Sir Clement might havemade against him, so he had no reason, either.�
�You believed him when he told you of thesedocuments?�
�It�s possible he�s lied about them, but itwould be a lie too easily discovered for what it was.�
�And Sire Philip is not a stupid man. But he could be a desperate one if the documents do not indeedexist, in which case he might have conspired with someone elsebetter able to poison Sir Clement at the feast.�
�The three most likely and most able to havedone it are Sir Clement�s ward, his cousin, and his nephew. They all had opportunity and ample reasons of their own, conspiracywith Sire Philip or not. And there is Sire Philip�s brother,who was usher at the feast, if we care to consider Sire Philip didlie about the documents.�
�And how do you plan to determine which oneof them it may have been, whether alone or with Sire Philip? Or would you rather leave it now to the crowner? He�ll behere tomorrow, will take what you�ve learned and make good use ofit, I�m sure.�
She hesitated, then answered, �I have some ofthe pieces needed for an answer, and I think I know how to learnthe rest. By your leave, I�d like to go on.�
He inclined his head to her gravely. �By my leave you may. And if you need my help in anythingwith this, ask for it freely.�

Chapter Sixteen

The afternoon was wearing away, and Frevissemeant to talk to Guy and Lady Anne again, and to Jevan, too. Of everyone around Sir Clement he had gained the most � freedomfrom his uncle after a lifetime of his cruelties � and lost themost � his livelihood and his hope of Lady Anne; Guy would betaking both from him. Frevisse wanted to know how he was andwhat he was thinking, not simply because he was part of thequestion of Sir Clement�s death, but because he was a friend ofRobert�s, and she was fond of Robert, no matter how rarely they saweach other.
But duty and affection took her back to heraunt�s bedchamber first. The room was shadowed, the shuttersclosed, the bed curtains drawn. The women silently at varioustasks around the room made shushing gestures at her as sheentered. Alice, seated on the window seat with one shutterset a little back so light fell on the book on her lap, beckonedFrevisse to come sit beside her. The gentle puff and pause ofAunt Matilda�s breathing came from inside the bed curtains, intoken that she was deeply asleep.
�She woke a while ago,� Alice whispered, �andate some broth and milk-soaked bread.�
�And you were able to persuade her to sleepagain?�
Alice smiled. �Not so much persuaded asgave her no choice. There was a sleeping draught in the wineshe drank afterwards. Master Broun says the more she sleepsjust now, the better she�ll be.�
On that at least Frevisse agreed withhim. �What of you? If you want to go out for a while, Ican watch by her.�
Alice shook her head. �This is where Iwant to be, with Mother and my praying. I�m well enough.�
Aware that she had scanted her own prayersall day today, Frevisse glanced down and saw the book her cousinheld was indeed a prayer book, opened to the psalms in Latin. That reminded her of the Wyclif book in its bundle somewhere amongher things across the room. Taking her mind quickly away fromthe mingled guilt and pleasure of that thought, she asked, �Isthere anything you need done that I can do for you?�
�Mother was worrying over Sir Clement�sfamily, anxious that someone express our formal sympathy for theirloss. Would you go to them, to give them our sympathy, andexplain why neither Mother nor I came instead? I�d askWilliam to go but he won�t. He simply wants anything to dowith Sir Clement out from under his way.�
�I�ll do it gladly.� Frevisse forboreto add that she had been going to them anyway. �Though I fearthat neither they nor anyone else are over-moved by grief. Sir Clement wasn�t loved.�
�God keep us from a like end,� saidAlice. �It was a fearful thing to see, and to know he�dcalled it down upon himself.�
They both crossed themselves. ButFrevisse added, to lighten Alice�s mood, �Still, he�d worked longand hard for it, setting everyone else against him along theway.�
�That�s true,� Alice agreed with a trace ofamusement. �He even managed between Father�s death and hisown to set my lord husband against him with no greatdifficulty.�
�How?� Frevisse asked, surprised.
�By bringing up that property dispute he hadwith Father. He wouldn�t let it rest even this little whileof the funeral. William was furious over the rudeness, andbecause even though there�s no matter in it, the lawyers� feeswould mount nonetheless, if it went that far.�
�I doubt there�s anyone who�s sorry he�sdead.�
�Certainly not William. Well, thecrowner will be here tomorrow, I hear, and that will be the end ofit. I trust Sir Clement�s family will leave with his bodyimmediately once they�re allowed to?�
�I understand so.�
�I�ve told Master Gallard to tell them we�llgive any help we can.�
�And please ask me for anything I can do, anytime.�
�Your prayers,� Alice said, smiling. �Surely your prayers are what I want most. And yourfriendship,� she added to her own evident surprise as much asFrevisse�s.
Frevisse smiled back at her, aware of growingaffection for this cousin she hardly knew. �You�ll have both,without fail. I think I should like to have your friendship,now that I�m not forever being annoyed by you,� she addedteasingly.
�Annoyed by me? How?� Alice demanded,amused as Frevisse had meant for her to be.
�Because you could sit for hours at yoursewing or whatever other task you mother gave you, and never makethe least bother about it. You always seemed very contentwith yourself, while I was ever wishing I were being or doingsomething else.�
�Except when you were reading,� Alice saidshrewdly.
�Except when I was reading,� Frevisse agreed,and they both laughed, were quickly shushed by Aunt Matilda�swomen, and ducked their heads to hide more laughter behind theirhands.
Then Alice confessed in a whisper, �I wasalways annoyed by you, too. You�d been everywhere and seeneverything, it seemed, and Father never seemed to mind how muchtime you spent among his books. It wasn�t until after youwere gone that I dared begin to press him as you did forbooks.�
�I never knew you were interested.�
�I wasn�t supposed to be. I was mymother�s daughter and there was the end of it.�
�But you didn�t let it be the end of it.�
�No,� Alice said firmly. �I didnot.�
Frevisse�s smile widened, �Oh, yes, I thinkwe can be very good friends indeed.�

* * * * *

Frevisse found Lady Anne alone in her room,except for her two maids, and like Alice, she was seated at thewindow, a book open on her lap, while her maids sorted throughbelongings in her traveling chest. The cold gray daylightgave her blond loveliness an ashen appearance, but even allowingfor that, she looked pale, delicately shadowed under her eyes as ifshe had not slept so well as could be wished.
Frevisse, as she approached her, wassurprised to see the book was another prayer book, and opened tothe Office of the Dead. Lady Anne, catching her glance andthe surprise in it, said, �I found myself wondering if there mightbe hope of Sir Clement�s salvation after all. I thought howunpleasant it would be to eventually arrive in Purgatory and findhim waiting for us.�
�I suspect that if Sir Clement manages to goso far as Purgatory, he�ll be far too busy with his own redemptionto trouble yours.�
Frevisse�s irony was lost on Lady Anne. She merely considered the thought for a moment, then answered, �Isuppose you're right.� She closed the book and tossed ittoward one of her maidservants. �Sit down, if youplease.�
Frevisse suspected that Lady Anne�s mannersdepended on her mood and possibly on the importance of whom she wastalking to, because no matter how young and vulnerable she looked,seated there pale in the winter light with the tender shadows underher eyes, she clearly had a strong core of self-will andself-interest that had small consideration for others beyond howthey affected her directly.
Frevisse sat, folded her hands into hersleeves, and said mildly, �I trust there is always hope of heavenfor all of us, even someone so outwardly without grace as SirClement.�
�It wasn�t merely outwardly. Hedelighted in the sorrows of others. Besides, God wouldn�thave struck him down like that if he weren�t deserving ofit.� Lady Anne said it flatly, with no particularvenom. Sir Clement being no longer a problem to her, shewould shortly have dismissed him completely from her life. But, probably in consideration of Frevisse, she added, �Though ofcourse we should hope the best for him. You�ve probably beenpraying for him. You�ve given your life over to such charityof spirit.�
�To the will of God, rather,� Frevissesaid.
Lady Anne drew her delicate brows together ina pretty frown. �It must be very strange to give yourself upso completely. To the will of your prioress, the will of yourabbott, the will of your bishop. I suppose you even have tolisten to the pope. You have no life of your own at all!�
�One grows use to it,� Frevisse said, amusedby the girl�s complete incomprehension. �Even to thepope. That is the core trouble with giving yourself up to thewill of God � it requires you also give yourself up to the will ofpeople who are not always godlike.�
�I suppose it makes you far more sure ofheaven,� Lady Anne said doubtfully. She obviously thought shewould find a better way to that goal than through so muchsacrifice. She was also growing a little bored with theconversation, fretting her white fingers at her skirts.
�Actually I�ve come from Countess Alice andher mother and husband, to bring you their deep sympathy for yourloss and assure you of any help that they can give during your stayhere.�
Lady Anne brightened. �How verykind. He�s important at court, isn�t he? The earl ofSuffolk? And much more charming than that dreadful Bishop ofWinchester.�
�I believe so, yes,� Frevisse said in generalanswer.
�But have you heard when the crowner issupposed to arrive? This waiting is terribly tedious.�
�Tomorrow for certain.�
�And then we can go home and be married andbe rid of everything that might ever remind us of SirClement! Won�t that be grand!�
�My lady?� Guy asked from the doorway.
The maidservants rose from their work tocurtsy to him. Lady Anne sprang to her feet and went to him,saying gladly, �Dame Frevisse came to offer us the family�scondolences on Sir Clement�s death, and she says the crowner willbe here certainly tomorrow. Then we�ll be able to gohome!�
�When he�s finished his questioning,�Frevisse reminded.
Lady Anne waved a dismissive hand. �There�s hardly anything to question. There�s Sir Clementdead and God did it. We all saw it.�
Frevisse had risen at Guy�s coming. Now, smiling in her best and most modest nun-wise, she satdown. Lady Anne cast her a look as if willing her tounderstand she could leave now and everyone would be pleased, butFrevisse feigned not to see it, and with no choice, they joinedher, Lady Anne�s displeasure somewhat showing. Frevissesmiled on them both and said, �My cousin the countess of Suffolkasked me to tell you that if there is aught we can do for you, youhave but to ask.�
As she expected, the mention of her cousinbrought Guy�s attention to her more respectfully. �Thank hergrace for her kindness. We�re doing very well. Everything considered,� he added, remembering there should be somegrief, if only for appearance�s sake. �Everything has beenseen to and is ready. As soon as the crowner givespermission, we�ll be able to leave.�
Judging by the warm glance that pass betweenhim and Lady Anne, he would have taken her hands then in the sharedpleasure of that coming freedom, if Frevisse had not beenthere.
She would have gladly left them to it, butshe still had questions she needed answered. �Was SirClement�s property all entailed, so it comes directly to you, orwill there be provisions in his will lessening theinheritance?�
�It�s all entailed,� Guy saidcheerfully. �He was too busy with his quarrels to spend timeextending his holdings. It all comes to me.�
�With surely some provision made for JevanDey as his only other relation. Jevan is his onlyother relative, isn�t he?�
�He is, but there�s no provision forhim. Sir Clement was clear about that all along.�
�But he served him so well, from what I�veheard and seen. Why, even at the funeral feast, no one butJevan waited on him. Or did they?�
�Only old Jevan.�
�Except for the wine. That was somebodyelse,� Lady Anne said
�He was pouring for everyone along that partof the table,� Guy said. �But the food, only Jevan broughtthat. Serviceable to the last, for all the good it will dohim. No, everything comes to me, and Jevan will have exactlywhat he�s earned all these years of licking Sir Clement�sboots.�
�And payment in full for putting you introuble with Sir Clement when he could,� Lady Anne added. �That beastly marchpane.�
�That, too,� Guy agreed.
�The marchpane?� Frevisse asked. �Youmentioned that before, didn�t you?�
�Jevan suggested he give it to Sir Clementwhen Guy asked him what a good gift would be. And Sir Clementwas rude about it ever afterwards.�
�But Jevan might have done it innocently, notknowing it would enrage Sir Clement,� Frevisse suggested.
�I doubt my cousin ever does anythinginnocently. He meant to make trouble then as surely as SirClement ever did. They were alike in more than looks. As they say, �Like in one way, like in more.�� Guyfrowned. �No, when Jevan has shown me what I need to know ofthe manor�s matters, I�ll be rid of him. There�s no otherway.�
Frevisse put on a thoughtfulexpression. �Lady Anne and I were talking of Sir Clement�ssalvation before you came in.� Guy smothered a rudenoise. Frevisse pretended not to hear, but went on as if shehad been considering the problem of Sir Clement�s soul. �Isthere any chance he was not so far in sin as we all think hewas? Had he shown any inclination of late toward repentinghis ways?�
Lady Anne answered, �I think he may have beena little less quarrelsome of late, but I also think that was simplybecause he was growing old and lacked the strength toward it he hadhad.�
�But he hadn�t been ill? He wasn�tgiven to illness?�
�Sir Clement?� Guy scoffed. �Never. Not even rheums in winter. Nothing made himill.�
Frevisse looked to Lady Anne. �Youfound that true?�
�Oh, yes. He was always concerned overhimself. Wouldn�t eat this unless it was perfectly fresh,wouldn�t eat that at all, had to have things cooked just so. But ill, no, never.�
�What sort of foods didn�t he like?� Frevissepressed.
Lady Anne shrugged. �Anything thathappened to go against his fancy. From one time to the nexthe could hate a thing or love it. There wasn�t any sense toit.�
Guy nodded agreement. �He wasimpossible to please.�
Frevisse made casual conversation a whilelonger for the sake of seeming polite, but could find no way toelicit any more useful information from either of them. Shemade a graceful departure as soon as she was sure of that, withsome hope of finding Jevan until she realized supper time was morenear than she had thought. For manners� sake she ought todine in the solar with whomever of the family came, and so she wentthat way instead of after Jevan.
Aunt Matilda did not rise for the meal. �But she�s awake and, I think, better,� Alice said. �SirePhilip is with her for a while now so I could leave.�
She was serene but wan, and the earl, elegantin his mourning black, was attentive to her at the table, seeingshe had the finest and daintiest of every dish and gently insistingshe eat and drink more than she might have otherwise. For thefirst time, in his kindness to her cousin, Frevisse found somethingparticular about him that she liked. But it meant that, sinceBishop Beaufort had chosen to dine in his own rooms, and SirePhilip was with Aunt Matilda, there were only she and Dame Perpetuato make other conversation; and since the one thing they bothwished to speak of was impossible here, their conversation wasslight, with many silences. In them, Frevisse followed herown thoughts.
Despite all her questioning, she still hadonly pieces, like the shards of a window she had once seen outsidea burned church. Slivers and cracked pieces of bright colors,with here and there a recognizable part of a face, or the fold of arobe, or the petals of a flower, but most of it making no sense atall, just pieces that might never have been part of anypattern.
But there had to be a way here to bring allthe pieces into sense. She knew Sir Clement had died fromeating a food that was poison to him but to no one else aroundhim. She did not know what the food was or how he hadcome to eat it, since he seemed to have known it was dangerous tohim. Then there was the matter of who had given it to him -and why. The why was the least problem: There were morethan enough people with reasons for hating Sir Clement todeath. But who had known exactly what to use to killhim? And how had they put it into his food at thefeast? Guy, Lady Anne, and Jevan were the three best able tohave done it, and they all had reasons to want him dead. Neither Guy nor Lady Anne seemed to have any idea there was a fooddeadly to Sir Clement. Or they � one or the other or both -were feigning their innocence of the knowledge. If they werenot feigning, that left Jevan, except he was going to lose the mostby Sir Clement�s death and so, perhaps, should have been leastwilling toward it.
She realized Dame Perpetua had been talkingto her, attempting to maintain at least the appearance ofpropriety, and that she had been nodding her head as if attendingto what she said. But now something finally meshed with herown thoughts and she interrupted sharply. �What?�
Dame Perpetua paused in mild surprise at theabruptness, then repeated patiently, �I said that I�m sorry Idelayed your learning about the poison this afternoon by notstaying where you expected to find me.�
�No, that was all right,� Frevisse assuredher. �It was what you said after that. About why youleft.�
�Because someone came in to see SirePhilip.�
�No, you said who it was that came in.�
�Why, Sir Clement�s nephew. The one wholooks so like him. He seemed troubled, or maybe only tired,but he wanted to speak to Sire Philip alone. I thought itwould be easier for me to go than them, so I went in search of you,with the Galen.�
�And he stayed to talk with Sire Philip?�
�That�s why he came,� Dame Perpetua explainedagain, patiently.
Sire Philip had been talking with Jevan,then, probably not long before she had come into the libraryherself, but he had never mentioned Jevan being there. Whyshould he? she asked herself. And promptly asked back,Why hadn�t he? Especially after she had told him whatshe was doing at Bishop Beaufort�s behest, when he had to know thatshe would be interested in anything about anyone who had beenaround Sir Clement.
The meal was finished. Alice andSuffolk were rising; the servants were hovering to clear dishes andtable away. Frevisse stood up with Dame Perpetua and said,�If you�ll pardon us, we�re going to do Vespers in the chapel, tomake up for the Offices we have somewhat scanted these fewdays.�
No objection could be made to that, exceptperhaps by Dame Perpetua who had had no idea of any suchthing. But she remained admirably silent, made her curtsywith Frevisse, and followed her from the room. Not until theywere on the stairs down to the hall did she say, �This is a goodidea of yours, Dame. But what else are you about?�
�I don�t know,� Frevisse said. �But Icouldn�t stay there longer, doing nothing.�
�It seems you�ve already done a great dealtoday.�
�But none of it will matter if I don�t findout the answers that make all of it make sense.�
�You might be better for a rest, a night�ssleep.�
�I might be,� Frevisse agreed, and wenton. With a sigh, Dame Perpetua accompanied her.
The servants were just finishing withclearing the hall after supper. Frevisse saw Lady Anne andGuy, Sir Ralph, Sir Edward, and Lady Eleanor clustered in front ofthe fireplace, but her attention went to Master Gallard, busy atsetting servants to make the rushes even where they had beenscrabbled by table legs and people�s feet. For all hisapparent fluster, he was efficient about it, just as he had beenefficient at everything these past few days. But even nowthat she knew he was Sire Philip�s brother, she could find nofamily resemblance at all, either in looks or manner.
He saw her before she could turn away andhurried over to make his eager, bobbing bow and ask, �Is thereaught I can do for you? How does Mistress Chaucer? Better, I hope. This has been a very heavy business for her,poor lady.�
�She�s resting quietly and that�s the bestthing for her just now.�
�Very certainly. But is there anythingI can do for you?�
She had been intending to ask Guy and LadyAnne where Jevan might be, since he was not in the hall, but nowshe said, �I�m looking for Jevan Dey.�
Master Gallard puckered his lipsthoughtfully, then said, �I think I saw him going to the chapelbefore supper. He never came to eat, you know. Heshould. He�s far too thin. Unless he�s gone somewhereelse, he�s in the chapel, surely.�
�There�s very little that you miss, is there,Master Gallard?�
Frevisse said it as a compliment, and he tookit so. �No, no, not if I can help it.�
�I didn�t know you were Sire Philip�sbrother.�
Master Gallard looked surprised. �Therewas no call for you to know, certainly. And there�s verylittle like between us, is there?�
�But you�re glad to be serving together thiswhile?�
�Most certainly. We were apart for manyyears, but have a fondness for each other. It�s good to betogether while we can, before-� He broke off with a suddenintake of breath, as if he had nearly committed anindiscretion.
�Until Bishop Beaufort takes him into hisservice,� Frevisse finished for him.
Master Gallard looked relieved. �Youknow his expectations then? Yes, he has good hope ofit. And well he should. He�s very clever.�
�And ambitious?� She said it as a mildjoke about something of which they both knew and approved.
Master Gallard bobbed on his feet as heanswered archly, �Within the limits he deserves to be, surely.�
�Wasn�t he bothered by Sir Clement�sinsistence he could prove you weren�t freeborn?�
�It was all nonsense. Pigeon traps inwater.� Master Gallard waved his hands airily to show thefoolishness. �There are papers. Philip has themall. Sir Clement had no claim, even on me. Philip wouldbe safe of course, being a priest, but I�d have no protection atall, and can you see me in a village, doing day work foranyone? But there were no grounds for it. Sir Clementwas only being odious.�
�But you�re nonetheless not sorry that he�sdead.�
�There�s no one sorry, I fear.� MasterGallard dropped his voice to emphasize the solemnity of hisanswer. �And few pretending they are. Though after adeath like that we should all consider our place in God�s eye andamend our ways.�
�You were in the hall when ithappened?� Frevisse could not remember whether she had seenhim then or not.
�No, no. My feet, you know-� Master Gallard bobbed slightly. �-they grow sore when I�m onthem too long, or if I stand too still. They�re very tender,and that morning by the time we�d finished with the funeral andseeing everyone into their places, well, I was in desperate need ofsitting down, and I did, in the kitchen where I could still be sureof what went on, of course, in case of need. But when theoutcry over Sir Clement began, it took me too long to reach thehall, with the servants in the way and all, so I only saw him beingtaken out. But there was talk of it afterward. Morethan enough talk. A terrible business, terrible. You�verecovered from the shock of seeing it, my ladies?�
�Quite recovered, yes,� Frevisse assuredhim. �If you�ll excuse us?�
Master Gallard assured them that he would,and while he was busy at it, Frevisse deftly extricated herself andDame Perpetua and went on their way.
�Did you learn anything from that?� DamePerpetua asked when they were well away from being overheard.
�I learned Master Gallard agrees with SirePhilip�s story that Sir Clement was no threat to them. Itwould be better if he�d said he�d actually seen these papers thatinsure that. So far, I have only Sire Philip�s word that theyexist.�
�And you couldn�t very well ask MasterGallard.�
�No. That�s something I�ll have toleave to the crowner. He has a right to ask and be answered,where I might be refused for impertinence. But I also learnedMaster Gallard was in the kitchen and so had access to SirClement�s food.� Which was useless unless she found some wayhe could have known which dishes Jevan would take to Sir Clement,because surely he could not have put the poison food into everydish or even remove one without someone in the kitchen noticingwhat he was doing, and that would have been too large a risk torun.
The chapel was as it had been the firstevening, when Frevisse had come to pray beside Chaucer�s corpse,except that there were fewer candles around the bier where SirClement now lay, and only two men kneeled beside the coffin. One of them was Jevan.
Not willing to disturb him at his prayers,Frevisse beckoned Dame Perpetua to the other end of the chapel, andby a single candle�s light, their heads close together over DamePerpetua�s prayer book, they whispered through Vespers. Whenthey were done, Dame Perpetua looked questioningly from Frevisse toJevan�s back, and back again. Frevisse shrugged, not knowingwhat to do except wait and hope it would not be too long.
It was not. The chapel�s chill hadbarely begun to be uncomfortable before Jevan straightened stifflyand rose slowly to his feet. As he bowed to the altar,Frevisse went forward so that when he turned away, she was standingbeside him.
�Master Jevan.�
�Dame Frevisse.� He bowed again. He was tired; it showed in his face and the way he heldhimself.
�I need to talk to you.� She indicatedthe door, and he followed her out into the antechamber.
But when she stopped, he said, �I have dutiesI must needs go to.�
�I�ll keep you only briefly. My cousinCountess Alice has asked I give her sympathies to Sir Clement�sfamily, since she�s nursing her mother presently, and to assure youof any help you need in your while here.�
�The lady is very gracious. I hopeMistress Chaucer isn�t badly ill?�
�Not ill so much as exhausted with trying tobe brave through everything.�
�But she�s better?�
�We think so.�
�That�s well then.� Jevan clearlyconsidered the conversation finished. He began to bow again,to leave. To forestall this, Frevisse said, �I�ve heard agreat deal about your uncle and what he was like. It�s toyour credit you were praying for him.�
A dull flush spread over Jevan�s face. Was he that unused to compliments? Frevisse wondered. But heonly said, �He should be prayed for by someone, and who better thanI?�
�Still, he wasn�t an easy man to bearound. No one seems sorry at all that he�s dead. Areyou?�
�Not in the slightest.� The answer camewith the firmness of deep conviction. �Everyone around himwill be better for being rid of him.�
�Especially Guy and Lady Anne.�
Jevan�s jaw tightened, but he did notflinch. �They�ll have their desires now, and God give themjoy of it.�
�And you? What will you do? Go onin service to Guy? I gather you were invaluable to SirClement.�
�I was his drudge,� Jevan said.
�You could have left him, found workelsewhere.�
Jevan shook his head. �He left me nohope of that. I tried once, took work as a woolpacker for oneof the merchants who bought our wool. Sir Clement hunted medown and gave neither me nor the merchant peace until finally theman had to let me go, to be rid of him. Sir Clementsaid he would do that whenever I tried to leave.�
�At least Guy will be an easier master.�
�At his first chance, Guy will have me outthe door and down the road with a curse and not much else to carrywith me. We don�t like each other, Guy and I.�
�He still holds the marchpane trick againstyou.�
Brief pleasure flickered on Jevan�sface. �There were walnut halves set in the center of eachpiece. Sir Clement all but foamed at the mouth when he sawthem and never forgave him. He�d boil into a temper everytime he saw Guy after that.�
As if with only mild, gossiping curiosity,Frevisse asked, �But why?�
Jevan�s face had fallen back into its settledexpression of endurance. �Walnuts made Sir Clement ill. Guy didn�t know that.�
�But after the marchpane, everyone inshouting distance of Sir Clement probably did,� Frevisse said,remembering his temper.
�Easily,� Jevan agreed grimly.
As if in simple commiseration, containing hersatisfaction at having at last another part of what she needed toknow, and wanting more, Frevisse said, �Sir Clementhad a finicking stomach, I�ve heard. The milk had to befresh. The goblet couldn�t be pewter. He didn�t likenuts. The cook was telling me. Was Sir Clement feigningor did any of that really make him ill?�
�Some things, yes, though not as many as hepretended. Walnuts did. Even touching them-� Jevan broke off with a shake of his head. �My lady, I disliketalking about him, and I have things that need to be done. Ifyou�ll excuse me.�
�My pardon. Certainly. I forgetmyself and chatter overmuch,� Frevisse said. �Thank you foryour kindness. And remember my cousin�s offer. Anythingyou may need while at Ewelme��
Jevan had retreated while she was stilltalking. She trailed off to silence and stood gazing at theair in front of her, considering.

Chapter Seventeen

Overnight, hoarfrost had whitened the world -grass and trees and roofs prickled with it. Ice rimmed theblack moat waters. A haze blurred the nearer trees; therewere no distances. The cold that had crept around the windowedges yesterday now thrust deeply into the parlor, so that thecomfort of the fire was barely felt beyond an arm�s length from theflames.
Warm in his ample robes of fine wool, theoutermost one magnificently fur-lined, Beaufort had chosen to sitat the room�s far end, where he could watch everyone as theyentered, and when they had greeted him and respectfully kissed hisepiscopal ring and moved away, observe them while they moved andtalked among themselves.
Dame Frevisse had come to him last night, hadasked him to arrange this gathering under the guise that CountessAlice wished to ease the enforced stay of both Sir Clement�s familyand the three other guests waiting to testify to the crowner. Beaufort had suggested to Dame Frevisse then that she might preferto leave it now to the crowner�s hand. �Master Geoffrey iscompetent. He�ll make the best use of whatever you have, andthank you for it. You�ve done sufficiently, and I thank youfor it,� he had told her.
But she had bent her head respectfully butanswered, �By your leave, this is a thing I�d like to finish if Imay.�
�And you think you can by bringing them alltogether?�
�All together and unsuspecting. Yes, Ithink so.�
There had been various arguments he couldhave raised, or he could simply have refused, but her firmness ofpurpose and cleverness in the matter so far had both amused andinterested him. He wanted to know how much more she could do,and had seen to Countess Alice�s agreement without explaining toher why he asked the favor.
So they were all here now, with Dame Frevissesitting quietly to one side with the other nun, both of them drawninto the anonymity of their habits and veils. Beaufortcarefully cast them no more than a rare glance, but he judged thatDame Frevisse was watching the others around the room as carefullyas he was � and with more knowledge of them than he had, for shehad not fully explained either what she had learned with herquestioning or what she intended to do this morning. He hadbegun to find her intelligence and her strong, carefully controlledwill disconcerting, as he had always found Thomas�.
The two knights and lady, who were simplythere because they had sat too near Sir Clement at the feast, werein talk with Suffolk. Beaufort gave them scant attention; hehad gathered that neither they nor Suffolk had any part in DameFrevisse�s suspicions.
Countess Alice, her mourning black becomingto her fairness, was standing with Lady Anne, their two headsleaned close together, the girl listening and nodding wide-eyed towhat Countess Alice was saying. She was a pretty child, butBeaufort was not much moved by prettiness. It was a fleetingthing; hers would probably not outlast her youth, a fact that hadundoubtedly escaped the young fool who intended to marry her. He was standing beside her now, clearly proud that she was his.
The nephew who would have nothing out of SirClement�s death stood apart from everyone else, Beaufortnoted. He held a goblet of the warmed, spiced wine theservants were passing around and was watching one person and thenanother in the talk around him. It was a pity that he lookedso like his uncle. That alone would be enough to set peopleagainst him. Though he looked like his mother, too, come tothat. Beaufort had known her slightly. How a long-jawed womanwith the temper that matched her brother�s had ever managed tomarry for love was beyond Beaufort�s understanding, but shehad. And, in the long run, fairly well ruined her son�s lifeby doing so. The only thing young Dey had brought out of thewreck others had made of his life so far was his apparentdispassion.
Which was more than that usher fellow had,standing there by the door, bustling servants in and out. Beaufort wished it was possible to put something heavy on his headto hold him flat on his feet for a while. Why had Matildachosen such a creature?
At least she was not here. She showedno sign yet of rising from her bed, and no one had suggested thatshe should.
Sire Philip came in behind another servantbringing a tray of small tarts � if nothing else, they�d bewell-fed when this was done. Yesterday Dame Frevisse hadseemed sure Sire Philip was clear of the murder. She hadseemed less sure last evening, to Beaufort�s concealedannoyance. Sire Philip was too clever and too potentiallyuseful a man to lose if it could be helped.
Beaufort watched as he paused to speak toyoung Dey, too low to be heard, and then came on to make hisobeisance. Beaufort received it absently, noting over hisshoulder that whatever he had said to young Dey, it brought nochange to Dey�s face. The young man had not even nodded oranswered, only taken a tart from the servant waiting beside himwith the absent gesture of someone hoping to be left alone.
With Sire Philip�s coming, everyone expectedwas here. Beaufort looked toward Dame Frevisse. Sheraised her head to meet his gaze and with the slightest downwardtwitch of it told him she was ready for him to begin. Hopingshe indeed knew what she was about, Beaufort stood up.
Everyone�s attention came around to him,their conversations falling away to silence. He waited untilthe quiet was complete and even a little drawn-out, then said, �Youhave not wondered why you were all asked here, thinking it was onlyfor courtesy�s sake. But there was other purpose in it. I pray you, give heed to Dame Frevisse.�
He sat down again, and every head turnedtoward her. Rising in her turn, hands folded into hersleeves, her expression mild, she said in her clear, carrying voiceto all of them together, �His grace the cardinal bishop ofWinchester has believed from the very first that Sir Clement didnot die by God�s hand but was murdered.�
Various degrees of consternation and surpriseshowed on every face, but Dame Frevisse went steadily on and no onespoke out.
�He asked me to learn what I could of how hewas killed and by whom. In some ways, I�ve learned a greatdeal. In others, not enough. There were very manypeople who disliked Sir Clement, and some who hated him, whoprobably hate him even now. But of those, only a few hadchance to strike at him during the feast, and all of those who hadthat chance are here now.�
While the others mostly glanced around ateach other with rousing alarm, Suffolk took a step toward her andsaid with authority suitably edged with indignation, �You�re sayingthat you accuse one of us of killing him?�
�Yes.�
Suffolk opened his mouth to respond, butBeaufort quietly raised the fingers of his right hand from thecurve of the chair arm, and Suffolk subsided. Dame Frevissecontinued, �It had to be someone well aware of Sir Clement�spenchant for asking God to strike him down. That could beanyone who had ever been around him any length of time. Butit also had to have been someone able to poison him at thefeast.�
The word �poison� whispered around the roomfrom one to another. Dame Frevisse�s gaze traveledimpartially over everyone there, taking in their variedexpressions. Beaufort could not tell if she lingered on onelonger than the others. �I considered that he might have beenactually ill or even touched by God at the feast, and only poisonedlater in the room where he was taken to recover. But fromwhat I�ve learned, he was surely poisoned at the feast, in front ofall of us, by someone able to take advantage of the moment when hewould almost certainly demand God�s judgment. Someone whoknew about a poison so specific to Sir Clement that no one elsewould be harmed by it, whoever ate with him.�
Suffolk exclaimed, �That�s nonsense! There�s no poison that specific!�
�There is,� interposed Beaufort. �Wehave authority for it. And she has my authority tocontinue.�
They exchanged glances, and Dame Frevissesaid, �For a great many people, Sir Clement was only an annoyance,to be tolerated when he couldn�t be avoided. For others, hewas a very real danger. Sire Philip-� Startled gazesturned on the priest where he stood to one side of the room. He met them with a slight bow of his head and a calmexpression. �-was threatened by Sir Clement�s assertion thathe was born unfree. And so was his brother, Master Gallard,and while Sire Philip seems to have had no way to come at SirClement�s food during the feast, Master Gallard very definitelydid.�
Master Gallard gaped at her from the doorway,switched his shocked look to his brother, and returned his stare toDame Frevisse, his mouth working at unvoiced protests.
�And there is Jevan Dey, who served SirClement all through the feast, handled every dish that went to him,and hated him perhaps more fully than anyone.�
Jevan met the looks turned his way with thesame dispassion he had shown before.
�Lady Anne who sat next to Sir Clement at thefeast had every dish within her reach once it was served. Andthe goblet they both drank from. She loathed SirClement-�
�And still do,� Lady Anne saidfiercely. Guy took hold of her hand, warning her to silence,but she went on, �I hope he�s burning deep in Hell!�
Beaufort said, �That�s as may be, but not thequestion here.�
Dame Frevisse continued relentlessly. �If she went against Sir Clement�s will in her choice of marriagewhile still in his wardship, he could have ruined her with all thefines the law allows in such a matter. Worse, if he forcedher to marry him, she could never marry Guy, her own choice. She had compelling reason to want Sir Clement dead as soon as mightbe.�
�Then so did I!� Guy put his armpossessively, protectively, around Lady Anne�s waist.
�Yes,� Dame Frevisse agreed. �Andseated as you both were, on either side of him, you could haveworked together, one of you distracting him while the other put thewalnuts in � what? The meat pie? Finely ground, theywould have gone unnoticed-�
Sire Philip�s sharp movement broke across herwords. He closed the distance between himself and Jevan in asingle stride, seized Jevan�s wrist and jerked it down, away fromhis mouth. In rigid, silent struggle, Jevan pulled againsthis hold. But Dame Frevisse must have seen him move nearly assoon as Sire Philip had; she was there, taking the unbitten tartout of Jevan�s hand.
�No,� she said gently. �No moreJevan. Not sin added to sin.�
With a deep, shuddering breath, Jevan wentslack in Sire Philip�s hold. His eyes were no longerexpressionless but bitter and exhausted and hopeless all togetheras he looked at her and said, �Don�t you suppose it might be amercy? To die as he did could be expiation of a kind.�
�To die by your own hand is damnation,� SirePhilip returned, still holding on to him.
Jevan threw back his head, like a runner atrace�s end trying to draw breath enough to steady himself. His chest heaved with his effort, and then he said in a voicecruelly edged with pain, �I was born in the wane of the moon, wheneverything goes assward!�
He looked across the little distance to LadyAnne, and the cruelty was gone into great gentleness. �I�vebought your happiness for you. May you live gladly init.�
�Oh, Jevan!� Lady Anne cried out. �Youkilled him!� as if only then did she truly understand. Buther words broke the blank incomprehension on Guy�s face. Hestarted for Jevan with clenched fists rising. �You killed himand meant to make it seem I did it! You bellycrawling cur, I��
Master Gallard came in front of him, stoppinghim with a hold on his arm that Guy, with his first angry tugagainst it, discovered he could not break.
�No.� Dame Frevisse cut her voiceacross Guy�s. �That�s exactly what he never meant tohappen.� She was still looking only at Jevan, with a sadnessBeaufort did not understand. And Jevan was looking back ather, the two of them alone with what she had to say, despite thepeople all around them. �You took great trouble and waited along while, I�d guess, for the chance to kill Sir Clement in a waythat would keep suspicion away from everyone. A great feastwith many people present, where Sir Clement would inevitably findoccasion to stand up and demand God�s judgment on himself, and noone suspected of his death when it came because how likely was itany of us had seen a man die the way Sir Clement did? Isn�tthat how you meant it to be? And when you realized here thatyou�d failed, that we knew it was murder after all, you meant toeat that tart full of walnuts, and die the way he did.�
To her and no one else, Jevan said, �When Iwas small, he ate some once by accident. I saw what they didto him. It made him angry, both that it happened and that Isaw him that way. So he made me eat some, forced them downme, and laughed when I broke out in the rash and itching. Hiswas worse, but he said it was like that, that it had happened tohim before and each time it was worse. It happened one othertime, later. He nearly died of it then, so I hoped that if ithappened again, it would kill him.�
�And when you decided you couldn�t bear himalive anymore, for your own sake and for Lady Anne, youremembered,� Dame Frevisse said.
�I remembered. And waited, as you said,a long while, with the packet of ground nuts in my belt pouch,until I saw what I thought was my chance.� He spoke almost asif by rote; as if the thing had grown dull with repeating tohimself too many times. �I saw the meat pies being made whenI talked to the cook that morning. Their crusts wereblind-baked, the top crust separate from the bottom, the fillingput in later. The top crust was only set on, notsealed. In the crowding and hurry of serving, it was easy tobump the top of Sir Clement�s pie awry and step aside as if to setit right. What I did instead-� His control wavered; hepaused to draw a steadying breath. �What I did instead, withmy back to everyone, was scatter the walnuts � I had them ready inmy hand � over the meat filling and put the crust back on. Noone was likely to notice me enough to remember I�d even done it, orthink it mattered, if they did.�
�But in the room, when he began to be better,how did you poison him again?� Dame Frevisse asked.
�I didn�t. It�s taken him that waybefore, seeming to ease and then coming on again. And thistime it came on strongly enough to kill him.�
�You meant for us to believe it was God whokilled him!� said Suffolk indignantly.
Murmurs and exclaims angry or shocked beganto run among everyone in the room, but Beaufort bore over themwith, �Why did you do it? No matter how much you hated him,you had so little to gain from his death. Certainly notenough to so imperil your soul. Why did you do it?�
In a proud, dead voice, Jevan said, �I had nohope anymore for myself, whether he was dead or living.� Helooked toward Lady Anne. �But I could set her free to gowhere her heart wants to.�
�But Jevan-� Lady Anne, in the circleof Guy�s arm, reached uncertainly for words. �-you know Ilove Guy. That I�ve always loved him. That I don�t loveyou.�
With a brilliance of pain in his eyes searedby cold hopelessness, Jevan answered, �I know,� and lookedaway.

* * * * *

Darkness drew in early under the close sky,and the freezing cold crept with it. There was no fire inChaucer�s library now, and Frevisse and Dame Perpetua sat closetogether, saying Compline by a single candle�s light among theshadows. They had come here because Frevisse needed time awayfrom all the day�s demands. Jevan�s confession had only beenthe beginning. At Suffolk�s orders, he had been taken underguard to be kept for the crowner�s coming, but Frevisse had had tostay and deal with everyone else�s questions and exclaims, untilword came that rumor of what had passed had reached Aunt Matildaand she wished her niece�s presence.
Then everything had had to be repeated andexplained again, but at the end of it, Aunt Matilda had beensitting up in bed, eating broth and bread with more vigor than shehad shown in days while exclaiming over the rudeness of committingmurder at a funeral. �Though if someone was going to bemurdered, Sir Clement was the best choice. I never likedhim.�
The crowner�s arrival had been announcedthen, and Frevisse had been summoned to his presence and BishopBeaufort�s. He had proved to be a quiet, listening man, andshe had detailed everything for him more deeply than she had toanyone else, down to why she had set the trap as she had.
�Among the three best able to poison SirClement, there was no way to prove who did it, no way to disproveany denial they might make. Jevan told me himself thatwalnuts made his uncle ill. That made me think he might beinnocent. But then again, he could simply not have beencareful to conceal it because he didn�t know there was anysuspicion of murder and so a need for silence. On the otherhand, Guy�s and Lady Anne�s silence about the nuts could have beeninnocence � they didn�t know it was important and so said nothing -or guilt � a concealing of a dangerous fact. There was no wayto tell. What I did know was that according to Galen eventouching a food that ill affects a person the way these nuts didSir Clement can bring on a rash and itching. I rememberedthat at Sir Clement�s death, while we stood nervously around,someone was rubbing his hand against his thigh. Rubbing andrubbing as if with nerves. Or with a terrible itching. I could remember that but not who it had been. Guy or Jevan,I thought, but it made me think the murderer might, like SirClement, be made ill by the nuts, that he had handled them at leastbriefly and been affected. So I asked for everyone to bebrought together, and had the cook make tarts with walnuts in them,not plainly but so that someone would have to be holding one beforehe noticed. Then I watched to see who would take one and noteat it.�
�And Jevan Dey did not,� the crownersaid.
�Jevan Dey did not.� And so she hadfound her murderer. And nearly lost him when he realized thathis attempt to keep everyone from suspicion had failed and tried todie the death he had given his uncle.
What she did not know yet was how Sire Philiphad known to stop him in time.
But meanwhile, she had given a murderer overto justice, and in some part of her that was the beginning ofreparation for her choices of last spring. But in her mindshe still saw Jevan as he was led from the parlor by Suffolk�s men- an alone young man who would hang before spring came.
She and Dame Perpetua finished Compline�sprayers. Quiet closed around them, but neither of themmoved. Quiet, even among the cold and shadows, was a blessingjust then.
A soft footfall outside the door told themwhen their respite was past. Frevisse braced herself forwhatever demand was coming now, and at the small knock said,�Benedicite,� in what she hoped was a welcoming voice. From the glance Dame Perpetua gave her, it was not.
Sire Philip entered, carrying anothercandle. Despite his shielding hand as he crossed the room,its light jumped and fluttered, dancing the shadows around eachother until he set it down on the table beside the nuns� smalllight. He looked around. �No Master Lionel?�
�Gone to his bed, I hope,� Frevissesaid. �Even he has to give way to the necessities ofnight.�
�As you gave way to Bishop Beaufort�snecessity.�
So he had not come by chance, but with a need- like her own � to talk about what had happened. ButFrevisse could not read his tone to understand his feeling in thematter. She looked at him questioningly. �You�d ratherI hadn�t done this?�
�I�d rather Jevan had had longer to workthrough the torments in himself to some sort of better peace. He came to me here yesterday to make confession.�
�That�s how you knew to stop him from eatingthe tart.� And why he had not said he had been in talk withJevan afterward.
Sire Philip nodded. He looked as tiredas she felt, but like her, he could not let the day go yet. �He confessed the murder and his abiding hatred for Sir Clementeven after his death, and his hopeless disbelief in God�smercy. Given more time � time he may not now be given � hemight win free of them and go to his death with a clearersoul.�
�Or there might not be enough time from hereto the world�s end.� Frevisse did not try to conceal her painat that. �His wounds were as long as his life.�
�And as deep.�
�At least you stopped him from killinghimself. For murder there can be repentance and a chance forHeaven. For suicide, he would have been damned withouthope.�
�It was his living without hope that drovehim to do what he did,� Sire Philip said gravely.
Frevisse thrust her hands further up hersleeves, huddling in on herself for warmth against the cold thatwas more than outward. �I could easily find myself in thatsin.�
Sire Philip�s smile was so slight as to bealmost unseen in the candled darkness. �But his grace thebishop will remember you as a good and useful servant for yourservice to him.�
�I�d rather he didn�t,� Frevisse saidcurtly. �I�ll stay the while that Aunt Matilda needsme. Then Dame Perpetua and I will go back to St. Frideswide�sand that, please God, will be the end of it.�
�Nothing is so simple as it ought to be,�Dame Perpetua pointed out firmly.
�Especially justice,� Sire Philip added.
�Especially justice,� Frevisse echoed. But justice did not seem enough. It answered too few things,and most particularly Jevan�s despair that, at the last, hadbetrayed him more than her attempts to reach the truth. Shestood up. �There must be somewhere in this house warmer thanhere. Let�s go there.�

Author's Note

Both Bishop Beaufort and Thomas Chaucer arehistorical, and they were indeed cousins, their mothers beingsisters. But while Thomas was the son of the author GeoffreyChaucer by his wife Philippa, Henry Beaufort was one of theillegitimate children of John, royal duke of Lancaster, and hismistress Katherine. That his parents eventually married was, tosome, a greater scandal than their affair had been, but theirchildren were legitimized, making possible Henry Beaufort's rise inthe Church to be Bishop of Winchester and Cardinal of England. Andwhile Thomas Chaucer followed a relatively quiet life, serving thecrown in various minor ways and becoming wealthy while avoiding theworst complications of the politics of the time, Beaufort ashalf-brother to the usurper King Henry IV � and then uncle of KingHenry V and great-uncle of King Henry VI � embroiled himself deeplyin political conflicts at the highest levels of government, withhis attempt to balance both papal ambitions and English politicsleading to troubles that eventually curtailed both his ambitions.There is a fine biography of him � Cardinal Beaufort: A Studyin Lancastrian Ascendancy and Decline by G. L. Harriss � andhis full-length effigy, resplendent in his cardinal's robes, stilllies on his tomb in Winchester Cathedral.
Whereas there is information in plenty aboutBishop Beaufort, researching what killed Sir Clement was anothermatter. The book was plotted and I had begun writing it when Ifound out that our modern word for what killed him did not existuntil the early 1900s. Although I was certain the phenomenon musthave existed far earlier, the prospect of trying to detect a crimewithout knowing what to call the manner of murder was temporarilydaunting. The Encyclopedia of Medical History by RoderickE. McGrew saved me, providing both a record of the trouble throughthe centuries and the period terminology for it.
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