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He had but one chance to kidnap Lady Charis Grey. Should he fail, capture would mean certain death. Mikael pondered the price he could pay for his misdeed, but his brother, Gwilym Welling, Baron Conard of Wales, desired a lady wife of good birth and fortune—and Gwilym’s sights were set on England’s recently widowed Lady Grey.

Mikael reached back and drew the abrasive hood of a monk’s robe over his head, hiding the thick brown hair that trailed in loose waves to his shoulders. He motioned for two similarly disguised comrades to follow him. The coarse, brown sackcloth of the robe irritated his neck and hands, and he thanked God to be wearing the layered protection of gambeson, tunic, and tabard beneath it. He pondered on the handful of monks they’d come across in the wood, a jovial group of brothers who were more than willing to share their copious amount of food and stout ale. A brief pang of guilt niggled Mikael. Abducting and trussing them, then stealing their robes was most assuredly a mortal sin. Certes, he would burn in hell for that. 

Having left their horses and two additional men in the cover of the forest, he, his squire Tomas, and his second in command, Gott, made their way across an open field through the early morning mist on foot. The golden glow of a rising sun peeked over the curtain wall and set the grass to glow vibrant green as it danced merrily in the breeze. The monkish robe he wore fell just short of sweeping the ground. He hoped its lack of length hid well enough his boots. Not for all the ale in Conard’s cellars would he wear the simple sandals of a monk. Should this day end in crossed blades, he wanted steady footing.

Mikael glanced up at Castle Grey’s massive stony walls to the battlements. He breathed relief that he and his men would not have to scale them. The thick curtain wall stood high and stark with nary a foothold to be seen. Any notches in the muted gray stone were peppered with moss, offering precarious handholds. The only access to castle grounds was either through the postern gate, which he was sure was locked from within, or through the front portcullis gate. 

He shielded his eyes against the light and looked up at the foreboding iron bars of the gate, then higher still to the sentries. A vigilant soldier, haloed by the morning sun, spotted them and raised the alarm with a blast of his horn. The vibrant sound echoed in the crisp dawn air, reaching across the sea of meadow grass to where they stood. Several more guards joined the sentry who stared fixedly down at them. Mikael caught his gaze, smiled piously, and waved, the fullness of his monkish sleeve wavering like a weighty banner in the wind.

He glanced back over his shoulder. “Keep pace and look humble,” he said to the two false monks following him. 

Gott hastened his gait to tread beside him. “I cannot walk in this flea-bitten robe,” he complained with no humility at all. “It strangles my girth and drags beneath my feet. Switch with me. You are leaner and taller.”

“Why did you not speak this in the wood?”

Gott huffed. “I did. You did not listen.”

Again the sentry’s horn sounded. The portcullis gate rattled as its heavy crossed bars slowly lifted.

“Well, ’tis too late now. We are already under watch.”

“Surely they cannot see us clearly from this distance.”

“Nay, Gott. I will not take that risk.”

Gott cursed profusely.

Mikael laughed. “Such unbefitting language for a monk. Truly, you will burn in hell for that.”

“Indeed,” Gott replied dryly. “We shall burn together.” He tugged up on his robe and secured the excess fabric under his belt. 

Mikael held a retort as two soldiers rode up to meet them. One sat a brown steed, the other a sorrel. The soldiers’ light grey livery, embroidered with black and silver oak leaves, absorbed the golden light of dawn, turning the dreary grey linen to a soft muted tan.

“Hold,” one of Grey’s soldiers called out. He drew his mount to a stop before them, his hand resting at the ready on the hilt of his sword.

Mikael looked to the soldier’s weapon, then lifted his chin and met the soldier’s steady stare. He spoke in a meek, deliberate tone. “Good day, soldiers of Castle Grey. We come on the bidding of Lady Grey who wishes to receive sacrament.” He held the soldier’s gaze with one of humility. Amazing how much story one could exact from a monk with a good bit of ale and proper persuasion.

The soldier, an older, seasoned man, raised a brow. “My lady sent for a single monk. You are three.”

“Aye. ’Tis a church rule that a monk not travel alone,” Mikael lied.

The guard eyed him suspiciously. “And no guards?”

“We are but poor monks and have nothing worthwhile to thieve. Besides, only a fool would attack a man of God.”

“There be many fools lurking about in the shadows of the forest. Consider yourselves blessed to have journeyed through unscathed.”

Mikael raised his hand in the sign of the cross. His two men did the same.

“Come,” the soldier said, motioning for Mikael and his men to follow. I will take you to Lady Grey.”

“I pray you, allow us time and space to wash away the dirt of our travels in the back chapel room before taking audience with Lady Grey. I do not wish to show disrespect.”

The guard nodded and escorted them to just before the gate. He turned to one of his foot soldiers. “Escort these monks to the chapel. Ask the steward to have heated water brought to them in the back chamber so they may wash and ready themselves to meet with my lady.”

“Aye, Sir Morton.”

“Also, alert Lady Grey that Brother Basil’s replacement has arrived so she might receive sacrament.”

“It is done,” the foot soldier replied.

Mikael turned his head slightly and winked at Gott. Then his thoughts turned back to Gwilym.

His brother had never fully recovered from the tragic death of his wife and child. She had fought bravely giving birth, but neither survived. That was two years ago. Time enough had passed. Gwilym was ready. 

Mikael could not begrudge his brother in the least for wanting the recently widowed Lady Grey. Tale of her beauty reached far beyond the borders of England, even unto the Black Mountains in Wales to Castle Conard. Being widowed, Lady Grey stood in a rather precarious position. If she did not soon choose a husband for herself, higher powers might do so for her.

So why not Gwilym Welling of Conard? He was a good man. A man of high standing. A baron. Having once seen Lady Grey in Tewkesbury on market day, Gwilym had become besotted with her and had told him, if not once, a thousand times, what a fine baroness Lady Grey would make.

But competition for the hand of Lady Grey was ever increasing. What crossed the lips of the male gentry regarding her outward appearance was more than enough to make a man desirous of her. Thrice Gwilym had petitioned for her hand. Thrice she had refused him. But Gwilym was persistent. A family trait, Mikael supposed. 

Having set his mind on wedding her, Gwilym had sent forth yet another petition, one that had not yet been answered. It seemed to Mikael that the only way to persuade the beautiful Lady Grey to accept Gwilym’s offer was to bring her to Castle Conard as his brother had ordered. Once she saw the gleaming white stones of its walls, the grand furnishings, and exquisite tapestries... once she met Gwilym, a most fair and kind liege lord as any he knew, how could she refuse him?  

“This way,” the foot soldier commanded, snapping Mikael from his thoughts. He motioned them to follow him over the drawbridge.

Mikael lightened his steps to avoid the thud of heavy boots on wood as he and his men made their way across to the lower bailey. The portcullis gate rested just high enough to clear their heads. Once all three passed under, elation filled his chest to near bursting. They were in!

What good fortune it had been to have had encountered the monks petitioned by Lady Grey, he thought. The sentry and servants had been expecting them. He fought a victorious grin. It couldn’t have been a better laid plan had he contrived it himself. 

As they crossed into the inner bailey, he took note of the chapel. The same grey stones that made up the castle made up the chapel as well. Narrow stained-glass windows flanked the side walls from foundation to roof. He could only imagine the riot of color that would be cast upon the inner walls when the sun rose high enough to penetrate the tinted glass. Stone steps led to the chapel’s arched double doors, their height and width telling of their weight.

Having been informed of Lady Grey’s rituals by Conard’s messenger, Mikael knew her routine, her manner of walk, talk, and the distinctive burgundy velvet cloak she wore when she went to receive daily sacrament at the small chapel just across the bailey from the keep. He even knew of the hefty woman with a babe who always accompanied her. Lady Grey was a woman of habit. His grin widened. This was too easy.

~*~
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Liliane ran a boar’s hair brush through the long fall of golden hair that trailed to her waist. The early morning sun filtered in through the tall, narrow window of the solar, bathing her in luminous light and setting each lustrous strand to gleam.

“Be you sure, cousin?” Liliane asked as she pulled two braided sections of her hair back and secured them with a dark green velvet cord that matched her gown. She turned to face Lady Charis Grey who sat in a frail heap on her bed, her cream-colored chemise and sky blue night robe spread about her like a cloud. “Perhaps sacrament can be brought to you here.”

“I pray you, do not ask that sacrament be brought to my chamber. Sir Morton has become overly protective of me since Lord Grey’s death. Should he hear that I fare unwell, he will again order Grey’s healer brought to me.” Charis shook her head. “And you know old Nicolas, prodding and bloodletting for naught but a simple case of fatigue. Pray, say naught to anyone. It will shortly pass as does it always. Just wear my burgundy cloak and draw the hood low. None will be the wiser.”

Liliane nodded. “But must I take the babe as well? As we postponed his baptism for another time, can Philip not stay with you?”

“Liliane, I do always take Philip to the chapel when I go. Should you not do so, ’twill look suspicious.”

Liliane sighed and looked down into her lap. “As you wish, but I feel uneasy as to all of this—deception.” Her gaze lifted and she grinned at Charis as a comrade in crime.

“Hah! Your look of innocence fools me not,” Charis quipped, returning her smile. “You were always the adventurous cousin. Did we not find it such sport fooling others as we traded places?”

Liliane laughed. “Aye, my dear Charis, but I deemed such childish pranks to be behind us now.  Ne’er did I dream that upon reaching womanhood I would still be doing such unscrupulous deeds.”

“Nor I. But in truth, ’tis exciting, is it not? It brings forth so many wondrous memories of past larks. That we look alike made growing up a true adventure.”

“Ah, but we fooled only those who knew not to look us close in the eyes. Those who knew us well, knew my eyes were just a bit more shaded to the violets of the field, and not blue.”

Again Charis smiled. “And I did always envy you that.”

“As I envy you this beautiful burgundy cloak.” Liliane drew the garment over her shoulders, stroking the soft material as a beloved pet. She looked up at Charis. Both burst into laughter.

“Are you ready then?” Charis asked, wiping a mirthful tear from her cheek with the hem of her sleeve.

“Aye.”

Reaching past the luminous curtain of silk that hung down from each of the four corners of the bed, Lady Charis Grey rang a delicate silver bell that sat on a small table just within her reach. Within minutes the solar door swung open, revealing a large-boned woman whose robust form gave evidence of far too many sweetmeats.

“Milady, you rang for me?” Elspeth asked as she squeezed her large form through the narrow doorframe.

“Elspeth,” Charis addressed the woman. “Is little Philip fed so that Liliane can now take him to the chapel?”

Elspeth turned to look at Liliane, then back at Charis, the thick brown braid that hung the length of her broad back swinging at each turn. “You go not to the chapel yourself, milady?”

“Nay, I am too fatigued this day, but I wish not to be met by our healer, and Morton will most assuredly call upon him should he discover I abstained. Liliane will go in my stead. That she keep her hood drawn low and,” Charis winked at Liliane, “her eyes downcast in humility, none will be the wiser.”

Elspeth chuckled. “I know naught, milady. I see naught.”

Charis smiled.

“I shall fetch little Philip.” Elspeth spun her large form about and marched from the solar into the dim light of the corridor. The heavy oak door closed softly behind her.

“’Tis a shame you were unable to nurse dear Philip yourself,” Liliane lamented.

“Aye, but Elspeth has been a godsend. I do swear, I have not known her to be without a babe of one noble or another suckling at her breast. ’Tis a gift of God she has been given, to provide nourishment to those innocents who would have otherwise perished.”

Again the door swung open, this time allowing entry of not only Elspeth, but a small wriggling bundle wrapped meticulously in soft cream-colored swaddling. Approaching Lady Charis Grey’s bedside, Elspeth handed the warm bundle over to her mistress.

Charis kissed Philip’s small forehead, then rested her cheek against the soft pudgy flesh of his face. “Mmm, Philip.” She pressed her lips against the scented warmth of his cheek; then she handed him to Liliane. “He is the love of my life,” she confessed. “I did not love his father at first, but in time, I found him to be a true and caring support. I soon grew to love him dearly. ’Tis unfair that he was taken from me so shortly after I conceived his son—that he did ne’er know he was to have an heir.” 

Charis sighed. “Take care of Philip, Liliane. Should aught happen to him, I swear my heart shall die.”

Liliane smiled down at her cousin as she drew Philip into her arms, a small pang of jealousy gripping her heart. Though her own husband had died in the same battle as Lord Grey, sadly she had not conceived before his fall, and so she had no warm sweet-scented bundle to call her own. Looking into the innocent blue of Philip’s eyes, she felt the warmth of a mother’s love filling her through, though she knew she would never be more than a cousin to him. Liliane drew a deep breath and exhaled. She hugged Philip tighter and looked at Lady Grey. “Cousin, I shall take care of Philip as though he were my own.” When she turned toward the door, Elspeth turned with her.

“Truly, Elspeth, there is no need for you to follow. Philip just ate, and I shall not be long.”

Elspeth straightened. “I do always accompany milady when she goes to chapel.”

Liliane sent her cousin a pleading entreaty. “Charis?”

Charis shrugged. “’Tis true. You know this. She holds Philip whilst I take sacrament. Besides—” She stifled a laugh. “Safety in numbers. You may well need her protection.” 

Liliane rolled her eyes. “I do but go from keep to chapel and back again. What, by all that is holy, could possibly happen?”
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Liliane looked up into a near cloudless sky. She pulled the burgundy velvet hood of Lady Charis Grey’s cloak low over her face and crossed the inner bailey. Fortunately, the wind was unusually cold, so no one would perceive her act of drawing down her hood as out of the ordinary. Holding Philip close and warm beneath the cloak’s generous folds, Liliane forged the stone stairs that led into the chapel. When she reached its massive doors, she waited for Elspeth to draw one open for her. Liliane thought back to just before she’d left Charis’s solar and how Lady Grey had insisted that Elspeth accompany her. Safety in numbers she had said.

From keep to chapel and back again?

Surely Charis’s fear of some misfortune befalling Philip was a bit excessive, Liliane thought. But she understood. It was in the very bailey she had just crossed that she had last seen her husband, before being whisked away to safety by Morton and several men-at-arms. From the high northwest tower, she and her cousin watched their husbands fall in battle just outside the curtain wall. Philip was all Charis had left.

“Milady,” Elspeth’s husky whisper echoed in the vast chasm of the chapel, shaking Liliane from her thoughts. “Pray, allow me to hold Philip whilst you receive sacrament. Should he cry, I can quiet him.”

Liliane opened her cloak to withdraw the squirming bundle. She pressed her cheek against Philip’s soft face. “Mmm,” she whispered. “He smells so wondrously innocent. Were he but mine.”

“Aww, milady,” Elspeth cooed. “Your time shall come. You are not yet so aged, and Sir Morton looks upon you with much favor. I deem you will be raising a herd of wee ones soon enow.”

Continuing to fawn over Philip, Liliane spoke in a hushed and lightly depressed tone. “Morton. He sees naught but my inheritance and noble standing. Is he the best Castle Grey has to offer me? Mind you, he is a well enough choice of husband, but he is of such an age to be my father or at least a much older brother, and he affects me not in the way a woman desires a man to affect her.” Turning to face Elspeth, Liliane caught the servant’s questioning gaze. “What I mean is that I feel no pleasure in his company. My heart does not leap nor does my breath catch at his approach. And when his hand brushes mine at meal, I feel no rush of warmth in my cheeks, no tingling of the flesh where his fingers touch upon my own.”

Elspeth chuckled. “You dream, milady. Romance is but a poet’s tool to his trade. In truth, the most a woman can hope for is a gentle and caring man to support her. If you wait for romance and passion, you may well pass the age of giving birth ere you wed again.”

Liliane sighed. Elspeth was right. She was no longer a young untried maiden. She was twenty and three summers. To wait was senseless. Those passionate stirrings of the heart that she’d so oft heard tale of in the songs of traveling minstrels were but a maiden’s dream. They did not truly exist. Even in her first marriage, she had not loved the husband she had been petitioned to marry. But she had grown to care for him. Perhaps that was all she could hope for now, to grow to care for Sir Morton.

“Perhaps you are right,” Liliane conceded as she handed Philip to Elspeth. “As Morton has petitioned for my hand, ’haps on the morrow I shall accept his offer, with Lady Grey’s approval of course. I grow no younger as you have so kindly pointed out.”

Elspeth smiled and hugged Philip to her pendulous breasts. “I shall wait for you here near the door, milady. All you need do is walk to the altar, kneel before the monk who stands at the rail and wait.”

“My dear Elspeth. I do know how to receive sacrament.”

Elspeth chuckled. “Of course. And the new monk has been instructed why you are here at such an odd and early hour. Or rather why Lady Grey is here. ’Tis a shame Brother Basil passed away. Fortunately, Lady Grey did find a replacement so soon. And not only one, but three holy friars are come to us.” Elspeth grinned a wide toothy grin. “Surely God smiles down upon us this day!”

Liliane nodded and pulled her hood lower, an unnecessary act, she reminded herself, as none of the new monks knew what Lady Grey looked like. Slowly, she made her way down the aisle. The chapel sat empty as always just past dawn. That was why Charis chose this time to come, for the solitude. Since Lord Grey’s death, Charis had not felt comfortable among so many people as who attended mass later in the morning. So she kept to herself, spending as much time as possible with Philip. Charis needed to find purpose and break free from the somber moods that caused her fatigue, Liliane thought. But how?

Liliane made her way past the empty benches to the main altar, the short train of her green velvet gown and Lady Charis Grey’s burgundy cloak trailing behind her. A wave of uneasiness crept over her and she hesitated, her arms prickling in warning. She lifted her head slightly to run a perusing glance about the chapel. Two monks stood at the back of the room, one near the door, the other near a large array of candles which he was lighting. The scent of tallow was beginning to drive the dank vapors from the chill morning air. At the main altar, a third monk watched and waited for her approach. He stood unusually tall, a formidable figure beneath the slightly undersized cassock that he wore.

A sudden urge to turn and run came over her. Liliane tamped it back. Surely this morning was no different than any other in the chapel, she thought reprovingly, except that there were three monks rather than just Brother Basil, God rest his soul. So why did her heart pound so furiously? Why did her breath catch in her throat as she fought back the nonsensical urge to grab little Philip and sprint for the safety of the keep?

Liliane shook away her fears. More likely than naught, it was merely deceiving a man of God that put such panic in her heart. The sooner she received sacrament and left the chapel, the better.

Bracing herself, Liliane took another step forward. Again a cold sweep of foreboding fell over her. Again, she brushed it off.

Reaching the altar, Liliane knelt on the prie-dieu where the tallest monk stood. Drawing the velvet cloak about her, she raised her head slightly so that its rich burgundy hood slid back. “Welcome to Castle Grey, good friar. I have come for sacrament,” she whispered, then closed her eyes and parted her lips in acceptance of it.

“The Lord be with you,” a masculine voice answered. A rich echo filled the room with his reply, the warm huskiness prompting a slow rise of heat in Liliane’s cheeks. Feeling the sacrament on her tongue, immediately she lowered her head, embarrassed that he might see her flush. She ran a quick prayer of absolution through her head and pressed her lips together, savoring the wine soaked bread as it melted sweetly in her mouth.

“My thanks, Brother...” Liliane’s voice broke off as she opened downcast eyes to a hint of thick leather greaves peeking out from a slight opening in the tall monk’s too-short robe.

A false monk! A hard swallow caught in her throat. The hairs of her nape prickled against her flesh. Forcing a breath, she fought that fear. She needed to keep her wits about her. It was the only way to gain her escape. To save Philip. 

Philip! She cast a furtive glance over her shoulder. Elspeth stood near the doors that opened to the bailey, little Philip lying comfortably against her breast. This was it, Liliane thought. If she shouted out a warning, ’haps Elspeth could escape with Philip. Surely the once deserted bailey was now coming alive with daily activities. Elspeth would be safe outside the chapel. 

As she stood, Liliane sucked in a breath so that the cool chapel air filled her lungs to bursting. When her eyes met the brown penetrating stare of the false monk, she screamed, “Run, Elspeth, run!” Her voice carried in the deep hollow room, the sound near deafening as it bounced off the austere chapel walls. Suddenly the false monk grabbed her shoulders, pulled her close and pressed his mouth to hers, stifling her cry. She heard Philip’s soft whimper, heard Elspeth cry out in a threatening tone as masculine voices bellowed commands to the robust servant. Arguing. Shuffling. Then silence. Hopelessness washed over Liliane, and her knees buckled so that she could scarcely stand. Then the monk softened his kiss, and to her dismay, Liliane found herself responding in kind. 

Saints! she swore. Reaching beneath the soft folds of her cloak, she drew a small jeweled dagger from the gird belt about her waist and lifted it for a strike.

~
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This was not going well at all, Mikael thought as he held the embodiment of heaven itself tight against him. He had only meant to silence her in the quickest way possible. Ne’er had he expected her to respond to him, nor for his own body to react so fervidly to her soft charms. God’s blood! She was to be his brother’s wife! How could he revel in an intimacy that was not his own? Yet here he was, enjoying the feel of her full lips soft and warm beneath his own and her biting grip on his arms. Or was it... arm?

Catching movement from the corner of his vision, Mikael broke the kiss. “Nay, lady!” He reached up and caught her readied wrist, twisting it so that her dagger dropped to the hard stone of the floor, its resounding clatter a testimonial to her failure. “And scream not, Lady Grey or, by the saints, the child will die.” He spun her in his arms so that she faced the back of the chapel, forcing her to look upon a restrained and gagged Elspeth, and on Philip, who was now cradled in the arms of another false monk. The baby’s gurgles of contentment filled the room, a bizarre sound in the stillness of the chapel following Mikael’s threat.

“Nay! I beg you, do not harm him.” Tears slid down Liliane’s cheeks and she immediately stilled.

Pleased he had convinced her so easily that the baby stood in danger, Mikael felt the tension in his gut relax. “No harm shall come to the child if you still your tongue and obey me,” Mikael assured her, knowing in truth, his squire, Tomas, would sooner die himself than harm one hair on the child’s head. “Have we an understanding?” He awaited her response.

“Aye,” Liliane whispered defeatedly.

“Good!” Mikael replied. Keeping a grip on her arm, he turned to his men. “Gott, Tomas, bring forth the others!”

Gott escorted Elspeth up the main aisle of the chapel, while Tomas, the youngest of the three, cradled Philip carefully in the crook of one arm.

“Pray,” Liliane held her hands before her in a pleading gesture to take Philip from the awkward grip of the soldier. “Let me hold my son.” She cringed at speaking the untruth in a chapel, but wanted Philip protected at her side.

Mikael froze. “Your son?” He looked at Elspeth. “Not hers?”

Liliane swallowed. “My son,” she again lied.

“What!” Gott said. He turned to Mikael. “You made no mention of stealing a child.”

Mikael cursed. “I made no mention of
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