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TEMPTATION…

Her mouth neither resisted nor yielded to his. It was as if shock prevented her from responding to her own perceptions. He gentled the pressure of his lips on hers and she began to respond.

Tentatively at first, she tilted her face to complement his and lifted her chin, seeking him, then joining with him in a bone-melting kiss. He dragged his hands through her hair, filling them to overflowing with that sensory feast, then abruptly pulled her from the stool onto her knees, facing him.

But the jolt of her knees against the floor was too sharp a sensation. It jarred her back to her senses and back to her customary sound reason… in which kisses were not expected, not desired, and not allowed.

She jerked her chin back, shoved against his shoulders, and when she was free, scrambled back up onto her stool. Then, still reeling, her eyes widening with horror at the recognition of what had just transpired, she jumped up and staggered back enough to put the stool between them.

Kissed.

He had kissed her, and—the devil take him—she had let him!
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HEAVEN SAVE ME from that wretched girl!”

The abbess threw down her quill and slid from the tall stool at her writing table. As she kicked aside the voluminous skirt of her black woolen habit and headed for the door of her solar with both her elderly assistant and her informant in tow, she glanced skyward and issued Heaven yet another command.

“And while you're at it, you'd best save her from me.” Tension spread in an expanding wave across the enclosed green and through the open doors that faced the peaceful garden heart of the convent. The sisters of the order and their young female charges heard the scrape of feet on gravel and the muffled whispers rising in the abbess's wake, and a number left their stitchery, looms, and tutoring to join a growing tide of curiosity at her back. A storm was brewing, and in a restrained and tautly run community of women there was nothing so fascinating as a vehement discharge of passion.

It was well past midday, not long until the bells would ring None, but the long wooden dining tables were bare and the chapter dining hall was deserted. Wisps of smoke hung in the air near the kitchen steps and grew steadily thicker as the abbess and her party descended through the passage. Smells of burned onions and fish and charred flour, overlaid by something like a tincture of “wet dog,” caused her curious followers to hesitate, wince, and clutch their noses. The abbess, however, charged through the stench with veil billowing and determination hardening. There was no question now that dinner would be late, and the abbess had no doubt about who was to blame for it.

Baskets of turnips, bags of flour and oats, and willow ricks of vegetables were stacked everywhere, some still bearing aromatic traces of damp earth from the underground cellars. The three long worktables in the center of the great stone chamber were cluttered with crocks, pails, wooden trenchers, and the ash-covered remains of what was once edible fish. Both the tables and the floor were covered with flour, and at the far end of the chamber, plumes of gray smoke boiled from various parts of the great stone hearth.

Sister Boniface, the convent's head cook, stood to one side with her wimple wilted and sooty, her eyes stony, and her brawny arms crossed over her bosom. Clustered behind her, eyes wide with expectation, were her kitchen staff: a pair of aged nuns, two novices assigned to the kitchens, and half a dozen orphaned scullery maids and pot boys from the nearby village.

Through the haze, the abbess's piercing gaze fixed on the singular soot-covered figure standing between the worktables and the roaring, overheated hearth. It was a young woman in a worn novice's habit. As she turned in response to the gasps and whispers in the doorway, her gaze locked with the abbess's and she froze.

“What in the blessed name of Heaven do you think you are doing?” the abbess roared.

Eloise of Argent shoved behind her back the iron skimmer she had been using to rescue some charred fish from the coals, and she felt her blood draining to her feet. She had seen that look in the abbess's eye before… when she improved the well and they had that little cave-in and the convent had to go without water for a day or two…

“Helping Sister Boniface,” she answered, her throat tightening the way it most certainly would if the abbess could get her fingers around it.

“Helping her to do what?” the abbess roared, flinging a finger at the smoking hearth. “Burn down the kitchens?”

“No, Reverend Mother, I was only showing her how to fit a few more things on the… to improve her use of the…”

“Improve?” The notion stopped the abbess's breath. “You've scorched, toppled, and collapsed your way through every corner of this convent in the name of improvement.”

“But if people would only listen to what I suggest—”

“Listen? To your harebrained ideas? And bring yet more disaster down upon our heads? As if we don't suffer enough during Lent!”

The abbess lurched for the aisle between the tables, and if her aged assistant hadn't been standing on her long skirt, Eloise would have felt her wrath firsthand. By the time the head of the convent wheeled and set the old sister off her garment, Eloise had dropped the skimmer and backed out of reach.

“I'll clean it all, Reverend Mother, I promise.”

“You'll do no such thing!” The abbess advanced around the table and Eloise found herself backed against a huge stack of grain barrels she had insisted would be more accessible beside the tables and would save the kitchen sisters steps. She glanced between the glowering kitchen sisters and the curious faces in the doorway. Fully half of the convent was present to witness her fate.

There was no escaping it. Doomed now, she braced to meet whatever punishment the abbess would see fit to inflict. A true leader, she told herself, always took responsibility for her actions… be they successes or failures.

“Reverend Mother!” a frantic voice called from the throng clogging the stairs and doorway. “Riders—men-at-arms!” A rotund little nun barreled her way through the crowd and headed straight for the abbess's side. She was panting from her run and the smoke and stench caused her to gasp and sway against one of the burdened tables. “In— inside the gates—inside the court!” she managed to get out between coughs.

The news galvanized everyone in the kitchens.

“An armed force?” The abbess wheeled on the messenger. “Dearest Lord, in the Holy Season? Have they breached the cloister gate?”

The little nun shook her head vigorously as she clutched her side and struggled for breath. “Still… in the court… demanding to… see you!”

Faced with the potential for far worse than a late dinner or a sooty kitchen, the abbess tossed a fierce glare at Eloise.

“You—go to your chamber and stay there until I send for you! See she gets there, Sister Archibald,” she ordered her assistant. Then she headed for the stairs, sweeping the air with her arms like an agitated mother hawk urging her nestlings into flight. “The rest of you—into the chapel and onto your knees. Go! Now!”

The scramble that followed was rescued from the throes of panic by the determined example of the older and more experienced nuns. When the sisters and their female charges reached the cloister walk leading to the chapel, the elders slowed and began to pray loudly and emphatically. The clamor of scuffing feet and the girls’ cries of distress were slowly engulfed in a measured drone: “Hail Mary, full of grace…”

Next to rampaging plague, armed men at the gates—inside the gates— were the most serious threat a cloistered community of women could face. Church lands and holdings, particularly wealthy ones like the Convent of the Brides of Virtue, too often became contested prizes in the bloody power struggles between noble houses. And once the gates of a convent had been breached, the appetites of war frequently reduced its occupants from Heaven's handmaidens to the spoils of battle.

Eloise felt Sister Archibald's hand on her elbow, tugging. “Come away, girl. We must hurry. Kitchens are the first place they raid.”

Eloise jolted into motion, but not toward the door leading to the secondary residence, where the novices were housed. Sister Archibald, who refused to release her, was dragged along in the abbess's wake.

“Eloise, ye cannot do this,” the venerable Archibald declared, alternately teetering along and bracing to resist, trying in vain to prevent their progress. “The abbess—”

“May need help,” Eloise said, undeterred by the certainty that the abbess would welcome help from the Devil himself before accepting it from her. Behind her she could hear Sister Archibald groan.

“Don't interfere, Eloise. She has enough trouble on her hands.”

“I've got to see.” Eloise paused to allow the old lady to catch her breath. “How will I ever learn to be abbess if she won't let me see how she does things?”

Another groan. “Ye'll never live to be even a full nun, if ye don't stop this madness and go straight to yer chamber and down onto yer knees to ask for forgiveness.”

“Forgiveness? For wanting to help?” Eloise peered around the corner of the chapter house and looked toward the chapel, from which wafted the sound of female voices in unified and fervent prayer. No one was left in the court or cloister. Freed from the fear of discovery, she took a deep breath and pulled Sister Archibald toward the steps at the end of the main residence and then down the upstairs hallway.

“Forgiveness for being headstrong and disobedient,” the old sister said, scowling at her. “Ye're proud and stubborn and ye lack much in the grace of sufferance.”

“I am not disobedient,” Eloise protested.

“Look at ye… disobeying right now!”

“I'm doing as the reverend mother says.” Eloise took the old nun's hand and pulled her along. “I'm just doing it slowly.”

Even as she spoke, they reached the gallery that ringed the upper range of the convent's reception hall, and Eloise pulled her aged superior along toward the narrow, leaded window overlooking the courtyard. Pressing against the wall, one on either side of the window, they could make out the sounds of voices outside and the occasional snort of a horse. With a finger pressed to her lips for silence, Eloise reached for the handle of the window latch and turned it. The creak of rusted iron hinges and the appearance of two heads peering over the sill went unnoticed by those participating in the drama unfolding below.

The abbess stood before the cloister gate, drawn up to her full imperious height, with Bendick the stable hand, armed with a shovel, and Old Rupert the gardener, brandishing a wooden rake, at her back. Before the abbess, filling the dusty courtyard with horseflesh, heat, and an air of menace, were more than a score of seasoned knights and men-at-arms arrayed in a rank behind a nobleman dressed in light armor.

The nobleman dismounted and strode forward to face the abbess. She was not a small woman but this lord, in his great leather boots, battle-scarred breastplate, and forbidding hawk-shaped helm, towered well above her.

“I've come for a woman,” he declared, his powerful voice reverberating through the stone-walled court like the report of a cannon.

Then something caused him to twitch with irritation and shoot a dark look over his shoulder. After a pause and a tightening of the sun-creased eyes visible inside his polished helm, the lord flexed his gauntlet-clad hands in irritation. Behind him, at the center of his cordon of men, the silk pennant bearing his coat of arms snapped sharply in the breeze.

“A wife. I've come for a wife,” he amended his demand.

That word, even intoned in the lord's booming voice, sent a trickle of relief through Eloise and Sister Archibald, who had been holding their breaths as they stared at the battle-hardened force invading their home.

“A wife?” The abbess's voice was oddly choked. But a moment later, she slid her arms up into her sleeves in a gesture of resolve that Eloise and Sister Archibald instantly recognized. She openly assessed the scarred and hot-eyed soldiers behind the glowering monolith who stood with his legs spread and braced and his fists propped on his hips.

“Who are you, sir, and what do you mean by riding into our convent with an armed force? I warn you—our order and this holy establishment are under the protection of the Bishop of Rheims and His Highness the Duke of Avalon.”

There was a pause as the lord assessed the authority and the demeanor of the woman who administered the property and affairs of the abbey.

“I am Peril, earl of Whitmore, loyal subject of Edward of England. I've come to secure a wife.”

She flung a finger at his armed contingent. “In the holiest of seasons… with swords and axes and men-at-arms?”

“The axes are not raised, the swords are not drawn.” He sounded somewhat indignant at her objection. “I have journeyed a long way through perilous precincts, and when I am done here, I must return on the same path bearing a bride. My intentions are honorable and peaceable… else I would not have a priest in company.”

He turned, grabbed the priest hiding behind him, and dragged him around to face the abbess.

The abbess studied the man, the wincing priest, and the situation.

“A priest is no assurance,” the abbess declared. “Many lords raid and make war with the church hard by their side.”

The priest, who shrank like frying bacon under the heat of the abbess's suspicion, turned to the earl and spoke in quiet, anxious tones. The lord didn't seem to like what he heard and they argued in whispers. Then the earl drew back with a snarl, unsheathed his sword with one hand and his dagger with the other, and took two long strides toward the abbess.

Sister Archibald's knobby hand clamped over Eloise's mouth as she rose to cry out. Together, they stood upright in the window, watching him hurl the dagger into the packed earth of the court, near the abbess's feet, and then plant his sword, point first, beside it.

“There they will stay,” the earl declared, “until you return them to me yourself.”

The action clearly had an impact on the abbess.

“Then you have indeed come to acquire a wife.” Her voice seemed abnormally thin and high. He nodded sharply and after another moment of silence, the abbess announced her decision. “You and your priest will be welcome to enter our gates and partake of our hospitality”— she raked his men with a resentful eye—“as soon as your men have withdrawn to the village.”

The earl looked none too pleased by this final obstacle, but soon turned to his second in command and nodded. The knight turned his horse and raised an arm in a silent order for the others to follow him. As the sound of their hoofbeats faded, the abbess took a deep breath, ordered the stableman and the gardener to close the outer gates, and beckoned the earl and his priest inside.

Eloise stood for a moment, transfixed by the sight of the dagger and sword. The gleam of the polished metal in the early spring sun sent a chill up her spine.

As the sound of the three entering the reception hall drifted up from below, Sister Archibald grabbed Eloise's wrist and gestured frantically toward the side hall. Eloise delayed just long enough to glimpse over the railing the abbess leading the earl and his cleric into her private reception chamber.

“Do you think perhaps we could…” She glanced longingly at the door as it closed.

“No!” Sister Archibald whispered. “Come, child.”

“Did you see her?” Eloise said as they hurried down the side passage toward the stairs. “The way she stood up to them. Now that's an abbess. I'd give anything to be able to hear how she—”

“What ye'd give, Eloise of Argent, if ye were caught, is every chance ye have of taking yer final vows. The abbess was furious today and rightly so. She's told ye time and again to mind yer own work and keep yer nose out of others’ bailiwicks. But ye just don't learn.”

“Oh, but I do, Sister Archibald. Every time I help someone in the convent with their duties, I learn a great deal. I've learned how to card wool, spin, and weave… how to dye cloth, make patterns, and stitch garments… how to store grains and preserve foods… how to plant and harvest crops. I can repair roofs and judge cattle and shear sheep and milk goats and run a dairy. I can read the scriptures and canon law… write wills and interpret them… plead cases at law, draw up marriage documents, and judge tenant property disputes…”

“Ye also know how to dry up a well, make a house unliv-able with yer ‘flea smoke,’ and char fine, plump chickens past all recognition.”

“But those are little things.” Eloise halted so that Sister Archibald had to pause, too. “Don't you see… I'm doing my best to learn and prove to the abbess that I would make a good assistant now and an even better abbess in the future.”

“All ye've proved, my girl, is that ye lack discipline and obedience. The abbess would never trust the convent's affairs to such a headstrong creature.”

They descended the steps and hurried along the edge of the cloister, to the novices’ dormitory. Eloise's shoulders rounded as the truth of the old nun's words settled over her. Even seen through sympathetic Sister Archibald's eyes, her latest attempt to demonstrate her capability was nothing short of a disaster.

She couldn't hide her misery, and as she opened the door to her small, sparsely furnished room, Sister Archibald put a hand on her shoulder.

“There, there, my girl. 'Tis Lent. Pray for guidance an’ ask for forgiveness. Ye may have worn out yer grace with the abbess, but th’ Lord has promised ye seventy times seven an’ then some.”

Eloise's eyes filled with tears and the old nun patted her cheek before backing out of the chamber and closing the heavy door.

She sat down on her narrow pallet and drew her knees up into her arms. It had all gone wrong. Again. What was it about her that wouldn't—couldn't—leave well enough alone? What was wrong with her?

What if she were one of those people not suited to taking holy vows? The abbess called her thoughtless, undisciplined, and disobedient, and she had probably been guilty of each charge on one occasion or other. It wasn't that she didn't love God, and it certainly wasn't that she didn't want to serve others. It was just that she felt her way of serving others meant finding them better ways of doing things. Was that her true calling or was that merely the subtle-but-deadly whisper of the sin of pride?

And if it were her true calling, where did that place her in the church? Where did she belong? She had known since she was twelve and newly come to the convent that she didn't have the beauty, the patience, or the domestic nature required of a candidate for matrimony. Now it was beginning to appear that she didn't have the humility, discipline, or selflessness required of candidates for membership in the blessed order, either. Where did that leave her? Was she one of those flawed and pitiable creatures doomed to spend the rest of her life suspended in the barren regions that lay between being a bride of Christ and the bride of a man?
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“VERY WELL, YOUR Lordship, what sort of bride do you seek?” The abbess came straight to the point as she studied the intimidating hawk-shaped helm resting on the heavy oak table that separated her from the earl and his priest. It was her standard opening question, meant more to uncover the nature of the man than the nature of the bride he desired.

The nobleman straightened and looked around the richly appointed audience chamber of the convent… at the linenfold paneling, the well-tended tapestries, and the embers glowing in the hearth.

“A good one,” he answered gruffly, shifting his large, booted legs and tightening his grip on the empty scabbard at his side. Clearly, being without his weapons bothered him.

“Perhaps you could be a bit more specific. We here at the Convent of the Brides of Virtue like to think that all of our maidens will make good brides. Even so, there is considerable variation.”

The earl glowered. “A very good one.”

“What he means to say, Honorable Abbess”—the little cleric ventured a correction that drew a black look from his patron—“is that he seeks a maid of great purity, great honor, and great virtue.”

The earl eased and nodded. “A great bride.”

“I can see you've given the matter much thought, Your Lordship.” The abbess produced an inscrutable smile. “May I ask why you've come to us?”

“Everyone knows the best brides come from the Convent of the Brides of Virtue,” he declared with the wave of a still gauntleted hand.

It was truth, not flattery. Wives acquired from the Brides of Virtue were pious, accomplished, pleasing, well mannered, and learned in all the household arts and management… widely renowned as worthy keepers of the keys in houses both great and small. Their one deficit— and not an inconsiderable detraction in the ranks of the nobility—was their lack of dowries.

The maidens on deposit with the Brides of Virtue were nobility's lesser daughters, made motherless or orphaned by a scourge of pestilence, born into a family burdened with overabundant female offspring, or simply the victims of mismanaged or failing fortunes. Thus, it was a credit to the clever and conscientious management of the abbesses of the convent that their charges were not only esteemed and sought-after as wives, but that the grateful donations they generated amounted to quite a tidy profit.

“The duke of Worcester, the king of Westphalia, and the protector of Lower Saxony… they all got brides from here.” The earl of Whitmore took a fortifying breath. “And I must have a bride ‘filled with the highest virtue.’” He glanced at the priest, whose lips were moving as he stared intently at the wooden cross lying across his frayed cassock. Praying. The earl winced.

There was a covert air of anxiety about the pair that intrigued the abbess. She had a nose for desperation, and these two positively reeked of urgent nuptial need. None of her charges were capable of bringing a fat purse to a husband's coffers; the earl must surely know that. There was a story here; she was sure of it. And where there was a story, there was an opportunity. She smiled.

“Tell me about your lands, Your Lordship. Where are they?”

“South of London. My holdings are not vast, but they have always been sufficient.”

“Have been?” The abbess pounced on his wording. “They are no longer?”

“No.” The earl answered sharply, but not before dismay flitted through his features for an instant. “They are sound as ever. All is well.”

The abbess caught Whitmore's eye and held it in her famous “inquisitor's gaze.” She searched him ruthlessly, prying and prodding, but he held his ground and met her demands with a stubborn refusal to be bested by a woman… even an abbess. For a long moment they sat locked in visual combat, neither giving ground. Then something, some noise from the priest… a choking sound… caused them both to withdraw slowly, neither having conceded victory.

“All is as well as can be expected,” the earl conceded, his tautly held shoulders lowering ever so slightly. “I am a warrior, a leader of men. Since I returned home from the wars to take up my late father's mantle… well, I am no plowman, nor much of a clerk. A fine lady wife would set my house to rights and free me to attend to my lands and my king.” He couldn't help a glance at the priest. “Or so I am told.”

“Told?” The abbess leveled a piercing look on the priest. “By whom?”

“My advisors.” The earl shifted uneasily. “Father Basset, here. My steward… my housekeeper… my second in command—”

“We all wish for a worthy lady”—Father Basset nervously interrupted that litany—“to complete His Lordship's happiness and bring a new era of peace and prosperity to Whitmore.”

The abbess scowled. “A woman may indeed be capable of bringing peace to a man's house and even his heart. But peace and prosperity to a whole shire? You don't want a wife, Your Lordship, you want a saint. And I must warn you, saints are a very dear commodity these days.”

There it was. The point on which this entire bit of nuptial commerce turned. The donation. The earl looked to the priest, who lowered his gaze to the wooden cross he was squeezing as if trying to wring a blessing from it. The earl would have to grapple with the matter of financing his bride alone.

“I am prepared”—he leaned forward, narrowing one eye—“to provide a tithe from my estates to the abbey for the next ten years.”

“A tithe?” The abbess sat back with a huff of a laugh. “Over ten years?”

“It is not an uncommon way to make such a donation.” The earl's face reddened furiously.

“At lesser abbeys, perhaps. We are the sisters of Virtue,” the abbess declared flatly, “not the sisters of Charity.”

The earl lurched to his feet and dropped his huge, armored fists on the table with a smack.

“It is consideration, not charity,” he declared through hardening features. “Such an arrangement would benefit all concerned. As the income from my holdings increases under the diligence, wisdom, and care of this ‘saintly’ wife, the abbey's portion will also grow. Who knows what riches we both may reap”—his gaze probed her like a physician's fingers—“in addition to the fruits of the Holy Spirit— which are, after all, the church's prime concern, are they not?”

How she hated it when the laity turned religious on her! The abbess stared closely at the hot-eyed warrior who dared match nerve and wits with her, even knowing that she held his matrimonial fate in her hands. More there than met the eye, she told herself. Clearly penniless. But not without worth.

She rose and reinserted her hands into her sleeves.

“It is my grave and holy burden to care for this abbey. I am entrusted by God and the families of our maidens with their honor and their futures. I must spend time in prayer and deep contemplation before I can render such a weighty decision. You will stay with us until I receive direction from above.” She clapped her hands and an aging nun in a worn gray habit appeared through the arched doorway behind them. “My assistant, Sister Archibald, will see you to your quarters.”


TWO
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SISTER ARCHIBALD LED them through the reception hall and out into an arched stone colonnade that was densely covered with the leafless vines of last season's wisteria and morning glories. Across the open ground of the rectangular green, the earl and his priest could hear the sound of feminine voices gathered in earnest prayer. It was a sweet sound… a soft feminine hum… that caused them to look at each other in discomfort.

“Here you are, Your Lordship, Father.” At the end of the colonnade, the old nun tugged open a formidable iron door and motioned them inside. As they entered the building, unfamiliar smells of soap, sweet herbs, and a subtle feminine musk caused both men's steps to momentarily falter. This community, devoted as it was to the ripening of femininity, was nothing short of foreign territory for men accustomed to the exclusive company of their own sex. They trod more tentatively down the short passage to where the venerable sister waited beside an open door.

The convent's guest quarters contained a glazed window, two raised beds furnished with feather ticking, a heavy iron brazier, and a thick mat of woven reeds that cushioned their footsteps and lent the air a fresh, linenlike scent. They stood looking around them, shifting from one foot to the other, while the elder sister explained the convent's daily schedule, meal times, and Lenten chapel etiquette. Then she gave them directions to the stable, where they would tend their own mounts, and wished them a peaceful stay.

As soon as the door closed behind the abbess's assistant, Peril of Whitmore expelled a heavy breath and leveled an accusing look at his priest.

“I said this would be a waste of time.” He tossed his helm onto one of the beds and jammed his thumbs into the low-slung belt that held his empty scabbard. “You saw her. You heard her. She's never going to give me a bride.”

“She is an abbess,” Father Basset said, fingering his cross anxiously and glancing at the door. “We're lucky she didn't have our ears for supper.”

Peril strode toward the priest and lowered his head and voice. “She's lucky I didn't charge in here with blades drawn and take my pick of her precious ‘maidens.’”

“A harsh jest, my lord!” Father Basset crossed himself and glanced frantically around them. “For you would never, ever violate a house of God.” His voice grew louder. “You are too good and righteous a lord.”

Peril stared at him. “I am, am I?”

“Yea, verily.” The priest continued to speak in emphatic tones. “You have naught but your people's welfare at heart. You will do whatever is necessary to secure their well-being… including seeking a bride of great piety and virtue to be their lady.”

“Including spending my last farthing to cross the Channel on a mad quest for something to pacify their—”

“Longing for a lady!” Father Basset declared loudly. “Troth—the abbess is a fair and insightful woman. She will see the worth of your sacrifice and find you a fine and virtuous bride.”

Peril sensed something was happening, besides the fact that the priest was losing every last shred of his wits. The fellow was often anxious and unsettled in Peril's presence… tripped frequently over feet and tongue… and always—

Suddenly, in a bold move, the little priest grabbed him by the sleeve and pulled him to the middle of the chamber, where he lowered his head and voice in a way that insisted Peril do the same.

“The walls of abbeys have ears, my lord. Guard your tongue while here.”

“What? They listen at doors and lurk at open windows?” Peril straightened, impatient with Basset's air of intrigue, and ran a hand back through his damp hair. “These are nuns, Basset. Holy women.”

“Women, nonetheless,” Father Basset declared, still sotto voce. “And abbesses are archwomen… the worst of the lot… clever, contriving, suspicious, treacherous, and learned in ways forbidden to women for good reason. There isn't a bishop alive who isn't wary of them.”

Peril recalled his visual contest with the abbess in their interview and felt a perverse trill of satisfaction. That shameful hint of pleasure told him he had been away from battle too long; he was testy and spoiling for a fight. He stared at Father Basset with something akin to amusement. Imagine a woman that might match him will for will and word for word. Not that such a creature existed… but if one did, it would doubtless make for an interesting encounter—rather like seeing that two-headed calf that time in Lisbon. It made a body both desirous of seeing and desperate to look away…

With a sardonic smile, he shook free of those thoughts and removed his breastplate, tossing it onto the bed.

“I didn't come here to parry words with a nun, even one who has ears for supper. I came to get a woman, a virtuous woman”—he paused in the midst of propping a foot on the bed to unbuckle a shin guard and shot the priest a dagger-sharp look—“to rid my lands of a harlot's curse.”

“Aghhh!” Father Basset hurried to his side, motioning for silence. “Please, my lord—do not speak of that within these walls,” he whispered.

“What? Now you would have me not speak of the thing that you and everyone on my estates have plagued me with for months on end? The thing that has hounded me from my hearth and home and forced me to spend my last farthing on this fool's errand of a journey?”

“Pleeease, my lord!” Father Basset squirmed with discomfort. “Pray never let the abbess hear you say such things. All women consider matrimony a serious undertaking… but for her it is a calling, a mission, a sacred charge from the Almighty Himself.”

Peril leaned over the priest with a wicked smile. “Is that so? Then perhaps I should lay out the entire story for her and enlist her cunning aid in finding a bride that will break the curse.” He stroked his stubbled chin with muscular fingers. “‘Pray, good abbess, which of your fair maidens might be up to the task of breaking a fiendish spell and rescuing my lands and people from a terrible blight? Eh?’” He cupped his ear. “‘The nature of the curse, you ask? Oh, just a jealous woman's ranting—a fetching mistress overthrown for a horsey bride with a heavy dowry, who decreed that until love triumphed over greed and a bride of great and surpassing virtue again held the keys of Whitmore, naught would grow, naught would be completed, and none in Whitmore would know peace.’” He sobered, thinking how uncannily those oft-quoted words described the true state of affairs in his domain. His next words were uncomfortably close to his real sentiments.

“They say ‘No one rejoices more in revenge than a woman.’ And that witch, it seems, has quite a bit to rejoice about.”

Father Basset moaned and crossed himself, then threw himself onto his knees and into prayer with heroic intensity.

Peril squeezed his eyes shut against the sight. He hated it when Basset despaired of reasoning with him and threw himself headlong into the Almighty's arms. It made him feel cruel and irredeemable and more than a little ashamed of himself. Baiting a priest. Basset couldn't help that the Lord had given him a far larger task than he had the constitution for.

There came a knock at the door and Peril called out permission to enter. A young nun peered around the edge of the door, and seeing Peril seated on one bed and Father Basset on his knees, deep in prayer, opened the door farther to reveal two more black-clad sisters bearing linen, a bucket of water, and coals for the brazier. The trio huddled together like frightened chicks and moved almost as one, scurrying to fill the brazier and the bowl and pitcher on the shelf under the window. They laid out linen toweling, then backed out of the room with heads bowed, bobbing and mumbling something like “Your Lordship.”

Peril shook his head. They behaved as if he were some flesh-eating ogre. In that, they weren't too different from the rest of womankind. Females who couldn't avoid his presence altogether generally cowered or simpered. Peril sighed and rubbed his dusty, bristled chin as he reflected on the effect he had on women. Not without reason, this time; he must look like the very Devil himself.

It was a mistake, he saw now, to leave his squire at home and insist on traveling fast and light. He should have brought a full retinue; a serving woman or two in the company would have made his suit appear more civilized. He sighed heavily.

Why was it that he always thought of such things too late?
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THE ABBESS STRAIGHTENED from the niche in the stone wall, lowered the burlap curtain to cover the opening through which she had listened to her guests’ conversation, and paused to set what she had heard to memory.

“Lands and fortunes blighted by a curse that can only be lifted by a virtuous bride. A lord who must be forced to marry by his people, who demand it as a remedy for their suffering.” She scowled. “Little wonder he does not seek a bride among the local nobles. Who would send a daughter into such a marriage?”

And how could she, in all conscience, send one of her precious charges into such conditions? Even the most stalwart and capable among her maidens would soon find herself overwhelmed by such expectations… not to mention the indifference of the lord himself. He was a seasoned warrior, huge and intimidating in the extreme, who seemed to have no personal interest in a marriage. Matrimony, even a marriage of necessity, required some degree of personal agreement and consideration between the parties involved.

In truth, there was little about him to recommend him as a husband. No fortune, no tenderness, no gallantry, no desire for closeness or companionship or even heirs, from the sound of things. His own priest was frightened of him.

No, she decided reluctantly, he would not find a bride among her charges.

She made her way through the barrels and baskets stacked in the storeroom. Outside, Sister Archibald waited and kept watch for her.

“Well?” Sister Archibald asked as they hurried along the deserted colonnade toward the abbess's private quarters.

“He is a proud, powerful, and difficult man.” The abbess scowled. “Not at all suited to matrimony, I fear. But the Lord has not delivered him into my hands for nothing. Given time, I shall find some goodly use for him.”
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THE GUESTS’ MEALS were delivered to their quarters that evening, and when they emerged from the chamber to tend their horses, they discovered the aged Sister Archibald waiting to escort them through a deserted cloister to the stables. She informed them that there would be someone outside their door, all night… on the off chance that they might need something.

Nuns keeping watch outside their door? Peril looked questioningly at Father Basset, who gave him an I-told-you-so look and muttered: “Let thy speech be better than silence, or be silent.”

Had they somehow heard his irritable discourse? Peril closed his eyes and groaned. He'd just given Basset the perfect excuse to pummel him with proverbs for days to come.

The next morning, the abbess again sent old Sister Archibald to fetch Peril. She no doubt expected that the aged nun would be less of a temptation to rapacious warriors and randy priests, Peril thought sourly.

There was some activity in the middle of the cloister court, and Peril slowed to study the bevy of maidens collecting there and chattering excitedly. There was at least a score of them, dressed in the soft colors of autumn wildflowers, their long hair shining in the sun, and their cheeks blushed becomingly in the brisk morning air. As he watched them, wondering which one would be his, something in his stomach lightened and fluttered strangely. His.

He scowled and his shoulders tightened and swelled defensively.

The young girls, the bolder of whom had been casting curious glances his way, saw the change in his countenance and their interest turned to anxiety. Their chatter subsided to uneasy whispers and they began to move to the far end of the court. When he turned to continue on with Sister Archibald, the old nun was watching him with a discerning eye. She had seen both his reaction and theirs. He groaned silently and followed her to the great hall.

The abbess met him at the door. “I have sent for you to beg a favor, Your Lordship.” She was smiling, and Peril experienced a palpable sense of foreboding.

“Whatever service I may render,” Peril said, with a courteous half-bow. “You have only to ask.”

“I hoped you would agree, sir. Our girls have so little opportunity to practice.”

The abbess sailed past him toward the courtyard and he had to retrace his steps—back to the very group of young girls he had just frightened. They had been joined by a number of older girls and several severe-looking nuns in black, and were now gathered around a table on which sat a basin, linen, and implements of some sort. Beside the table, in the midst of that sea of untouched femininity, sat an empty chair. He swallowed and felt his stomach slide lower in his belly.

“We endeavor to prepare our charges for the customary womanly duties… including the personal care of husbands and male members of the household. Since you did not travel with a squire”—she looked over his bristled face and tousled hair—“we will provide you that service and gain practice all at once.”

“A shave? They're going to shave me?” His first reaction was embarrassment at how grizzled and unkempt he must look to a bevy of sheltered maidens. His second didn't occur until he removed his tunic and stood bare-chested in the cool air… before two dozen curious and covertly avid stares. It was then he saw at close range the bright eyes and rosy lips and smelled the mellow linen-and-lavender musk that spoke arousal to every particle of his being. As he watched the dozens of slender white hands touching each other and gripping shoulders and waists and locks of that soft hair in trepidation and excitement, his skin began to heat.

Sweet, holy—he had to clear his tightening throat— what had he gotten himself into?

Under a drone of instruction, first one, then another of the older girls approached him, reached for the soap and water… then lowered her head and withdrew with shame-stained cheeks. Several aborted attempts later, one young girl managed to wet and soap his face and another picked up the razor, stropped it awkwardly, and poised it to make the first stroke.

It had taken nearly every ounce of his battle-honed self-control to ignore the slide of those cool, slippery fingers over his cheeks, lips, and throat. But when he saw the way the hand holding the razor was trembling, he had to reach down into his deepest reserves, grip the chair arms tightly, and force himself to submit. After all, it was just a morning shave. How bad could it possibly be?

Then he looked up and spotted the old gardener standing not far away, leaning on his rake handle, giving him a smile that contained a sardonic bit of sympathy. It was then that Peril noticed that the man bore dozens of tiny scars, some clearly fresh, on his weathered face.
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ELOISE OPENED HER eyes as she bent over her prayer bench, shifted her aching knees, and then closed her eyes again, forcing herself to complete yet another prayer of supplication. Not that any of them were working, as far as she could tell. She was confined to her chamber, forbidden to take meals with the rest of the order, and had not yet been assigned the enormous mass of recitations for penance that she was certain was coming. She might have thought the abbess had forgotten all about her… except that she knew the abbess never forgot anything.

It was the worst punishment that could be inflicted on her: idleness and solitude. The combination in significant amounts could be lethal. But she had to endure it, had to learn obedience and the grace of suffering if it killed her.

A gentle tap occurred on the door and she sprang up from the prie-dieu and hobbled to the door with aching knees. In slipped a somewhat older nun with a flushed face, who hurriedly closed the door behind her and then hugged Eloise.

“I've been so worried about…” Sister Mary Clematis drew back to examine her bedraggled friend. “Look at you.” She brushed at some of the flour lingering on Eloise's skirt, and then wetted the tip of her own veil with her tongue and used it to rub one of the stains on Eloise's bodice. “You look like old Sister Mary Dunne's dishclout after she finishes wiping down the tables.”

Mary Clematis, on the other hand, always looked as if she had arrived in the world fully grown and perfectly groomed.

Her black habit and white wimple—which fitted snugly about her face and then pooled gracefully about her neck and shoulders in the manner of their order—were always immaculate. She was constantly cheerful, charitable, helpful, and modest… never willful or out of sorts. She was the epitome of nunlike virtue and decorum, in spite of all of which she had become Eloise's dearest friend in the world.

When Eloise arrived at the convent Sister Mary Clematis had been assigned to oversee, instruct, and correct her… which may have accounted for at least some of Eloise's perceived shortfall as a novice. Dour solemnity, sternness of judgment, and zeal for inflicting discipline on others were simply not a part of Mary Clematis's constitution.

“What does it matter how I look, when I'm stuck away in here?” Eloise said, stilling Mary Clematis's hands. “Do you have any idea of how long I'm to be punished, Clemmie? Has the abbess said anything about me?”

“She is busy with other things, just now,” Mary Clematis said, lowering her eyes and stooping to tidy the hem of Eloise's habit. It was evasion, pure and simple, and Clemmie did it so seldom that she was horrible at it. She hadn't a prayer of ever becoming an abbess.

“What things?” Eloise asked, urging her friend to her feet. “Those men—that lord and his soldiers—is it them?” Mary Clematis winced and Eloise knew she was on to something. “What's happened? Have they caused trouble?”

“I don't believe so… at least, not any more than the abbess has caused for them.” Mary Clematis's sigh had an unburdened quality. She always felt greatly relieved when she didn't have to keep a secret.

“What did she do? Tell me. Everything.”

“Well… the lord and his priest stayed in the guest quarters last night, with Sister Archibald keeping watch, and this morning”—Mary Clematis paused to savor Eloise's suspense—“the abbess is using the lord for shaving practice.”

Eloise blurted out a laugh. “Surely not. I mean, the man may be heavy-handed and arrogant and domineering and rude… but no man who wields a sword for a living deserves to have his face whittled off by twelve-year-old girls.”

Rewarded by Mary Clematis's burst of surprised laughter, she grinned. Her face, which had been forced for the last several hours into a penitential frown, ached with relief. “How did she persuade him? What did she say?” She moaned, feeling well and truly punished. “A perfect opportunity to see her bring men of power and influence to their knees, and I'm missing every bit of it.”

“I have no idea how she convinced him. She simply appeared with him minutes ago and set him down in a chair in the court.” Mary Clematis shook her head. “I doubt he'll get a proper shave. The girls are too frightened to go near him.”

Eloise expelled a huff of disgust. “Cowards.”

“But you should see him, Elly. He's… well, he's…”

“What? Eloise stared at her, noting the brightness of her eyes.

“He's just so big and so… bare.”

“And handsome?” Eloise asked, striking to the heart of the matter.

“Oh! I wouldn't know about that. I didn't—” To say she didn't look would be a lie. Mary Clematis never lied.

Curiosity boiled up in Eloise, hot and urgent, not to be denied.

“I have to see.” She grabbed Mary Clematis's hand and dragged her toward the door.

“Ohhh, no!” Mary Clematis dug in her heels.

“Come on. I'll be there and back before you know it.” Eloise pulled her to the door and peered out.

“If the abbess sees you, you'll be locked in your quarters forever.”

“She won't see me. I'll be hiding behind you. Besides, she will be too busy watching His Lordship's lesson in humility.”

They crept down the passage and out onto the cobbled path, then around the novices’ dormitory to the cloister court. Eloise led and kept an eye out for the sisters, while Mary Clematis mumbled prayers of intercession under her breath and allowed herself to be drawn along. Suddenly they were at the edge of the colonnade and peering at a tense gathering of nuns, novices, and maidens, all of whom were riveted by something in their midst.

Eloise wilted briefly with disappointment. She couldn't see a thing.

Over Mary Clematis's frantic whispers, she darted toward the rear of the group and stretched up onto her tiptoes to see. A dark male head was just visible at the center of a tight circle of nuns and maidens. One of the older girls, Alaina—it would have to be the beautiful but sharp-tongued Alaina—was struggling with how to set the razor to his intimidating face. One of the older nuns could be heard advising her.

Desperate for a better view, Eloise tiptoed around the group and popped up again and again, hoping for a better vantage point. The earl wore an expression of steeled endurance, and from what Eloise could see, not much else. Through glimpses here and there, she began to see what had reduced Mary Clematis to speechlessness and the girls trying to shave him to jitters. The earl was large and sun-bronzed, and he radiated a disturbing sort of heat that she could feel even through the others gathered around. She could scarcely take her eyes from him.

Odd, she thought to herself as she found a break in the group and edged forward, she had never been this interested in the sight of Bendick or old Rupert naked as Adam in the Garden.

“We shall be here all day, at this rate,” the abbess's voice boomed out over the gathering, startling Alaina and causing her to nick the earl's chin. The head of the convent stepped into the middle of the gathering with her hands tucked up her sleeves. She obviously had something in mind.

Eloise suddenly found that the shifting of the people in front of her had not only left her with a clear view, it had also left her appallingly visible. As the abbess leveled a piercing gaze on her, her breath stopped in her throat.

“We must have someone who is accomplished finish the task. Eloise!”

A murmur arose as the group followed the abbess's gaze to its victim. The others scuttled to distance themselves from her, leaving her to face the abbess's wrath alone. She swallowed hard, wishing just once she would listen to Mary Clematis and save herself these wretched situations.

“Yes, Reverend Mother?” She felt her throat tightening and face heating.

“Finish shaving His Lordship.”

“Pardon?” She could scarcely believe her ears. No screeching, no tirade? Just “shave the man”? Relief flowed through her. “Oh, yes, Reverend Mother.”

“No need,” the earl declared irritably, peeling his fingers from the arms of the chair and reaching for the toweling. “I've lost enough blood for one day.”

“No, no, Your Lordship.” Eloise darted forward and seized the other end of the linen, surprising him and jerking it away. This was her chance not only to obey, but to show the abbess she could hold her own when dealing with a nobleman. “Stay seated,” she ordered, enforcing it with both hands on his shoulders as he started to rise. “You'll lose no more blood, I assure you.”

He seemed somewhat confounded by her air of command and her bold physical contact with him. She was a bit surprised herself at the pluck she showed, but desperate times called for desperate measures. A chance to redeem herself in the abbess's eyes didn't come along every day.

“I said it is not necessary,” he grumbled.

“You cannot go about half shaved, Your Lordship. Be still and I shall make quick work of it.”

He glowered.

She glowered back.

It was only then that she surveyed his face and the damage already done. He was formidable indeed: large face, chiseled features, broad but well-shaped mouth, dark eyes under thick dark brows, black hair… and several small but bloody cuts on his cheeks and chin. Her hand was a bit less steady as she re-soaped his face, took the razor from the trembling Alaina, and set her hand on his temple to position his head.

Telling herself that he was simply old Rupert in disguise, she made her first stroke of his cheek with the razor and, to her relief, no blood appeared. The second stroke was easier and by the third, she was back to her usual form. Using her thumb and finger to tighten his skin she managed to clear his cheeks without further bloodletting and then raised his chin to begin on his neck.

He jerked his head down and glared at her. She glared back and shoved his chin up.

Each stroke of the razor up his throat caused him to flinch. When she paused near the end to strop the dulled razor and returned to make two final strokes, he caught her wrist and held it. She met his glare and for a moment sank into the dark pools of mystery visible through those windows on the soul.

A host of impressions assailed her: pride, anger, determination, frustration, and pain. A deep and diffuse pain that seemed to have been there well before the maidens of the Brides of Virtue started to slash their way across his chin. In that moment, which seemed to go on forever, she felt a curious tug of response in the depths of her stomach.

Gasps and murmurs from the nuns gathered around them finally registered in her senses and she withdrew from that unsought intimacy with chagrin.

“I am nearly finished, Your Lordship. If you will be patient…”

Her voice sounded forced in her own ears, but he relented, released her, and, after drawing a deep breath, raised his head to again give her access to his throat. With the final stroke, he gripped the arms of the chair tightly.

“Finished.” She dampened the toweling and wiped his face, pressing hard on each of the several small cuts he had sustained. “Hold still. A press of the finger will soon stop the bleeding.” She held her thumb over each of his several wounds and they did indeed stop bleeding. As they did, she began to feel the warmth of his skin under her hand… the firmness of his jaw… the power of the underlying muscles…

The abbess clapped her hands, startling everyone. “Lesson completed. Back to your studies and duties,” she called, unleashing an eruption of chatter from girls and nuns alike. In moments, the court was mostly empty and the abbess stared intently at her novice nemesis, this time with an inscrutable smile. “Thank you for your help, Eloise. Back to your duties as well,” she said.

Eloise backed away from the earl. The abbess made a dismissive gesture in the direction of the novices’ quarters, and Eloise dipped with respect and turned away smiling, the words thank you ringing in her ears.

The abbess watched her go, then suggested to the earl that he might wish to see to his horses before returning to his chamber to await her decision.
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“I HAVE IT, Archie,” the abbess said with a broad smile as she swept ahead of her assistant into her private solar. She stood in the middle of the chamber and opened her arms, welcoming the sunlight streaming in through the open window. “And it's brilliant, if I do say so myself.”

“What is brilliant?” Sister Archibald asked, closing the door and wondering at her friend's expansive mood. “What do ye have?”

“A solution to the earl's problem and to mine.”

“Which problem?”

“The one that has been a thorn in my side for years now. And I shall need your help.” She went to her writing desk, took her perch on the stool, and pulled out a fresh piece of parchment. She dipped her quill in the inkwell and poised it at the top of the blank sheet. “You must help me make a list of all the highest and best qualities a husband can have.”

Sister Archibald looked bewildered. “Me? How should I know? I've never had a mortal husband.”

“Nor have I,” the abbess said with a calculating glint in her eye. “But that doesn't stop me from having firm opinions on what one should be. Now, what shall we start with?” She tapped her lips with the tip of the plume, then began to write. “Ah, yes. ‘Pious.’”

Sister Archibald went to peer over the abbess's shoulder at the parchment, and curled her nose. “If t'were my list, I would start with clean.”


THREE
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THE NEXT DAY Peril paced his borrowed quarters, feeling caged and frustrated and oppressed by the ever-present air of “woman” that hung about the place. What did this cursed abbess want from him? He shot a hard look at Father Basset, who, upon being caged up with him, had taken to using unceasing prayer as a shield against his volatile moods. The little priest did seem to have been right about the abbess, however; she clearly enjoyed wielding her power.

He rubbed his chin briefly, wincing at the several cuts that an entire day later were still tender to the touch. It occurred to him: once wedded, would he be expected to present his face regularly for such mutilation? He snarled quietly, picked up his empty scabbard, and headed for the door and the stable beyond. At least his horse wouldn't pray at him or try to bleed him.

Halfway across the stable yard, he was hailed by the aged Sister Archibald, who brought him a summons to the abbess's private reception chamber. The abbess, it seemed, had finally finished consulting with Heaven and was ready to announce to him their joint opinion.

As he strode along, well ahead of the abbess's creaking messenger, his mind conjured up the bevy of maidens he'd seen, and he wondered if he would be allowed to choose for himself and just how a man went about determining whether or not a maid would make a good wife. More importantly, how could one tell if she were filled with “surpassing virtue.” He scowled thoughtfully, supposing that he could rely upon the abbess to have a few ideas on that. But then—he nearly tripped on the thought—how could he be certain that she was giving him a maid of great virtue and not one of her sluggards or dolts?

“I have a decision for you, Your Lordship.” The abbess greeted him and waved him onto the bench beside Father Basset, who had been summoned as well. When he was seated, she fixed him with a somber look. “I cannot in all conscience hand over a tender young maiden into your hands… on such short acquaintance and with no more security than you offer.”

“But—but—” He rose with a hundred protests leaping to mind. “I've told you—”

“However,” she said succinctly, waving him back down onto his seat, “I believe Heaven has provided a way for you. You are to be given a test. A husband test.”

“A what?” He was halfway down, but sprang up again. “A test?”

“To decide if you will be a suitable husband and, of course, if the circumstance into which you will take a bride is suitable to a young woman of delicacy and breeding. I have decided to send home with you our convent's husband judge.” She sat back and waited for the impact of her words to be felt.

“Husband judge? To judge me?” He thumped his chest with clenched fist. “I'm to be inspected and judged by some nun on whether I will make a suitable husband?”

“And on whether your home will be proper for a young and tender wife,” the abbess said calmly.

“That is absurd… insulting!” he thundered, jutting across the table toward her. “How dare you presume to—”

“I dare because I am the abbess of this convent and the head of this order!” The abbess was on her feet in a trice. “No maiden is given in marriage here without my permission. That is especially true when the potential husbands are noblemen of dubious refinement and even more dubious fortune.”

“You think me paupered and unworthy because I will not make you a fat donation?” he demanded. “Did it never occur to you that I will not part with hard-earned coin without being certain of the value I shall receive for it?”

The abbess crossed her arms and fixed him with a fierce look.

“I would never allow any man—even one who offered me a chest filled with gold—to carry off one of my charges without a thorough assessment of his character and situation. You, sir, arrived here with an armed escort and without reference or even the most basic of servants and civilized comforts. I have every right and obligation to question your fitness as a husband and provider.” She raised her chin to look down her nose at him. “Your willingness to cooperate with the requirements I place upon you will go a long way toward proving your character. If you find my conditions unreasonable, there is the door. Be done with us and go. Take a bride from your own precincts.” She smiled icily. “If you can.”

“Please, my lord,” Father Basset pleaded, grasping his arm. “This is no terrible hardship. It is perhaps your best chance to have what will satisfy your people and restore the peace and prosperity of your household… as well as delight your fine and noble heart.” He swallowed hard as Peril turned a heated glare on him. “For it is surely only a formality; you will no doubt win this husband judge's favor quickly. A boon, in fact—for once at home on your estates, you can see to the spring planting while preparing for your bride's joyful arrival at Whitmore. A fortnight's delay, at worst.”

The earl turned on the abbess.

“And when I have proved to this ‘husband judge’ that I am a suitable plow for your precious furrow… then what?”

“Then I shall send your bride to you.”

“How do I know you'll send the right bride? How do I know she will be diligent and wise and, above all, virtuous?”

“That, sir, you must trust to God and to me. I will attend carefully to the report our husband judge writes. She will state your nature and needs most clearly. Therefore, I suggest that you listen carefully to her words and provide assistance to her in all matters.”

“I will not buy a horse in a blanket,” he declared forcefully. “I must have some assurance that the maid will be acceptable.”

The abbess met his determination and gave his words some thought before conceding: “Very well, I can promise that I shall send to you one of the maids whom you have already seen… one of the ones who helped to shave you this morning.”

He scrambled to recall their appearance and manner and was mollified by the realization that every one of that group was fetching and probably had the requisite amount of “virtue.” Any one of them would probably be acceptable for his purposes. He looked at Basset, who nodded eagerly, and took a troubled breath.

“Very well. I will take this ‘husband judge’ to my home with me. But you must send me a bride as soon as you receive her report.”

The abbess's expression thawed slightly.

“I shall indeed.”
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“I AM TO do what?” Eloise said, struggling to calm her pounding heart. In answering the abbess's summons, she had run all the way to the head of the convent's private solar, where she had found the abbess and Sister Archibald waiting with a small stack of documents and a mission for her.

“To function as the convent's husband judge in the matter of—”

“But I've never heard of such a thing. I didn't know we had a ‘husband judge.’”

“We don't always,” the abbess said with a forbidding glance at Sister Archibald, who seemed as if she might speak. The
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