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            Prologue

         
         
            1503

         

         They were little more than children, he fourteen, she twelve, when they stood beneath the arbor of overgrown roses in a forgotten
            garden of Wellingsley Castle on that midsummer eve. Their hands were clasped, palms together, their fingers interlocked, like
            their gazes.
         

         
         It was, to their young hearts, a marriage as true and everlasting as any forged in heaven, on earth, or in any dimension between.

         
         I, Christian Lithwell, swear to love you, Melissande Bradgate, through joy and grief, in minutes and in hours, in all seasons
               of my life, and to protect and honor you always.

         
         And I, Melissande, make these same vows to you, my lord; I will love you truly, exchanging my soul for yours, and always be
               your friend, your confidant, your defender.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Five years later

            Cornwall, 1508

         

         By some mercy—or some cruelty—of Fate, it fell to Melissande Bradgate (who had decided to be called Sister Pieta, should she
            ever be allowed to take her final vows) to find Christian Lithwell lying broken, bleeding and bruised, just outside a postern
            gate on the seaward side of St. Bede’s Abbey. It was a chilly night, and rainy, though the month of June was well along and,
            in keeping with the Abbess’s wishes, Melissande had been sent with bread and cheese for any beggars or wayfarers who might
            be in want of succor.
         

         
         There were none waiting, but for the shadowy form on the cobblestones, wet with rain and blood, as dirty as if he’d already
            been buried once, like Lazarus, and then brought out of the tomb again. Melissande recognized him instantly, though whether
            by the faculties of her mind or her heart, she could not guess, and with a little cry dropped the basket and knelt at his
            side.
         

         
         She took his hand gently in her own, and willed him to open his eyes.

         
         He was deeply unconscious, barely alive, in fact, and did not awaken or even stir.

         
         Seized by panic, Melissande nearly broke her solemn vow of silence—she was desperate to convince the Abbess she would make
            a fine nun—and cried out. Instead, she smoothed the fair, shaggy hair back from the beloved face, willed Christian to hold
            on to life, and bolted back inside the Abbey walls. In the center of the main courtyard, Melissande grasped the thick, frayed
            rope of the alarm bell and pulled it hard—once, twice, a third time.
         

         
         The sisters of St. Bede’s Abbey, an elite group because of their exquisite educations, scurried out of the chapel, the infirmary,
            the dining hall, and the large chamber where many of them spent long and diligent hours copying and illustrating not only
            the Holy Writ, but secular volumes as well. The Abbess herself, Mother Erylis, was first to arrive.
         

         
         “What is it, child?” she demanded, firmly but with kindness.

         
         Melissande, her habit and wimple sodden now, let go of the bell rope, from which she’d been quite literally hanging by both
            hands, and gestured toward the appropriate gate, before bolting in that direction. Mother Erylis and all the sisters followed.
         

         
         A chorus of exclamations was raised when they reached the scene, and the Abbess knelt beside the long, inert frame on the
            ground to touch the base of his throat. “He is yet alive,” she said, meeting Melissande’s imploring gaze after a few moments,
            “but only barely.” Mother Erylis went into action, clapping her hands once and then spouting orders. “Bring a litter, immediately.
            Someone must heat water and find clean linens and set a chicken on to boil for broth.”
         

         
         Sister Elizabeth, who could ride quite well, was dispatched to put a bridle on the Abbey’s one means of transportation, a
            small brown donkey named Butterpat, and ride the five miles to the parish of St. Paul’s, there to fetch Brother Nodger. The
            monk was an expert with herbs and medicines, but he was being summoned to St. Bede’s at such an hour, on such a night, because
            he was male, and therefore more suited to discern the needs of an injured man.
         

         
         Melissande followed, both hands clasped to her mouth to keep from screaming, as the visitor was maneuvered onto a litter and
            carried into the infirmary by a contingent of four nuns.
         

         
         Christian, she cried in silence, as she stumbled alongside the litter. Oh, Christian! They said you’d perished, all of them, Queech and Lord James and my father and stepmother, and I believed them.
               Heaven help me, I believed them.

         
         Inside the infirmary, lamps were lighted, and the fires were built up to ease the dank chill inherent to an ancient stone
            structure. Christian was hoisted onto a cot—he was a large and unwieldy man, though slender—and Melissande, shivering now,
            was hauled gently out of the way so that he could be ministered to, at least superficially.
         

         
         Those of his wounds that were visible, and they were many, so ragged was his once-fine linen shirt, so torn his breeches,
            were cleaned with warm water, and he was covered in the roughly woven blankets that were all the Abbey had to offer.
         

         
         Melissande dragged a stool close to the head of the cot and sat there, one hand resting on Christian’s shoulder as she tried
            to will strength into him. Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she was trembling with cold, but she could not be persuaded
            to leave him.
         

         
         Memories of an earlier time flooded her mind and filled her bruised heart. She and Christian had fallen in love as children,
            and sworn to cherish each other forever, but only weeks before they would have been duly wedded, Christian had been lost at
            sea whilst carrying a message to Eire for his elder brother, James, Lord Wellingsley.
         

         
         Or so Melissande had believed.

         
         “You know this young man,” Mother Erylis interjected softly, after she had dismissed the other sisters. She and Melissande
            sat keeping their vigil alone now, waiting for Brother Nodger, who was old and had some distance to travel to reach the Abbey.
         

         
         Melissande nodded. There was no point in breaking her promise never to speak, though her heart was so full she could hardly
            contain all that she needed to say. Giving voice to her feelings would not help Christian.
         

         
         Oh, yes, Mother, was her inward reply. I knew him once. His soul was mine, and mine his. And now, even if my beloved survives, he is surely still lost to me, for
               I see he has suffered wounds I cannot mend or even soothe.

         
         She crossed herself and offered a silent prayer, her lips moving with the comforting rhythm of the familiar words.

         
         Mother Erylis sighed heavily. It was no secret to anyone that she had her doubts about Melissande’s calling, and for this
            reason the young woman had not been permitted to take her final vows. Melissande had undertaken the pledge of silence, and
            honored it for a full year, in the effort to prove herself worthy, but still the Abbess, a reasonable woman in every other
            way, remained unsatisfied.
         

         
         Perhaps she suspected that her charge had not been completely honest with her.

         
         “You may speak, Melissande,” she said now. “I release you from your oath.”

         
         Melissande bit her lower lip. She was not certain she could utter a sound, now that a twelve-month had gone by without so
            much as a single word passing her lips, even if she chose to do so. Moreover, Christian’s precarious state made her afraid
            of incurring the displeasure of heaven by failing to honor her promise. Even the Abbess, in all her piety and wisdom, could
            not set Melissande free from this troth, for it was a deeper matter, a spiritual pact between a bumbling supplicant and the
            Holy Mother Herself.
         

         
         The Abbess did not look pleased when Melissande gave no response, but neither did she press the subject.

         
         On the cot, Christian writhed and called a name Melissande remembered, that of his servant and friend, Robert. She smoothed
            his hair back from his forehead with one hand and wiped a stray tear from her cheek with the other.
         

         
         “Sit with him as long as you like,” Mother Erylis told Melissande, as Brother Nodger trundled into the infirmary sometime
            later. Then the older woman departed, for there was no more that she could do, besides pray.
         

         
         Melissande remained, wide-eyed, throat painfully tight, afraid to look away from Christian even for a moment, lest he slip
            over the invisible river into the next world, leaving her behind. Losing him once had nearly been her undoing; bidding him
            a second farewell would certainly destroy her.
         

         
         Brother Nodger, a small, simple man, with gray tonsured hair and a nose so bulbous as to be nearly comical in its dimensions,
            glanced at the girl curiously but did not attempt to send her away. Instead, he set his basket of supplies on a nearby tabletop,
            opened the lid, and began taking out the items he would require.
         

         
         First, Christian’s boots were tugged off his feet and tossed aside, then his breeches and shirt were methodically cut away
            and discarded.
         

         
         “There, now,” Brother Nodger murmured once, when Christian shifted on his bed, caught in some deep undercurrent of pain. “Peace
            be unto you, my brother. You are in kindly hands, and no further injury shall befall you.”
         

         
         Melissande heated water and brought it when the monk so instructed her, and watched in breathless hope while he applied various
            ointments to Christian’s wounds and bound them with linen bandages the sisters had prepared.
         

         
         What in God’s name has been done to him, she wondered, now that her mind was calmer and she could focus on a single, coherent thought.
         

         
         Presently, his work finished, Brother Nodger put away his medicines, closed his great basket, and regarded his ghastly-pale
            patient in somber reflection.
         

         
         “God’s blessing be upon you, my son,” he said softly, making a graceful and sacred gesture with one hand. Then, raising his
            benign gaze to Melissande’s tormented face, he added, “And upon you as well, child.”
         

         
         Melissande felt a foolish, almost overwhelming urge to fling herself into the monk’s arms and sob against his chest, but at
            seventeen she was a woman grown, and comforts of that kind were for children. Besides, it would not be seemly to display such
            private emotions.
         

         
         Brother Nodger took his leave, after one last, despairing look at Christian, and Melissande sat down on a stool, still wearing
            her rain-soaked clothing, unwilling to leave him even long enough to change into her spare habit and wimple. The lamps sputtered
            out, one by one, and had to be refilled, reminding Melissande of a favorite passage she’d copied recently, from crumbling
            sheepskin to heavy parchment, the story of virgins awaiting their bridegrooms by night. Some had kept their lamps trimmed;
            others were careless and had been left out of the wedding for their negligence.
         

         
         Sometime in the depths of the night, Christian finally opened his eyes. He looked at Melissande for a long time, his handsome,
            battered face blank with disbelief at first, then hard with resentment. In a voice so raspy that it did injury to Melissande’s
            own throat to hear it, he ground out, “It is as I prayed, then. I have—indeed died, and gone to hell—for surely that is a
            better place than I’ve been these two years past. How then—can it be otherwise—for here you are—the devil’s own mistress.”
            He paused, drew a long, ragged breath. “Pray you, Melissande—where is Lucifer, your master?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         She was indeed real, and not a dream, a vision or a specter as he’d first thought.

         
         Christian stared up at her, through a fog of fury and pain, the latter both physical and emotional in nature, the former an
            elemental thing, rooted in the very core of his being.
         

         
         Melissande Bradgate—his lover, his friend, his ideal.

         
         His betrayer.

         
         Tears glistened in her cerulean eyes, and her dark hair escaped its wimple to cling to her fair, flawless skin in damp tendrils.
            Her lower lip, full and soft, quivered.
         

         
         He could not help recalling the sweet consummation of their love, in a garden draped in twilight, three full years after they
            had first declared themselves, but he put the image out of his mind as quickly as he could. He would sooner be tied to a mast
            and whipped than face the mockery of that memory again.
         

         
         “If I had my sword,” Christian whispered, “I swear by all that’s holy that I would run you through.” And after that, myself, for I could not live, having done you violence.

         
         Melissande raised her chin, squared her small shoulders, dashed at her eyes with the back of one paint-stained hand. She’d
            always been a stubborn little creature, and Christian’s elder brother had warned him that she would not be easy to manage.
         

         
         Foolishly, callow lad that he was, Christian had told James he did not mean to “manage” Melissande, but only to love her.
            They were to be wed on a Saturday morning in June, in the vast hall of her father’s grand house at Taftshead, near London,
            but she’d sold him into slavery instead. He’d been two torturous years in the stinking belly of a merchant galley, a ship
            that Melissande herself would inherit, rowing back and forth between the coasts of England and France. Because of her he had
            known hunger and humiliation, had suffered brutal beatings on a regular basis, and had inherited sorrows so deep he dared
            not put names to them.
         

         
         “What are you doing here?” he demanded, with the last of his strength. “Surely you—even you—dare not lay claim to purity?”

         
         Hot color pulsed in her cheeks, but she would not be goaded. She set her jaw and raised his head onto a hard pillow to spoon
            broth into his mouth from a crude wooden bowl, but she did not answer his question. Of course, she wouldn’t.
         

         
         Christian accepted a quantity of the thin but flavorful soup and then spewed it unceremoniously onto the front of her gown.

         
         Melissande stiffened momentarily, and another flush climbed the length of her slender neck, but she did not rebuke him. Instead,
            with a trembling hand, she plunged the spoon into the bowl again, and brought more soup to his lips.
         

         
         Christian had used the last of his strength to defy her, and so accepted the nourishment, too weak now even to swallow. He
            let the stuff trickle down his throat, into his long-empty and probably shriveled stomach, and tried to remember how he’d
            gotten here, to this place. His last clear recollections were of the ship, his prison for twice a twelve-month, and of the
            cloaked and hooded men who had come aboard to buy him for fifty florins.
         

         
         Even though he had longed to leave the galley forever, to stand on solid ground and breathe fresh air instead of the fetid
            stench belowdecks, he had been wary of his mysterious rescuers, who were careful not to show their faces or to speak.
         

         
         Christian had been led off the vessel, still in chains, and along a darkened wharf, lit only by the occasional torch tipped
            in flaming pitch. There was something familiar about the leader of these half-dozen men, and yet Christian could not place
            him.
         

         
         Finally, Christian had stopped—they were in an alleyway then, an odious, rat-ridden place almost as bad as the ship they’d
            just left—and refused to take another step until he’d been told where they were bound.
         

         
         For an answer, the ringleader of the group had back-handed him across the face—he had recognized his brother’s man, Queech,
            in that instant—and Christian, hands bound behind him, feet in irons, could not defend himself. He had been set upon by all
            the men at once, and the beating that followed was more savage by far than any he had had at the hands of overseers. He’d
            refused to utter a sound throughout and, finally, mercifully, he’d lost consciousness.
         

         
         Only to awaken here, wherever it was, with Lucifer’s beloved dribbling broth past his swollen lips.

         
         “What is this place?” he whispered, for he hadn’t the strength to put force behind the words. He’d been vaguely aware of a
            priest working over him earlier, setting his bones, pouring stinging solutions into his open wounds, but there was no sign
            of him now. “Is it truly what it seems—a convent?”
         

         
         For an answer, Melissande lifted a small, silver crucifix out of her habit and held it out to him with a brisk nod.

         
         It was true then. She, this female Judas, this she-devil, had taken refuge in a nunnery. Or perhaps she had been imprisoned
            there, in a desperate effort to salvage her treacherous soul.
         

         
         Who, then, had brought him to her?

         
         Who had saved him, and why?

         
         He had no ready answer to these questions, though something niggled at the edge of his mind, begging to be brought into the
            light. A face, looming over him like a dirt-smudged moon, after his assailants had gone. A face he knew, and yet did not know . . .
         

         
         It was no use, and Christian had enough to think about for the moment.

         
         He stared at Melissande, wondering why he was surprised even though he’d already drawn the correct conclusion on his own.
            Her wimple and somber robe had not struck him as odd at first, for most women covered their hair and Melissande had ever favored
            simple garments, despite the fact that her father, now surely dead, if she had come to live in this place, had been an exceedingly
            wealthy man.
         

         
         “Good God,” he breathed, raising himself a little way off the pillow again and wincing as sharp, sudden pain struck him with
            the motion. “Have you actually—are you—?”
         

         
         She shook her head, with a wispy, sad smile, and tucked the crucifix back into her robe.

         
         Christian closed his eyes, unable to admit even to himself that he was, in some poignant measure, relieved by this news. He
            hated Melissande as one can only hate someone they have loved with the whole of their heart and mind, and yet it was as jarring
            as a bludgeon blow to think for so much as a moment that she belonged to heaven.
         

         
         Melissande laid a cool hand to his forehead, and though she did not speak aloud, Christian would have sworn he heard her say,
            Sleep.

         
          

         Melissande was nodding on the stool when Sister Domina awakened her for Matins, or midnight prayers. Christian was sleeping
            soundly, and Melissande’s heart ached anew at the sight of him lying there, splinted and bandaged, his face so bruised and
            swollen that she wondered how she had ever recognized him the night before.
         

         
         But then, Melissande would have known Christian anywhere, she guessed, even if she’d been blind. He was the heart of her heart,
            and after her father had told her he was lost at sea, she had not wanted to go on living. She had, in fact, fled on horseback
            to Wellingsley Castle, to visit once more the hidden place where she and Christian had exchanged their vows and then, three
            years later, given themselves to each other in the physical sense as well. In sorrow, not in shame, she had tried, after that
            pilgrimage, to hurl herself off one of the keep’s towering walls.
         

         
         It had been Christian’s brother, James, who had interceded, grasping her from behind, hauling her down into his arms and murmuring
            words of comfort, offering to wed her himself and make her happier than she had ever dreamed of being . . .
         

         
         James Lithwell, seventh Earl of Wellingsley, her father’s great friend.

         
         She had refused him, out of hand, and he had been coldly angry.

         
         “Go now,” urged Sister Domina quietly, bringing Melissande back to the present. “Mother will be looking for you.”

         
         Reluctantly, Melissande took her leave, hurrying off through the predawn darkness to her cell, there to wash her face hastily
            at the basin, rearrange her wimple, and smooth her hopelessly crumpled habit with both hands. Then, with a heavy heart, she
            went to the chapel to join the others. More services would follow: Lauds at three or so, then Prime at sunrise. Vespers would
            be said at eventide, and Compline just before bed.
         

         
         Breakfast generally was a plain repast of porridge and coarse bread, sometimes with ale or cheese—and then the residents of
            St. Bede’s would be about their daily tasks. Some tended the garden, some cooked, others mended and sewed, and still others,
            the privileged ones, trained from earliest childhood by tutors and blessed with particular talents, sat upon high stools in
            the great chamber next to the chapel, copying manuscripts, prayer books, and Holy Scripture for the use of the Church, as
            well as secular volumes that would be sold in the outside world. Melissande, who had always drawn and painted and had learned
            to read and write when she was four, was an accomplished illuminator.
         

         
         That morning, however, she had no heart for her work, though normally it was her greatest solace. She was especially good
            at depicting angels in beautiful, flowing robes, languishing on the top of a giant, elaborate letter or offering Great Tidings
            to a band of spellbound shepherds. She enjoyed depicting Adam and Eve in the Garden, too, and the twelve virgins with their
            lamps, but had never once used Noah and the Ark, even though she adored animals.
         

         
         Because she’d believed that Christian had died by drowning, Melissande had not been able to draw any sort of seagoing vessel.

         
         After taking a quill, a vial of ink, and a scrap of discarded parchment from her slanted worktable, she proceeded to the infirmary.
            Christian looked worse than he had the night before, although he was sitting up, his back braced by pillows. He was feeding
            himself from a bowl of porridge and glaring at Sister Domina whenever she made the slightest, most timorous move to help him.
         

         
         At the sight of Melissande, he set the wooden dish aside with a thump and scowled. “Get out,” he snapped.

         
         Melissande hesitated in the doorway for only a moment, while poor Sister Domina stood stricken at his bedside. At a gesture,
            the devoted but shy nun fled the infirmary.
         

         
         Christian flung the porridge bowl after her, scattering cereal across the smooth stone floor.

         
         Melissande shook her head in barely disguised disgust and moved toward him, a female Daniel entering the lions’ den.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Melissande tried to look imposing as she stood at Christian’s bedside, but that objective was nigh unto impossible, for she
            was not a tall woman, and small-boned as a bird. She had retrieved the porridge bowl on her way across the room, and set it
            down on the table next to him with a reverberating crash, just to let him know he wasn’t going to have the upper hand.
         

         
         He did not flinch, but glared at her, his blue eyes ferocious. Of the two of them, Christian was by far the more beautiful—or
            had been, before the beating that had brought him to the postern gate of St. Bede’s Abbey—his patrician features perfectly
            aligned, his body fit and strong. He was, for all his fallen-angel appearance, not in the least womanly. No, he had ever been
            the most manly of men, and that, Melissande could well see, had not changed, despite his private ordeal.
         

         
         She trembled a little, recalling the way he’d kissed her, the sweetly sinful wantings he’d aroused in her untried body. She
            had lain with Christian, in celebration of their love, just before he had gone away to sea, and even though the indulgence
            had caused her grief, she had never truly regretted it. There could be no other lover for Melissande, now or ever.
         

         
         A tear welled and slipped down Melissande’s cheek. He was not the same man she’d known and loved so well, from childhood.
            No, that Christian had been lost to her, and another had come back in his place, irrevocably altered by whatever he’d experienced
            during their time apart.
         

         
         He plainly despised her, and blamed her for what had befallen him. She could only guess at what that had been.

         
         Remembering the quill and parchment she carried—the small vial of ink was in the pocket of her robe—she spread the materials
            on the side table, dipped the point, and wrote, I have promised not to speak.

         
         “A blessing, no doubt,” Christian grumbled, once he’d read her neat, square letters. “Tell me—do you seek to expunge your
            sin by cloistering yourself in this place?”
         

         
         Melissande wrote furiously; her script would not have been accepted in the chamber where books were made. I have committed no sin.

         
         Christian expelled a harsh breath and sank back onto his pillows again. He was pale, his beautiful eyes hollow and haunted.
            “I loved you,” he said, “and you made me a slave.”
         

         
         She stared at him. Even without the vow to restrain her tongue, she would not have been able to speak. Her eyes must have
            blazed with the questions burning in her mind though, for Christian answered as though she had denied his wretched charge
            verbally.
         

         
         “One day, Melissande,” he ground out, “you must face the courts of heaven. And then you will be required to account for your
            treachery.”
         

         
         She wrote, I have done no treachery! Why do you accuse me?

         
         Christian read the words, but the strength was draining visibly from his battered muscles. “Liar,” he said, and then he closed
            his eyes and slept.
         

         
         Melissande wanted to shake him awake, demand an explanation for the terrible charges he had made—nay, an apology!—but of course
            she did not. Christian still was in danger, for all that he’d awakened and shown his legendary temper. And the Lord most often
            used restful sleep, Mother Erylis always said, to do His healing.
         

         
         Brother Nodger entered the infirmary just as Melissande was fleeing; he greeted her with a nod and a curious look as she passed,
            then went inside to examine his patient. Silently, Melissande wished him better luck than she’d had and hurried back to her
            desk in the writing chamber.
         

         
         It was only when she reached that place that she realized she’d left her quill, ink, and parchment behind on Christian’s bedside
            table. She might not have gone back, were it not for the words she’d scrawled on the heavy paper. She didn’t care to explain
            them to anyone.
         

         
         Alas, she was too late, for when Melissande reached the infirmary again, Mother Erylis was there, holding the parchment in
            one hand even as she conferred with Brother Nodger. Christian, evidently undisturbed by the monk’s visit, was still sleeping.
         

         
         At Melissande’s appearance in the doorway, Mother Erylis looked at her with a stern and yet wholly tender expression. “Ah,
            it is you, my child,” she said, with resignation. “Your appearance is fortuitous, for it saves me the trouble of seeking you
            out.”
         

         
         A blush scalded Melissande’s cheeks. She felt like a child in the nursery, being called to task by a tutor, but there was
            no defiance in her. She inclined her head in acquiescence and waited on the threshold for instructions.
         

         
         “We will speak in the garden, beside the fountain,” the Abbess said quietly. “Or, at least, I shall speak. You, I fear, will only listen.”
         

         
         Melissande made a little bobbing motion and went off to the appointed place, there to settle herself. It was a bastion of
            peace, the rose garden next to the chapel, with the sky arching overhead like a blue vault and the leaves of the maple and
            oak trees whispering silver-green songs of summer. Last night’s rain, it seemed, had washed the world clean.
         

         
         Mother Erylis arrived only moments after Melissande had taken a seat on the stone bench facing the chattering fountain.

         
         With a reassuring smile, the older woman sat down beside her and folded gnarled, hard-working hands in an ample lap. “You
            have been with us for twice a twelve-month,” she said, watching the sparkling waters as they danced in the sunlight, like
            living diamonds constantly changing shape. “For the first year of that time, you were full of sorrow. For the second, you
            did not speak. Now, child, I charge you, as your spiritual adviser, to turn from your vow. I do not think God or the Holy
            Mother require silence from you any longer.”
         

         
         Melissande bit her lip. If anyone could have gotten her to utter a word, it was the Abbess, whom she loved, respected, and
            admired, but she was afraid to try. Afraid she would never stop talking, or not be able to talk at all. She wasn’t entirely
            sure she hadn’t forgotten how.
         

         
         Mother Erylis produced the bit of parchment, which had been rolled and tucked into the pocket of her habit. There, in progressively
            worse handwriting, was Melissande’s side of the conversation with Christian.
         

         
         
            I have promised not to speak.

            I have committed no sin.

            I have done no treachery!

            Why do you accuse me?

         

         “Why does this man accuse you, child?” the Abbess asked.
         

         
         Melissande stood up, sat down again, spread her hands wide then, just as quickly, clasped them over her face and began to
            weep softly. Her sobs, other than the soft gasp she’d uttered upon recognizing Christian there by the postern gate, were the
            first sounds she’d made in a twelve-month.
         

         
         The Abbess laid a hand to Melissande’s back and patted her. “There is no sin in loving, lass,” she said.

         
         Melissande cried harder. She did not know what to do now, or where to go. She had thought Christian dead, and had buried all
            womanly feelings with his memory. Now, those feelings were back, in full force, making it impossible for her to dedicate herself
            to the Church as she’d planned. She had no family to turn to—her father and stepmother had perished of the plague, and all
            their household had disbanded. Christian obviously hated her; there would be no help or forgiveness from that quarter.
         

         
         She looked imploringly into the Abbess’s plain but radiant face, and all her thoughts and fears must have been apparent in
            her eyes, for that good woman patted her shoulder and said, “You need make no decisions today. And remember, you are not a
            pauper. You have the means to make a good marriage for yourself.”
         

         
         All was decided, then. Melissande would never be Sister Pieta. In time—probably a very short time—she would no longer be welcome
            at St. Bede’s Abbey.
         

         
         How to explain, even if she were ready to speak even the most awkward words, that she could not marry just any man, no matter
            how eminently suitable? Not after loving, and being loved by, Christian. She dared not confess that her body belonged to him
            as well as her soul.
         

         
         No, she would not be wed, nor could she ever be a courtesan.

         
         The Church was her only refuge.

         
         She got to her knees on the cobblestones, clasped both the Abbess’s hands in her own, and looked up at her pleadingly.

         
         But Mother Erylis shook her head sadly. “You are not suited, child. It is for you to serve elsewhere, most surely as a mother
            and a wife.”
         

         
         The words stabbed Melissande in the heart. She would never know the particular joys of holding her own babe in her arms, for
            none could sire her children but Christian. Christian, who would sooner spit on her—who had indeed spat upon her—than take such as she to wife.
         

         
         He wanted to kill her.

         
         She lowered her head to Mother Erylis’s knees, still weeping.

         
         “Shh,” the Abbess said, with tender amusement in her voice. “It is the work of heaven, that this young man has been brought
            to us. Do not despair.”
         

         
         Melissande considered the way Christian had looked at her, the dreadful things he’d said, the bitter accusations he’d made,
            and she wailed aloud.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The words came hoarse and raw to Melissande’s throat as she looked up at Mother Erylis again. “Please,” she begged. “Permit
            me to stay!”
         

         
         Gently, the Abbess touched Melissande’s cheek. Then she tugged the wimple off the girl’s head, allowing her dark, unruly hair
            to tumble free. “I am sorry, my child,” the older woman said. “You are not meant for this life.”
         

         
         “But I paint beautifully and write a very fine hand. You’ve said so yourself!”

         
         “Your heart is rebellious, full of earthly passions. Your body is as a fertile field, awaiting the seasons of planting and
            harvest, and your mind, though quick, tends to wander far beyond the confines of these humble walls. No, your place is outside
            St. Bede’s Abbey.” Mother Erylis urged Melissande to her feet, squinting against the June sun as she looked up at her. “You
            needn’t fear being cast out into the world with nowhere to go, my dear. You may remain with us until God has revealed His
            will where you are concerned.”
         

         
         Melissande felt a thrill of hope, then plummeting, crashing despair. On all the earth, only Christian truly knew her, and
            he abhorred her with the whole of his heart. Was it God’s will that she be spurned, disgraced? She could see nothing else
            in an alarmingly long future.
         

         
         “Go to your friend, in the infirmary,” the Abbess pressed quietly. “Speak to him. Whatever went wrong between you, make it
            right.”
         

         
         Melissande cast a longing glance toward the chamber where Christian lay, being tended by Brother Nodger. For all her sorrows,
            Christian’s suffering had been much greater. He’d been a slave, he’d told her, and that probably meant he’d been kidnapped
            by knaves and sold to work aboard one of the hundreds of galleys constantly making their way between the ports of England,
            France, Flanders, Norway and Denmark, Italy and Greece, even Africa and vast, frozen Russia. Christian, then, had been a galley
            slave.
         

         
         And she owned such ships herself. Ships rowed to and fro by men who served against their will.

         
         Because Melissande was not a person who thought about wealth, she had given little consideration to the inheritance left by
            her late father and his calculating young wife, Eleanora, who had hardly been older than Melissande herself. Now, as she realized
            at last what it meant to possess trading vessels of that sort, she was overwhelmed by shame. The force of it caused her to
            sway on her feet, one hand clasped to her mouth in horror, and Mother Erylis jumped up to grasp her arm.
         

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “My—ships—” Melissande whispered. Words came hard to her; to speak again would take practice, and the price, like that of
            so many things, would be measured in pain.
         

         
         Mother Erylis shook her head, not understanding. “You must go to your cell and lie down, child. You look unwell.”

         
         Melissande, nearly too stricken to stand, could only nod her acquiescence. She went to her chamber, as she had been charged
            to do, but she did not rest. Instead, she knelt on the timbered floor, her gaze fixed on the small square of the heavens revealed
            by her tiny slit of a window. Her hands clasped, she begged forgiveness for her ignorance in the matter of her four trading
            galleys. If she did nothing else, she would order those ships into port, free the men on board, and give each one ample gold
            to start over or make his way home.
         

         
         Her steward was certain to complain vociferously, as were the retinue of notaries and clerks she employed in addition, but
            she would not be turned from her course. She owed the slaves mercy and restitution, and she would give it or perish in the
            effort.
         

         
         Resolution restored her strength. After some time, Melissande stood, smoothed her rumpled habit, and tried to restrain her
            hair by running her fingers through it, comb-like. She splashed her face with water from the ewer on her wash table, the one
            piece of furniture in her box-like quarters, besides the cot against the opposite wall, and returned to the writing chamber.
         

         
         There, she borrowed fresh ink, took a quill from the cabinet, and appropriated a suitable scroll. With much thought, Melissande
            began drafting the first command she had ever issued as the true owner of the Bradgate Company. The galleys were to be brought
            home and refitted as sailing ships, if that were possible. (She had no idea whether it was or wasn’t, but since the only alternative
            was sinking them, it seemed prudent to attempt salvage.) The slaves aboard were to be paid ten florins apiece and sent, unmolested,
            on their way. She promised to travel to London at the first opportunity, there to either sell the business or personally undertake
            the running of it.
         

         
         She smiled, for the first time since finding Christian the night before, as she considered the stir her message would cause
            when it reached the offices of the Bradgate Company.
         

         
         That done, Melissande felt better, though she wished she could put her orders into effect that very moment.

         
         Once she had poured sand over the document to absorb the excess ink, then carefully shaken that off into a pail reserved for
            the purpose, Melissande rolled her brisk decree into a tight cylinder, tied it with a string, and hurried off to find the
            Abbess.
         

         
         Without questioning her about the scroll’s contents, Mother Erylis promised that the letter should be sent on its way that
            afternoon, when a coach passed through the nearby village of Gilly. By relays, the missive would reach London in good time,
            barring any sort of disaster, of course.
         

         
         Reassured, Melissande looked in on Christian—Brother Nodger was gone and the patient was slumbering peacefully—then returned
            to the writing chamber. Her hair was uncovered, and the nuns looked at her curiously, but none ventured an inquiry. In many
            ways, Melissande realized, she had always been something of an enigma to them, taking off her shoes to wade in the surf where
            it foamed against the shore, climbing a tree to fetch down a village child’s mewling kitten, teaching Butterpat, the little
            donkey, to count to five with his hoof and make low bows like a mummer acknowledging the cheers of a crowd.
         

         
         After fetching a paint box and brushes from the cabinet and settling herself on her stool, she bent diligently to sketch the
            Annunciation. She’d worked on it for days and now added blue for the Virgin’s robe, a pure, vibrant shade, so rich that it
            almost leaped off the page. For a time, she did not think of Christian’s hatred, or of the fact that Mother Erylis meant to
            send her away from the Abbey, her only home, forever. Her work absorbed her totally.
         

         
          

         Christian awakened in the darkest hours of the night, surprised and, at the same time, not surprised, to find Melissande there beside him, perched on a stool, her chin on her chest. She had removed her wimple, and
            her hair spilled over her shoulders, gleaming like polished ebony in the moonlight, rousing a grinding ache deep in Christian’s
            groin.
         

         
         From the moment his odyssey of suffering had begun, on that night two years before, when he’d been knocked senseless on the
            dark street in front of John Bradgate’s elegant house in Taftshead and dragged away to the London docks, Christian had kept
            his grief, his frustration, his fear inside, where no one else could catch so much as a glimpse of them. Now, temporarily
            safe in this nunnery near the sea—he could hear the distant whisper of the tide over the sound of his own breathing and Melissande’s
            and catch its too-familiar, briny smell—it seemed that his iron control had finally failed him.
         

         
         He wept silently, under the cover of the night, because he had loved Melissande so well, and she had repaid him with treachery.
            Because he had been beaten and starved and made to sleep in a foul, vermin-fraught hold, when indeed he was allowed to rest.
            He had been spat upon, kicked, and generally treated as something less than an animal. Finally, someone had come to collect
            him, someone whose mien and manner he’d thought he should know, only to subject him to more of the same.
         

         
         Queech.

         
         James had sent him, of course. James, who had wanted Melissande for his countess.

         
         Christian shifted his thoughts to the present, which was more tenable, for all its failings. He knew he was vulnerable, even
            within the walls of the Abbey, for he still was too weak to protect himself, and the sisters could not be expected to stand
            against men with swords or daggers. He would die before returning to the life he’d endured during his captivity, but he might
            not be given that choice.
         

         
         He dried his face furtively with the back of one hand. He’d seen other men brought back to the galley after brief stints of
            freedom, watched them give up, refuse to row or to eat or to sleep. They went willingly to the whipping post, there to be
            lashed to death, their shredded bodies thrown overboard afterward, as food for the fishes.
         

         
         Still, that wasn’t the worst of it, knowing he might be forced to return to hell. No, what devastated Christian was the certainty
            that Melissande, of all people, had sold him into that life. Melissande, whom he had adored so completely, so purely, so foolishly,
            that there was no room in his heart for another woman, even now.
         

         
         As though she’d overheard his thoughts—Christian knew he hadn’t made a sound, for silence was a skill one learned quickly
            and well in the hold of a galley—Melissande awakened and slid off the stool to approach the bed.
         

         
         “Where is your wimple?” he demanded, fearing to say anything else. A part of him, after all of it, longed to pull her into
            his arms and hold her close against him. “Not that you’ll answer me.”
         

         
         She simply looked at him, her eyes dark in the gloom of that medicinal chamber, where he was the only patient. That in itself
            was a luxury, that he should have so much space to himself, he who had slept like a dog, curled on piles of rags and rotted
            cattle fodder, in a cell so crowded that he could not move without touching someone else.
         

         
         “Tell me why,” he said. “You owe me that much.”

         
         She bit her lower lip. Attempted to speak, and fell silent again.

         
         “Then I shall tell you why,” Christian bit out, and they all poured out of him in a single, vile torrent, the ugly beliefs that had swelled and
            festered in his soul during two years of torment, of uncertainty, of almost intolerable loneliness. “Because you decided to
            marry my brother instead of me, and become a countess. Never mind that he didn’t have a stone to strike a flint against, you
            had gold enough for all of England, did you not? But there was the problem of poor Christian—the hapless second son, who could
            not offer you a proper title to go with your provincial prosperity. What to do with that poor fool? Ah, yes. Arrange that
            he be set upon by thugs, clubbed to the ground like a mad cur, and hauled off to one of your own galleys. Masterful. Absolutely
            masterful.”
         

         
         Melissande’s face was a study in surprise. She went pale, and her eyes widened. “You cannot truly believe—” she managed to
            rasp.
         

         
         Christian wet his lips, his gaze never wavering from hers. “Before I left your father’s house that final night,” he ground
            out, “he told me that you no longer wished to marry me. Other arrangements had been made, he said. I demanded to see you—indeed,
            I searched the house for you—but you were gone, already with my brother, no doubt. I was standing in the street, trying to
            decide what to do, when I was taken prisoner.”
         

         
         Melissande stared at him for a long time. Then, calmly, slowly, she replied. “You are not only faithless, sir, but quite wrong.
            For I would not be here at St. Bede’s if I had wed the Earl, would I?”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         Gazing upon Christian’s furious face, there in that moonlit room, Melissande wondered if it would do any good to tell him
            the truth—that she had had nothing to do with his abduction, had indeed thought him dead all this while, and had mourned him
            with all her might.
         

         
         She suspected that it was this very hatred Christian so cherished now that had sustained him while he was held captive aboard
            her galley, and he was reluctant to let go of it even though the worst was surely over. Perhaps he needed it still.
         

         
         She poured water from the ewer on Christian’s bedside table and took a long swallow to ease her dry, unpracticed throat. He
            stared at her the whole time, but she could not read his expression, for the light, scant in the first place, had dimmed with
            the passing of some cloud high overhead, and his face was draped with shadows.
         

         
         As before, she spoke with excruciating slowness. “What say you to that, Christian Lithwell? Why am I not a countess, even
            now, if that was the fate I sought?”
         

         
         Christian narrowed his eyes; she sensed the motion because she knew his features so well. Better, in fact, than her own. “Mayhap
            James suffered an attack of conscience—especially if he’d guessed what you’d done—and you were spurned.”
         

         
         “James once saved my life,” Melissande said, after another draught of water. “As it happened, it wasn’t a noble gesture on
            his part. He wanted me for himself. And he had no conscience.”
         

         
         Christian, weary and contemptuous only a moment before, was suddenly, sharply alert. “Had?”

         
         She looked down. “Your brother perished, Christian, of the plague. As did my father and stepmother.”

         
         He was silent. He and James were never close, being very different men and James so much older than he, but still, Christian’s
            elder brother had been his only blood kin. Christian was, for all intents and purposes, as completely alone in the world as
            Melissande herself, though that would probably change little or nothing, where his aversion to her was concerned.
         

         
         At long last, Christian asked, “Did he have pain?”

         
         Melissande took more water. “It was a sweating sickness, and there was a flux, as well as fever, but the victims did not linger
            overlong. James was gone within two days, as were Father and Eleanora.”
         

         
         Christian sighed. “Dear God. I never guessed—”

         
         “You had no way to know.”

         
         He turned his head away for a moment; she knew he was struggling to maintain his composure.

         
         “Christian.” She laid a hand to his matted hair, like silk even in its current state of uncleanliness, longing to wash it
            with scented soap and clear water, to comb and trim the pale locks and feel them between her fingers.
         

         
         “Leave me,” he said, without looking at her again. “I cannot bear the sight of you.”

         
         Melissande did not argue, nor did she hesitate. Her throat was sore and Christian’s rebuff, though entirely expected, had
            dealt her a mighty wound. She bent, kissed his temple lightly, as much to defy him as to lend comfort, then turned and fled
            the infirmary.
         

         
         She did not sleep that night, but tossed and turned upon her narrow cot, torn between fury that Christian believed her capable
            of such treachery and a humiliating need to prove herself.
         

         
         In the morning, after Prime, Melissande learned that she was to look after Christian until he was well enough to leave the
            Abbey. A table and supplies were brought to the infirmary so that she could continue the illumination of the Annunciation
            she had begun.
         

         
         “I don’t want you here,” Christian said flatly, that sunny morning after Brother Nodger had been and gone with his potions
            and ointments.
         

         
         “That,” replied Melissande, without looking up as she dipped her best brush in cerulean paint for the Virgin’s gown, “is unfortunate.”

         
         “Who manages James’s estates, now that he is dead?”

         
         “I wouldn’t know,” Melissande answered, still absorbed. It was easier to speak, but still painful, and she had to grope through
            her mind to find the simplest words.
         

         
         “Probably that rogue, Queech.”

         
         Melissande suppressed a shudder at the recollection of her few encounters with James Lithwell’s clerk and trusted confidant.
            She had never liked or trusted the man. “Probably,” she agreed, in a distracted tone. “If you keep talking to me, I shall
            not be able to do proper justice to this illumination.”
         

         
         “You were always clever with a quill or a paintbrush.”

         
         Melissande raised her eyes and gave Christian a piercing look.

         
         “You’re welcome,” he said mockingly, when she let him go unthanked for his compliment. If indeed that was what the remark
            had been, which seemed unlikely. The silence stretched taut between them, ready to spring back on both sides and send each
            of them reeling, it seemed to Melissande, like a defeat at tug-of-war. “You were his mistress,” Christian said at last.
         

         
         Melissande’s cheeks and neck pulsed with color. She laid the brush down, for fear of smearing the Virgin’s garb, with its
            delicate folds and elegant cut. “I was no man’s courtesan, nor will I ever be,” she said, through her teeth.
         

         
         He sighed and settled deeper into his pillows. “So you claim,” he replied blithely. Christian seemed to be recovering very
            rapidly, and Melissande hoped she would be forgiven for wishing he had not regained his powers of speech so quickly.
         

         
         “So I swear before God,” she said.

         
         Christian turned his head, studied her. “What brought you here?”

         
         “I had no place else to go.”

         
         “A lie. You had my brother’s house, and vast holdings of your own.”

         
         “But here I was loved,” she told him sadly. “Here, I was wanted for no other reason than that I am a child of God.”

         
         “Surely you have contributed to the coffers of this Abbey.”

         
         “I have not,” Melissande insisted, “though I offered more than once. Mother Erylis welcomed me because she believed I had
            something worthwhile to give to others.” Sadness nearly overwhelmed Melissande in the wake of that statement. Clearly, the
            Abbess had lost whatever confidence she might have placed in the woman who had hoped to become Sister Pieta.
         

         
         Christian closed his eyes. His bruises looked worse, not better, even though the healing process had obviously begun. With
            luck, he would recover and be gone soon. “And now what will you do? Where will you go?”
         

         
         She blinked back fresh tears. “To London,” she said. “I would have dealings with my father’s notary.”

         
         “I can imagine. You will want fine gowns for snaring a new husband. And jewels, no doubt, to show that you are a wonderful
            catch. Except for an unfortunate habit of selling besotted swains into slavery, of course.”
         

         
         Melissande sat perfectly still until the desire to scream in rage and frustration had passed. Mostly. “I seek no husband,”
            she snapped. “They bring naught but trouble and heartbreak, as far as I can see.”
         

         
         “Then why bestir yourself to London? ’Tis a despicable place, full of thieves, with sewage in its streets and rats in every
            loft and cellar.”
         

         
         “Aye,” agreed Melissande, who had always held a similar opinion. “But my business is there, and I have a house nearby, at
            Taftshead.”
         

         
         “Your galleys.” The words were spoken so coldly, so brusquely, that they sent a chill spiking down Melissande’s spine.

         
         She rose from the desk at last and went to stand beside him. “Oh, Christian,” she whispered, laying a hand to his shoulder.
            He tried to pull away, but in the end he was not strong enough, and had no place to go. “How can you think I would do you
            any harm? I was a maiden when I gave myself to you, and I loved you truly.”
         

         
         He studied her face for a long moment. The reply he gave shocked her so much that she was temporarily speechless again. “After
            I was whipped the first time, about six months after I’d been taken captive,” he said evenly, grimly, “the captain had me
            brought to his quarters. He showed me a letter, signed by your hand, ordering that I be taken aboard the Eleanora as a slave.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
         . . . He showed me a letter, signed by your hand, ordering that I be taken aboard the Eleanora as a slave . . .

         
         Melissande gaped at Christian, stunned by this latest revelation. “I made no such order!” she cried, and then put one hand
            to her throat because the pain of speaking went through her vocal cords like a thin-bladed knife. And because even as she’d
            spoken the words, she’d recalled all the documents she’d signed, without benefit of reading, at her stepmother’s request.
            It had been some weeks before Christian’s “death,” and her father had been away on one of his journeys.
         

         
         No emotion showed in Christian’s bruised face—neither disbelief, nor trust, nor anything else. He simply watched her.

         
         The truth of what had happened, of how both she and Christian had been betrayed by the people they most trusted, besides each
            other, was beginning to take shape in her mind. James had wanted to marry her, and thus gain partial control of her fortune.
            Her father and Eleanora had wanted the title only James could confer, being the firstborn son. They had joined forces, the
            three of them, to achieve their ends and, in the process, destroy a love as elemental as starlight.
         

         
         She struggled against tears—those would be shed later, in the privacy of her cell, where no one need see her weakness. Finally,
            she turned away, her back trembling as she drew deep, shuddering breaths in a vain attempt to calm herself.
         

         
         “If you didn’t do it, Melissande,” Christian interjected reasonably, “then who did?”

         
         She did not face him, but instead squared her shoulders and raised her chin. She had been a child for too long; now it was
            time to become a woman. She had a company to manage and a new vow to fulfill—the one she’d made to make redress to each and
            every man who had been enslaved aboard her ships.
         

         
         “Look in your heart,” Melissande replied. “The truth is there, whether you want to acknowledge it or not.”

         
         “You lie.”

         
         “I would not,” Melissande insisted, without turning around. “To lie is to sin.”

         
         “And so is selling your lover into slavery,” Christian said, in a deceptively mild tone. “Come now, Melissande—here is your
            chance to cast stones. Was it my brother, mayhap? Or did your father decide at the last minute that he might have made a better
            match for his only daughter?”
         

         
         It was then that she rounded on him, her pulse thundering in her ears, her breathing shallow and rapid. “What if they were
            conspirators? Does that mean I was involved?”
         

         
         Christian was as cool as if she hadn’t spoken. “He was an ambitious man, was John Bradgate,” he mused. “And his dear wife,
            Eleanora, aspired to great things as well. Did you know that she and James were lovers?”
         

         
         Tears sprang to Melissande’s eyes. Whatever she thought of her father at the moment, whatever she thought of his feckless
            wife, she had loved John Bradgate and it did her injury to hear that he had been cuckolded. “You are cruel!” she hissed.
         

         
         Christian laughed, though there was no mirth in the sound. “Oh, she would never have married my brother. He had no gold, and
            she, of course, was a common whore. No, my beloved, James wanted you.”
         

         
         “Well, I didn’t want him!”

         
         “So it was true?” Again that deceptively gentle tone.

         
         Melissande hugged herself, remembering James’s attempts to kiss her after he’d pulled her down off the castle wall. She wished,
            not for the first time, that he’d left her to jump. “Yes!” she cried. “He asked me to marry him.”
         

         
         Christian’s face was hard as granite. “I was right, then.”

         
         “No! I had no part in this plot, if there was one!”

         
         “It seems impossible that there wasn’t,” Christian reasoned, his eyes cold, measuring. “And of course you would deny everything
            now, wouldn’t you? Since there is no one present to refute what you say.”
         

         
         “I loved you more than any woman should love a man,” Melissande said. She stood a little straighter, though her chin wobbled
            and she felt sure her eyes were glittering with tears. “That was before I learned how bitter and mean-spirited you are. It
            would appear that losing you was not the curse I took it to be, but a blessing instead.”
         

         
         “Go back to your painting, if you must linger. You exhaust me.”

         
         “I did not begin this conversation; you did.” She would not break down. Would not. “If you don’t like looking at me, hearing me, then close your eyes and stop up your ears.”
         

         
         Having so spoken, Melissande turned, with great dignity, and returned to her desk. With some difficulty, which she hoped was
            not apparent, she calmed herself and fixed all her powers of concentration upon the illumination waiting to be completed.
            The task soon absorbed her, and when she was too fatigued and too hungry to continue, she raised her eyes to find that Christian
            was sleeping once again.
         

         
         Sister Domina arrived with bowls of rabbit and turnip stew for both Christian and Melissande, and inspected the slumbering
            patient with a sort of unnerved fascination.
         

         
         “He is very tall, isn’t he?” she whispered to Melissande.

         
         Melissande smiled and accepted the offered bowl with both hands, moving to a window seat to take her meal. “Yes,” she agreed.
            “And he is agile, a fine horseman, and an expert with the sword and lance.”
         

         
         Sister Domina set Christian’s ration of food on the night table and stepped back quickly, as though expecting him to draw
            a broadsword from beneath his bedclothes and brandish it like a pirate or an executioner, severing heads.
         

         
         Amused by her colleague’s timid curiosity, Melissande hid a second smile behind a spoonful of the savory dish prepared in
            the Abbey’s well-stocked kitchen. At that moment, beggars and poor villagers were gathering at the gates of the nunnery, there
            to be given a generous helping of that same delectable mixture. Most of the funds earned by the scribes of St. Bede’s, through
            the copying and illuminating of secular manuscripts, went to feed and clothe the unfortunate, by Mother Erylis’s own decree.
         

         
         “Christian has ever been a tall man. Even as a boy, he towered over everyone else.” She was remembering other things about
            Christian, too. How lonely he’d been. How often James had cuffed him, leaving bruises on his face.
         

         
         “You have known him all your life?”

         
         “His father and mine often did business together. Christian and his elder brother, James, the late Earl of Wellingsley, accompanied
            their sire to our house at Taftshead, and we spent summers in the village near one of their estates.”
         

         
         Sister Domina was still watching Christian warily, out of the corner of her eye, and she raised a hand to shield her words,
            lest they carry across the chamber to his ears. “He is most ill-tempered. When I brought him porridge, he flung the bowl at
            me.”
         

         
         “He is indeed ill-tempered,” Melissande agreed sweetly, hoping that Christian was only pretending to sleep, and thus hearing
            every word. “And that is only one of his weaknesses.”
         

         
         Sister Domina, who had been at St. Bede’s since she was a girl of thirteen, was an innocent of the first water. Her brown
            eyes went wide. “There are others?”
         

         
         “Terrible ones,” Melissande confided, in a whisper contrived to carry. “Christian has a great penchant for gaming, and for
            drink as well. And—” She paused, mostly for effect, before finishing with, “he has been known to make cuckolds of honorable
            men.”
         

         
         Sister Domina gasped and raised a hand to her mouth, though Melissande wasn’t entirely certain that her friend even knew what
            a “cuckold” was. As the nun scurried outside, to avoid the company of sin, Melissande murmured a prayer for forgiveness.
         

         
         Every word she’d said, at least where his “weaknesses” had been concerned, had been a lie, although she had no doubt that
            Christian, when he returned to Wellingsley as a free man, would have no trouble finding women to fawn over him. Indeed, he
            was now an earl, and rich in lands and manors if not florins, though even if he’d been a penniless troubadour, he would never
            lack for female companionship. Proper or otherwise.
         

         
         “Stop pretending,” she said, between bites of stew, still curled up on the window seat, with the light of midday washing,
            mullion-patterned, over her. “I know you’re awake.”
         

         
         Christian dragged himself upright, reached for his stew, and sniffed at it critically. “You were deliberately baiting me,”
            he accused, tucking into the food with encouraging appetite. “The devil has taken your tongue as well as your scruples, it
            would appear.”
         

         
         “I was jesting,” Melissande said, refusing to take offense.

         
         “That poor woman believed you.”

         
         “Do you care what she—or anyone else for that matter—might think? You never did before.”

         
         “You are wrong,” he said quietly. “I cared very much what you thought, at one time.”

         
         Melissande gave a long, weary sigh. “Can we not declare a truce?” she asked. “The Abbess has seen fit to ascribe your care
            to me. Must you make every moment that passes a torment?”
         

         
         “You know nothing of torment,” Christian retorted coldly.

         
         There was no suitable response to that. What he said was true; Melissande had led a sheltered life. Her mother had died when
            she was yet a babe in arms, but her father, if he hadn’t doted upon her, had been generous and fair. Although there had been
            no love lost between herself and Eleanora, his second wife, the two women had managed to be civil to each other. Melissande
            had been well educated by private tutors, hence her ability to paint and write, and she had never lacked for anything in all
            her life.
         

         
         Until Christian Lithwell supposedly perished at sea, that is. When that news came to her, she had been undone by it, had wanted
            only to die and be finished with the never-ending pain.
         

         
         “What will you do when you leave here?” she asked, in what she hoped was an idle tone, finishing her food and returning to
            the desk to take up a fresh brush. She had decided to use a rich chestnut brown, highlighted with traces of gold, for the
            Virgin’s lovely, flowing hair.
         

         
         “Return to Wellingsley,” Christian replied bluntly, “and throw my brother’s man Queech into the moat. If I don’t decide to
            kill him first instead.”
         

         
         So much, Melissande thought, for the customary period of mourning.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
         As he lay in his nunnery bed, watching Melissande paint, hurting in every muscle and bone and especially in the most secret
            regions of his heart, Christian felt his resolution of undying hatred beginning to slip. He clutched at it, the way a workhouse
            wretch might grasp a ragged blanket on a cold winter night, for the hostility he cherished toward this woman was his only
            defense. Without it, his very soul would be stripped naked, his every nerve exposed.
         

         
         And yet he found himself thinking about kissing her and, inevitably, bedding her again. His manhood, having lain fallow for
            more than two years, rose hard against his belly at the thought.
         

         
         He suppressed a groan, but not, it seemed, quickly enough.

         
         Melissande looked up from her efforts. The afternoon sunlight transformed her into an angel, more beautiful than any illumination
            in any book of days. “What is it?”
         

         
         “I want a bath,” he said. It was true enough, though only a small part of what he truly desired. He would have Melissande
            administer that washing, would feel her deft, gentle hands on his flesh—flesh that had known no tender touch until he’d been
            brought to this Abbey and abandoned at a postern gate.
         

         
         He still wondered who had carried him there, and why they had done so, of course, but he was a long way from being able to
            physically seek the answers to those vexing mysteries, and he knew it. His left hand and right ankle both were splinted, and
            most of the rest of him was bound or bandaged. He would not be setting out on a quest of any kind in the near future.
         

         
         “You want a bath,” Melissande echoed, her cheeks turning a fetching shade of apricot pink. He noticed that her fingers trembled
            slightly as she dipped her paintbrush in some solvent, wiped it on a cloth, and laid it carefully aside.
         

         
         “Yes,” Christian replied. He’d nettled her, and it was the high point of his day.

         
         So far.

         
         “I’m sure Brother Nodger will be happy to oblige when next he comes to visit you.”

         
         “I don’t wish to wait.”

         
         Melissande looked mildly exasperated for a moment, then recovered the placid countenance she had no doubt learned from the
            nuns. “Then you must practice self-denial,” she said, in moderate tones. “Surely it will be to the benefit of your soul to
            wait.”
         

         
         He almost laughed. Here was the Melissande he’d known and loved—and trusted, God help him. The saucy, playful minx with a
            wickedly subtle tongue. “Mayhap it will be to the benefit of your soul to serve a poor, battered wayfarer in his time of greatest need. Rather like the Good Samaritan. Or even following the
            example of Our Lord, who washed the feet of the unworthy ones.”
         

         
         A small muscle twitched wildly at the base of her throat, and Christian felt her fury roar through the room like an unseen,
            silent storm, crackling with all the energy of an impending cloudburst. “Mayhap,” she said carefully, for she knew as well
            as he did that Mother Erylis, bless her guileless and charitable heart, would see bathing a patient as a simple nursing task,
            rendered proper by its merciful nature.
         

         
         Christian sighed contentedly. “I should like scented soap if you have it. And very warm water—yes, a great deal of that.”

         
         “You are insufferable!”

         
         “I am also filthy, and most uncomfortable in my own company.”

         
         “There, sir, I can sympathize with you.”

         
         He smiled. Melissande, Melissande. How he had missed her, for all her perfidy. “Good,” he said.

         
         Melissande nearly overset her stool, so quickly did she rise from it. “I will see if Brother Nodger can visit,” she said,
            “or perhaps send one of the novices to see to the task.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” Christian replied melodiously.

         
         “Despicable,” Melissande muttered, but she went out, without a backward glance, to attend to her errand.

         
          

         It was as Melissande had feared it would be.

         
         “We cannot bother our brothers at the monastery with such a trivial request,” the Abbess said flatly, when Melissande had
            begged audience with her and entered the small chamber from which St. Bede’s was managed. “It was enough that we brought poor
            Brother Nodger over these terrible roads as many times as we have already done. You are Lithwell’s nurse. It falls to you
            to minister to him.”
         

         
         Melissande felt a rush of damning pleasure, immediately followed by an equal share of
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