














Praise for the Heartwarming Novels of


LINDA LAEL MILLER




COURTING SUSANNAH


“Enjoyable… Linda Lael Miller provides her audience with a wonderful look at an Americana romance.”


—Harriet Klausner, Midwest Book Review


TWO BROTHERS


“A fun read, full of Ms. Miller’s simmering sensuality and humor, plus two fabulous brothers who will steal your heart.”


—Romantic Times


“Linda Lael Miller has gifted her fans with a book that is in actuality two novels in one. … Fans of western romance will devour this 2-for-1 gift package from the ingenious Ms. Miller.”


—CompuServe Romance Reviews


“Miller has a winning way with rascally western characters and conveys the romantic relationships with down-home sweetness.”


—Amazon.com


“Excellent, believable stories. … Miller has created two sensational heroes and their equally fascinating heroines.”


—Rendezvous


“Great western romance. … The Lawman is a five-star tale. …The Gunslinger is an entertaining, fun-to-read story. … Both novels are excellent.”


—Affaire de Coeur


ONE WISH


“[A] story rich in tenderness, romance, and love. …An excellent book from an author destined to lead the romance genre into the next century.”


—Rendezvous


“An author who genuinely cares about her characters, Miller also expresses the exuberance of Western life in her fresh, human, and empathetic prose and lively plot.”


—Booklist


“Another triumph. … One Wish is an entertaining Americana romance that shows why Linda Lael Miller has remained one of the giantesses of the industry for the past decade.”


—Harriet Klausner, Barnesandnoble.com





 


Praise for the novels in Linda Lael Miller’s marvelous series




THE WOMEN OF PRIMROSE CREEK


“[A] warm saga. … Anybody who enjoys reading about the pioneers who tamed the West will enjoy Bridget. … Christy is an enjoyable, lighthearted romp. …Skye is a delightful battle of the sexes. … Megan is a warm tale of redemption… the most sensitive and compassionate of the quartet.”


—Harriet Klausner, Barnesandnoble.com





The acclaimed bestselling series




SPRINGWATER SEASONS


“A delightful and delicious miniseries. … Rachel will charm you, enchant you, delight you, and quite simply hook you. … Miranda is a sensual marriage-of-convenience tale guaranteed to warm your heart all the way down to your toes. … The warmth that spreads through Jessica is captivating. … The gentle beauty of the tales and the delightful, warmhearted characters bring a slice of Americana straight onto readers’ ‘keeper’ shelves. Linda Lael Miller’s miniseries is a gift to treasure.”


—Romantic Times


“All the books in this collection have the Linda Lael Miller touch.”


—Affaire de Coeur


“Nobody brings the folksiness of the Old West to life better than Linda Lael Miller.”


—BookPage







 


Also by Linda Lael Miller


 






	Banner O’Brien


	Knights







	Corbin’s Fancy


	My Outlaw







	Memory’s Embrace


	The Vow







	My Darling Melissa


	Two Brothers







	Angelfire


	Springwater







	Desire and Destiny


	Springwater Seasons series:







	Fletcher’s Woman


	Rachel







	Lauralee


	Savannah







	Moonfire


	Miranda







	Wanton Angel


	Jessica







	Willow


	A Springwater Christmas







	Princess Annie


	One Wish







	The Legacy


	The Women of Primrose







	Taming Charlotte


	Creek series:







	Yankee Wife


	Bridget







	Daniel’s Bride


	Christy







	Lily and the Major


	Skye







	Emma and the Outlaw


	Megan







	Caroline and the Raider


	Courting Susannah







	Pirates


	Springwater Wedding










	For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, 9th Floor, New York, NY 10020-1586.



	For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department, Simon & Schuster, Inc., 100 Front Street, Riverside, NJ 08075.








LAEL
ST. JAMES


MY LADY
BELOVED



[image: image]




 




	The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”






This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.


An Original Publication of POCKET BOOKS


[image: image]
A Sonnet Book published by
POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2001 by Linda Lael Miller


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020


ISBN: 0-671-53787-3
eISBN: 978-0-6715-3787-6


First Sonnet Books printing June 2001


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


SONNET BOOKS and colophon are trademarks of
Simon & Schuster, Inc.


Front cover illustration by Alan Ayers; tip-in illustration by Sanders and Cherif Fortin


Printed in the U.S.A.




for Diane Hollis,
the courageous crusader,
with love and admiration







MY LADY
BELOVED








1


[image: Image]


Late summer, 1369
St. Swithin’s Abbey,
Devonshire, England


The uppermost branches of the oak, a gnarled and venerated tree, ancient of days and fully grown long before the first stones of the abbey’s foundation had been laid, rustled beneath the bare and somewhat grubby feet of nineteen-year-old Gabriella Redclift, soon to be Lady Avendall. She peered into the distance, squinting a little, and held her breath, glad her expression was hidden from her sisters, standing below on the path.


“Can you see Sir Avendall and his men?” called Margaret, her twin, who grew vexed if addressed by any name save ‘Meg.’ Her voice floated up through the green, bristling leaves, high and eager, for she, like everyone else at St. Swithin’s, believed the fiction that Gabriella truly wanted the marriage arranged for her, long ago, by their late father. None must ever suspect that she was merely pretending to be pleased, for the sake of her mother and sisters and the crumbling old manor house, Redclift Hall, two days’ journey north of the abbey, that was her heart’s home. Her body and soul, indeed all she had, were her dowry; Avendall’s gold, of which there was a surfeit, would assure Meg and Elizabeth’s futures, whether they chose to wed or to take holy vows and remain at the abbey, and Ariel, their ever-fretful mother, would know security and peace at long last.


“In the name of the Holy Mother,” lamented sixteen-year-old Elizabeth, no doubt crossing herself as she spoke, for she, with her gentle nature and devout ways, was almost surely destined to take the veil, “do come down, Gabriella, lest you fall…”


Ignoring Elizabeth’s plea—dear Elizabeth, she was forever apprehensive about something—Gabriella gazed into the distance, beyond the walls of the abbey, at once comforting and confining, searching the horizon for any sign of her bridegroom, come to claim her. Although the weather was already growing cooler, the days moving inexorably toward autumn and then the bitter cold of winter, the late afternoon sun was dazzlingly bright, the sky a heart-pinching blue. Gabriella tried not to think of Redclift Hall, with its fields and meadows and streams shimmering with trout, a place she would most likely never set eyes upon again. Instead, she must fix her thoughts on what lay ahead, forsaking all that lay behind.


“I think I see just a flicker of color on the horizon,” she called down to her sisters, clinging to the tree trunk with one arm and shading her eyes with the opposite hand. “Still, I can’t be certain—”


“Come down,” Elizabeth reiterated, striking a note of clear desperation. “ ’Tis sorrow enough that you’re leaving us—I should not be able to bear it if you landed at my feet in a heap of broken bones!”


“Do be still,” enjoined Meg, ever impatient with any sign of trepidation, either in herself or in others. She would gladly have climbed to the top of the oak tree personally, if Avendall had been her bespoken husband instead of Gabriella’s. It was a bitter if private irony: unlike Gabriella, who wanted only to live at Redclift Hall and cause the place to prosper once more, Meg yearned for romance, adventure, and travel.


“I won’t be still,” argued Elizabeth, who was a Redclift, after all, and not without spirit, for all her prayers and piety. “I’m the only one here with a grain of common sense!”


It was then that the speck Gabriella had glimpsed on a distant hilltop resolved itself into four horsemen, clad in red and gold—Sir Avendall’s colors.


“There they are,” Gabriella said, trying to sound pleased. Instead of the wild, heady delight Meg would have exhibited, she felt a sting of poignant sorrow. Probably before she saw another sunrise, she would be a married woman, and on her way to live out her days on Avendall’s Cornish estate. Redclift Hall, her sisters, the abbey—everyone she loved and everything she knew—were already slipping away, soon to be lost.


She swallowed hard, and blinked back tears.


“Hurry, then,” Meg called up to her, breathless with anticipation. “I shall brush and plait your hair—I’ll weave the crimson ribbon through—and Elizabeth will lay out your good velvet gown.”


“We shall have to do something about those feet,” Elizabeth said plaintively, as Gabriella began making her way back to the ground, moving deftly from branch to branch. “And I’m sure your kirtle is covered with wood sap—”


“Don’t fuss,” scolded Meg, but good-naturedly. “After all, this may be Gabriella’s wedding day, and we should all be positively delirious with joy—shouldn’t we?”


As Gabriella dropped from the lowest limb to land on her feet, facing her sisters, she saw, with dread, that Elizabeth’s wide brown eyes were brimming with tears. “I know I should be happy,” the youngest sister blurted out, “but I’m not. Gabriella is going away. Far away.”


“Goose,” Meg said affectionately, putting an arm around Elizabeth’s fragile shoulders and giving her a quick squeeze. “You know Gabriella will send for us, once she’s settled in her new home. She’ll see that you and I have husbands—just like we planned. Mine will be an adventurer—perhaps a seagoing man—and yours, Elizabeth, a gentle scholar. You’ll see.”


Looking at her sisters now, her beautiful, destitute sisters, Gabriella once again felt like weeping. It had been easy enough, these seven years since they’d come to the abbey, to lie in their cots in the cell-like room they shared at night, spinning dreams of wonderful futures for all of them; rich visions, they’d been, filled with love and laughter, children and sunlight.


The reality was that they were penniless, that they had been admitted to this secluded convent only because the abbess was a distant cousin to their father, Sir Alexander Redclift. Alexander had died young, and in poverty, having spent both himself and his modest fortune in service to Edward III. His widow, Ariel, had been overwhelmed by the loss of her husband, the great love of her life, and like a bird taking shelter in a storm, had remarried at the first opportunity. Hugh Mainwaring, Gabriella, Meg, and Elizabeth’s stepfather, though of benign temperament, was even poorer than his wife, and no better at managing the family’s meager resources than Alexander had been. As a result, he and Ariel were forever on the verge of penury.


Having three unmarried daughters, intelligent, personable, and accomplished though they were, had only compounded the problem.


Sir Cyprian Avendall’s claim on Gabriella had come as a vast surprise to everyone. A year before, he had descended upon St. Swithin’s Abbey unannounced, with a company of five men-at-arms, and requested an audience with the dour abbess, Mother Mary Benedict.


They had met in Mother’s study, the men-at-arms standing guard outside all the while, as though expecting an attack, and during their lengthy conference, the entire abbey had been abuzz with speculations as to why such a man should venture into the Devonshire countryside to consult with a nun.


In due time, Gabriella and Meg had been called to Mother Mary Benedict’s rooms, there to be presented to Sir Avendall like petitioners at court.


A handsome man, broad shouldered and strong from many years of wielding a sword in the king’s service, Avendall greeted the sisters with a curt nod and then proceeded to study them as if they were horses to be sold or bartered at market. Or so Gabriella had thought; Meg had not seen the encounter in the same way at all.


Gabriella had disliked the visitor readily, and bristled during the whole of the interview, but Meg, the most impressionable of the three sisters, had been intrigued by the towering, dark-haired man, even though he did not smile once during their time together. For her, his appearance at the abbey was a wish granted, a prayer answered, an event to be passed down in legend and story. Apparently, she had paid little or no heed to mundane details, such as his hard, rather grim countenance, or the cold and measuring look in his eyes.


Presently—though not soon enough, by Gabriella’s lights—Sir Avendall had departed, leading his weary men through the open gates of the abbey and out into the twilight. She’d been relieved to see him go.


After the evening meal, however, Mother Mary Benedict had again summoned Gabriella to her quarters, this time instructing her to come alone. There, the abbess announced that Sir Avendall wished to take Gabriella to wife in the space of a twelve-month. In his generosity, he was willing to overlook the fact that she could bring nothing to the marriage beyond her fair person, a worthy name, and excellent virtue. He’d produced a document, signed by Gabriella’s father when she was but a babe in arms, agreeing to the marriage, in return for a sizable amount of gold. Gold Alexander had certainly squandered, for the barns and cellars and granaries at Redclift Hall had long been empty, as had the coffers. Avendall, in a grand and, in Gabriella’s view, rather high-handed, gesture, had settled an ample sum upon the abbey, in compensation not only for his bride’s upbringing, but for the care and keeping of her sisters as well. From the day proper vows were exchanged, he decreed, Ariel and Hugh Mainwaring would want for nothing. A river of florins would flow, benefiting everyone concerned.


Gabriella had never considered refusing Sir Avendall’s suit; even if she had had that option, she would not have taken it. Too much depended upon this marriage, and it was her duty as the eldest daughter and the only sensible person in the entire family, to shoulder this particular yoke and carry on.


As Avendall’s wife, Gabriella would live in a grand keep in Cornwall, very near the sea. She would be addressed as Lady Avendall, and could rightly expect her own palfrey to ride, and probably several servants to attend her. She would wear beautiful gowns and mayhap even jewels, and always have plenty to eat, even in winter. In time, she would bear children, and her sons and daughters would be her solace, her joy. Too, Avendall was a soldier, surely away fighting for years at a time.


Now, faced with the actual arrival of her betrothed, with the exchange of sacred vows in the abbey’s main chapel, then having to bid farewell to Meg and Elizabeth, from whom she had never been parted, even for a night, Gabriella’s firm resolve wavered a little. She did not allow her thoughts to stray quite so far as the threshold of Sir Avendall’s bedchamber, where the mysterious rites of marriage would inevitably take place, once they reached his holding in the west.


Meg caught her hand in a brief, reassuring grasp. Although she and Gabriella were not alike physically, Meg’s hair being a rich shade of chestnut, while Gabriella’s was fair, her eyes a vivid green, as opposed to the changeable hazel shade of Gabriella’s, they were so close that they could often communicate without speaking. It had not been easy for Gabriella to deceive her twin.


“Come,” Meg said quietly. “We must prepare you for your bridegroom.”


“And if Mother Mary Benedict sees you barefoot, wearing that old kirtle, with your face smudged and your hair in such a frightful mess,” Elizabeth said, already moving resolutely toward the part of the abbey where their room was, along with those of the other gentlewomen, impoverished and otherwise, who made their home within the walls of St. Swithin’s, “she’ll make you pray on your knees for hours, in the hope of redeeming your immortal soul.”


Meg sighed. “Sometimes, dear sister,” she told Elizabeth mildly, “you are a trial, with all your talk of souls and saints.” Meg had a distinct inclination toward irreverence, a fact that gave poor Elizabeth frequent nightmares, in which her sister was engulfed in hellfire and tormented by devils and invariably unrepentant in the face of it all.


Elizabeth linked her arm with Gabriella’s, ignoring Meg’s remark. “I shall say a novena for you—nay, two novenas—one that you might endure your—your—” here, she lowered her voice to an awestricken whisper, “wedding night.” Clearly, she saw this prospect as the earthly equivalent of purgatory, and Gabriella secretly agreed. Elizabeth paused again, swallowed, and then went bravely on, her tone exceeding cheerful. “And one, of course, that you will reach Cornwall without being set upon by brigands and murdered in the road.”


“Thank you,” Gabriella said circumspectly, and gave the grinning Meg a fierce glance of warning, over the top of Elizabeth’s head. “It is a comfort to know you will be petitioning the Holy Mother on my behalf.”


Elizabeth bit her lower lip and looked longingly in the direction of the chapel, a white stone structure on the other side of the vegetable garden. “Perhaps I should get started right away!” she confided, her dark eyes wide and luminous.


Gabriella patted her younger sister’s hand. “Yes,” she agreed. “I’m sure there’s no time to waste.”


Elizabeth nodded and rushed away, fairly floating between the rows of pumpkins and squash as she made her way toward the tiny church where everyone at St. Swithin’s gathered for prayer on a painfully regular basis.


“Little ninny,” Meg said fondly, watching Elizabeth go.


Gabriella stiffened slightly. “She’s doing what she can,” she replied. She loved her sisters desperately, and the imminence of their parting made her peevish.


“Gabriella.” Meg spoke with a firm solemnity that made Gabriella turn to face her. Meg gripped both her hands and squeezed them tightly. “Do you truly want to do this? Marry Avendall, I mean? I know he chose you for a bride, but you could feign some sort of fit, and I could offer to go in your place—”


Gabriella freed her hands, cupped Meg’s cheeks in them, kissed her sister’s forehead. “Silly creature,” she said, smiling through tears she made no effort to hide. “The abbess would surely see through such a ruse and, besides, I do wish to marry. Who wouldn’t want such an advantageous match?”


“You, I think,” Meg answered sadly. “You’re doing this for Elizabeth and me, for Mother and for Redclift Hall. Don’t you think I know that?” She took a breath, then launched a new volley of words, rapid and obviously well rehearsed. “Think of it, Gabriella—if I were the one to marry Avendall, then you would be free to return to Redclift Hall. You could take things in hand, plant crops, buy cattle and pigs and horses with Avendall’s gold—”


“No,” Gabriella interrupted, her palms still resting against Meg’s face, which was now wet with tears. “It is decided.”


“But—”


Gabriella stood firm. Duty was duty, and honor was honor. This lot had fallen to her, and as much as she wanted to shrink from it, she knew her conscience would give her no rest if she allowed Meg to rescue her. “No,” she said again, and let her hands drop to her sides.


A number of fiery emotions flared in Meg’s green eyes, despair among them, and pride. “Must you be so bloody noble?” she hissed. “This is a sacrifice for you. For me, it would be a boon, a chance to do something with my life.”


Gabriella smoothed her sister’s chestnut hair, always a little tangled, but she did not relent. If she’d truly believed that Meg would be happy as Lady Avendall, she’d gladly have stepped aside, but she knew otherwise. Avendall, for all his impressive appearance and fat purse, was not the prize Meg fancied he was; Gabriella had quickly discerned, despite their brief acquaintance, that he was a humorless, unimaginative man, and quite possibly ruthless. “Your time will come,” she said, and then, to let her twin know the matter was closed, she turned and walked away without looking back.


Sir Cyprian Avendall, as it happened, was not among the arriving riders. He had not deigned to attend his own wedding, it seemed, and for the briefest, most fleeting ghost of a moment, Gabriella hoped he’d changed his mind entirely. This thought was immediately followed by a raging storm of guilt, for without Avendall, there would be no gold to restore Redclift Hall and its lands to former glory, no quiet, scholarly husband or place in the church for Elizabeth, no auspicious marriage for Meg.


“What do you mean, ‘milord could not make the journey himself?’” Meg demanded, nearly two hours after the confrontation at the garden’s edge, standing beside Gabriella in the abbess’s study. Elizabeth hovered nearby as well, having interrupted her prayers, it would seem, stricken to silence and pale as milk.


A short time before, when Gabriella had been brought to that plain and homely room, with its one desk and a single hard bench to accommodate visitors, its cold stone floors and tiny, ash-filled fireplace, Meg, though still flushed from their earlier disagreement, had insisted on accompanying her. Elizabeth, as stalwart as she was reluctant, had been alerted by one of the novices, and hurried to be present.


The leader of the four men-at-arms Sir Avendall had sent from Cornwall to fetch Gabriella tried to daunt Meg with a level, lingering gaze. When that necessarily failed, the large, battle-scarred and generally graceless man cleared his throat and replied, “My lord Avendall has many responsibilities. He did not think it prudent to abandon his holdings just now, and therefore sent myself and these good men to fetch his bride home to Cornwall.”


Mother Mary Benedict, a tall and slender woman who never seemed to age, interceded. “Surely you do not expect me to send an unmarried girl traveling through the countryside, alone but for a company of rough fighting men.”


Gabriella felt a swift, dizzying flood of relief, and was immediately ashamed of her weakness, however fleeting. Her course was set, and she would not step aside from it. Meg and Elizabeth moved closer, one at her left side, one at her right, and she was deeply touched by their devotion, sustained by their courage.


The burly man stood straighter. “My lord anticipated your concern,” he told the abbess, “and has asked that I serve as a proxy for him. The ceremony must take place as planned.”


Gabriella raised her chin. “I will stand before the altar of God with no man but my rightful husband,” she said. Meg and Elizabeth both drew even closer to her.


Mother Mary Benedict looked at Gabriella. As the young woman’s guardian, the abbess had the authority to override any protest, and there was Avendall’s settlement  to consider. If Gabriella did not go through with the marriage, the gold would have to be returned, and furthermore, even though Gabriella’s talents for planning and managing had benefited St. Swithin’s, she was really just another mouth to feed. Another indigent gentlewoman, with nowhere else to go.


“Proxy marriages,” the abbess said, “are neither uncommon nor improper, Gabriella.” The older woman stood, impassive, her hands folded inside the wide sleeves of her habit.


Meg slipped an arm around Gabriella’s waist from one side, Elizabeth from the other. Neither sister spoke.


“I do not even know this man’s name,” Gabriella said evenly.


The soldier, already ruddy from long exposure to the wind and sun, reddened slightly. “I am called Halsey,” he said, ducking his head with a sort of desultory deference. “Begging my lady’s pardon, but I do not think she understands. Her lord husband has commanded that she offer her vows before setting out for Avendall Hall.”


“Avendall is not yet my husband,” Gabriella pointed out, with an slight toss of her head. Then she turned an imploring but still proud gaze upon the Abbess. “Please, Mother,” she said, with quiet dignity. “Let me travel to Cornwall, and be married there.”


Mother Mary Benedict smiled gently. “I am sympathetic to your position, child,” she said, before turning her attention from Gabriella to Halsey. “There was nothing in my original agreement with Sir Avendall that allowed him to send a surrogate bridegroom. His request is therefore denied. Moreover, I cannot permit this young woman to leave the abbey in your charge without a proper chaperon.”


Gabriella held her breath, her heart pounding beneath the fabric of her one good gown, a threadbare garment of dark blue velvet, given to her by a more prosperous resident of St. Swithin’s.


“What say you to this?” Mother Mary Benedict asked of the escort, when he stood speechless.


Halsey inclined his head a little. “We will not take the woman by force,” he said, “but neither do we dare return without her. Can you offer an acceptable companion for the lady?”


Mother nodded. “Our own Dame Johanna would well serve in this instance,” she said. “I will ask her to prepare for a journey.”


Halsey bowed. “With your permission, Mother, we must needs set out on the morrow, at first light. My lord Avendall is most eager to begin his marriage and sire an heir.”


Gabriella, a silent witness to this exchange, was struck by such a wave of panic that she nearly swooned—she, who had never fainted in her life. Still, she could scarce afford to back down. “I will be ready,” she said, hoping that her voice did not quaver too much.


Mother Mary Benedict dismissed Gabriella, Margaret, and Elizabeth with a kindly gesture of one hand and a murmured, “You may join the others in the chapel for vespers.”


Gabriella was determined to play out the role fate had thrust upon her, without flinching. “Yes, Mother,” she said, and lowered her head, lest the abbess catch even a glimpse of fear in her eyes.


“Mother—” Meg began.


“Yes, Margaret?”


Gabriella took a painful hold on her sister’s arm and half dragged her toward the door. “We must not be late for vespers,” she said, and pinched Meg, hard, when she would have balked.


“Indeed not,” the abbess agreed, rather dryly.


Gabriella fairly shoved Meg over the threshold, then, after stepping aside for Elizabeth, she pulled the heavy door closed and stood in the corridor with her hands on her hips. “Not another word,” she told Meg, before letting her stern gaze slide to Elizabeth’s wan face. “From either of you.”


Elizabeth swallowed, and Meg looked miserable as well as angry, but both of them held their tongues.


The churning clouds of an approaching storm made a dark and ominous fringe on the horizon. By morning, Morgan Chalstrey thought with grim satisfaction, the king’s roads would turn to muddy bogs, his forests, surrounding Morgan and most of his men at that moment, to dripping curtains of green.


The perfect setting for an ambush.


Leaning against an oak tree, braced by one arm raised and bent at the elbow, Morgan surveyed the abbey, St. Swithin’s, huddled at the base of a distant hill. He had been watching Avendall’s men, as had a small detachment of his own forces, ever since they’d left Avendall’s gloomy keep on the rugged cliffs of Cornwall. Watching and waiting.


Soon, very soon, he would avenge an old and well-fermented grievance. He wondered why, now that the moment was almost upon him, he felt no elation, no sense of a wrong about to be righted, a cause about to be well served.


“You look thoughtful,” remarked his best friend and most trusted officer, Gresham Sedgewick, in a damnably cheerful tone. “Is it possible that my devout prayers are finally heard and you mean to turn from this foolish course?”


“You’ve never uttered a prayer in your life,” Morgan challenged, “devout or otherwise. And no—nothing’s changed. I still intend to carry out my plan.”


Gresham sighed. He was a tall man, as big as Morgan himself, with fair hair and a face as beautiful as any woman’s, with his blue eyes and patrician features, and he was bold enough to shame the very devil. “Better to go back to the Levant and do battle with the Turk than to stir the embers of an old feud,” he remarked. “Let this thing rest, Morgan. Let Rebecca rest.”


Morgan thrust himself away from the tree, scowling. The mere mention of Rebecca was like a blade, plucked from a forger’s fire and pressed against tender flesh. Even Gresh did not, could not understand the extent of his animosity toward Avendall, much less the true reasons behind it. “You need take no part in this enterprise if you are so opposed,” he said. “Is it possible that you sympathize with our old friend? Or mayhap, in your advancing years, you are afraid?”


Color surged up Gresham’s neck to pulse at the base of his jawline. No one, including his multitude of adoring mistresses, could irritate Sedgewick with quite the same ease as Morgan. “You know I’d sooner see Avendall burn by inches than spit on him to put out the flames,” he growled, “and you mislead yourself sorely if you think I’m afraid of him or anyone else. Including you, Lord Chalstrey.”


Morgan grinned at the scathing emphasis his friend had given those last two words. “I never mislead myself,” he answered. He had not thought about his appearance in years, but now, suddenly, looking at Gresham, seeing the fury in his eyes, he wondered what he had become. What the old and cherished hatred he bore Avendall had made of him. His mirth faded as he shouldered past his friend, moving toward the waiting horses.


What would Rebecca see if she looked at him now? The same rugged, determined features? Was there a coldness in the pale blue eyes she had once described as merry, gray in the deep brown hair she had run slender, impertinent fingers through?


He gave himself a mental shake. He was thirty-three—too old for such vain and fanciful thoughts. His looks didn’t matter, hadn’t for a long time. Rebecca Sommerville had languished in her grave these five years, buried in unhallowed ground because of the great “sin” of her despair.


Rebecca, Morgan’s first and only love, had died by her own hand. He bore her no grudge, of course, but he would never absolve the monster who had driven her to take her life.


He untethered his horse, a spirited stallion called Nimrod, and swung up into the saddle with an ease fostered by years of practice. Morgan, like Gresham and everyone else in the private, twenty-man army, could not remember a time when he did not ride.


“Morgan,” Gresham reasoned, mounting his own charger, “what of the girl? She is certainly innocent. She’ll be ruined by this.”


Morgan wheeled Nimrod toward the trail descending the back side of the knoll from which they had watched Avendall’s men-at-arms approach and enter St. Swithin’s Abbey. Their camp, not far away, was deep in the forest, at the edge of a hidden meadow, and he spurred the stallion toward it before answering. “The girl will not be hurt,” he said tersely. “Do you think I plan to ravish her, or toss her to the men like a scrap to dogs?”


“You might as well,” Gresham said, with a patience that was obviously hard-won. “Her reputation will be compromised—I needn’t tell you that. Avendall will surely discard her, fearing that you’ve taken her to your bed and gotten a child on her. What will be left to her, save whoring?”


Morgan ground his teeth. They had been over this ground before, he and Gresham. “The lady will be returned to St. Swithin’s, once her purpose has been served, as virginal as ever. Surely there are worse things than living out one’s days among nuns, though I can’t honestly say what they would be.” He spared a scalding glance for his friend who, never good at subjugating himself to a superior officer, rode stubbornly beside him. “If you are so concerned with the lady’s welfare, Sedgewick, mayhap you should wed her yourself.”


Sedgewick offered no response; Morgan had known he wouldn’t. Beloved of many women, Sedgewick had no desire to confine himself within the boundaries of holy matrimony, however flexible they might prove to be after the fact. Still, he did not allow his horse to fall so much as a pace behind Morgan’s as they rode in uncomfortable silence.


Behind them, two men lingered to keep watch on the abbey and the unsuspecting prey within.


Vespers proved a trial to Gabriella, and she did not attempt to join the others in the refectory afterward, for the evening meal. She simply sat on the edge of her narrow cot, hands folded in her lap, partly to control their trembling, awaiting her fate.


Meg and Elizabeth, having gone to supper at Gabriella’s insistence, soon returned, one bearing a bowl of barley soup, the other, a heel of brown bread.


Numb to the center of her bones, Gabriella ate, not because she was hungry, but to keep from frightening her perceptive sisters further. Surely, too, she would need strength to face the inevitable separation from Meg and Elizabeth, the long journey to Cornwall, and then the marriage itself.


How grand the idea of becoming the mistress of a castle had seemed, when she and her sisters were children, dreaming aloud, in the drafty nursery at Redclift Hall, of gowns and minstrels’ music, palfreys white as alabaster, and plump babies. Now, it seemed she could think, with any constancy, only of the sorrows of leaving her family and, from a very real standpoint, her home. She, with Meg and Elizabeth, had been at St. Swithin’s for a long while, and as much as she had yearned to return to her family’s holdings, Gabriella now knew she would miss the abbey.


Here, she had discovered mathematics and astronomy, learned to speak and write passable Latin, as well as proper English and a smattering of French. One of the other residents, a widow named Katherine March, had shared volumes of romantic poetry with Gabriella, and the abbey’s atmosphere of reverence, the constant prayers and rhythmic plain chant, had nourished her spirit in ways she had neither comprehended nor appreciated until now.


Elizabeth sat beside Gabriella, when she’d taken all she could of the broth and bread, and took her hand. “Are you terribly frightened, Gabriella?” she asked, with a tenderness that nearly broke her elder sister’s heart.


“Of course she is,” Meg burst out, before her twin could speak a word in reply. Standing nearby, hands on her hips, she went on in a rush of frustration and fury. “Gabbie, you needn’t go to Cornwall. We’ll run away, the three of us, before the moon rises—”


Gabriella smiled, in spite of her sorrow. “And where would we go?” she asked reasonably. “Back to Redclift Hall, where there is hardly enough bread to feed the mice, let alone our mother and stepfather?”


“We’ll become mummers,” Meg suggested, still quite carried away by the vision. “Take to the roads, make our living amusing the rich.”


“Methinks we might find ourselves reduced to amusing the rich in most deplorable ways,” Gabriella said, clasping Elizabeth’s small hand in both her own. Then she shook her head. “No, Meg. I shall go to my husband, as I have promised to do, there to make my vows and to honor them, all my days.”


An uncommon fire blazed in Elizabeth’s normally saintly eyes. “It is unfair, the lot that falls to women! What can God have been thinking of, to leave us all in such a plight?”


Meg’s smile was bitter, utterly lacking in mirth. “God has, from the creation, shown His preference for the male gender. Do men bleed? Do they die in the throes of childbirth? No, they but enjoy the pleasures of spawning the babe in the first place—”


“Meg!” Gabriella scolded.


“Heresy,” murmured Elizabeth, equally horrified. “Besides, what do you know of childbirth, and of the making of babes, Margaret Redclift?”


Meg had the good grace to blush. “I’ve heard things,” she said defensively, folding her arms. “After all, not everyone at St. Swithin’s is a nun.”


Suddenly, Gabriella was fair to bursting with a shameful and desperate curiosity, and she longed to question Meg on everything she’d learned. It would help so much to know precisely what she was facing, what was expected of her, as a wife and, eventually, as a mother.


Elizabeth, on the other hand, looked up at Meg with a plea in her eyes. “Pray, Margaret, do not burden our ears with tales of agony—I cannot bear to think of our Gabriella suffering!”


Meg made a sound too much like a snort to be proper in the least. “Most everyone agreed that giving birth was pure torture. But to hear some of the widows talk, it wasn’t all suffering. Being bedded by a man can be pleasant—or a few of them hinted as much, anyway.”


Gabriella’s face flamed. “Margaret!” she protested, but she was even more curious than before. Why hadn’t she been present when these scandalous topics were raised? More importantly, why hadn’t Meg confided what she’d learned, long ago? As much time as Elizabeth spent praying and tending her various gardens, the twins could surely have found an opportunity to speak in private, thereby sparing their younger sister’s delicate virtue.


“You mustn’t go,” Elizabeth cried, clinging to Gabriella now, as if to hold her back. “Sir Avendall will surely get a babe on you, and you will die as horribly as any of the martyrs!”


“Nonsense,” Gabriella said, trying to comfort Elizabeth while shooting an arrow-sharp look at the recalcitrant Meg. All the while, she felt like running out into the courtyard and vomiting from pure terror. “Bearing children is quite natural, and women survive the experience all the time. Our own mother, for example. She brought us into the world, did she not, and lived to tell the tale?”


Meg rolled her eyes. Any mention of the frail, meek Ariel Mainwaring annoyed her. She had often said she must surely be a changeling, so unlike her mother was she. Gabriella knew the rumormongers said something much worse—that Lady Mainwaring, having produced more than one child in a single pregnancy, had most surely been unfaithful to her gallant first husband. The belief that two babes, when born together, must needs have two fathers, was a common one, though Dame Johanna, who had taught Gabriella the fascinating alchemy of numbers, among other things, said that was ignorant superstition.


“Our dear mama has never ceased to wail of her pain and travail in childbed, and you well know it,” Meg said uncharitably.


“Poor Mother,” said Elizabeth, with a beneficent sigh.


Meg turned the subject back to Gabriella’s impending departure. “You do not have to do this, Gabriella,” she insisted, with uncommon gentleness. “We can flee now, tonight—”


Gabriella shook her head, straightened her shoulders, managed a convincing smile. “I do not want to escape my marriage,” she lied. Her life would be what she made of it, and she meant to make a brilliant success of the enterprise before her. She would come to love Sir Avendall, she decided, and he would care for her in return. She would have everything she had ever wanted and so, through her, would her sisters. “Let us put out the lamps and take our slumber, for I must rise at cock’s crow.”


They were each allotted one oil lamp, like the twelve virgin brides in the parable, and with no more ado they extinguished their separate flames, climbed into their narrow cots, and, as they had been taught since childhood, wriggled out of their clothes.


“When I am wed,” Meg announced in the darkness, when they had all settled in for the night, “I shall undress standing up, with my lamp still burning, instead of squirming under the covers like a worm caught beneath a wet leaf.”


Elizabeth gasped, but Gabriella laughed. The sound was soblike.


A silence descended, blanketing the night with the soft weight of new-fallen snow. Then, in that strange, inadvertent wizardry that so often occurred among the three of them, Meg and Elizabeth spoke the same words at the same time.


“You won’t forget us?”


Gabriella took a moment to control her tremulous vocal cords, then replied. “As the Holy Mother is my witness,” she vowed. “I shall not pass a single day, a single hour, without thinking of you. Immediately upon joining him, I shall petition my husband to bring you both to Cornwall, there to abide with us until you also are wed, with fine homes of your own.”


She was young. She could not know that some promises, even the most heartfelt, are all but impossible to keep.
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Gabriella hoped the cold, drizzling rain greeting her at sunrise was no portent of things to come. Her throat ached with the effort to choke back sobs as she stood under a stone archway at the edge of the abbey’s main courtyard, watching numbly while Halsey and the rest of Sir Avendall’s men prepared the horses for the day’s travel.


Because Gabriella owned so little, there was no need of a cart to carry her belongings; everything she possessed fit easily into one small bundle—her velvet gown, a spare chemise, her prayer book, with a dried flower from Elizabeth’s summer garden pressed between its pages, and Meg’s treasured ivory comb, bought long ago at a fair.


Dame Johanna, the small, round woman chosen for her unflappable practicality to make the journey to Cornwall with Gabriella, waited at a discreet distance from the place where the three young sisters stood, all but clinging together. The nun held the reins of Zacheus, the white mule, a most intemperate creature.


“I vow I have not felt so wretched since the day we left Redclift Manor to come here,” Elizabeth whispered, unable, in her purity of spirit, to hide her true feelings. “Oh, Gabriella, what shall we do without you?”


Meg spoke in a sharp whisper, meant, Gabriella knew, to hide her own dismay and, at the same time, distract both her siblings from theirs. “We shall fit ourselves for the day when we too are brides, that’s what,” she said sturdily, her arm linked with Gabriella’s.


Torches flickered and snapped in the rain, their light making jagged crimson gouges in the darkness. Halsey approached, halted a small but still respectful distance away, and bowed.


“I trust milady has broken her fast?” he asked.


Gabriella, still not trusting herself to speak, merely inclined her head in a slight nod. As a child, she had dreamed of being addressed as “milady,” and not once had she imagined that the term could ring so hollow.


“Then bid your farewells and be done, I pray you,” Halsey went on briskly. “We must make haste, for the weather is uncertain, and Sir Avendall awaits his lady wife most anxiously.”


Gabriella knew that the journey to Cornwall required several days’ hard and perilous travel. Worse, upon her arrival in that far place, she faced a lifetime as the chattel of a stranger, a man she had mistrusted on sight. Nonetheless resigned, Gabriella turned to face both her sisters, standing forlornly in their plain convent garb. She kissed each of them tenderly upon the forehead, first Meg, and then Elizabeth, and their flesh felt chilled against her lips.


“It will not be long,” Gabriella promised, in a brave and quiet voice, playing the role that had sustained her thus far, “until I send for you. Be strong in the meantime, and serve God and the Holy Virgin well, for we all depend upon their grace.”


Embraces were exchanged, hurried and frantic. When Gabriella made herself turn away, Elizabeth was weeping softly, while Meg stood, pale and proud, with a supportive arm about their younger sister’s shoulders.


Gabriella knew that image of them would haunt her until they were reunited, and vowed that that blessed day would come sooner, rather than later, no matter what she had to do to make it happen.


With no further word, Halsey took her light bundle and bound it to the saddle of the plain gray mare they had brought for her, then lifted her up by the waist, setting her upon the horse’s broad back. She arranged her skirts, and sat with the dignity of a queen about to depart for her coronation.


Mother Mary Benedict came to stand looking up at her erstwhile charge with a benevolent and placid expression. “Be of good courage, my child,” she said. “The Holy Mother journeys with you. Say your prayers faithfully, and cultivate a docile nature, for this quality in a woman pleases the Lord greatly.”


“Yes, Mother,” Gabriella mumbled, grateful that she and the abbess and all the nuns and other inmates of St. Swithin’s had already said their good-byes, after prayers and the usual light morning meal of bread and milk. At that moment, “cultivating a docile nature” was the least of Gabriella’s ambitions.


The ancient gates of the abbey creaked open, signaling Halsey’s eagerness to depart, and Gabriella turned her face to the adventure that awaited her, not daring to look upon her sisters again. Then, surrounded on all sides by her future husband’s men-at-arms, she rode through the yawning chasm and out into the awakening world.


Word of the departure of Avendall’s bride and her pitifully few protectors reached Morgan Chalstrey, camped several miles distant, within the hour. It had not been a restful night for him, and almost before his own men had opened their eyes, he gave the order to ride.


Sleepy squires scrambled to douse fires and saddle horses, while their equally befuddled seniors hurriedly relieved themselves beyond the edges of the light, pulled on their boots, and mounted. None dared grumble that there had been no time to gulp down a scrap of bread, empty though their bellies were; Chalstrey was a hard master, it had ever been so, and he would suffer no semblance of weakness in his men.


Only Sedgewick, riding beside him as usual, had the gall to lodge a protest. “You are obsessed,” he said. “I warn you once again, Morgan—this idea is unsound. Give it up now, while you are yet able. Return to the king’s service—we are surely needed in France—and let Avendall have what is his.”


Chalstrey sighed. “You know my feelings on the matter. If you no longer wish to serve with this company, you are free to leave.”


Sedgewick shook his head in exasperation. His mane of golden hair was rumpled from a night passed on the hard ground, a soldier’s usual bed, his blue eyes fierce. “Aye,” he said. “Yet I fear to turn my back. We all have our gifts, Chalstrey, and yours is finding trouble. I swore a vow to your lady mother that I would keep you alive as long as possible and by God, I will honor it.”


Chalstrey hid a smile and spurred Nimrod down the muddy hillside, moving away from the clearing and into the dense woods beyond. Indeed, Sedgewick was a nursemaid at heart. “Go or stay,” Morgan told his friend lightly. “The choice is yours.”


Gresham muttered a curse and kept pace with Chalstrey, seething all the while.


Dame Johanna, riding beside Gabriella, within the circle of four men-at-arms, shivered visibly. It had been at least an hour since they had left the abbey, and the sun was up, but it spared them little warmth, so gray and clouded were the skies.


Gabriella wanted to ask if her teacher shared the distinct uneasiness that troubled her, but she dared not speak and disturb the hushed aspect that had overtaken the small party almost immediately after their departure from the abbey. The members of the escort seemed especially watchful; each rode with a hand resting on or near the hilt of his sword, repeatedly scanning their surroundings.


The path was narrow, and so muddy that the horses’ hooves made a rhythmic, sucking sound with every step. Giant oaks towered on either side, their limbs forming a canopy high above and sprinkling the sojourners with a cold and invisible mist. The birds were silent, and the hares and hedgehogs that normally would have skittered through the deep grass were apparently in hiding as well.


A slow shudder moved up Gabriella’s spine, and she exchanged sidelong glances with Dame Johanna, who was of uncommonly grim countenance that morning.


When the attack came, it was so sudden that even in their vigilance, Sir Avendall’s soldiers were taken by surprise.


The outlaws dropped, powerful, scruffy creatures, shrieking like the heathens they undoubtedly were, from the very limbs of the trees, dragging Avendall’s men to the ground before they could draw their swords. Still others blocked the path, afore and behind, mounted on great, nickering chargers, blades gleaming ominously even in the gloom.


Gabriella was too startled to scream; by the time that option occurred to her, the skirmish was at an end.


Indeed, it was Dame Johanna who broke the terrible silence. “I pray you, sirs, do not harm us or these men. We are poor travelers, and carry nothing of value.”


Gabriella’s attention was fixed on the obvious leader of the band. He was at the forefront, an impossibly big man, with broad shoulders, dark, shaggy hair and eyes the soft blue of a summer sky. He wore a battered tunic, a chain mail vest, plain, undyed leggings and worn leather boots, and held a sword easily in his right hand.


The look on his handsome face was so ferocious, so utterly unyielding, that it sent a chill coursing through her blood. Even in her profound innocence, Gabriella realized that here was a man who would not be turned aside from any purpose he might set for himself.


His gaze locked with Gabriella’s all the while, he answered the nun’s petition with surprising cordiality. “I fear I must differ with you, good sister. You carry a cargo that is most precious indeed.”


Color suffused Gabriella’s heretofore pale flesh. At her feet were sir Avendall’s trusted soldiers, sprawled on the ground and disarmed, while outlaws held daggers to their throats. “You will suffer for this outrage, Sir,” she said boldly.


The knave threw back his head and laughed. His eyes sparked with amusement and something else that eluded Gabriella and, at the same time, stirred a pleasant discomfort in places she had rarely even thought about before.


Still watching Gabriella, he gave an order to his men. “Bind them, hand and foot. We’ll keep their horses for spoils.”


Halsey growled with rage as he was hauled upright, only to be restrained with lengths of thin rope. “You would do well to heed the lady, Chalstrey,” he growled. “My lord Avendall will have your eyes for this.”


Gabriella bit her lower lip as a renewed awareness of what she and Dame Johanna might be facing washed over her.


“Tell Avendall he is an even greater coward than ever I thought,” Chalstrey replied, clearly undaunted. “It is a great disappointment to find him missing; I had looked forward to cutting his throat.”


Gabriella gasped, more offended than frightened—for that moment, at least. “Sir, you are a brigand.”


Chalstrey laughed again. “Oh, that and more, milady. That and more.” At last, he broke the spell that had held her gaze fixed to his and turned to speak to the man beside him. “You are the most noble of us all, Sedgewick—therefore, I put the ladies in your charge. See that they are brought to camp and made comfortable. If they attempt to escape, we shall take harsher measures.”


The man called Sedgewick made no reply to his master, but simply came forward to take the bridle of Gabriella’s mare in one hand. With his fair hair and finely chiseled features, Sedgewick looked, she thought, like a fallen angel, or one of the old gods, wooed back to life by some pagan priestess. Chalstrey, though equally impressive to look upon, seemed more the product of hell than heaven.


“We will not harm you or your companion, milady,” Sedgewick said quietly, flinging another furious look at Chalstrey. “And despite all appearances to the contrary, we are king’s men, not outlaws.”


“Pray, do not credit the words of these rogues,” Halsey cried, red with indignation. “ ’Tis plain enough what they are. Avendall will find you, milady, and bring you safely to his side.”


“He’s made a fine job of looking after the lady so far, hasn’t he?” Chalstrey asked, riding close to the man to place one booted foot in the center of his chest and send him sprawling backward into the mire. With that, he wrenched something from round his neck and tossed it onto Halsey’s heaving chest. “When Avendall asks where to seek his bride, give him this. It will answer all his questions.”


Gabriella glanced down at the object; it was a simple talisman, a tarnished medallion of some sort, its chain woven of faded blue ribbons.


Before she could hear any more of the exchange, she and Dame Johanna were removed from the scene, and clung helplessly to the pommels of their saddles as Sedgewick and another man took them off the path and into the thick and fragrant wood. Behind, a clamor rose as Sir Avendall’s troops were tied, wrists to ankles, as ordered by Chalstrey, and probably relieved of any gold they might be carrying, as well as their weapons and fine, grain-fed horses.


The trip through the forest was not an easy one; branches hung low and nearly brushed the two women from their mounts on several occasions. Their gowns and thin cloaks were wet through, and it seemed as though hours had passed when they finally arrived at a well-guarded outpost, built of timbers and nestled deep in the woods.


Beyond its seclusion, the bandits’ quarters revealed no effort at secrecy. Several large fires blazed in the dooryard, and smoke curled from the stone chimneys. A number of tents shivered in the breeze, and the carcass of what was probably a wild boar roasted fragrantly on a spit. There was a large stable, and many horses—no doubt stolen from other unfortunate sojourners—grazed in the tall grass. Half a dozen boys played some rough-and-tumble game in the relative shelter of a huge birch tree, and paused in their sport to study Gabriella, who returned their gazes with a stubborn directness.
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