


	[image: image]

	
	
	








CHRISTINA DODD


The Prince Kidnaps A Bride



[image: image]








To Bernadette and Roberto
 Thank you for being so patient with me
 through six years of learning to write.
 Id be lying if I said
 that I enjoyed every minute,
 but Ill never forget you
 or what you taught me.







Contents



Prologue

From the time Crown Princess Sorcha was three, she prayed




Chapter 1

Sorcha didnt really know what she was watching for; shed




Chapter 2

The next morning, Sorcha stood with her hoe in her




Chapter 3

Sunset found Sorcha inside the quiet glass greenhouse, kneeling, holding




Chapter 4

Tis the only horse ye can safely ride, Miss,




Chapter 5

With one skinny fist, Rainger punched a hole through the




Chapter 6

MacLaren was a wormand not just any worm. He




Chapter 7

From the moment Rainger fought himself free, it had been




Chapter 8

The black-clad horseman barreled down toward Sorcha. Screaming, she dug




Chapter 9

Glenmoore was a den of thieves.




Chapter 10

With her wonderful, hard-won two hundred pounds jingling in




Chapter 11

Rainger pounded on the small, inconspicuous door with the knuckles




Chapter 12

Wind and rain.




Chapter 13

In the heat of the noontime hour, in the silence




Chapter 14

When Sorcha woke, it seemed hours had passed. She sat




Chapter 15

Is your cock unusually large? Sorcha asked in a chipper voice.




Chapter 16

Sorcha couldnt quite put her finger on what was so




Chapter 17

Rainger led Sorcha to the door and opened it. Summoned




Chapter 18

As they climbed the stairs to the inns second story,




Chapter 19

Sunlight seeped through the windows and into the bridal chamber.




Chapter 20

Clutching her precious letters, Sorcha stumbled down the stairs and




Chapter 21

Rainger leaned against the door of the bridal chamber and




Chapter 22

Sorcha stood on the deck of the Luella Josephine as




Chapter 23

Queen Claudia, the dowager queen of Beaumontagne, sat huddled in




Chapter 24

Springtime came to Beaumontagne in a rush of color. The




Chapter 25

The footman cleared his throat in apparent agony as he




Chapter 26

A fortnight later, men clothed in black slipped through the




Chapter 27

There he is. Count duBelle stood behind Sorcha, his breath




Chapter 28

Slowly, painfully, Rainger stood, turned. He looked down the slope




Chapter 29

In my day, babies did not toddle all over the





About the Author




Praise




Other Books by Christina Dodd





Copyright




About the Publisher












Prologue





From the time Crown Princess Sorcha was three, she prayed for a baby brother. A baby brother would be a prince and the heir to the throne of Beaumontagne, leaving Sorcha free to be like other children.


Well, not like other children, but at least like her sisters, who were mere princesses.


Unfortunately, to the little familys deep distress, when she was six, her queen-mother died bearing a third daughter.


So Grandmamma came to live with them.


Sorcha never forgot that day.


The opulent traveling coach drew up to the great door of the castle, and Grandmamma stepped outancient, tall, skinny, with regal bearing, a thick, carved cane, white hair, and cold blue eyes that froze Sorcha down to her bones. From that moment, Sorcha grew up under the direct glare of Grandmammas critical gaze. Of course, Grandmamma also made sure that Princess Clarice and Princess Amy were supervised to within an inch of their livesno one could accuse Grandmamma of shirking her dutiesbut it was Sorcha who occupied most of her time and attention.


Grandmamma approved Sorchas tutors and made sure that Sorcha was taught everything a crown princess should knowlanguage, mathematics, logic, history, music, sketching, philosophy, and dance.


She made sure that the elderly archbishop of the church of Beaumontagne visited every Sunday, rain, snow, or shine, to teach the princesses their religion, and when he left, Grandmamma personally drilled Sorcha on her catechism.


She instructed her in geography, showing her maps and demanding she know rivers, mountains, and seas. Somehow, Grandmamma managed to make tiny Beaumontagne, perched on the spine of the Pyrenees between Spain and France, sound like a center of culture and learningin fact, the most important country in Europe.


In a private weekly session, Grandmamma taught Sorcha the art of governing, posing intricate crises that would face a queen and demanding Sorcha unravel the problem. Grandmamma made Sorcha argue law, taking either side as Grandmamma required and with Grandmamma as her opponent. And Grandmamma never let an occasion pass without reminding Sorcha that the crown princess and the crown princess alone was responsible for the continuation of the Beaumontagnian royal line.


From Sorcha, Grandmamma demanded perfection.



Which was why, at the age of twenty-five, Sorcha found living in a convent on a tiny, rocky, barren island off the isolated coast of Scotland a freedom she cherished. Her duties there were simple. She prayed. She read. She gardened. She wore a brown habit. To differentiate her from a novice, she wore no headdress, and because she was a princess of Beaumontagne, the silver cross of her church hung on a chain around her neck.


She kept the plants alive in the greenhouse in the winter and in the garden in the summer. She ate with the nuns and slept in her bare little room. And after so many years of listening to Grandmammas voice nagging on and on, she cherished the silence.


Yet one night almost three years ago, she had had a dream.


A dream? No, it had been more than a dream. It had been a vision of unremitting darknessand empty years.


The air was foul. The indifferent stones closed in around her. No voice disturbed the silence. No hand reached out to bind her wounds or cure her pain. The bones of rats were her bed and the long drape of cobwebs her blanket.


She was buried alive.


And she didnt care. Somewhere close, water seeped into a pool, and the slow drip which had once driven her mad now contributed to her indifference. Her world was sorrow and loneliness. She was dying, and she welcomed the end of desolation, of grief, of anguish.


Her fingertips touched the skeletal hand of Death.



Sorcha woke with a start and a horrified gasp.


The cross she wore around her neck seared her chest. She wrenched it from beneath her nightgown and in the darkness of her cell the silver gleamed like a blue coal. It blistered the palm of her hand, but she grasped it as tightly as she could, desperately needing its comfort. Sitting up in her bed, she trembled, gasping for air, wanting nothing so much as to breathe, to escape, to live!


And the first light of dawn shone in her cell, and the first seabird called its high, sweet call outside her window.


She ran to the window, wrapped her hands around the cold bars, and looked out at the ocean, trying to clear the remnants of that awful dream from her mind.


Yet she couldnt, and in all the time since, never had she regained her serenity. Day after day she found herself donning her brown wool cloak and wandering over the island as if seeking something.


Or as if something were seeking her.













Chapter 1






On an island off the northwestern coast of Scotland 
1810


Sorcha didnt really know what she was watching for; shed watched all summer and seen nothing except for the passing of the bright, brief warmth. She had seen the full moon at the end of October and then a fortnight later shed observed Mr. MacLarens arrival in the shallow harbor where, twice a year, he came from the mainland to off-load supplies of meat, wine, and cloth. Shed viewed the clouds of the first winter storm that had roiled on the horizon, then roared over the island like a greedy giant, thrashing at the sea, turning it green and wild.


All of those events had been nothing more than the normal cycle of life on the island.


Today she walked along the rocky beach and picked up driftwood cast up from the storm. The waves still raked the shore and the clouds raced across the thin blue of the sky. Ice settled in hollows that never saw the sun. The wind whistled in her ears and caught at her clothes. Her red hair escaped her scarf and tossed around her face, and she blew it out of her mouth in disgust. She ought to go back, but the convent needed fuel for their meager fires, and besides, she felt as wild and restless as the sea.


She combed the length of the beach and piled bare, salty branches on the ragged old length of cloth. Then she stood still. If she looked in one direction, she saw only the thin line of the horizon where the ocean met the sky, but if she looked the other direction, she saw the Scottish mainland, a hump of brown and green. She hadnt set foot on the mainland in seven years, yet she couldnt shake the sense that something needed to be done.


The annoying logic Grandmamma had insisted Sorcha learn poked at her conscience like a hot embroidery needle.


Poppa was dead. Hed died in battle regaining his kingdom from the revolutionaries.


According to the newspaper Mr. MacLaren had brought, Grandmamma was in charge of the government of Beaumontagne and governing wisely.


Therefore, Grandmammas trusted servant should have appeared to demand the return of their crown princess.


So where was Godfrey? Why hadnt the big, bald, muscle-bound messenger yet come?


In the ten years of her exile in England, Sorcha had seen Godfrey one time, when he came in the middle of the night to secretly remove her from the home of the exiled Beaumontagnian loyalists who sheltered her. On her desperate, hurried trip north, hed warned her over and over that the war was going badly and that assassins sought to kill her. He insisted she must stay at the abbey until he came to tell her it was safe.


Now she had to wonderwas Godfrey dead? Was that why he hadnt come for her? Should she take matters into her own hands and go to Beaumontagne?


As she stared out at the whitecapped waves and contemplated going out into the world, she shivered in fear.


Grandmamma had given Sorcha the best education, but she had never been able to teach her courage.


A patch of sunshine moved across the water, turning it to blue, and as Sorcha watched, a movement caught her attention. She shaded her eyes with her hand and looked. A small unmanned fishing vessel drifted along, bobbing on the waves, and she clambered over the rocks, keeping it in sight, wondering if someone had been caught on the ocean during the recent storm and needed help.


That was one of their primary objectives at the convent, to render help to the hapless, stranded sailors who washed up on the shoreand pray for and bury the dead.


A current caught the boat and tossed it toward shore.


She looked around for a long stick, anything to use as a hook, but found nothing. Come on, she urged the little vessel. Come closer. For she didnt want to plunge into the icy waves to retrieve it, and duty, her ubiquitous duty, would require the sacrifice.


The skiff seemed to hear her, coming closer and closer. She climbed higher on the rocks, trying to peer inside, to see if a body lay sprawled on the boardsthen, like an unruly child, the boat stopped and hovered just beyond the breaking waves.


Dont stop now! she shouted.


The boat bobbed a few feet farther out.


Throwing off her cloak and boots, she used the length of cord around her waist to tie up her skirts and with a grimace, she plunged into the waves. The freezing water snatched the breath from her lungs, stung her bare legs, weighed down her skirt. She fought the draw of the undertow, the slap of the surf, dragging herself toward the bow of the little boat. It slid toward her on a cresting wave; she grabbed at it and missed. She eyed the surf, judging her moment, and grabbed again. She caught the side of the boat, pulled herself up for a brief glance inside.


Nothing. No body.


She released a sigh of relief and worked her way up to the bow. Using the strength developed from long hours of physical labor at the convent, she dragged the vessel in to shore. The crunch of the wooden bottom on the sand was the sweetest sound shed ever heard, and she groaned as she pulled it up on the beach, placing it well away from the greedy waves. Wiping her hands against her bodice, she turnedand a man loomed over her.



She screamed.


He jumped back. He wore coarse, damp, wrinkled clothes. He had big, broad shoulders. His pungent odor reminded her of rotten fish and seawater. A dark, scraggly beard rimmed his chin and a mustache overhung his upper lip. Hed tied a rag over his head and half his face.


He looked like a monster.


She screamed again.


Dont do that! He extended his rough, workingmans hands, palms up, and in a reproachful tone said, You scared me.


I scared you? You scared me. She placed her hand over her racing heart. Who are you?


Im Arnou the fisherman. He spoke in English, but with an odd accent, an accent she couldnt quite place.


What are you doing here?


I wanted that boat. He pointed and grinned like an idiot. Ive been watching it bob around the island. I thought it was a goner for certain. What you did was brave!


In a flurry and a fury, she let down her skirts. You mean you watched me?


Wellyes. He frowned as if puzzled. What else should I do?


Help me? Picking up her cloak, she flung it over her shoulders. Her teeth were chattering and the wind plastered her wet clothes to her frigid body.


That waters cold. I didnt want to go in.


But it was all right for me to do it? Indignation rose inside her, but not even that could warm her.


I didnt ask you to, but Im grateful you did!



Her indignation faded. The man was amiable, bumbling, and appreciative. He seemed like an affable little donkey exceptwell, he was big. Tall, muscular, with the hardness of body brought by years of too much labor and too little food.


Still he grinned, a big, stupid oaf who hadnt the sense God gave a pile of seaweed. Guess Id better pull the boat up on shore a little farther, eh?


I guess you should. She stomped her feet into her boots, groaning at the scrape of the sand against her skin and the cold ache that permeated her bones.


She didnt wait for him, but headed up the stairs cut into the rock. The wind pushed her up toward the lichen-covered walls of the convent and she hurried along with clumsy eagerness. She had to get insideand fast. Shed started losing feeling in her fingers.


The strange mans odor caught up with her first, then she heard the stomp of his clogs. So is this the famous Monnmouth Abbey that rescues sailors and sends them on their way?


Yes. How odd. He knew the name. Almost no one had heard of the abbey, and those who had, thought it was a sailors myth.


Do you live here? The narrow stairway kept him behind her, but he was close, almost breathing down her neck.


Yes. He would assume she was a nun. The men always did, and she let them believe the lie.


With hair like that? He chortled.


He set her teeth on edge. Whats wrong with my hair?


Its as orange as a carrot.



She swung around to face him.


He had that dim-witted grin on his face again.


It is not! She hadnt heard that stupid insult since the last time shed met that superior beast Crown Prince Rainger de Leonidesand he was now dead.


Has to be a carrot. The fishermans brow wrinkled in earnest thought. A beet is too red.


And not that she rejoiced in Raingers deathif he hadnt been her fianc, she could have ignored his smirk more effectivelybut she hadnt missed being compared to a carrot.


She said a quick prayer for his soul and one for her own uncharitable thoughts. She turned away from Arnou, took two stepsand slipped backward on the slick rock. She flailed her arms. Tried desperately to gain her balance. Experienced the horrifying sensation of falling.


He caught her.


In fact, his hand must have hovered at the base of her spine, for in one smooth motion he grabbed her, set her on her feet, and helped her find her balance. Then, with a funny expression of mortification and distress, he wiped his hands on his shirt.


Two impressions struck her in swift successionthat he smelled much, much worse than shed first realized, and that he was impossibly warm. Who are you? What are you doing here?


I got caught in the storm. As if expecting a sudden gust, he looked up at the sky in alarm. Aye, in the storm. It whistled and blew, and my boat sank.


Your boat sank? What do you mean? She pointed toward the skiff. Thats your vessel.


No, its not. He gave a decisive shake of his head. Or it wasnt before now. Of course, if no one else claims it, it is mine.


You said you wanted the boat, that you watched it bob around the island. He hadnt said it was his skiff. Shed just assumed that it was. Whose vessel is it?


Dunno. Someone who doesnt know how to secure his possessions, heh? He chuckled.


Her gaze flicked to the boat, then to his face. How did you get here?


I clung to the debris from my skiff and the wind blew me to your shore.


Then wheres the man who came with the boat?


I dunno. Maybe he fell out.


You havent seen any signs of another man?


No.


So a sailor was dead. She shivered and started toward the convent again. How long have you been here?


A few hours.


Why didnt you come right up to the convent? The wooden gate rose before them.


Because I wanted the boat. He was talking in circles.


She made an exasperated sound.


The fisherman lifted the great iron ring attached to the front of the gate and let it fall against the boards.


The sound echoed through the inner corridors.


Turning suddenly, she caught him staring at her through his one exposed eye, and for a single, frightening moment, nothing about him seemed foolish. Once again, he was a monster.


Why do you wear that scarf over your face? she asked sharply.


With an amiable grin, he tugged at his forelock. I lost an eye. Tisnt a pretty sight, all red and scarred, so I keep it covered. He started to lift the rag. Want to see?


No!


From within the abbey, she heard a sound like the shuffle of dry leavesshe knew from experience a starched habit made just that noise. The door swung wide. An elderly nun stood back, her gaze lowered, her hands tucked into her sleeves.


Sister Theresa, we have a traveler cast upon our shores. Sorcha stepped into the foyer. Tell Mother Brigette he requests shelter until he can return to his own world.


At the sound of Sorchas chattering teeth, dear Sister Theresa looked up. Her reserved demeanor fled and she crooned, By our Lord, darlin, did ye fall in the drink? Hurry, we need to get ye warmed and bathed before ye catch yer death. She wrapped a dry blanket over Sorchas shoulders and gave her a hug. To the infirmary wi ye!


Yes, Sister. Sorcha was in no condition to argue. Great shudders wracked her.


Now Sister Theresa looked at Arnou. She caught her breath at his stench. Pointing to an invisible spot on the floor, in a tone of pure steel-willed command, she said, Ye! Traveler! Stand right there until someone comes to get ye. Dont move! Dont touch anything! And dont get anything dirty.


Arnou shuffled inside.


Sister Theresa joined Sorcha and helped her down the corridor. Keep yer chin up, dear, well get ye there.


Sorcha nodded, knowing that in the infirmary heated bags of sand would warm her feet. Sister Rebecca, the infirmary director, would dose her with honey collected from the bees in Sorchas own garden. Yet her footsteps dragged as she walked through the stripes of sunlight that shone through the high windows. She couldnt rid herself of the feeling she was abandoning Arnou.


Miss! he called in his rough voice.


She turned back to face him, ridiculously relieved at the chance to check on him once more. Yes?


He stood in the foyer where Sister Theresa had told him to stand, his neck craned, watching her with such desolation it seemed as if she walked away with his salvation in her hands. I never asked your name.


Sorcha. As she stared through the alternating light and shadow, something about him seemed familiar. The way he stood, his legs apart as if he laid claim to the very earth, his fist carelessly clenched at his hip. The way he held his head, his chin held at an arrogant tilt. And that eyehis unblinking, wide, and mesmerizing eyeit seemed as if in a long-ago dream Sorcha had seen his eyes, both his eyes, staring at her while the hand of Death reached out.


Sister Theresa squeezed Sorchas arm.



Torn from her contemplation, Sorcha jumped.


Dear, Sister Theresa said, yere going to catch yer death of cold if ye dont hie yerself to the infirmary.


When Sorcha again looked at Arnou, he grinned and bobbed his head. Again he was a simple, foolish fisherman.


Yet on her chest, the silver cross burned.













Chapter 2





The next morning, Sorcha stood with her hoe in her hand and watched Arnou as he hefted blocks onto the partly built low rock wall around the herb garden. His strength impressed her; it had taken three nuns and Sorcha, all their combined power, to budge a single stone. Yet he chipped and lifted and placed without ceasing, getting more work done since breakfast than Sorcha and the nuns had all summer.


He smelled much, much betterbefore Mother Brigette had allowed him to eat, shed made him bathe. He also looked very sillyhis clothes had been taken away to be cleaned and when they were boiled, theyd fallen to shreds. So Mother Brigette had given him a monks humble brown robes. But they didnt fit his lanky frame, so his wrists stuck out of the sleeves and his calves stuck out beneath the hem. He wore the hood hanging down his back. The rag covered his eye and forehead and lent him the clownish air of a child playing blind mans bluff. His dark beard covered his cheeks and chin. Occasionally he looked up at the sun as if checking to see if it was still day.


Nevertheless, he toiled willingly, ate heartily, and grinned good-naturedly while waiting either for the owner to claim the boat or for Mother Brigette to grant it to him.


Sorcha wished Arnou would take the boat and row away. Yes, she needed the help in the garden, but somehow his presence contributed to her restlessness.


And why? He was just a fisherman. He knew nothing of Beaumontagne, of the palace with its long curved stairways and its marble columns, of the riding paths that wound through the mountains, of the primal woods and the thundering waterfalls. Beaumontagne


Last night in her cell, shed dreamed of home. She ran down endless palace corridors looking for her sisters, her father, her grandmotherand realized at last something hunted her. She had woken with her heart pounding and her senses humming. Sitting up, shed stared at the high, small window in her door. Shed listened to the silence outside. Shed been convinced she had heard footsteps outside her cell. Slowly, timidly, shed crept to the door.


The convents buildings were arranged in an open square around the courtyard, with the chapel in the center of the complex and the meeting rooms and sleeping cells fanning out on the wings. Her cell was at the end of one wing, and when she peered out she saw the gardens wrapped in darkness, the starlit night, the setting moon. The wind moved the treetops, but on the ground, nothing stirred.


She heard no more footsteps, but she would have sworn


What do you think of him? a composed, French-accented voice asked.


Startled, Sorcha turned to see Mother Brigette standing on the stone walk. Mother Brigette always moved with grace and deliberation, but Sorcha must have been deep in thought not to notice her approach. Removing her large straw hat, Sorcha turned it in her hands. Hes a good worker and we can always use help.


Sister Theresa thinks hes touched. Seating herself beneath a twisted crab apple tree, Mother Brigette indicated the bench beside her. Do you?


No, not at all. Touched? No! Hes justeasily distracted. And he talks too much. Hes Sorcha sat, also, and searched for the right word to describe Arnou. Annoying.


I see. A brief smile lit the winter of Mother Brigettes face. He says hes from Normandy, and although its been years since I visited there, I believe that could be the peasant accent. She sounded like a French aristocrat, her face was richly lined with experience.


So youdo you think hes who he says he is? Sorcha had grown to respect Mother Brigettes opinion in all things.


Why? Her gray eyes scoured Sorcha. Do you think hes lying?



Sorcha shrugged uneasily. If that boat isnt his, whose is it?


Thats a question I would like answered. Mother Brigette was thinall the nuns were thin, for this was a poor conventand she sat with her spine straight, never allowing herself the comfort offered by the back of the bench. I walked on the shore this morning. There were the fresh marks of a mans boots.


Boots. Sorcha looked at Arnous feet. They were clad in leather clogs and hed come with nothing except the clothes on his back. Two men on the island?


So it appears.


But why? If theres another man stranded, why wouldnt he come to the convent? But even before Mother Brigette could speak, Sorchas memory flew back to her dream, to the fear that something was chasing her.


Perhaps because of you? Mother Brigette suggested gently.


Do you think I have to go back to Sorcha hesitated.


To the throne of Beaumontagne? In the face of Sorchas astonishment, Mother Brigette smiled austerely. Did you think I didnt know?


Youve never before mentioned my title. Ive always wondered if you knew. If Godfrey had even told you.


He did not. He gave me money, a great deal of gold, and told me that you were given to fits of madness, and that I should keep you safe from yourself.


What? Sorcha half rose. Godfrey said what? He said I was given to madness? Why would he say that?


That is a question worth pondering. At that time, I concluded he thought it would ensure I would watch over you closely.


Did you? Sorcha recalled the friendship that had developed between her and Mother Brigette during the first year. You did!


Im charged with the safety of each nun under my care, and I would never put them in danger from a madwoman.


I thought you spent time with me because you Liked me.


Mother Brigette laughed softly. Within the month I knew you were quite sane, and I had the added benefit of enjoying your companionship. Youre not an ordinary young woman. Youre learned. More learned than I, and I had an exemplary education. Before the revolution, I spent time in the Paris salons with philosophers and scholars. That in itself alerted me to the possibilities of your station. Then I noted that you most assiduously read the newspapers which Mr. MacLaren brings, and you cut out and keep those articles relating to Beaumontagne. From that point, it was a short leap of logic to the realization that you were an exile and perhaps one of the Lost Princesses.


Sorcha mulled that over, then whispered, I think its time for me to go out into the world. She waited, wanting Mother Brigette to disagree.


Instead the nun smiled and nodded.


Yet of course I cant go. Sorcha clasped her hands in a spasm of denial. You need me. The convent needs me. I negotiate with Mr. MacLaren, trade our herbs for his supplies. I tend the garden. I help in the infirmary.


Youre very skilled, but we did all those things for ourselves before. We can do them again.


But if I leave Sorcha had grown to love the nuns, and they to love her. Beaumontagne was far away in the Pyrenees Mountains. Shed never see them again.


Even without words, Mother Brigette understood. We always knew we would lose you, and were not of the world. We accept loss. We expect loss.


But what about her? What about Sorcha? I like it here.


In your heart, do you believe this is the right place for you now?


Yes. Yes!


Sorcha, do you know what I am? Mother Brigette asked. Or rather, who I was?


No. I Sorcha hadnt ever thought about it. Mother Brigette had been the superior of this convent for all the time Sorcha had been here, and she couldnt imagine Mother Brigette doing, or rather being, anyone else.


My name was Laurette Brigette Ann Genevre Cuvier, countess of Beaulieu in Provence in France. When I was thirty-two years old, I lived in a chateau in the summer, I visited Paris in the fall, I lived at court when I pleased, I was a friend of the queen, and I wore jewels in my hair, on my shoes, and on my fingers. Mother Brigette smiled as if the memory were pleasant, or perhaps as if Sorchas blank astonishment amused her.



Of course. You were an aristocrat. That explained so much about Mother Brigetteher education, her speech, her disciplined mind.


I had a large familya husband whom I didnt love, a father, mother, and sisters whom I adored, a young son, heir to a prosperous estate and the dearest boy in the world.


She didnt have them now, and Sorcha braced herself to hear a terrible tale.


The revolution swept through France in a great wave. I saw my queen and friend Marie Antoinette guillotined, as well as my husband, my mother, my father, all of my sisters. In 1795 I was under house arrest with my son, my Tallas, when the chance came to escape. I was to take Tallas and go to the coast. I told no one but Fabienne, my trusted maid, asking that she help me pack. That night when we tried to leave Beaulieu, we were captured. For a few coins and her own redress, Fabienne had betrayed us to our deaths.


Sorcha made an incoherent sound of shock and horror.


In the same calm voice, Mother Brigette recited, That winter I held my son in my arms as he expired in prison of a fever. I no longer cared if I lived or died. Nevertheless, I was rescued by an Englishman who put me on a ship to Edinburgh. The ship was blown off course and wrecked on the rocks of the Orkney Islands. There were other trials, but somehow always I was driven westward, toward Monmouth, and when I arrived on this island and looked at the convent, I knew I had been called to serve God. I didnt know why, yet Ive done my duty. In every way I could, I did His work. Ive helped rescue more than a dozen men and women and children from shipwreck. Ive kept you safe. So perhaps that is Gods plan.


I am grateful. Sorchas brief rebellion against her duty faltered under the weight of such a story. So you think I should leave the convent.


Its your duty, but more than that, you have a family you must find. Family is so precious, and you cant allow yourself to think they are stronger than you and braver than you. Perhaps even now they need you and your valor.


Sorcha imagined those words repeated in her grandmammas voice, and she shriveled at the condemnation. Youre right. I should go forth and find Clarice and Amy. But I have no courage.


Courage isnt a lack of fear, but rather taking the right action despite your fear.


Sorcha didnt for a minute believe that.


And everyone is afraid of something.


Not my grandmother, Sorcha said with stout certainty. Not the dowager queen.


The only person who fears nothing is one who has nothing to lose. Perhaps that does exemplify Queen Claudia, but I think as long as youre alive in this world and she doesnt know where, she has her fears, too. When Sorcha would have argued, Mother Brigette lifted a hand in admonishment. You underestimate yourself. When you first arrived at the convent, you were young, you had lost everything dear to you, you cowered because you were still a child. Time has passed. Youve matured, and now you hear duty calling. Its only natural to be afraid, but you know what you must do.


Mother Brigette might say shed matured, but in the face of Mother Brigettes great and prolonged anguish, Sorcha felt inadequate. Once again, she wasnt good enough.


Our guest is coming this way. Mother Brigette indicated Arnou shambling toward them.


He sidled to a place directly before them, then stood awkwardly. He pulled his forelock and bowed. He dragged his robes down as if trying to cover his muscular legs. Finally, with a triumphant grin, he knelt and looked up at them. Greetings, Your Honors. Lovely day, isnt it? He looked cheerful. He sounded chatty. A wee bit nippy, of course, but thats to be expected so late in the year. Well be having a storm again before the Sabbath comes.


Why do you think that? Mother Brigette asked.


About the storm, you mean? Because Im a fisherman. Tis my job. He bobbed up and down as if kneeling werent humble enough.


In the sunlight, his bold features easily marked him as a lout: his nose was long and thin, his jaw was broad, his lips were well definedand rather pleasantly pliable-looking. The rag that covered his eye and crossed his forehead was bunched and tattered, but long lashes flattered his remaining wide brown eye. If his robes fit him, if he grinned less, if he had an ounce of sense, he would be attractivefor a man who had proven himself to be a fool.


I was wondering, Miss Sorcha, if youd like me to dig out that old dead stump in the middle garden, he said. When Im done with the fence, I mean. It looks as if someones already been scratching around it. I might as well do the job.


Its not as effortless as you think, Arnou. Sorcha had wanted that stump gone for as long as shed lived here, and shed dug for hours while it clung stubbornly to the ground. Shed sometimes wondered if the spirit of the long-dead tree returned at night to send out new roots.


Ive looked it over. I can have it out this afternoon, he promised.


How easily he dismissed her toil! Irritated, Sorcha said coldly, Indeed?


Im a man whos used to keeping busy. Might as well pay for my provisions with a little bit of labor.


Before Sorcha could retort again, Mother Brigette intervened. That would be lovely, Arnou. Thank you. Why dont you go to the kitchen and get your dinner now? Tell Sister Mary Simon I give my permission.


Arnou went into a veritable rapture of bowing and scraping, walking backward on his knees. Stumbling to his feet, he shambled away, making a beeline toward the kitchen.


Sorcha sighed in exasperation. He hasnt another thought in his head but food. Hes like a dog drawn to a meaty bone.


He exasperates you, Mother Brigette observed. Yet he seems to mean well.


He babbles so much its difficult to tell. And that babbling made Sorcha clench her teeth until her jaw hurt.



I wish you had kept secret that you werent a nun. Mother Brigettes voice held the sharp edge. A habit provides you with protection you might not otherwise possess.


I didnt tell him I wasnt. I just didnt tell him I was.


How astute of him to discern the difference. Mother Brigettes gaze swept Sorchas face and lingered on her hair. With your coloring and your delicate features, youre distinctive. I fear for you when you leave.


Perhaps the whole world has forgotten.


You have the clippings to prove they have not. BesidesMother Brigettes face grew stillenemies never forget. Standing, she fixed Sorcha with a stern look. So prepare, Your Highness. When the time comes to leave, youll probably be forced to leave as quickly as you can, and perhaps


A shout echoed through the hallowed silence of the cloister. Arnou came running back, his feet kicking up clumsily, his fingers pointed back toward the cloister, his one eye wide and terrified.


Fire! he hollered. Theres a fire in one of the cells! Theres a fire!


Sorcha came to her feet. Smoke billowed out of the cloister, out of the high, small window in the door of one of the cells. Out of


No, she said. Then, more loudly, No!


The smoke billowed out of her cell. It was her belongings that were ablaze.


Nuns poured from inside the convent, for fire was their greatest fear. If the thatch on their roof caught flame, it would leave them at the mercy of winter. Sister Mary Simon grabbed the filled bucket by the kitchen door. Sister Margaret ran to the well and started pumping water into the cistern. The metal clanged rhythmically. Arnou yelled and danced like a marionette on a string. Mother Brigette shouted directions and shoved Sorchas shoulder hard enough to wake her from her petrified state.


Sorcha raced to grab another bucket. She filled it and ran to her cell, the water splashing on her hem and shoes.


A single glance proved her worst fears were fulfilled. The room had been ransacked, her bedclothes scattered, the mattress tossed aside, the small stand toppled. Her wooden chest had been opened and dumped. In one corner, red flames licked the meager pile of her belongings and up the gray stone walls.


Sister Mary Simon had already flung one bucket on the fire. Sorcha flung another. The flames hissed as the water subdued them. Sister Mary Assisi used an iron poker to drag the paper and cloth apart. Sister Theresa and Sister Katherine stomped on each piece until even the faintest glimmer of embers had faded.


As quickly as it had started, it was over. The fire was out. Sorcha and the nuns stood panting from fear as much as from exertion. The other nuns crowded the doorway, buckets of water in their hands. Smoke curled toward the wood beams and left a dark spot on the thatch.


As the immensity of her loss struck Sorcha, she trembled. Her clothes, yes, but more than that. Dropping to her knees, she picked up a half-burned piece of paper.


It was not what she sought, but an article from the newspaper.


She picked another charred remain, and another, moving more and more quickly as frantically she searched for at least one of her most important possessions.


Whatre ye looking fer? Sister Theresa asked.


For my letters from my sisters and my father. They were Sorchas last connection to her family. I want my letters. Ive got nothing else.


But everything was gone.


As the realization struck her, she drew in a long, quavering breath. Couldnt he have left me my letters?


Ye puir dear. Sister Theresa rubbed her shoulder.


He who? Sister Dierdre always kept an eye to her own well-being.


Its only worldly possessions that you lost. Prune-faced Sister Margaret was easily the most sanctimonious of the nuns. Ye should be more concerned about your salvation.


Sorcha lifted her hurt, incredulous gaze. My father is dead. It was his last letter to me. The pain bit so deep, she couldnt even cry.


He who? Sister Dierdre repeated.


Sister Mary Simon shoved Sister Margaret aside. She stooped, picked something up, and gave a cry of delight. Is this it?


Sorcha snatched it from her. She unfolded the heavy sheet of paper. She read, To Sorcha, the most crown princess of Beaumontagne and my darling daughter Yes! This is it. Thank you, Sister. Thank you so much! She pressed the scorched sheet to her heart and, as relief swept her, so did her tears. She closed her eyes and allowed herself to mourn for


Amys letter written in a childish scrawl and full of schoolgirl events and a young girls confidences.


Clarices letter in her own graceful penmanship, expressing worries about their futures, about their fathers safetyexpressing the thoughts Sorcha so often thought herself. And wishing the three could once more be together.


Sorcha would never see those letters again. Shed read them over and over so many times she had them memorized, but she wanted to hold the tenuous connection between her and Clarice and Amy.


The Lost Princesses.


That was what Mother Brigette had called them, and so they werelost, and until Sorcha somehow reunited them, lost they would remain.


Sorcha? Mother Brigette called from outside. Could you come here?


Sorcha tucked her precious letter into her pocket and hurried out.


The air was clean out here, free from the noxious smell of scorched wool and burned dreams. The nuns looked alternately horrified and worried. Arnou stood on the outskirts, doing a jig to some inner rhythm.



Mother Brigette had her sleeve rolled up. Her hand was black with dirt. And she wore a pinched expression. Follow me. She marched along the outer wall.


Sorcha marched behind her. The nuns followed, curious and murmuring. Arnou danced at the very end of the line.


He had not, Sorcha noted, helped put out the fire. He was as useless as he had been when she rescued the boat.


Mother Brigette stopped behind the crab apple. She pointed. Look.


Someone had dug a small hole close to the wall. A mans boot marks marked the ground around it. Suspiciously Sorcha glanced at Arnou.


He stopped in his tracks. What? He pointed to himself. I dont own boots!


More important, the marks were undersized compared to his immense feet.


Look in the hole, Mother Brigette said.


Sorcha knelt, pressed her fingers into the black powder piled in the bottom, and sniffed. The recognizable odor of sulfur, charcoal, and potassium nitrate filled her head.


Gunpowder, she whispered.


The nuns had seen the boot marks, and they knew what shed found, for she heard the murmur go through the small crowd. Gunpowder. Gunpowder? Dear holy Jesus, save us. Gunpowder.


Wow. Really? Gunpowder? Arnou said loudly.


Mother Brigette knelt beside Sorcha. In a low tone, she said, Whoever set your cell on fire also intended to blow up the wall.


Sister Dierdre recoiled from Sorcha. Wide-eyed, she crossed herself.


Who would do this? Sister Theresa whispered. Theres only that young half-wit here, and hes been underfoot all day.


Why would someone do this? Sister Mary Simon was slightly deaf and considerably louder. What does he want? Were a convent. We have no valuables to steal.


Of course not. Whoever had done this wasnt after valuables. He was afterSorcha.


Mother Brigette was right. It was time to leavebefore Sorcha brought disaster on the convent that had sheltered her for so long.













Chapter 3





Sunset found Sorcha inside the quiet glass greenhouse, kneeling, holding a trowel, her eyes fixed on the grooved brown stems and lacy green leaves of a valerian plant. Yet her hands, clad in rough garden gloves, were idle. She had come here to be alone, to think, to plan.


She had to leave Monnmouth as soon as possible, yet her mind was petrified with fearfear of the stranger who stalked her.


Who was he? How had he found her? Had he left the island or was he lurking out there, waiting for darkness to fall so he could do harm to one of the nuns? Or to her?


Yet what was the alternative?


A long, treacherous road filled with danger.


She shivered as the sun slid behind the naked branches of the trees and cast long, fingerlike shadows groping through the glass.


To get back to Beaumontagne, she had to somehow cross the rugged Highlands of Scotland to Edinburgh, take passage on a ship to a port in France or Spain, then travel into the mighty peaks of the Pyrenees, and from there to her home. In the normal run of things she would be beset by discomfort, robbers, and the onset of winter. Now, with a possible assassin chasing her, the difficulties doubled and tripled until she couldnt imagine how she would take the first step.


She halfheartedly stirred the dirt around the valerian. She, who was so soft-hearted she could scarcely bear to pull a plant up by its roots, might have to use force against another human being.


She used to love twilight: the vivid blue sky turning to purple, the golden clouds, the anticipation of a quiet evening spent reading and in prayer. Now the skin between her shoulder blades prickled. She glanced nervously about her. And jumped.


A man stood behind her, his face pressed against one of the windowpanes. The glass distorted his nose. His breath painted the glass with frost, hiding his features, but his single brown eye was almost black.


She gasped. Her heart slammed against her chest.


Then he pulled back and waved frantically.


It was Arnou.


The dolt. He had startled her again. She glared at him. It almost seemed as if he were trying to spook her into leaving.


He gestured toward the door and, after a grudging hesitation, she nodded her permission.


Viciously she rammed the trowel into the ground and uprooted the valerian plant without a thought to its death.



Since the time she was a child, she had hated to be startled. Prince Rainger had known it, too, and taken pleasure in jumping out at her from behind closed doors or lurking beside the stairways and unexpectedly grabbing her skirt. The last time shed seen him, he had drawled he was too old for such silliness; he had given her to understand he was too sophisticated to be bothered with her.


Too bad. There had been times when she had liked the rascally boy-prince. But she had despised the affected young man.


And she was sorry that Arnou and her return to Beaumontagne brought Rainger to mind, for Raingers death at the hands of the revolutionaries reminded her of her own possible fate. Royalty was supposed to face adversity with equanimity; Sorchas quaking dread proved her cowardice, and by the time Arnou had shambled around the greenhouse, opened the door, and made his way toward her, she had convinced herself she was unfit to rule.


Bonjour, mademoiselle, its warm in here. Arnou looked around at the glass and wood enclosure. I like the smell. But its damp.


He had a way of pointing out the obvious that was so annoying. It is a greenhouse.


Are you busy? Arnou sidled closer.


As you see, I am. She smiled tightly and flung the hapless greenery into a box. I gather the valerian. Sister Rebecca dries the roots for a sleeping draught.


Oh. He stared at the plant. That little thing will do that?


In the right hands, its very potent.



Oh, he repeated. Lowering his voice, he said, I have a question. Is it always so terrifying here?


Here? She blinked at him in astonishment. At the convent?


Oui. Because I dont like it when a man sets fires and digs a hole and puts gunpowder in the bottom and tries to light it. Arnous one eye got big and round. Youre only an unworldly woman, but I can tell you a man who does things like that is the kind of man who could try to hurt somebody!


I suspected that, she said dryly.


The thing is, I dont like staying here. He moved his shoulders uncomfortably. It makes me wonder when a knife will slip into my back. So I was wonderingcan I leave?


He was such a coward! She despised cowardsas she despised herself. You should ask Mother Brigette, not me.


Shes strict. She scares me.


Would you like me to ask for you? The darkness was falling fast, but being with Arnou made her feel brave by comparison.


I was hoping you would offer. You talk to her so freely!


Actually, shes very kind, Sorcha assured him.


Arnou looked unconvinced. How soon can I go?


Mother Brigette will raise the flag to signal Mr. MacLaren. Youll have to wait until he arrives tomorrow or the next day


I cant wait that long. That man, the one who set your room on firehes going to do something else. Something worse. Im scared. I dont want to be here. Arnous voice trembled and he talked faster and faster. I have my boat


Your boat? Her suspicion of Arnou leaped to life.


Yes, the one you got for me. He knit his brows as if surprised she didnt comprehend.


She relaxed. How foolish, to be dubious of this simple soul!


I can row to the mainland tomorrow morning. If I put my back into it, itll only take an hour or two, he said. Then I
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