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Dear Reader,

 

 

This collection of stories grows out of the complex and mysterious legends surrounding the Holy Grail. Most people see this as beginning with the chalice used by Christ at the Last Supper. One of those legends says that Joseph of Arimathea, a merchant and follower of Jesus, brought the sacred cup to Britain. Because of that tradition, all the stories in Chalice of Roses are set in Britain, but in different times and circumstances.

The Christian Grail myth might have blended with even older Celtic legends of a vessel of abundance that blessed those who found it. The pot of gold at the end of the rainbow is one of those mythic forms, though we haven’t gone to Ireland in this anthology.

Each of us has taken our own view of the ancient chalice, of the symbolism of roses and the power of love to heal wounds and bring peace, and we hope you’ll enjoy the result.

 

 

Best,  
Jo Beverley, Mary Jo Putney,  
Karen Harbaugh and  
Barbara Samuel




The Raven and the Rose
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BY JO BEVERLEY




Chapter 1

ENGLAND, 1153

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sister Gledys of Rosewell was sinning again.

She was dreaming of her knight and knew she should wake herself up, but she didn’t. Alas for her immortal soul, she didn’t want to lose a precious moment of these visions, and her heart already raced with wicked excitement.

As always, he was fighting, clad in a long chain-mail robe and conical helmet. He wielded a sword and protected himself with a long shield on his left arm. Sometimes she saw him afoot, but he was generally on a great fighting horse in battle or a skirmish.

That didn’t surprise Gledys. Strife, punctuated by outright war, had ruled England for all the eighteen years of her life, but that life had been spent in Rosewell Nunnery, so how could she create such scenes? By day she prayed earnestly for peace, so how could she dream of war so vividly by night?

Every clash of weapons rang in her ears, every squeal of angry horses, every thud of blows. Leather squeaked, metal jangled and the stink of men and horses buffeted her. Hooves cut clods from the ground, and horses breathed like bellows. When these dreams had begun the horses had spewed steam into frosty air and the men had also clouded the air as they howled with pain or roared in triumph. It was summer now, however, and the air swirled with dust and fury.

Then a chunk of earth whipped past her face and she realized she was much closer to the fighting than ever before.

Too close!

She tried to raise her arms to shield her face, tried to stumble back out of danger. It didn’t work. It never did. In these dreams she was powerless to move, as if paralyzed.

A horse’s massive backside swung in her direction. She flinched from its flailing tail and the shod hooves that could kill if it chose to kick. She heard screams nearby. She’d scream, too, but she could no more make a sound than she could move.

Now she was willing to escape.

Wake up! Wake up!

She remained frozen in place, her eyes unalterably fixed on one warrior, and could only pray.

Lord, have mercy.

Christ, have mercy. . . .

It was a dream. It had to be. No one could be killed in a dream.

Holy Mary, pray for me.

Saint Michael the archangel, pray for me.

But then she wondered whether this was punishment. Punishment for her sinful attraction to her knight, and for her secret longing to escape, to explore the world beyond Rosewell.

Saint Gabriel, pray for me.

Saint—

A great rattling thump jolted the litany out of her mind.

A man bellowed.

Someone had come off his horse. Had that been a death cry?

Not her knight, at least. Not her knight. He fought on, but now against a huge grunting man.

All angels and archangels, pray for him!

Saint Joseph, pray for him. . . .

He was being driven closer to where she stood. Despite the danger, Gledys’s frightened breathing changed to a pant of excitement. Would she finally see something of his face? Closer, closer, come closer. . . .

This longing was surely the worst sin of all, but she surrendered to it now, murmuring unholy prayers.

But even when he was almost on top of her she could tell little. Beneath his helmet, a hood came down on his forehead, the front part rising up past his chin, and the helmet had a piece that extended down over his nose. She could see only lean cheeks and bared teeth. Was she imagining a pleasing countenance? He wheeled his horse so that his back was to her, and she glimpsed missing teeth in the snarling red mouth of his opponent. The bigger man landed a hard blow on her knight’s arm, causing him to stagger to one side.

Gledys screamed and tried to run to him, but she was still frozen. Her knight fought on, turning his shield into a weapon, slamming his opponent’s sword hand with it and kicking him with a mailed  boot. His horse joined in with hooves and teeth, and the din made Gledys want to cover her ears.

How had that blow to his arm not maimed him?

How was it that he could fight on so fiercely?

She realized that she’d closed her eyes, and forced them open, dreading what she’d see. Somehow, her knight’s opponent had been unhorsed, but the big man scrambled to his feet and unhooked a mighty ax from his saddle. An ax! Her knight leapt off his horse to face him, laughing.

Laughing?

Yes, laughing!

Was he mad?

Mad or not, he was beautiful, even sheathed in gray metal. So tall and broad shouldered, and moving as if burdened by nothing but a shirt, leaping away from another attack on strong, agile legs. It must be a mortal sin to think of a man’s legs, but she’d pay the price in hell.

Be Saint Michael, she prayed. Or Saint George.

It wouldn’t be so terrible a sin to be fascinated by the warrior angel who defeated Lucifer, or the saintly dragon slayer. She might even be receiving blessed visions symbolizing the defeat of heathens in the Holy Land by Christian crusaders.

But in her heart she knew better, and now, watching her knight breathing hard but still smiling with a burning delight in violence, she knew it yet again. These dreams came from Satan, and the swirling chaos of men and horses was a vision of hell. . . .

Gledys blinked, realizing that her view had expanded. Now she could see many fighters, but also others behind them. People in ordinary dress, some of them screaming and yelling, but with excitement. 

Spectators!

This wasn’t a battle. This must be what they called a tournament, where knights played at war. Heaven only knew why. People watched for amusement, including women, some of high rank. Gledys glimpsed richly colored gowns and cloaks. Flimsy veils fluttered in a breeze and the sun glinted off precious metals and jewels. Beyond the watchers stood a stone castle on a grassy mound, where colorful pennants danced against blue sky. There were people up there, too, watching.

Why was she forced to endure this from down here?

Another man came off his horse and she remembered her knight. Was he safe? Yes! He stood his ground, although still hard-pressed by his bigger opponent, both of them breathing heavily, even staggering as if they might collapse together in a metal heap.

Gledys fixed her eyes on him by her own intent now, praying that he be safe. As if summoned, he looked past his opponent, straight at her. His lips parted in astonishment.

He saw her?

Gledys tried to reach out, to speak to him, but she was still mute, still frozen in place. She saw the battle-ax swing and tried to scream a warning.

Perhaps he understood, for he turned, ducking. The weapon still caught his helmet, knocking it askew, and he stumbled to one side, down to one knee.

Gledys screamed again. Knew again it couldn’t be heard in her dreamworld.

He was already up, his attention glued onto his opponent as he forced the other man backward. He was younger, stronger,  magnificent. He would win! But then his eyes flicked to her once again. . . .

“Don’t,” she tried to cry. “Don’t be distracted!”

The burly man could have killed him then, but exhaustion won and he collapsed to his knees, dropping the ax, wheezing for breath. Her knight sucked in air, too, hands braced on his knees, heaving with it. But then he straightened and turned, seeking her, seeing her. A smile lit his face and he took a step toward her.

Gledys smiled back in pure joy.

At last she would meet him.

At last!
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“No!”

Gledys was so used to being mute, she almost shouted the word, but choked it to a mere grunt, fist stuffed into her mouth. She was back in Rosewell Nunnery in the dark dormitory.

No, not back.

She’d been nowhere else.

Though so powerfully real, it had been another dream.

She blinked up into the darkness, teeth in her knuckles to suppress a wail at being snatched out of sleep at just that moment. He’d  seen her. He’d been coming to her. They might—oh, heaven, oh, hell—they might have touched.

Gledys clutched her nightcap. It had been a dream, just like all the other ones. Her knight wasn’t real. His opponents weren’t real, nor were the watching people or the castle. Still she grieved, as she always did when snatched out of that unreal land.

Grieved. That was the word for it. Grief as she was wrenched away, then aching grief as precious details melted from her mind like caught snowflakes melting in the palm of her hand.

Her knight. Fighting, as usual . . .

No, not as usual.

People watching. Women, even. A tournament.

A castle . . .

But even as she tried to pin such things in her mind, they slipped away, slipped away.

And were gone.

Her memory was blank, except for knowing she’d dreamed of her knight again, and one precious image. Her knight looking at her, seeing her, moving toward her. She held on to that so it would etch deep in her mind, even though it carried with it the sinful way her heart had thundered and her mouth had dried.

Did other nuns have wicked dreams? No one ever described such things at the weekly open confession, but Gledys wasn’t surprised. The punishment would surely be terrible.

There was another reason to stay silent, however.

Confessing might make the dreams stop.

Despite awareness of sin, despite the horrors she saw, Gledys needed the dreams as a person needed food and drink.

She flung an arm over her eyes, blinking against the sting of tears. They should be tears of repentance, but they were of simple unhappiness. A holy heart was a tranquil heart, but since the dreams had begun, she’d lost all tranquillity. She’d ceased being happy in the only home she’d ever known and in the satisfying routine of busy days.

Instead she cherished the fragments of dreams and restlessly  gleaned any detail of the world outside the nunnery. She ached for the wider world, and often wasted time looking at the only bit of it visible from Rosewell—the top of the great hill that lay a few leagues away.

Glastonbury Tor.

The conical hill rose out of flat, marshy ground and was crowned by a small monastery dedicated to Saint Michael. In itself it was a place of ancient pilgrimage, but on lower ground at the base of the tor stood a holier place—the magnificent abbey famed throughout England for its connection to Christ, and to the sacred cup used at the Last Supper. Legend said that Joseph of Arimathea, he who in the gospels had given his tomb for Christ’s body, had brought the cup there.

Another legend was even more wondrous. It claimed that he was uncle to Jesus of Nazareth, and had brought the youthful Christ to England on trading voyages. They had come to Glastonbury and there Christ, son of a carpenter, had helped build a church. Without doubt a small, ancient church stood in the abbey and was said to be a place of miracles.

So holy a place and she so powerfully drawn to it, but she would never see it, never pray in that church. She was at Rosewell for life and would never travel beyond its boundaries. She hadn’t taken her eternal vows yet, for at Rosewell they were taken only at twenty-five, but she would, because the vows of poverty, chastity and obedience she had said at fifteen could be put aside only with permission from the family and the abbot of Glastonbury.

Sometimes a family discovered an unexpected need for a marriageable daughter, but she’d have no such reprieve. She’d been given  to Holy Church when she was weaned so that she could pray for them and their causes, following a family tradition. Nothing would change.

And why think of reprieve? Rosewell was the only home she’d ever known, and it was a tranquil place of beauty and honest work.

She would allow herself no more restlessness, no more longings for the outside world, and especially no more longings for a misty dream of a man. She forced her mind to a meditation on the blessings of a simple life, silently reciting familiar prayers. Gradually those prayers helped her return to slumber.

A cock’s crow woke her to the first light of the day and the glorious dawn chorus of birds. Moments later the bell rang for morning prayer and she got out of bed. Her mind flickered to dreams, but she sternly governed it into gratitude for the new day.

She and the other sisters in the dormitory rose and dressed. She donned her robe of undyed wool over the linen chemise she slept in, knotted her belt, then tied her sandals. She took off her sleeping cap, ran her comb through her short hair and then draped her linen headrail on her head. She tugged the front to be sure it was level with her eyebrows, crossed the long ends at her throat and tossed them behind, crossed them there and brought them to the front again.

She and the others looked one another over to be sure all was in order. Once any adjustments had been made, they formed a short procession and went outside to join the other sisters for morning prayer. Facing the rising sun, they sang lauds for God’s blessing of a new day. In winter this was hardship, but in summer it was Gledys’s favorite office of the day.

After prayers the small community went to cleaning work, for  they shared these tasks. Next they sat to break their fast, listening to a reflection on summer bounty, and then they dispersed to their separate employments.

Rosewell had been set up four hundred years ago to give women a place to live completely apart from the world, so they provided almost everything for themselves. They raised their own food, made their own drink and even repaired their own buildings.

Rosewell was especially designed to free them from the world of men. If anything was needed from elsewhere, it was brought here by women. Priests were necessary, but the ones who traveled here from Glastonbury Abbey were always elderly.

So how, Gledys wondered, did she construct dreams about men? About warriors? How? She realized she’d halted in crossing the compound and was looking at the tor as if it might give her an answer.

No! She turned and hurried toward the brewery.

Rosewell was like a village of wooden buildings surrounded by a palisade. The wall was not for defense, being only a little taller than the tallest sister, but to keep animals out of the gardens. Some sisters were leaving now through the open gates to work in the fields, fish ponds and orchards outside.

The true boundary of Rosewell was the circle of woodland that surrounded its lands. That was the limit beyond which no sister of Rosewell ever ventured. Those trees also blocked any sight of that outside world—except for the tip of Glastonbury Tor.

Gledys shook these thoughts away and hurried toward the open brewery door. She was blessed to have this particular work. The Lord Jesus had turned water into wine in a truly miraculous way, but the ordinary process was no less so to her. A sour mash of barley became  a clear drink that nourished the body and lightened the mind. A mush of fruits became a rich, heartening wine.

She went in, greeting her superior, Sister Elizabeth, a vigorous, thin woman with a big nose. She was old enough to be Gledys’s mother, and both cheerful and kind.

“Are there any particular tasks today?” Gledys asked as she put on a large apron.

“Nothing special, dear. Get started on the new ale while I finish the yeast.” She dipped another twig in the tub of yeast and drew it out slowly so it became coated with the grayish matter and then hung it to dry. The yeast would sleep and keep its powers until it was needed. When a batch of barley mash was ready, a twig would be stirred in it, and it would come to life again.

Another miracle.

Sister Elizabeth had started the fire beneath the boiler. Gledys fed it more wood and then adjusted the trap by the hole in the roof so the smoke would escape cleanly.

“There’s a tricky breeze today,” she said.

“Tricky times,” said Sister Elizabeth. “New fighting to the east. King Stephen lays siege to Ipswich, and in retaliation, Duke Henry attacks Stamford.”

It was fortunate that Rosewell didn’t have a rule of silence, for Sister Elizabeth liked to hear news from the women who brought them supplies, and pass it on. She had reason to be particularly interested, however. She had come to the nunnery at age twelve and had clear memories of her worldly family, who were directly troubled by the present strife.

Gledys had come here as an infant and had no memories of any  other home. These days, however, she was as interested as Sister Elizabeth in news of the war. Because of her knight. She hated to hear of fighting. She wanted him to be safe.

“News travels slowly,” she said. “Perhaps the fighting is over by now.”

“If it’s over there, it’ll be starting somewhere else.”

Gledys rolled out the big vat. “Duke Henry could have decided to go home. He has so many lands—Anjou, Normandy, and now with his marriage to Eleanor of Aquitaine he has her lands as well.”

Sister Elizabeth snorted. “Men like him never have enough.” She smiled sadly at Gledys. “Such a longing for peace you have, dear, and always have had, but I doubt England will see it soon. Eighteen years of strife have sown enough enmity that for many the original problems don’t matter anymore.”

Gledys grabbed a stiff brush and a bucket of water and wished the world were as easily scrubbed clean of its muck as this vessel.

Eighteen years ago, when Gledys had been in her cradle, King Henry had died, leaving his crown to his only legitimate child, his daughter, Matilda. She was the wife of the Count of Anjou, however. Despite having sworn to support her, most of the barons of England had disliked the thought of a woman ruling them, especially one married to a foreigner, and they’d backed her cousin, Stephen of Blois. War had been fierce for a while, but then it had simmered down to strife and local feuds, but King Stephen was weak. Many barons ruled their lands like princes, and the only law was the mailed fist.

Now Countess Matilda’s son was of an age to take up the claim, and she had given her right of succession to him. In November, Henry, Count of Anjou, Duke of Normandy and of Aquitaine, had  landed in England to lead his family’s supporters in the struggle. Ever since, England had suffered under skirmish, siege, battle and destruction. A peace had been broken; a truce had come and gone. Merce naries roamed the countryside, pillaging when not paid. Towns burned and people died, many of them innocent ordinary folk.

Perhaps it was no wonder she dreamed of battle.

“Who brought this latest news?” she asked as she rinsed the vat.

“Marjorie Cooper, when she brought the new cask yesterday. When you were out cutting twigs.”

The cooper’s wife was generally a reliable informant. Gledys scrubbed and rinsed. “The king and the duke made peace in the winter. Why couldn’t they hold to it?”

“Because it suited neither, as you well know.”

“Yes,” Gledys admitted.

That agreement had been forced on both parties. Henry of Anjou would get the throne when the king died, but that could be years, for Stephen was only fifty-seven. King Henry had lived a decade longer than that. King Stephen would keep his throne, but deprive his own son of the succession.

“If the king was willing to hold to the arrangement,” Sister Elizabeth said, “his son, Prince Eustace, never will.”

“Eustace of Boulogne.” Gledys almost spat it. Twenty-three and steeped in evil.

“Aye, Marjorie says many of the barons who’ve supported King Stephen are going to Duke Henry’s side for that reason alone. They don’t want that young man on the throne.”

Gledys looked up sharply. “Perhaps that gives hope of peace. And Duke Henry seems to be a godly man. Remember when his troops  pillaged around Oxford? He commanded that all the booty be returned.”

“Godly or clever,” said Sister Elizabeth dryly, “but either would be better than Eustace. The water’s boiling.”

Gledys set the heavy vat beneath the boiler, then went to the stores for malt.

War, active or merely simmering, had thrown England into chaos all her life, and it was hard for her to believe peace possible or even imagine what it would be like. She’d lived protected from war’s evils, but she’d heard of them: villages razed and towns burned, crops destroyed or stolen when they came to harvest. The strong oppressing the weak with no effective law to stop them, and endless feuding violence.

Peace seemed as mythical as the holy cup Joseph of Arimathea had buried on Glastonbury Tor, and as impossible to find. She’d heard that people crept to the tor by night to dig, seeking the sacred chalice and the miraculous bounty it was said to provide.

But in this day and age, miracles didn’t exist.




Chapter 2

“What happened to you out there?” Rannulf demanded gruffly as he and the squire, Alain, helped Michael de Loury out of his battered armor. Michael winced as he bent his bruised arm. He also had a headache from that last blow.

“Distracted.”

“In a battle, that’ll get you killed.” Rannulf was a rawboned, bow-legged man of fifty-six who served as Michael’s man-at-arms, but he’d been one of Michael’s trainers and never forgot it.

“I know, I know. I thought . . .” Michael stopped himself from mentioning what he’d seen. Bad enough to let his mind wander during a fight. If he mentioned visions . . . !

“It’s my first tournament,” he said as he flexed his body, newly freed from the weight of the mail and the heavy padded gambeson,  assessing the many aches and pains that he hadn’t noticed in the getting. “I’m not used to women around.”

Alain said, “Speaking of women . . .”

But Rannulf spoke over him. “Should have thought of that. Good work on Willie Sea, though. Not many defeat him, and his ransom’ll be a pretty penny.”

Michael was pleased himself. Sir William of Seaham was ten years older and a formidable, experienced fighter. His age had counted against him in the end.

“Speaking of women,” persisted Alain, hopping with excitement, “they’ll all be hunting you after a victory like that.”

Alain was fifteen, stocky and with a snub-nosed, rough-molded face only a mother could call handsome, but he had more experience with women than Michael, who was twenty-two and handsome enough to find it a curse. Especially when his brothers teasingly called him “angelic Michael.”

But Alain’s words strangely echoed warnings given by Michael’s mother.

“Stop talking with your cock,” Rannulf growled to Alain, and to Michael: “Lie down.”

Michael obeyed and Rannulf poured oil on his hands and began to massage kinks out of Michael’s body with hard, strong fingers. It hurt, but felt wonderful at the same time. Some knights had women to do this for him. He didn’t dare.

It was all his mother’s fault. Her condition for allowing him to leave the monastery had been two vows—that he not leave England until he was twenty-five years old, and that he remain chaste until he married. At twelve, the first had bothered him more than the second,  for he’d dreamed of going on crusade, but now, at twenty-two, the second gnawed at him like a wolf.

She’d sweetened it by talking about a noble purpose here in England and a lovely bride whom he would love as soon as he met her. His destined bride for whom he remained pure. The one with whom he would finally—God be praised—cease to be pure.

But she was a long time in coming.

Unless she was the demoiselle he’d sometimes glimpsed at the edge of fighting, dressed in a green gown, white veil fluttering. He’d told himself that couldn’t be so. That she was an illusion. No gentle lady would be in such a place.

But today he’d imagined her only yards away, right in the middle of the tourney.

Which proved her impossible. Chastity was driving him mad.

He’d seen no sign of his great purpose, either. Only the rough living and boredom of army camps and a murky war where no one claimed to know which side was right. He followed his father’s allegiance. That was all.

Heaven be praised for this hasty tourney. It had been the most fun he’d had in years, and would be more so if not for those vows.

On her deathbed his mother had burdened him with something else. Advice only, not a vow, but she’d been intense when she’d said, “You are a skilled fighter, Michael, but mask it. I’ve done what I could, but your skill could mark you for what you are. It could—”

She’d broken off then, perhaps to catch her breath, but perhaps for other reasons. He’d given her a drink of sweetened, watered wine and asked her to complete her words.

She’d said, “Such prowess will attract the attention of tempting  women, and make your vows difficult. Not that your looks won’t do that anyway,” she’d added with a sigh. She’d taken his hand then, hers frail and hot with fever. “I could wish this hadn’t fallen on you, my dearest son, but we live in dreadful times, and as I approach heaven I begin to hope that you will be the salvation of us all.”

Michael hadn’t known what to make of that, and his heart had twisted anyway at the truth of her words. She was dying, and it would be soon. When she’d asked that he renew his vows, of course he’d obeyed. He’d kept them, too, with teeth-gritted resolution and difficulty. His chaste behavior couldn’t go unnoticed in army camps, though no one believed the full extent of it. He was thought discriminating and probably with a secret mistress, but at times men amused themselves by pushing tempting wenches at him.

Damn them, and damn . . .

No, he couldn’t even form the thought of damning his mother, but she’d left him a hard road and the nagging puzzle of her words: “I’ve done what I could. . . .” His father knew nothing of the vows or their purpose, but once, Michael had asked whether there’d been anything special about his younger years.

“Apart from your mother’s obsession with sending you to a monastery?” William de Loury had asked. “Some family tradition. Nonsense, when it was clear in the cradle that you were made to fight.” But then he’d frowned in thought. “There was the matter of your twin.”

Michael knew he’d been a twin, the other babe dead at birth. “What was special about that?”

“The other lad was born first, but died.” His father shrugged. “Nothing to that, but the midwife said something years later about  your being the first. I suppose it’s easy to get twins mixed up, but it didn’t matter. One was dead, and with older brothers, neither of you was my heir.”

Michael, too, hadn’t been able to see that such a detail mattered, and yet he often remembered his mother’s reaction to his leaving the monastery at Saint Edmundsbury when he was twelve. . . .

“Turn over,” Rannulf said.

Michael rolled onto his back.

He’d expected wailing and recrimination, but when she’d wept it had seemed to be because he’d been so unhappy there. She’d said, “I truly believe this might be for the best.” He’d managed not to berate her for sending him to the cloister, and had put her gibberish down to emotion. Women allowed emotion to overturn their wits. Everyone knew that.

He let Rannulf ’s ministrations clear his mind, but that opened the door to memories. Memories from only hours ago.

Wavy brown hair beneath a filmy veil, and a sweet, round face with full, soft lips, blue eyes fixed on him with concern. Her hair was strangely short, but no matter. Hair grew. Shame that her green gown hadn’t been laced to her curves, as the fashion went at the moment, but he’d still seen how lovely those curves were. The trimming at hem and sleeve spoke of wealth. But he didn’t care whether she was rich or poor.

His father would cuff him if he said that. Marriage was for lands and power.

But what had she been doing in the field of contest? He hadn’t understood it then, and didn’t now, but there she’d been, in danger of her life. Then, in a blink, she’d disappeared. He’d rushed to search,  thinking she might have been knocked into the dirt, but there’d been no trace of her, and there was Willie Sea to deal with, to arrange ransom, even though Michael’s mind was a tangle.

To love an illusion made no sense, but he didn’t know what else to call the obsession that had ridden him for months now. Having seen her so close, he could think of nothing else. He felt almost drunk with it, and he needed to see her again as a man in a desert needed water.

He longed to kneel before her, to take her small hand, to lay his victories, his prowess and everything he possessed at her feet, just as the troubadours sang of love. In accord with their stories, life without her held no savor. He had to find her.

When he found her, he didn’t want the stink of battle to linger on him.

He surged up from the bed and swept his cloak around his naked body. “Attend me,” he said to Alain, and headed off to the communal bathing tent. The squire hurried along with a pile of clean clothing.

Rannulf had found quarters in the village, which had proved wise in recent rains, when the camp had run with streams and tents had let in water. It meant Michael was walking past people’s homes and shops, but after a month they were used to seeing fighting men on the way to the bathhouse. He attracted little attention other than the usual saucy comments from the women. That reminded him that there were only children, matrons and crones left in Allacorn village. Any nubile young women of respectable families had been sent away to safety. Good thing the army traveled with its own whores.

In the camp men called out congratulations on his defeat of Willie Sea. It all sounded good-humored, but Michael knew he’d made  himself a target. Tomorrow, some would strive to defeat him for the reflected glory. He was going to have to keep winning or pay ransoms until his purse was empty.

That didn’t seem to matter.

Only his bride. His beloved.

“Sir?” Alain prompted, and Michael realized he was standing in the street like an idiot. He moved on, but he couldn’t stop his eyes from searching for her. Insanity.

But when he found her, he’d marry her, even if he had to carry her off in the teeth of opposition from her family. He was only a younger son, without land or fortune, but . . .

Alain nudged him. “To your left. The duke!”

Michael jerked back into the moment and turned to see Henry of Anjou. The duke was supposed to be in Nottingham besieging the castle, ten leagues away, not here with the force set to guard the road from the south. Lack of action near Allacorn had led to boredom and the informal tournament, but Michael wondered if the duke had come to put a stop to it. He was known to think tourney fighting a waste of time, and for his temper.

He seemed in good humor, however, joking with his entourage of barons and knights. Perhaps the siege had become tedious. The duke was well-known for his boundless energy, so it would be like him to dash over here to see the situation for himself.

He was sandy haired, with nothing extraordinary about his looks, two years younger than Michael and a head shorter, but the vibrant energy and power that infused him could take the breath away. If energy and power could win a crown, Henry of Anjou would have England, and soon.

Michael gathered his wits and bowed.

“Michael de Loury,” Duke Henry said in his gruff voice. “Your father holds Moreborn Castle in Herefordshire.”

“Yes, my lord,” said Michael, impressed by the man’s ability to remember such details. He didn’t know whether Henry of Anjou had the right to the throne or not, but he’d support him anyway for his brains and fighting prowess.

“You’re the talk of the camp, de Loury. I don’t normally approve of tourney fighting, but bored men are troublesome, and skills must be practiced. De Bohun and I will field parties in tomorrow’s melee.” He shot a sharp glance at one of the lords around him, and Michael wondered if there was more than friendly rivalry there. “I’ve wagered money, and I intend to win. Will you be in my party?”

Michael had no choice but to bow again. “I’m honored, my lord.”

“Good; my side must win. Make sure it does.” The duke moved on and Michael did, too, but so much for his mother’s advice to mask his abilities.

“An honor!” Alain declared excitedly. “You’ll really show them tomorrow. You’ll leave the rest in the dust.”

“If God wills,” Michael said, beginning to see the bright side.

He had the attention of the future king of England, but to make anything of it he must fight his best and ensure that the duke’s party won. Success could put his feet on the path to greatness, and perhaps his bride’s family wouldn’t be so reluctant to approve the wedding. It went against his mother’s warning, however, and he’d always suspected that she’d seen problems other than the attention of tempting wenches.

Why was his life so complicated? Other men could embrace the chance for glory and progress without doubt. Lucky Henry of Anjou had been born to a great destiny and encouraged to it from a young age. His mother hadn’t tried to lock him away in a monastery. The Countess Matilda hadn’t demanded vows before letting him loose into the world. She hadn’t died before telling him the full meaning of it all.

Michael wiped off a scowl before entering the crowded tent, which was thick with noise and steam—and temptation. Women in light, damp clothing moved amid the communal tubs bearing ewers of hot water, drying cloths and oils to massage knotted shoulders.

He shed his cloak and climbed into a tub, congratulations on his victory over Willie Sea swirling around him like the steam. Should he cover himself with glory tomorrow or not?

He might not get the chance. He saw Sir William of Seaham, furred like a bear, glaring at him from another tub across the room, silently threatening retribution.
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After the simple midday meal, Gledys returned to the brewery with Sister Elizabeth, easily following the rule of appreciation. Summer was in full richness and the gardens inside the wooden palisade billowed with blossoms worked over by insects, and ripe seedpods ready to burst and provide flowers for the future. The air was full of perfume and green growth. Summer was so lovely that she wondered why God had created winter. She’d heard there were lands to the south where winter didn’t exist.

There she went again, questioning God’s wisdom. It was surprising that He didn’t strike her dead, especially when her other sins were added to her tally.

“Stop staring at the tor,” Sister Elizabeth said. “You’ll never get to go there, and that’s that.”

Gledys looked forward again, bowing her head. “I know, but it’s so close, and we’re attached to the abbey there. And both abbey and tor are holy. People make pilgrimages there, so why are we barred from it?”

“Because we live a holy life here. Come along.”

Gledys followed, but said, “What if it’s true that Christ himself was once at Glastonbury? That makes it as good as the Holy Land itself.”

“Just stories. It’s not in the Bible.”

“The Glastonbury priests sometimes talk about it.”

“Good for business,” said Sister Elizabeth cynically.

Gledys knew that was true. In these troubled times, religious foundations competed for pilgrims and the gifts they brought.

“Work, Gledys. There’s all that fruit to be crushed.”

Gledys obeyed, applying a big pestle to a tub of blackberries, but she didn’t think Saint Joseph was so easily dismissed. She couldn’t remember whether his being a tin merchant was in the Bible, but if so, he could have sailed to this part of England. If he knew Jesus of Nazareth well enough to give over his tomb, it was possible he’d taken him on journeys, wasn’t it?

The old church definitely existed—the one said to have been built by Christ himself. Some of the sisters who’d come here at an age to remember had seen it: a small, very old building where miracles occurred.

The famous thorn tree existed, too.

It bloomed every Christmastide, which was a wonder in itself, and a flowering sprig was brought to Rosewell every Christmas Eve. It was said no other such tree grew in England, so it had to be a miracle, and what other explanation was there than the one legend provided—that it had grown from Joseph of Arimathea’s staff when he thrust it into the ground while resting?

But none of this explained her own fascination with the tor. When she looked at it, her heart ached with longing and she felt as if she might fly there if she only allowed herself. Her feelings were so similar to her longings for her knight that she wondered whether there was some connection. But he was fighting near a castle.

Then she realized something odd: She saw him in dreams when she was asleep in the dark, but he was always in daylight. Moreover, in her dreams, she wasn’t wearing her habit or her sleeping shift. She wasn’t sure what she was wearing, but knew it wasn’t that. When she tried to pry open her memories to discover more, of course she failed.

So frustrating! But did these oddities prove her experiences were merely dreams?

Or did they prove that she had holy visions?

“Work, Gledys!” Sister Elizabeth said sharply.

“Your pardon,” Gledys said, and returned to her task.

[image: 005]

Michael tried to resist the insanity, but he spent the evening searching for his bride, even though it meant running a gauntlet of envious congratulations, snide comments and eager whores. Eventually he  gave up and accepted an invitation to drink with Robert de Warin god. He needed refreshment, and Robert was a friendly knight who was part of the castle garrison. That was one place Michael hadn’t searched as yet.

Michael turned the talk to what ladies were in residence there.

“Lady Ella and her attendants,” Robert said. “And a couple of young daughters.”

“Her ladies?”

“She sent her younger attendants off with her older daughters, wise lady that she is. No need to court trouble.” He eyed Michael. “We all know you’re particular, de Loury, but stick to whores. Safer in the end for landless men like us.”

He left and Michael considered his words.

Landless men. That was what he was, and such men could not marry, but land could be won through a great man’s favor.

He drained his pot. Tomorrow he’d leave every opponent in the dust, and then he’d fight with heart and soul to put Henry of Anjou on the throne.

He would win his bride.
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