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With hues as vibrant as a medieval tapestry and characters so filled with passion they seem to breathe and live, award-winning author Charlene Cross writes “historical romance at its best” (Affaire de Coeur). Now she weaves a thrilling tale of a lady’s kidnapping, and a love that blossoms in an England and Normandy divided by war…
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Her abductor’s name was Rolfe de Mont St. Michel, and Lady Catherine hated him. Already, with each stride of his horse, everything she had ever known was fast disappearing into the morning mist. Today she was to have married in a perfect match, uniting two eminent families. Instead she heard her betrothed berated as a coward, was carried off by a mysterious knight…and became an unwilling pawn in a royal game of power.


From the magnificent island abbey that bears Rolfe’s name, Catherine sees the road of destiny opening before her. Each step of the way she tries to escape. But unexpected, unbidden desire soon makes her a prisoner of her own heart — bound by love to this man whose true parentage remains a secret, whose loyalties make him a traitor, and whose passion makes her feel cherished and adored. Still, every change in the tides brings increasing desperation, for she knows that one day she must flee his embrace….
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“STAY AWAY FROM ME,” CATHERINE ORDERED.


“That’s not what you want, and you know it.”


As Rolfe spoke, she was again watching his mouth. Sensation spun through her as she remembered fully its mastery. “’Tis what I want,” she insisted, stumbling away two more steps. She gasped when her back met solid wood. My God! She’d missed the door. “Stay away!” As she tried to break for the opening, his left hand hit the wall near her shoulder.


“Too late, Catherine. You’re trapped.”


Wide-eyed, she stared up at him. Why was he doing this? “Let me go … please?”


He pressed himself closer. “Not until I’ve answered your question.”


“What question?”


“You’ve been staring at my lips again, which tells me you want to know if my kiss will feel the same now that your senses are no longer dulled by wine.”


“You’re mad!” she told him.


If he were mad, then she must be doubly so, for again she found herself staring at his lips. “Loose me,” she demanded.


“If I do that, you’ll always be left to wonder,” he said, his warm breath fanning just above her lips. “But wonder no more, Catherine. ’Tis time you learn the truth. . . .”


Turn the page for more wonderful praise for Charlene Cross….
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“Absolutely FANTASTIC. A super book, the title fits it so well.”
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“Charlene is a great writer; she combines romance, intrigue, passion and humor into a great story. Almost a Whisper is a definite 4+ read.”


—Judy Krolikowski, Books Galore ’N’ More


“Refreshingly witty and fast paced. A real attention-holder. Deeply emotional and sensitive.”
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CHAPTER


1
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Avranches, Normandy
January 1153


WANDERLUST RAN IN THE VEINS OF ROLFE DE MONT ST. MICHEL as though it were his life’s blood. The thought of marriage had never once entered his mind.


Not, that was, until four days ago.


The sinking winter sun at his back, Rolfe looked up at the gray stone fortress and its imposing tower. What he sought lay just beyond the castle walls. He had a quest, and by his knight’s oath, he’d not fail his mission, or the duke of Normandy could fail his.


By Rolfe’s calculations, the force of slightly over three thousand should have made the crossing, perilous waters notwithstanding. As the rightful heir to England’s throne, Henry would at last face Stephen, intent on claiming his due. Should Eustace, Stephen’s son, follow the invading troops—and no one doubted that he would—it was Rolfe’s duty to keep the barons of Avranches and Mortain from joining in the fray, Geoffrey d’Avranches especially. To that end, a diversion was planned, one ensuring that both men were kept busy for some time to come.


And if Rolfe somehow failed?


Henry would welcome the chance to again face Geoffrey, to settle his grievance against the man once and for all.


Though Rolfe had vowed his allegiance to Henry, he knew he had not volunteered his services simply to ensure the duke’s success. Something else had given Rolfe the impetus to seek this task.


As he continued to study the fortress, exhilaration surged through him; his confidence grew. Revenge. He could almost taste its sweet reward. Miles d’Avranches would suffer for his cowardice. This Rolfe promised himself.


A frigid wind swept the barren hillside, sending a chill down Rolfe’s spine. He raked back the strands of hair that had whipped across his face to settle them at his shoulder. Devoid of the protection of his hauberk and the quilted aketon he wore beneath it, he shivered as the cold air penetrated his clothing.


Catching the edge of his hood, Rolfe covered his head. Five years had passed since he and Miles had last met, five years in which Rolfe had matured and hardened in both aspect and character. He was no longer the young knight-errant eagerly seeking wealth and adventure on his first crusade. Although Rolfe doubted that the weak-kneed Miles would recognize him, he nevertheless thought it might be wise to keep his face hidden.


His steed had strayed slightly from the path, and Rolfe reined the great destrier in line with the procession of men, women, and attendants as they made their way up the lane toward the gate.


“Smile, Garrick,” he ordered his companion after spying the man’s pensive visage. “You look as though you’re about to attend a funeral.”


The statement drew a sharp glance from the grizzle-haired knight. He pressed his mount close to Rolfe’s.


“ ’Tis a possibility,” Garrick replied in a low voice. “What worries me is that it may be our own.”


Rolfe chuckled. “You’re becoming an old woman. Stop wringing your hands. Naught will happen to us.”


“Had you a solid plan in mind, I might agree with you. As it is, we go in blind. I don’t like it, my young friend. ’Tis too dangerous.”


“Have faith, Garrick. I know what it is I want to accomplish. ’Tis just a matter of discovering how to go about it.”


“Risky, I say,” the older man grumbled. “Especially when there is only we two.”


“The smaller our number, the less suspicion we draw. Now lighten your mood and pretend you are enjoying the day. We promised Henry we’d keep the barons occupied, and that we shall.”


Garrick snorted. “I hope by ‘occupied’ you have more in mind than our providing the entertainment at the wedding feast as we are baited by a pack of ravenous hounds. Should we get caught, that’s precisely what we’ll be doing.”


Along with the others, the pair passed through the gates into the castle. “Have no fear of that, Garrick,” Rolfe reassured the man as he carefully scanned the high stone walls of the inner courtyard. His gaze stopped on the comely young woman framed in an open window. “There’ll be no celebration tomorrow. No wedding, either. Not without the bride.”


Tomorrow was her wedding day.


Excitement bubbled inside Catherine de Mortain as she watched the activity in the courtyard below. Invited from far and wide, the guests were arriving with less continuity now, and she imagined that this particular group might be the last.


Miles.


The name of her betrothed whispered through her mind, and Catherine’s heart raced with anticipation. To think, as had happened to all the young men who had previously sought her hand in marriage, their fathers eager to enter into negotiations with her own, that she’d nearly rejected Miles without so much as ever seeing him.


At seventeen, Catherine was well past the usual age to be wed; but, desiring a husband whom she could respect and love, one who respected and loved her in return, she’d resisted any proposed match, threatening to sequester herself in a convent if the man her father chose wasn’t to her liking.


In the past, William de Mortain had always acceded to Catherine’s wishes, she being his only heir. But when Geoffrey d’Avranches had sent word that he and his son were interested in arranging a contract for the joining of their two families, Catherine’s luck had run out. This time her threats fell on deaf ears, her father stating it was time she wed. No amount of cajoling or badgering could change his edict. The marriage would go forth. Catherine was now glad her father had stood fast.


Their betrothal had taken place four months ago, and as was the custom, Catherine immediately withdrew to Avranches to learn her own responsibilities within the daily workings of the castle, to thereby become a dutiful wife. Now only the nuptials remained.


Miles, she thought again, giddiness overtaking her. Proud, handsome, and well-mannered, he was the epitome of what she desired in a husband. For unlike most men—her father being the exception, of course—he seemed genuinely interested in her opinions. Complete agreement with her views was something else entirely, but at least Miles didn’t chastise her for speaking her mind, something that was highly uncharacteristic for his gender.


Yes, in an age when women suffered from the curse of Eve’s deceit, when females were considered to be the lowest of all God’s creatures, Miles exalted his betrothed, honoring and respecting her. That was why Catherine loved him so.


“A cold wind blows through that window. Come away from there, child, or else you’ll catch your death.”


A smile still playing on her lips, Catherine turned to see her nurse ambling toward her from the far side of the vast chamber. “But Eloise, much is happening below. Can I not watch?”


“No,” the woman said firmly. “Now come away from there.”


“I’ll marry only once, you know. Don’t be so eager to spoil my pleasure.”


Eloise brushed past Catherine. “You’ll not marry at all should you take a chill,” she stated, shuttering the window and securing it with an iron bar.


“You worry far too much, Eloise. I have never been sick a day in my life.”


“True, good fortune has shined on you. But remember, there is always a first time for everything. Come along now. You are expected below to greet your guests. Your father awaits you.”


“And Miles?”


“He’s there too.”


Catherine studied her nurse. Eloise was akin to a mother to her, had acted in that very capacity since Catherine was twelve, when her mother had died of an illness. She valued Eloise’s opinion and, in this situation, wanted desperately to win the woman’s approval. “You don’t agree with my marrying him, do you?”


“’Tis not for me to say whom you marry or don’t marry.”


“That’s not what I’m asking. You don’t like Miles. Why?”


“He is not what he seems,” Eloise grumbled.


Catherine thought to defend her betrothed, but her words died on her lips as Clotilde scurried into the room.


“M-milady,” she said on an awkward curtsy, then fell silent.


Eloise’s niece was painfully shy and equally as plain. Catherine always felt the former in the girl was a direct result of the latter. Knowing Clotilde would say no more unless prompted to do so, Catherine smiled gently, then asked, “What is it?”


“I—I just came from the chaplain. H-he says the bishop has arrived along with several clerics. He will be meeting with them shortly, and he won’t be able to hear your confession until tomorrow. He’ll meet you at dawn in the chapel.”


“Thank you, Clotilde. I know how difficult it was for you to speak to him on my behalf. Now fetch my comb, will you?”


After Clotilde did as she was bade, Eloise quickly groomed Catherine’s hair, then the three exited the women’s quarters and descended to the great hall.


Seeing the servants’ strained expressions as they hurried about the huge room, Catherine instructed both Eloise and Clotilde to assist with the serving. The pair immediately took up flagons of wine and began filling the empty goblets at one of the many tables.


Searching out Miles’s whereabouts, Catherine saw he was already seated in his place of honor at the head table. Miles’s father sat to his right, while to his left, an empty chair between, was her father.


Her heart tripping lightly, Catherine promptly sought her betrothed’s side. But her pace slowed when she heard the raised voices, particularly her father’s, as they swelled in restrained anger.


“Don’t attempt to convince me that Stephen is a strong and just king. If things stay as they are, England will not survive under his rule,” said William de Mortain. “His barons do naught but pillage and rape the land. Because of their lawlessness, I must keep my own estate heavily guarded. You know as well as I, Geoffrey, that a knight’s pay is not meager of coin. I cannot say about your circumstance, but my coffers are fast becoming empty. Stephen has lost control, I tell you.”


Geoffrey d’Avranches issued a short laugh. “Since you have far more wealth than most, William, I think you exaggerate the magnitude of your financial woes. Likewise, you worry too much. Just because a few barons stand in disagreement with each other doesn’t mean all of England is in the throes of civil unrest.”


“‘Civil unrest’?” William questioned. “With the empress and Henry’s sympathizers gathered to the west and Stephen’s gathered to the east and most of the south, England has been in the throes of civil unrest for the past fifteen years. You are doltish, sir, if you think otherwise.”


“So a few skirmishes arise now and then,” Geoffrey said with a shrug. “Tempers flare, then they are quickly soothed. ’Tis naught but posturing on both sides. In my opinion, Stephen’s authority is no less secure than it ever was. Besides, as two of his barons, we stand to gain far more than we ever have. Stephen is not as strict as was his predecessor.”


“That is my point,” William snapped. “Where Henry Beauclerc was forceful and resolute in his actions, his nephew, Stephen, is weak and indecisive. As for the term we, you had best change that to the singular. I am content with what I have. But I fear you are not. Greed, Geoffrey, is part of Satan’s scheme. Beware your immortal soul, my friend, or you might find it lost.”


Catherine noted how her future father-in-law’s gaze had narrowed on her sire. “Milords,” she said, her hands falling on her father’s shoulders. “Such political talk is far too cumbersome, especially at a time like this. Our guests are enjoying themselves. And so should we.”


“You’re right, Daughter,” William declared. His large, callused hand patted hers. “The night is indeed for merry-making. Come. Sit. There will be no more ‘cumbersome’ talk, as you call it.”


While her father was speaking, Miles had risen from his chair. “And what, Catherine, do you know of politics?” he asked.


“I know that Stephen has a generous heart. Because he does, he tries to please everyone at once. For that reason, he is perceived as being weak. He might be wise to take a stand. His position as king could depend on it.”


“A stand? Against whom?” Miles asked. “Those who support him?” He chuckled. “Catherine, you are such a delight, but I fear your woman’s reasoning is not very sound. No man would be so foolish as to make enemies out of his friends, especially Stephen.”


Catherine frowned. Her “woman’s reasoning”? He made it sound as though she were a dunce simply by virtue of her gender. She felt Miles’s touch. He lifted her hand from her father’s shoulder, upward to his lips. His light kiss brushed over her fingers.


“Do not wrinkle your brow so, Catherine. It mars your exceptional beauty,” he stated, his gaze penetrating hers.


Catherine was instantly captivated by the alluring look in Miles’s dark blue eyes. Her stomach fluttered with excitement as her heartbeat quickened, and the disparaging remark was quickly forgotten as images of their forthcoming marriage bed flashed through her mind. Heat flamed from her neck upward to her cheeks, for Catherine knew her thoughts were anything but maidenly. She immediately feared the consequences of such a fantasy.


“Lustful” was what the chaplain would say when she made her confession tomorrow. Ten days’ penance, starting with her wedding day, would undoubtedly be her reward.


Was feeling desire for one’s future husband really a sin?


The question rolled around in her mind. Knowing that the castle priest was quite strict in his views, Catherine debated whether or not she should meet him at dawn. Though she desired to ease her conscience, thereby coming to Miles not only pure in flesh but pure in spirit, something told her she might be wise to forgo confession altogether.


From his position at a lesser table, Rolfe ignored the jovial throng of several hundred that feasted in the great hall and concentrated on the betrothed couple seated on the dais. A wooden partition stood at their backs, separating them from the hustle and bustle of the kitchens. The sable-haired bride-to-be, in particular, held his interest, had done so for the past hour.


A waste of woman’s flesh, sweet and soft, he thought in disgust as he watched Catherine de Mortain from over the rim of his cup. Certain she was the one he’d seen at the window, he decided she was indeed fair, but Rolfe wondered if she possessed all her wits. To marry Miles would be a grievous mistake. A cowardly husband would afford her no joy, only a passel of spineless sons.


But the beautiful Catherine’s future happiness was of no concern to him. What did concern Rolfe was the forestalling of tomorrow’s nuptials. Opportunity was all he needed. He prayed the occasion presented itself, and quickly, else all would be lost.


Rolfe swilled his wine, then grimaced at its bitter taste. But the wine was no more bitter than the feelings he held for the comely Catherine’s betrothed.


Memories of the road to Antalya filled the field of his mind. His heart began to hammer, and raw fear erupted inside him, just as it had on that day five years before, when he’d faced the prospect of his own death.


In the echoes from the past, he could still hear the eerie cries reverberating through the valley as droves of Turkish raiders swept down from the hills, catching the unsuspecting Crusaders off guard. Incredibly, he could yet smell the sweat from the battle and the blood from the carnage that was left behind. Then Rolfe relived the greatest horror of all.


Away from the main troop of Norman warriors, the band of two hundred having allied themselves to the French king, was Robert de Bayeux, Rolfe’s lord and mentor. His own sire unknown to Rolfe, Earl Robert had been akin to a father to him. Beside the earl was the man’s son. To Rolfe, Francis de Bayeux was the older brother he had always longed to have, the friend and companion he had always desired. In their company was Miles d’Avranches, the one person whom Rolfe hated with a passion, and for good reason.


On seeing the heathen Turks streaming down on them, Miles had paled and fled, leaving both Robert and Francis to fight on their own. By the time Rolfe managed to traverse the expanse to their side, lifeless bodies lying in the wake of his sword and ax, he discovered he was too late. His only claim to a family lay dead, bludgeoned and maimed.


Rolfe’s stomach lurched at the grisly picture that formed in his mind’s eye. Swallowing hard, he quickly shut the door to the past. That the gutless Miles hadn’t recognized him was no surprise. Though neither he nor Miles had continued on the sacred journey to Jerusalem, their return to Normandy had taken separate paths. Even so, Rolfe was determined to keep his distance, just to be safe.


A shadow fell over him, and Rolfe looked up to see that Garrick had returned. “Well?” he asked once his companion was seated.


The knight lifted his cup to shield his lips from prying eyes. “The talk is about the wedding and the bride ale,” he whispered. “’Twould indicate they are still unaware Henry has invaded England.”


“Even Stephen may not yet know he is about to be dethroned. But it shouldn’t be long before he is faced with the truth.”


“Aye,” Garrick seconded. “Pray Henry is successful, for England’s sake.”


Both men lifted their cups in salute, then drank deeply. Grimacing anew, Rolfe wondered if everyone’s wine was as foul as his. Then again, his mood might be the cause of the sour taste in his mouth. “What about the two women?” he asked. “Will we find any help there?”


“The plump one is the Lady Catherine’s nurse—Eloise is her name. The younger one is Eloise’s niece. The girl is pitifully plain and terribly shy. Of the two, I’d take my chances with her.”


“If she is as shy as you say, I doubt I’ll get within ten feet of her before she seeks to flee,” he said, watching the girl in question.


“I’ve yet to know a woman who would willingly run from you. One glimpse of your wide white smile and her heart will melt. She’ll be wanting to thread her fingers through your tawny locks and press her lips to yours. With luck, her tongue will loosen as well.”


Garrick’s words drew a sharp look from Rolfe; the older knight guffawed. “There have been times, my friend, when I’ve missed the mark,” Rolfe said once Garrick had quieted. “I fear this might be one of them.”


“If you wish to discover if that is so, I suggest you act now. She’s headed behind the partition to the kitchens.”


Knowing this might be his only chance to glean the information he sought, Rolfe came up from the bench and moved away from the table. His gaze on the girl’s aunt, making certain she didn’t spot him, he strode the hall’s perimeter. When he reached the wooden screen he glanced at the betrothed couple, who were now only a few yards away from him. For some unexplained reason, the look of devotion that the sweet Catherine cast upon her future husband galled Rolfe. Dismissing the pair, he slipped behind the partition.


Rolfe kept to the shadows, watching and waiting for the girl to reappear. No more than a minute had passed when she came from the kitchens, two flagons of wine held in each hand. Her head down, she nearly collided with him as he stepped into her path. She stumbled back, wine sloshing onto her hands.


“Steady, sweet one,” Rolfe said as he gently caught her arm.


At the endearment, surprise showed on her face; then, her eyes downcast, she tried to twist from his grasp. Rolfe felt her tremors of fear, but he held her fast.


“I didn’t intend to startle you,” he told her. “Calm yourself. I mean you no harm. Never would I injure a woman who is as delicate and enticing as you.” Under his hand, her quaking eased somewhat. Timidly, she peered up at him; Rolfe offered her a smile. “What is your name?”


“C-Clotilde,” she squeaked, unable to look him full in the face.


“Clotilde,” he repeated in a whisper. “A beautiful name it is.” His smile broadened. “I’ve been watching you, Clotilde. And with great interest.”


“M-me? Why would milord want to watch me?”


“There is a gentleness about you that intrigues me. The women I’ve known tend to be shrewish and bold. A man grows weary of such unfeminine behavior. When he comes upon a maid who is both quiet and shy, soft and tender, he is taken with her straight off. ’Tis the same with me, Clotilde. As I say, you intrigue me.”


Rolfe watched as a blush crept across her otherwise wan cheeks. Her once lackluster gaze brightened.


“I—I don’t know what to say, milord,” she responded, now looking at him fully.


Though Rolfe felt guilty about using the girl this way, he nevertheless pressed on. “Say you will come with me so we can become better acquainted.”


He stroked her arm lightly. A shiver ran through her, and her blush deepened. Several servants grumbled their annoyance as they attempted to slide by them, their arms laden with trenchers of food.


“Come, Clotilde.” He urged her aside. “Let’s find a secluded spot where we may talk.”


Her look of expectation turned to one of regret. “I—I cannot. I have work to do.”


“Later, when you are through with your work, say you will meet me then.”


She shook her head. “I cannot.”


“Why?”


“My aunt won’t allow it.”


“Your aunt need not know. Please, Clotilde,” he implored, his fingers brushing the curve of her cheek. “Don’t deny me this opportunity. I’ll only be at Avranches a short while. Meet me tonight. Please?”


Leaning toward him, Clotilde moaned softly. Then, at the sharp call of her name from without, the spell that Rolfe had worked so hard to weave around her was suddenly broken; she blinked.


“My aunt!” she gasped. “She’ll chasten me with a switch if she finds me here with you.”


He caught her arm as she attempted to flee. “Later, then,” he insisted, refusing to give up.


“No. I must attend to the Lady Catherine.”


Again the girl tried to escape him, but Rolfe blocked her path. “When you are through attending your mistress, you could meet me then.”


“I cannot,” she replied in desperation. “I must be up well before sunrise.”


“So early? Why?”


“Clotilde!” Eloise’s voice sounded closer, sharper.


The girl looked to the wooden curtain, then to Rolfe. “The Lady Catherine is to rise early to make her confession in the chapel at dawn. I must help her dress. Please let me go. My aunt—”


“Clotilde!”


Rolfe ducked back into the shadows just as Eloise came around the barrier.


“What are you doing here?” the woman questioned sternly. “The guests are in need of more wine. Come!”


Rolfe watched as Clotilde scurried toward her aunt, then disappeared altogether. He waited, then rounded the divider.


As he headed back to his place at the table, he glanced toward the dais and noted that Miles and Catherine were missing from their seats. Suspecting the pair had slipped off for a private moment alone, he hoped they made good use of their time together; for after tomorrow, it would be a long while before they saw each other, if ever again.


Catherine experienced a familiar tingle in the pit of her stomach as she walked in silence beside Miles. They had escaped the hall to stroll the courtyard away from prying eyes. Though the cold night air nipped at her fingers and stung her cheeks, she hardly noticed its bite. The love she felt for Miles kept her warm, deliciously so.


Midway around the courtyard, Miles stopped. Leaning against the wall, he drew Catherine to him and linked his arms around her waist. “Tomorrow is the day for which we’ve waited, Catherine. Are you ready to accept me as your husband—in every sense of the word, that is?”


Catherine felt heat rise on her cheeks. “Aye, I am,” she answered softly.


“Good. For I shall expect many sons from you in the years to come.”


Catherine’s blush deepened. “Only sons and no daughters?” she asked.


“Of course daughters. Once our eldest son weds, how else can other lucrative marriages be formed? The right alliance, whether it be political or monetary, is all important to me. Without daughters, it would be nearly impossible to achieve.”


In the dim torchlight illuminating the courtyard, Catherine examined Miles closely. His statement surprised her. Never would she have thought that he would look upon his own flesh and blood as mere chattel—not when he’d made every effort to treat her as his equal. “You mean if each of our daughters approves of the match, don’t you?”


“I, alone, shall decide such matters.”


“Surely, Miles, you will consider each of their feelings in the matter. Besides, the Church says that no man or woman may be forced into a marriage he or she does not want. If you are not careful, you could find that, one by one, our daughters will reject the men you choose. I, as their mother, will have to stand behind their right to refuse.”


“Despite what the Church says, those in charge have a tendency to look the other way in these matters, especially if, by doing so, they profit.” Miles chuckled. “As I recall, your father was the one who made the decision about our betrothal. He insisted that we wed, did he not?”


“Yes. He insisted. But perhaps I should clarify something. You weren’t the first who wanted to contract for my hand in marriage. My father considered me in all such proposals. If he’d been unfeeling, the way many fathers are, I would have been wed by age twelve. I can assure you, had I not found you to my liking, there would have been no betrothal, Miles. I’d have sequestered myself in a convent before marrying a man I could not abide.”


“I fear, Catherine, that your education has made you too independent for your own good. Had your father sent you off to such a convent at an early age, as most fathers favor doing with their daughters, instead of keeping you at home as he did, you would probably be less outspoken and more demure. In case you aren’t aware of it, the latter is considered a virtue among women.”


Catherine bristled. “Is that what you hope I shall be once we marry? Demure?”


“It would be appealing at times.”


“It is unlikely I shall change once we are wed. So do not fault me because I was educated the same way as a man. I cannot help that my father chose to keep me at home. In fact, I am glad he did.”


“I don’t fault you. I am simply saying, that because you were educated in such a way, you have a tendency to make all decisions on your own. As your husband, it is my right to make them for you.”


“I will allow, Miles, that it will be your right once we are married. But I would hope you would consider my feelings before you make any decision that affects me or our children. Otherwise I fear we will have words over the matter, whatever it is.”


“Catherine, since we met, have I not always considered your feelings?”


“Yes,” she conceded. “At least most of the time.”


“And when have I not?”


“Last week, when you wouldn’t allow me to go on the hunt with you.”


“Your safety was at issue. A boar hunt is dangerous. You know that as well as I.” He shook his head, then sighed. “Let us not quarrel on the eve of our wedding. If it will ease your mind any, when the time comes for our daughters’ betrothals, I’ll listen to their concerns before making any decision.”


“Do you swear this to me?”


Miles looked down on her. He remained silent for a long while. When he spoke, he said only, “Come. The moon will soon be rising. Let’s climb to the wallwalk and watch it from there.”


Catherine allowed Miles to guide her to the stairs leading up to the battlements. As they ascended the steps, she contemplated his refusal to swear to his words. Twice tonight she’d seen a side to Miles that he’d kept hidden from her.


He is not what he seems.


Eloise’s words tumbled through her mind, and for one brief moment, Catherine wondered if her nurse could be right. Just as quickly, she shoved the thought aside, attributing Miles’s mood and her suspicions to naught but nervousness over their forthcoming wedding.


“Well?” Garrick questioned when Rolfe reached the table.


“Come. Let’s make our way outside.”


Once in the courtyard, Garrick asked, “Were you able to question the girl?”


“Clotilde? Aye,” Rolfe said as he scanned the area. Movement along the wallwalk caught his attention.


“And?”


“In a few hours we’ll gather our mounts and leave the castle.”


“ ‘Leave’?” Garrick repeated, a frosty mist showing on his breath. “Have you given up?”


“No. We’ll position the horses in the wood. You’ll await me there.”


“And where will you be?”


Rolfe’s gaze remained fixed on the pair who were silhouetted in the moonlight high above him. “Here. I plan to return on foot.”


“I think you’d draw suspicion—leaving, then returning.”


“Dressed in a priest’s robes, I doubt anyone will question me.”


“A priest’s robes?”


“Aye,” Rolfe said, watching the couple as they embraced. “At dawn I’ll be in the chapel, ready to receive the Lady Catherine’s confession.”
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“IT IS LATE, MY SON. IF YOU WISH FOR ME TO HEAR YOUR confession, come again on the morrow. Right now I intend to seek my cot.”


Two fingers of Rolfe’s left hand hooked the ties of the cloth bag that was slung over his shoulder. He remained silent as he continued his trek across the wooden floor toward the apse and the priest. From under the hood of his cloak, which was pulled low across his forehead, he eyed the scrawny man, gauging his height.


On his return from the courtyard, Rolfe had kept watch on the clergymen who were seated near the head table, trying to determine which one was the castle chaplain. True, Clotilde could have easily supplied the answer he sought, but he decided not to approach her, mainly because of her aunt.


Rolfe had no desire to tangle with the plump Eloise. It wasn’t her girth that caused him anxiety but her tongue. Attracting attention to himself was the last thing he wanted. So he’d waited.


Several hours elapsed, the revelers slowly taking themselves to their pallets in the upper chambers. The betrothed couple had retired long before, but not until they’d made their rounds, greeting many of their guests as they went.


On their approach, Rolfe and Garrick had escaped their places. Once the two had journeyed on past their table, the men regained their seats and continued their vigil. But as time crept by, Rolfe grew uneasy.


Then a thought occurred: Instead of returning to the town and its church, which lay only a short distance away, the group may intend to spend the night. Rolfe prayed that it wasn’t so, or his plan would unravel like a tattered piece of cloth.


Finally, and to Rolfe’s relief, the bishop and his clerics departed the hall. It was then that Rolfe received his answer.


Having bade his brethren farewell, the priest withdrew to the chapel, obviously unaware that Rolfe was fast on his heels. Presently Garrick stood just outside, ensuring that the pair were left undisturbed.


“Did you not hear me?” the priest asked.


“Aye. I heard you.” Falling silent, Rolfe bore down on the man whom he’d concluded was only a few inches shorter than himself.


“Take your leave, sir. Return tomorrow and I’ll hear your confession then.”


“Since my conscience is clear, I have no need to confess anything,” Rolfe said as he neared the altar.


“Then why do you invade these premises at such a late hour?”


“I have need of your robes.”


Surprise showed on the man’s face. “My robes?”


Rolfe stopped before him. “Aye. Your robes.”


“Who are you?”


Alarm lit the priest’s eyes. Unexpectedly he caught hold of Rolfe’s hood and pulled it downward, a definite mistake. The man had no time to react, for the speed with which the fist met his jaw was blinding. He crumpled into Rolfe’s arms.


“Sorry, my reverend friend, but I saw no other way,” Rolfe whispered, easing the unconscious man to the floor. Quickly he relieved the priest of his vestments, including the linen coif that covered the man’s tonsure. Then Rolfe went to work.


Devoid of clothing, his hands and feet bound with strips of leather, his mouth gagged and his eyes blindfolded, the chaplain looked like a plucked fowl, trussed and ready for roasting. Rolfe dragged him behind the altar. “Sleep well and long, priest. Be aware, though: Should you awaken too soon, you’ll be sporting another bruise.”


Gathering the cleric’s garments from the floor, Rolfe placed them into the cloth bag, positive they would fit him. Then he made his way from the chapel.


“’Tis done?” Garrick questioned, shoving his shoulder away from the wall.


“Aye.”


“Now what?”


“To the stables,” Rolfe answered as they began wending their way down the stairs.


“Are you certain it is wise to leave the castle? What if the guards refuse to again allow you entry? Worse yet, what if the priest awakens, or is found before you return? ’Twould be like walking into a nest of vipers.”


Rolfe looked at Garrick as they stepped from the tower into the crisp, cold air. “Aye,” he responded. A quick death would be merciful, but Rolfe knew there was always the threat of torture. “I appreciate your concern, my friend. But such are the chances I must take. Come. Let’s make haste. Dawn is not that far off.”


“Clotilde! Take your head from the clouds and pay attention,” Eloise admonished. “Now fetch milady’s comb.”


Catherine poked her head through the top of the deep crimson bliaud. Made of soft wool, the overtunic was bordered in gold embroidery at hem and sleeves. Beneath the bliaud she wore a white linen ground-length chainse, which covered a chemise of fine samite, a gift from Miles. As Eloise draped a blue woolen mantle over her mistress’s shoulders, fastening it at the neck with a jeweled brooch, Catherine kept her eyes on Clotilde.


The young woman, who was nearly Catherine’s age, acted wistful. Catherine had never seen her behave thus. Though unsure of herself, Clotilde was always attentive, doing what she was told the instant the command was issued. However this morning was different, and Catherine wondered what had overcome Eloise’s niece.


“Tend to the Lady Catherine’s hair,” Eloise stated on Clotilde’s return, “while I see to emptying her bath.”


Seated on a stool, Catherine waited to feel the pull of the comb through her waist-length hair. The stroke never came.


Turning around, she noted that Clotilde was staring into space, a dreamy look on her face. “You’re lost in your thoughts today, Clotilde. What is it that has made your mind wander so?”


Before Catherine’s eyes, Clotilde’s cheeks flushed with color. The girl quickly looked away.


“’Tis a man, I’ll wager!” Catherine exclaimed softly. Clotilde’s blush deepened, and Catherine knew she’d hit upon the truth. “Tell me: Who is he?” she asked, her excitement for Clotilde growing.


“I don’t know his name, but he is truly the most handsome man I’ve ever seen.”


On hearing the reverence in Clotilde’s voice, Catherine smiled. “When—how did you meet him?” she asked, genuinely happy for her maid.


“Last night, while I was serving, he approached me and asked that I meet him later on. He said he was intrigued by my gentleness. Most women are too bold. Oh, milady, can you believe it was my shyness that fascinated him so?”


“Yes, I can believe it. There is a sweetness about you, Clotilde, that is appealing to all who know you. Tell me: Later, did you meet him?”


“No. I had to be up early to help milady dress.”


Catherine marked the disappointment in Clotilde’s voice. “I’m truly sorry you couldn’t meet with him as you’d wanted, all because of me. Does he live here in the castle?”


“Since he said he’d be here only a short while, I believe he is one of the guests.”


“You mean a servant of one of the guests, don’t you?”


“No, milady. His raiment was far too fine for that of a servant.”


Catherine grew cautious. It was unlikely that a man of nobility would approach a young woman of Clotilde’s class, not unless it was for a mere tryst. To be used then tossed away would devastate the guileless Clotilde. Though she wanted to advise Clotilde of such, Catherine didn’t quite know how to go about it. She had to choose her words with care or she could very well hurt the young woman’s feelings. Clotilde was all too aware of her own plainness. Because of it, she might misconstrue her mistress’s words, thinking Catherine referred to her appearance and not her breeding.


Taking a moment to gather her thoughts, Catherine felt certain she had come upon a way to circumvent both issues. “I know you were disappointed about last night, Clotilde, but it may be for the best that you didn’t meet this man straight off, as he wanted. From what I know of the male gender, they are most often enchanted by the chase, and not by the actual winning of a maid’s hand. Should you respond to his overtures too easily, he may lose interest all too quickly. My advice is to keep him just at arm’s length. That way he won’t be too far, but he won’t be too close either. ’Tis a game played between the sexes for centuries. What a man thinks he cannot have he’ll desire even more. You have to make him want you beyond anything else.”


“I understand, milady.”


“Good. And, Clotilde, if he is at the bride ale tonight, point him out to me, will you? I’d like to see him firsthand. That way, if you wish my advice, I could better counsel you on what you should do next.”


At a distance, Catherine hoped to measure this man’s character for what it was. Not knowing he was being watched, he was more likely to show his true self. She intended to protect Clotilde, no matter what it took.


“I will, milady,” Clotilde responded. “And I welcome your counsel. But please don’t tell my aunt about any of this. She is too protective of me. Without even knowing him, she may forbid me to see him ever again.”


“’Twill be our secret, Clotilde. I promise,” she said, smiling up at the young woman. “’Tis almost dawn. I don’t wish to be late for my confession, or the chaplain will be greatly annoyed. Please see to my hair, and quickly.”


Clotilde stroked the comb through her mistress’s hair, allowing it to flow free to Catherine’s waist.


“Thank you,” Catherine said, rising from the stool. She looked for Eloise, but didn’t see her. “Tell your aunt I will be in the chapel and that I’ll be back shortly.” With that, she scurried from the chamber.


As Catherine walked toward the chapel, she again prayed the chaplain would be lenient with her, her penance slight. But the nearer she came to her destination, the more anxious she felt. Something within her told her to turn back, but she ignored the warning. She must go to Miles pure of heart. She would offer him no less.


“Have you sought to tempt your betrothed by inviting him to your bed before the nuptials?”


Catherine stared at the priest, whose deep, clear voice resonated through her. Upon her arrival at the chapel a little before dawn, she’d found him instead of the chaplain.


“Your regular confessor has fallen ill,” he’d told her. “Ingested something that didn’t agree with him. He asked that I receive your confession. I hope, my child, that meets with your approval.”


She’d been undeniably relieved by the announcement, for this man’s manner was not as censorious as was the castle chaplain’s. But his interrogation was coming ever closer to the one question she hoped not to answer. Catherine wondered if she would truly be so presumptuous as to lie, should he ask it.


“Should I repeat the question?” he asked.


Catherine scanned his face, its angles and planes drawing together into what could be termed perfection. A fringe of tawny hair brushed his wide forehead as it peeked from beneath the linen coif that hid his tonsure. Instead of the pallid complexion that most men of the cloth bore, his skin was a healthy bronze. His gray eyes, as soft in color as a dove’s breast, gazed at her through lazy, long-lashed lids. He was indeed handsome—too handsome for a priest.


“My child, your concentration is straying. Shall I repeat the question?”


Catherine blinked. “N-no.” What had she been thinking? “I—I’ve never sought to tempt my betrothed.”


“You sound unsure.”


Biting her lip, Catherine could no longer hold his gaze. “I’ve not sought to tempt him,” she repeated.


“Not even in your thoughts?” he asked gently.


Again she stared at him. His eyes were clear, free from condemnation. She didn’t know why, but on impulse she questioned, “Is it really a sin to desire one’s betrothed?”


“Then you desire him?”


How could she lie and seek the Lord’s forgiveness at the same time? “Aye, I do.” Then she blurted, “Please be merciful. I’ll exist on bread and water, for forty days if need be. But do not forbid the consummation of my marriage. I promise to be a good wife, obedient and submissive. I’ll observe the days that we are forbidden to lie together, and when I am with child, I’ll abstain altogether as the Church demands.”


“You know the saints’ teachings well,” he replied.


Cynicism had tinged his voice. As Catherine looked at him questioningly, wondering at his tone, a muffled squeal, coupled by a slight scraping noise, sounded from behind the altar. Her eyes widened, and her heart beat faster.


“Rats,” the priest explained. He caught her arm and urged her from her knees. “Come, my child. Let us leave here before the odious things overrun the place.”


Catherine gladly allowed the priest to guide her from the chapel. She couldn’t imagine what might happen if she actually saw one of the furry beasts. She soon found herself outside in the courtyard. “Why have we come out here?” she asked, shivering.


“By your confession, you must do penance. You know that, don’t you?”


“Yes, but—”


“You have requested leniency, and I shall grant you such. By doing penance as I prescribe, you will be allowed to consummate your marriage. Otherwise you will wait ten days. The bishop will be notified of such before you state your vows at the church door.”


Catherine searched his face. “What is it that I’m supposed to do?”


“We shall go to the wood below the castle. There you will kneel and recite your prayers for one hour.”


“One hour?”


“Yes. And you shall be humble, my child.”


Hesitant at first, Catherine felt she had no choice. Goose-flesh rose on her arms beneath the sleeves of her woolen tunic, and she was trembling uncontrollably from the cold. “I shall get my boots and a heavier cloak,” she said, for she wore only her slippers and a lightweight mantle, both meant for indoors.


As she started to turn, he grabbed her arm. The action startled her. Twice he had touched her, the second far more forcefully than the first.


“No, milady.” His grip eased, then his hand fell away from her arm altogether. “As part of your penance, you shall suffer from the elements. ’Tis this or a regular penance.”


“As you wish.”


Catherine followed the priest to the gatehouse. The watchman looked them over when she requested passage out. After listening to her explanation, then her assurance that they would return in about an hour, he ordered the gates opened.


While they traversed the hillside toward the wood, Catherine listened to the sound of the priest’s dalmatic as it slapped sharply against his legs. His lengthy strides carried him onward, and she skipped quickly alongside him. Still, she was hard-pressed to keep up with his swift pace.


Once they’d reached the woods, she again felt his hand on her arm. Together they ducked the bare branches, traveling ever deeper into the forest. A sharp limb snagged her hair, and she cried out at the abrupt sting along her scalp. The priest’s deft fingers hastily untangled her from the branch, and they continued on.


“Are we almost there?” she asked, fearing they might get lost. Were she to be late for her nuptials, Miles would not be at all pleased.


“Nearly,” came his reply.


In less than a minute they were standing in a small glade. “Is this the place?” Catherine asked.


“Aye.”


Expecting instructions from him, she received none. Then she heard the rustle of fallen leaves. Twigs snapped under a heavy foot. Horses, she thought, turning toward the sound.


A man entered the clearing dressed in a hauberk, two destriers trailing after him. Confused, Catherine turned back to her confessor. Her eyes widened as he pulled the linen coif from his head. A wealth of tawny hair tumbled to his shoulders.


“You’re not a priest!” she cried the second she realized he bore no tonsure.


The priest’s vestments were stripped from his body to reveal a knight’s armor; Catherine felt her heart race with trepidation.


“Dear God! What is this all about?”


“You are coming with us, my fair Catherine,” the stranger proclaimed.


“With you? Where?”


He caught her arm. “To England.”


“But why?”


“A matter of politics.”


The look in his eyes told her he was serious. Fear streaked through her body, and she tried to twist from his hold, but his grip tightened.


“Don’t fight me, Catherine. ’Tis futile.”


Futile? Never! she vowed in silence. She’d fight him unto her death, if need be. She’d not leave Miles. This was to be their wedding day.


Catherine’s fear instantly turned to riotous anger. Unable to break her abductor’s hold, she lunged at him, her fingers aimed at his left eye.


Adeptly he lurched back, but before he could catch her hand, her nails raked his cheek. The white streaks, marking their tracks, slowly oozed with blood.


Staring up at him, Catherine knew she’d done the wrong thing. His silver irises turned steely as his eyes narrowed.


“God’s wounds, you are a vicious little thing,” he said through clenched teeth. Catching both her wrists in one hand, he wiped his cheek with the other. He stared at his fingers, and the red film covering them, then looked at her. “If you value your life, wench, you’ll not attempt such a thing again.”


A rustling in the woods caught Catherine’s notice. The noise had also attracted her captor’s attention, for he looked beyond her.


“Milady! Catherine? Where are you?”


Catherine recognized the voice as that of her nurse. “Eloi—”


The rest was a strangled garble as his large hand clamped over her mouth. Struggling against his hold, Catherine edged her mouth open and sank her teeth into his little finger. His breath hissed between his teeth as he yanked his hand away.


By now Eloise had appeared at the periphery of the glade. “Milady? What on earth are you—”


“Run, Eloise!” Catherine shouted, kicking out at her captor’s shins. “Alert my father! Alert Miles!”


The breath whooshed from Catherine’s lungs as she was pulled hard against a solid chest. Looking up at the tall warrior, she watched as he nodded toward Eloise. Catherine had forgotten all about his companion.


“Run, Eloise!” she cried again.


A thump and a thud met Catherine’s ears, and she cringed. When she was spun around, she saw that her nurse lay unconscious on the frozen ground.


“What shall we do with her?” the older knight asked, inclining his head toward the woman he’d felled.


“She’s seen our faces. We’ve no choice but to take her with us.”


Catherine’s wrist ached from the pressure of his fingers. Bending over, he scooped up the priest’s vestments and wiped his cheek, then tossed all but the coif into the thickness of the brush. With the scrap of linen, he again blotted his wound. Catherine hoped the scratches became infected and festered. With luck he’d take the poisoning and die.


“What if she awakens and starts thrashing about?” his companion queried while eyeing Eloise. “I imagine she’ll be hard to control.”


“Then show her no mercy.”


Catherine fought back her tears as she was pulled toward one of the horses. “Barbarian,” she denounced.


“If I were really a barbarian she would already be dead.” They had reached the destrier’s side. “Give me your other hand,” he ordered after taking a strip of leather from across the saddle.


Catherine refused.


“Your nurse’s life could depend on your present and future actions, so I suggest you do as you are told. Now give me your hand.”


Catherine glared her discontent, but she obeyed. As he bound and tied her wrists, she looked to where Eloise lay. The older knight had just finished knotting the leather that secured Eloise’s feet. Grabbing the front of her gown, he pulled the woman up from the ground and, with a grunt, lifted her fully across his shoulder.


“She’s a heavy one,” the man said as he moved toward his horse.


“If the added burden wearies your steed, rid yourself of her along the way.”


His order given, her captor looked Catherine fully in the face. Immediately she berated him. “You odious bastard! When we are found, I pray you suffer mightily for this.”


A hard glint showed in his eyes. “Since I am unsure of my parentage, your assumption may be correct. As for the other, I doubt we will be found. But if we don’t leave here this moment, you may get your wish. Let’s go.”


Hysteria bubbled inside Catherine. If she didn’t do something now, it would be too late. She opened her mouth, but before she could scream he had shoved the coif between her lips. A heavy cloak was draped across her shoulders, the ties secured; then she was cast upon the saddle, her abductor mounting behind her. With a nod at his companion, he looped his arm around Catherine’s waist and reined his destrier toward the opposite side of the glade.


Miles!


His name tore through Catherine’s mind as the foursome entered the shelter of the forest. Looking over her shoulder, she could see the jutting tower at Avranches slip farther and farther away. A tear rolled down her cheek to fall upon her breast. Dismally, Catherine feared she’d never see her betrothed again.


An angry Miles swung Clotilde around by her hair to face the men who stood in the great hall, all of them blond in coloring. “Do you see the bastard?” he asked, the words gritting between his teeth.


“N-no, milord.”


“Are you certain?”


“Y-yes, milord. He’s not among them.”


“Stupid wench,” he said. “As unappealing as you are, it is beyond me how you could ever think a man would be interested in you solely for yourself.” He shoved her away. “Get from my sight before I thrash you.”


Tears streamed down Clotilde’s pale cheeks. Her sobs followed her as she ran from the room.


When Catherine had not appeared in the hall to break the fast, William had gone to the women’s quarters, looking for his daughter. At Clotilde’s pronouncement that her mistress had not yet returned from the chapel, both father and maid sought her there. Behind the altar they found the priest, bound, gagged, blindfolded, and stripped nearly nude. William had rightly feared the worst and sounded the alarm.


Freed from his bonds and wrapped in William’s mantle, the chaplain began recounting his ordeal. By then Miles and Geoffrey had arrived. It was when the priest described the man who had accosted him that a loud gasp escaped Clotilde. Naturally, all eyes turned her way.


Miles immediately began interrogating the girl, and without mercy. Although she’d been instrumental in leading Catherine’s abductor straight to her, it was clear that Clotilde hadn’t intended anything of the sort. Of all those present, only William took pity on her.


“You were far too hard on the girl,” he now stated.


“Was I?” Miles shot back. “Since it is your daughter, William, I’d think you’d be more distressed than you are.”


“No one is more distressed over this than I, sir. But maligning the girl won’t give us the answers we seek. If we are to help Catherine, we need to keep a clear head and a keen mind. Instead you are behaving like a fool. Continue to comport yourself thus and I’ll do worse to you than what you ever intended for Clotilde.”
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