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Wearing his ring again...

When a shocking revelation reveals Francesca's illegitimacy, she worries for her marriage to Tristan, Comte des Iles. Her heart in tatters, she awaits her husband's return... Will he request an annulment or give their union a second chance?

Duty has kept Tristan from his beautiful wife's side for far too long, but the memory of her touch is seared into his soul. Now, with malevolent forces working against them, it's more important than ever for Tristan to show Francesca that he'll never let her go!



Duty, Honor, Truth, Valor

The tenets of the Knights of Champagne will be sorely tested in this exciting medieval miniseries by

Carol Townend

The pounding of hooves, the cold snap of air, a knight's colors flying high across the roaring crowdâ€”nothing rivals a tourney. The chance to prove his worth is at the beating heart of any knight.

And tournaments bring other dangers, too. Scoundrels, thieves, murderers and worse are all drawn toward a town bursting with deep pockets, flowing wine and wanton women.

Only these powerful knights stand in their way.
But what of the women who stand beside them?

Find out in
Carol Townend's

Knights of Champagne
Powerful swordsmen for passionate ladies



Author Note

Arthurian myths and legends have been popular for hundreds of years. Dashing knights worship beautiful ladies, fight for honorâ€”and sometimes lose honor! Some of the earliest versions of these stories were written in the twelfth century by an influential poet called ChrÃ©tien de Troyes. Troyes was the walled city in the county of Champagne where ChrÃ©tien lived and worked. His patron, Countess Marie of Champagne, was a princessâ€”daughter of King Louis of France and the legendary Eleanor of Aquitaine. Countess Marie's splendid artistic court in Troyes rivaled Queen Eleanor's in Poitiers.

The books in my Knights of Champagne miniseries are not an attempt to rework the Arthurian myths and legends. They are original romances set around the Troyes court and the town of Provins, which is also in Champagne. I wanted to tell the stories of some of the lords and ladies who might have inspired ChrÃ©tienâ€”and I was keen to give the ladies a more active role, since ChrÃ©tien's ladies tend to be too passive for today's reader.

Apart from brief glimpses of Count Henry and Countess Marie, my characters are all fictional. I have used the layout of the medieval cities to create the Troyes and Provins in these books, but the stories are first and foremost fictional.
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Carol Townend
was born in England and went to a convent school in the wilds of Yorkshire. Captivated by the medieval period, Carol studied History at London University. She loves to travel, drawing inspiration for her novels from places as diverse as Winchester in England, Istanbul in Turkey, and Troyes in France. A writer of both fiction and nonfiction, Carol lives in London with her husband and daughter. Visit her website:
caroltownend.co.uk
.
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Prologue

October 1175
â€”Paimpont
Manor
in the County of Champagne

F
rancesca set her quill aside with a sigh. Her maid Mari was setting logs on the fire, muttering darkly under her breath. Mari had been with her for years and her familiar face was creased with lines. Despite the age gap between them, Francesca considered Mari her friend as well as her maid. â€˜Mari?'

â€˜My lady?'

â€˜Will you hear what I have written?'

Mari stabbed at a log with the poker. â€˜If I must.'

â€˜I would appreciate your views.'

Mari scowled and the poker clattered on to the hearth. â€˜I don't know why you want to read it to me, you will send it to Brittany whatever I say.'

â€˜Be that as it may, I value your opinion.' Francesca's gaze lingered on her signet ring, the ring Tristan had given her on their wedding day. A lump formed in her throat. Tristan's features remained clear in her mindâ€”the startling blue eyes; the thick, jet-black hair; that firm jaw. Tristan was the most handsome of men, so much so that he was often referred to as Tristan le Beauâ€”Tristan the Handsome. Unfortunately for Francesca, his image hadn't faded with time, she hadn't been able to forget him.

The wrinkles about Mari's mouth deepened as she came to the table and looked sourly at the vellum. â€˜My lady, if you valued my opinion, you wouldn't be writing that letter in the first place. It's a waste of ink, the man's not worth it.'

Francesca took a slow breath. â€˜The man, as you call him, is Count Tristan des Iles. He is also presently my husband. I beg you to remember that.' Mari muttered something that might or might not have been an apology and Francesca continued. â€˜I am not asking you to give your opinion of Lord Tristan, Mari, you have already made your views very plain. I would like your opinion on the letter, not my husband.'

â€˜You want him back,' Mari said. â€˜My lady, he never replied to your other letters, what makes you think he will reply to this one?'

Foolish hope.
Francesca ran her forefinger over the three cinquefoils stamped on the face of her ring, conscious of a sharp ache in her chest. It was depressing how fresh the pain was, even after almost two years. Tristan. She tried to forget him by day, but each night he returned. He came to her in her dreams, night after restless night. Dark-lashed blue eyes would be smiling deep into hers, strong arms would reach for her and those clever, wicked fingers would work at her lacings and slide her gown aside...

Hoping she wasn't blushing, she looked at Mari. â€˜What if my letters never reached him? It's possible.'

Mari snorted. â€˜One letter might go astray, but you wrote several, they can't
all
have got lost.'

Francesca bit her lip. Mari was adamant that all she would hear from her husband was silence, yet Francesca had to make one last-ditch attempt to reach him. Yes, her marriage to Tristan had been an arranged marriage, but she was sure she hadn't been the only one to have felt the shock of delight on their wedding day. Mari had never understood that.

Tristan and I liked each other, we truly liked each other.

Sadly, that liking hadn't had a chance to turn into lasting love, at least not on Tristan's part. First, he had been called away to keep Brittany whole for the little duchess, and then Lady Clare had arrived at Fontaine and Francesca had been ousted as the Fontaine heiress. Francesca had been brought up believing herself to be Count Myrrdin's daughter, only to discover that she wasn't even his distant relation. She was a nobody and she had, albeit unwittingly, married Tristan under false pretences.

Francesca had at one time been certain that the feelings she had for Tristan were genuine. She had been confident that Tristan had liked her because after their marriage he had been the most attentive of lovers. She'd assumed that one day he would love her back. Which was why she was determined to send this final letter. They'd never had a proper chance to get to know each other.

â€˜Mari, if Count Tristan doesn't reply, I shall know beyond doubt that our marriage is over.'

â€˜You said that the last time you wrote to him. He didn't reply.'

Francesca's nails dug into her palms as a deeper fear surfaced.
I never gave him a child. He needs an heir and I failed him.
Was that why he'd never come for her? Did he fear she was barren? â€˜I need to hear from my lord himself as to his intentions.'

Mari made an exasperated sound. â€˜You've not seen the man in almost two years; your previous letters went unansweredâ€”what more do you need to know? There is nothing to stop you starting afresh, there hasn't been since you left Brittany.'

Francesca took a deep breath. â€˜When Lord Tristan and I separated, Brittany was in chaos. The duchy needed him.' She stared at the stick of sealing wax on the tableâ€”it was silver to represent the silver field on her husband's shield. â€˜It needs him still.'

â€˜My lady, he's your husband. He could surely have spared a couple of weeks to make sure you were well?'

Francesca found herself taking her husband's part, even though she knew it would do no good. She and Mari had been over this many times. Mari wouldn't budge from her stance, in her mind Tristan had neglected Francesca.

â€˜Mari, you're forgetting the politics. My lord holds large swathes of land in the duchy and for that honour he is duty-bound to support the duchess. The duchess is a minorâ€”she depends on Count Tristan and other lords loyal to Brittany. Too many noblemen are careless of their responsibilities. Not so Tristan. The duchess and the duchy rely on him.'

Shaking her head, Mari pursed her lips. â€˜There is no hope, you're besotted. You were besotted when you left Fontaine and you're besotted still. He isn't worth it.'

Francesca pushed to her feet and stalked to the fire. It wasn't easy to speak calmly, but she managed it. â€˜Until our marriage is actually dissolved, Lord Tristan remains my husband.' Fists opening and closing, she paced back to the table.

â€˜My lady, he should have come for you last year.'

â€˜For heaven's sake, that wasn't possible. The English king had laid waste several Breton counties and the council was relying on my lord to defend the local people.' Francesca stalked back to the fire. The flames were taking hold, licking around the edges of the logs, rimming them with gold. Irritably, she twitched her skirts and turned to head back towards the table.

â€˜Count Tristan left the duchy, or so I heard.'

â€˜My lord went to England on behalf of the duchy. He had Duchess Constance's interests to protect.'

â€˜And his own, I'll be bound. All that man thinks about is politics.'

Francesca was painfully aware that her maid had put her finger on itâ€”Tristan did put politics before all else. Politics and duty. And as his wife, she had failed in her main dutyâ€”she had not provided him with an heir.

Sadly, she reached for the vellum and rolled it into a scroll. â€˜I can see you don't want to help.'

Mari put out her hand. â€˜I'm sorry, my lady. Please, read your letter.'

â€˜Thank you. Bear in mind this is the last time I shall write him.' Unrolling the scroll, Francesca began.

Right worshipful husband,

I write to you from your manor in Provins.

I pray that you are in good health and that you have suffered no hurt since my last letter. Word has reached us that the skirmishes that broke out between King Henry of England and the rebel lords have come to a satisfactory conclusion. I trust that the negotiations between the King, his son Prince Geoffrey and the rebels will result in a lasting peace and I live in hope that you may at last be relieved of some of your duties.

I would like to ask you about our marriage. You must feel you married an impostor and for that I can only apologise. On my honour, I had no intention of deceiving you. By all that is holy, I swear that I did honestly believe myself to be Count Myrrdin's daughter. Like you, I believed myself to be heiress to the lands of Fontaine.

Please know that I am anxious to hear your plans regarding our marriage. Is it to continue? Dearest lord, it has long been my earnest wish that our marriage might stand, but since I have not heard from you I can only conclude that you wish our marriage to be annulled. If that is so, please know that I will not stand in your way. You married the heiress of the County of Fontaine, only to discover that far from being an heiress, I am not even nobly born.

Most worshipful husband, I trust you understand that I was not aware of my true status until Lady Clare arrived at Fontaine and proved to be Count Myrrdin's true daughter.

I am not a lady. I bring you no lands and no revenues, save those which may be drawn from an insignificant manor at St MÃ©en. As I mentioned in my last letter, Count Myrrdin and his true-born daughter, Lady Clare, have graciously allowed me to retain it.

My lord, I beg you to inform me if our marriage is to continue.

I will be greatly saddened if you decide on an annulment, but I will understand. Noble lords need to marry ladies who match them in title and estate. However, if you decide to keep me as your wife, let me assure you that although I come to you virtually empty-handed, I bring with me a warm heart. I hold you in the highest esteem.

I beg that you give our marriageâ€”and usâ€”another chance.

My lord, I would be grateful if you would let me know your mind. You are ever in my thoughts.

Your respectful and loving wife,

Francesca

Francesca met Mari's eyes. â€˜Is it clear?'

â€˜You don't style yourself lady in the letter.'

Francesca stared blindly at the vellum. â€˜I hold no title in my own right, I cannot presume. If Lord Tristan dissolves our marriage, I will truly be no one.'

â€˜You'll always be a lady to me,' Mari said firmly.

â€˜Thank you.' Francesca gave a faint smile. â€˜Well? Does this letter pass muster?'

â€˜You will send it whether or not I agree. My lady, Lord Tristan's neglected you for too long.' Mari shook her head. â€˜In my opinion you're better off without him.'

Francesca felt her expression freeze. â€˜Mari, please understand, Lord Tristan cannot act at whim, he has the interests of Brittany at heart.'

Mari's mouth twisted. â€˜Lord Tristan's a man, isn't he? To my mind, it's a crying shame when a man can't put his wife before all else.'

Francesca looked sadly at her maid. â€˜Lord Tristan is more than a man, he's a count. I knew what I was marrying.' She gripped the letter. â€˜I only wish he could say the same of me.'

â€˜Send the letter, my lady, it will be good to know his intentions. Where is Lord Tristan at present, do you know where to send it?'

Francesca's chest heaved. â€˜Not exactly, but if I send it to ChÃ¢teau des Iles, it's bound to reach him sooner or later.'

â€˜That may take weeks.'

â€˜Thank you, Mari, I am aware of that.'

Throat tight, Francesca reached for the silver sealing wax. Would this be the last time she used her husband's seal? If Tristan wanted their marriage dissolved, she would have to accept it. She pushed away the memory of those smiling blue eyes. Lord, even now she could actually feel the texture of his dark hair as she ran her fingers through it. Longing was a sharp ache, a spear in her vitals.
Tristan, come for me, please.
Bending over the table, she sealed the letter. Blinking hard, she picked up the quill and ink and crossed to the wall cupboard to put them away.

Tristan would do as he pleased, and if he did not want her, she would have to face it. At least she would know. She would make a new life for herself. First, she would go to the manor at Monfort. Her friend Helvise had asked for advice on running the place and she had agreed to help. Francesca might not have the right bloodlines, but she'd been trained to cope with a castle, a small manor was well within her competence. And after that?

She might marry again, she had always wanted children. There was a chance that with another man she might be more lucky. She shivered. The thought of bedding anyone but Tristan wasn't pleasant.

First, however, her marriage had to be given one last chance. The letter had to be sent. Today. And if the worst came to the worst, if Tristan didn't reply, she would force herself to forget him. She had lived in limbo long enough.

â€˜Mari?'

â€˜My lady?'

â€˜Please ask a groom to saddle Princess. I need fresh air.'
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