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“He loves me.” I plucked a petal off a daisy. “He loves me not.” I plucked off another and let it drift down the flank of my horse and to the trodden path.


“He loves me.” The delicate petal came loose just as Lord Caldwell glanced over his shoulder, looking back from his steed. The brown eyes that met mine were as dark and rich as the leather of his jerkin. He offered me a smile, one that softened the angular lines of his face.


My stomach flipped like an acrobat twirling head over heels, and somehow I managed to smile back.


“How do you fare, Lady Rosemarie?” he asked.


“I’ve never had a more delightful hunt.” My answer seemed to please him, for his smile widened before he resumed his forward position.


I released a slow sigh and reveled in the entirely new but wondrous sensations I’d experienced since the moment Lord Caldwell arrived in Ashby six days ago with his parents.


The noble couple rode ahead in the hunting party with my parents, their laughter and chatter rising above the hoof beats of our horses, the crunch of twigs, and the rattle of leaves in the breeze. The Baron of Caldwell’s estate and lands bordered Ashby’s to the south, and although visits were infrequent, the baron had always been on amicable terms with my father.


As a young child, I hadn’t thought much about their friendship or the tall, brown-haired boy who always accompanied the baron. But this visit, when Lord Caldwell’s gaze first landed upon me, those dark eyes had made me take notice — and showed that he’d been surprised by how grown up I’d become, and that he liked those changes.


At fourteen, I was no longer a child. I glanced down at my recently tailored riding habit, at the changing shape my bodice laces accentuated, at the new waves to my fair hair. Even I could see that over the past year I’d changed.


I pressed the bouquet of daisies to my nose and drew in the lingering fragrance, marveling that the kind, handsome man in front of me thought I was attractive. He’d done little during his visit but pay me attention.


I hid another smile in the sweet array, letting the feathery petals cool my flushed cheeks. I allowed myself to stare at his back again as I had the entire ride, at his straight shoulders and regal bearing. He didn’t appear to be a man of great physical power, but he held himself with confidence and strength.


After less than a week, it was too early to be thinking that he loved me. Even so, I couldn’t stop from considering the fact that he was a fine man, the kind of man who would make a good husband someday. Did my father and mother think the same thing?


Ahead, they rode side by side, close enough that they were holding hands. I glanced over mother’s elaborate gown, a burgundy damask in a pomegranate pattern and trimmed in velvet — a recent gift from my father. After many years of marriage, my father still lavished my mother with gifts, both large and small. Every day, he made a point of showing her just how much he adored her.


My mare dipped her head as the woodland around us gave way to a clearing alongside a brook. The canopy of leaves opened to the blue sky, and the warm summer sunshine spilled upon me. The servants surged ahead, leading the hunting dogs to the trickling, clear waters.


Before one of the servants could assist my dismount, Lord Caldwell dropped from his saddle and was at my side. He held out his hand and smiled. “May I?”

At the affection in his eyes and the admiration in his expression, the whole world turned a hue brighter: the patches of moss covering the boulders were a stunning green, the roses growing in the cracks of stone a brilliant pink, and the wild lupine that bordered the woodland a vibrant purple.

I hesitated only a second before placing my gloved hand into his. His fingers closed firmly around mine, sending a heated ripple down my arm and straight to my heart. I’d never before touched a man, never before been in such close proximity.

As I took the offer of his help and slid out of my sidesaddle, his other hand came to my waist. The pressure there stole my breath. When my feet made contact with the rocky ground, he steadied me then removed his hold. Although his hands no longer held me, his touch lingered so that I could think of little else. I couldn’t move. And he didn’t step back either.

“My lady,” he said breathlessly.

“Yes, Lord Caldwell?” Was my presence having the same effect upon him that his was upon me?

“You’ll call me Thomas, won’t you?”

I couldn’t. Could I? It was much too familiar. My mother only called my father by his Christian name when she thought they were alone. In fact, she rarely addressed him by anything but Lord Montfort. As earl of Monfort and all of Ashby, he was entitled to the highest respect. Surely Lord Caldwell deserved the same respect as the eldest son, making him the future baron and heir of all his father’s vast holdings.

I peeked sideway to where my mother had dismounted, and to my surprise I found her watching me, curiosity and pleasure in her blue eyes that were so much like mine. I’d received not only my blue eyes from her, but also my golden hair.


Although my mother hadn’t brought up the topic of marriage yet, I knew it wasn’t too early to start considering a suitable partner. I was the only child and heir to a sizeable fortune. The responsibility of ruling Ashby would one day fall upon my shoulders. I not only needed a husband who could help me rule my people fairly and wisely, but I needed to have children of my own who could inherit Ashby after me. Without an heir, the high king would give the land to neighboring nobility, such as Lord Witherton, who’d gained notoriety for treating his people cruelly. I certainly couldn’t allow even the smallest portion of Ashby to fall into his hands.

My father stepped behind my mother and wrapped his arms around her. She melted into him, leaning back to receive a kiss. I quickly averted my gaze, embarrassed by their open display in front of Lord Caldwell, even though I was accustomed to it.

The truth was, aside from all the practical reasons I needed to find a husband, I wanted to have a marriage and love like the one my parents shared.

“You don’t have to call me Thomas,” Lord Caldwell said as though sensing my hesitancy with his request. “Only if you want to.”

I nodded, warmth pooling in my middle. “I shall consider it.”

His smile returned with dazzling brilliance.

My acquiescence was tantamount to admitting that I favored him.

He gathered the reins of my mare along with his steed’s, and we ambled toward the edge of the brook. “My father and mother must return home on the morrow.”

At his declaration, I almost stumbled. “So soon?” The words came out before I could stop them.


He gave the horses rein to lower their heads and drink before he replied. “Will you miss me, my lady?”


I rubbed my mare’s neck, and felt her muscles stretch taut. My mind raced for an appropriate answer, one that wouldn’t appear overly eager or naive — although I couldn’t deny that I felt both. “Would you miss me . . . Thomas?” His name came out as the barest of whispers, but his head snapped up as though I’d shouted it.


If I’d thought the brown of his eyes dark before, they were now the shade of a woodland at dusk. The intensity there spoke of a desire I didn’t yet understand. After all, Thomas was four years my senior, clearly a man who was ready for a serious relationship, and one not to be trifled with child’s play.


I dare not lead him on. I forced myself to hold his gaze, willing him to see the sincerity of my blossoming feelings for him. The silly acrobat in my stomach started doing flips once more.


“My lady,” Thomas whispered hoarsely as he stepped toward me. “I don’t know how I could let a day pass by without having the chance to be with you.”


I trembled under such a revelation.


He lifted a hand as though to brush my cheek. His fingers hovered so that I was tempted to lean into them, to feel them against my skin. But after a moment, he let his arm drop and took a quick step back, diverting his attention once again to the horses.


I released a slow breath.


He knelt next to the water’s edge, cupped his hands, and filled them to overflowing. “Perhaps I can speak with your father about extending my visit.”


“Perhaps.”


He drank from his hands, and when he finished he filled them again and held them out for me. His eyes invited me to drink, and by so doing admit my pleasure in his idea to stay longer.


I chanced another glance at my parents, and this time my father was watching my interaction with the young nobleman. With his fingers once again laced with my mother’s, his long robe flowed about him and the ostrich feathers in his felt cap fluttered in the breeze. As soon as he saw that I’d noticed his scrutiny, he looked away, almost as though he was choosing to ignore us and by so doing, giving me permission to engage with Thomas in whatever manner I saw fit.

Would he truly allow me to drink from Thomas’s outstretched hand, put my lips against his skin, without any censure?

I had only a moment to consider my father’s strange behavior before a loud crashing in the brush on the opposite side of the brook drew my attention.

A peasant man, naked except for a loincloth, stumbled into the clearing. I gasped. My reaction, however, was lost among the shouts and cries of others in the hunting party. I understood the reaction when I saw the swollen purple buboes under the man’s armpits and neck and the blackened, gangrenous fingers and toes.

The man, not more than thirty years of age, careened forward as though he’d had one too many mugs of ale. He plunged into the brook, staining the water with blood from his blistered soles. His wild gaze landed upon me and he veered in my direction. “Lady Rosemarie! Help me!”

I froze.

“Help!” His lips and the tip of his nose were black with gangrene too. They looked like they would peel off like the skin of a burnt onion. His sunken eyes begged me to listen. “Please help my children. I don’t want them to be alone when I die.”

“Of course not,” I started. Did I know this man? Was he one of the peasants that I’d met while helping my mother deliver food and supplies among the poor?


He was almost upon me, and the closer he got the more I shrank back. I could see a yellowish puss oozing from swollen bulbs under his arms and neck, and his stench was almost as nauseating as that of a decaying corpse. If I’d met him previously, I certainly didn’t recognize him anymore.

“Stop him!” several of the men shouted. “He’s got the plague!”

The peasant didn’t seem to hear or see anyone except me. He dropped to his knees before me in the brook, heedless of the stones that cut into his bare knees and drew more blood. He reached his hands out toward me.

“Stay away from Rosemarie!” My father’s voice was frantic. He’d started toward the peasant, fear raging across his lean face.

Thomas’s hands gripped my arms as he attempted to drag me away from the infected man. I was horrified, and yet too intrigued to move of my own will. Even though we hadn’t had the plague in Ashby during my lifetime, I’d heard whispers of the contagious, fast-spreading disease. No one wanted to talk openly about it, for fear of bringing its deadly curse to life after the many years of absence. Too many still remembered the outbreak in decades past that had devastated the entire realm.

“Don’t touch her!” Thomas yelled, but the peasant’s gnarled fingers groped my skirt. I could only stare at the grotesque, blackened tips that looked as if they would snap off at the slightest pressure.

A twang was followed by a thump. The peasant cried out and arched before finally slumping to his side in the brook. Only then did I see the arrow embedded deep into his back, likely having pierced his heart. Blood dribbled from the puncture, ran down the mottled skin, and seeped into the water.

The peasant’s eyes stared downriver, lifelessly following the trail of his blood. Eyes that had pleaded with me to do something — anything — to help his children, children that would now be without a father to provide for them.


I had to find out where he’d lived and what had become of his children. I started to stand up, but then realized that Thomas still had a hold of me. As any true gentleman would do, he shifted so that he was positioned between me and the body, assuring I wouldn’t have to look upon the gruesome sight any longer. Except that I had the completely irrational urge to approach the peasant, shake him, and demand that he tell me his name.

“Sheriff,” my father said to the black-bearded man who stepped out of the forest followed by several of his deputies. “You saved my daughter’s life.”

“Lord Montfort.” The sheriff and his men bowed before my father. Their heavy breaths and sweat-plastered tunics signaled that the peasant had led them on quite the chase.

“I’m indebted to you, Sheriff,” my father said, his voice laden with thick emotion as he glanced at me. My mother rushed to my side, and I fell against her. Her arms came around me fiercely, possessively, and she pressed a hard kiss against my brow. I breathed in the lavender scent embedded into her garments, hoping it would help calm my thudding heart.

“Think nothing of it, my lord.” The sheriff stood and mopped his brow, his curly black hair sticking to his face, which was red from exertion. “I was only doing my duty.”

“I shall reward you handsomely, my good man, nonetheless,” my father declared. “But for now, I must know why this peasant has the plague. Is he an isolated case or are there more?”

The sheriff’s brows came together in a scowl. “I regret to inform you, my lord, but we’ve had to section off an entire town block because of an outbreak. Unfortunately, this one broke through the barricade.” The sheriff kicked the peasant’s lifeless body so that he sprawled facedown in the brook.


Indignation coursed through me. I struggled to pull back from my mother’s tight embrace. Had the sheriff no respect for the dead? A man he’d killed in cold blood, no less. “Sheriff,” I called, “no matter this man’s status or illness, he deserves our kindness even in death.”


The sheriff’s gaze flicked to me, but only long enough to acknowledge me for the sake of my father. The disdain in his eyes spoke more than words ever could. To him, I was nothing but a worthless girl, a pawn to be moved about for the greatest good of father and fortune.


“If there’s an outbreak,” my mother said, squeezing me into a hug again, “then we need to send Rosemarie away, put her into safekeeping —”


“Those are my thoughts exactly,” my father said.


“No.” I pulled back, but my mother cupped both of my cheeks and forced me to look her in the eyes, just like she’d done since I’d been a young lass.


“You must listen to me, Rosemarie,” she said, pinning me with her most serious look, one that brooked no arguing. “’Tis not safe for you to remain out in the public. You will go to the convent for safekeeping until the illness has passed.”


“I’ll take her, Lady Montfort,” Thomas said gravely. He still shielded me from the dead body. “Tell me the way, and I shall take her there directly.”


“I don’t need to go, Mother. Please, I’ll be fine at home.”


“No, Rosemarie. You must go.” Mother lifted grateful eyes to Thomas. “You’re kind and noble, Lord Caldwell. But I want you to ride out of here with your parents just as fast as your horses can carry you. Get away from here. Go back home and stay there until you know it’s safe to return.”


The baron wrapped an arm around his wife. The gravity of his expression and his lack of protest sent a warning clanging through my chest like the chapel bell before a grave event.


“Let us take Lady Rosemarie with us,” Baroness Caldwell said.


“I thank you, Lady Caldwell,” I said, “but I must stay and do what I can to help —”


“You will go to the convent,” my father’s voice rose over mine.


I strained to see past Thomas and to the infected peasant. “But what about the children? I told the man I would help —”


“Rosemarie!” my father boomed. The chastisement in his tone silenced me. I lowered my head in acquiescence, even as my body tightened in protest to the over-protectiveness of my parents. I knew my mother had been barren for many years. I knew I was a miracle baby. I knew they treasured me dearly as a result. And I treasured them too.


But there were times when I felt smothered by their vigilance, by their attempts to keep me healthy and safe. They couldn’t keep me tucked away forever. They eventually had to let me grow up and face the realities of life; the hardships, and even the illnesses.


I could say no more. At least for now. Instead, I rose to my feet and tried to still the shaking in my limbs.
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        I stood on the balcony in front of the
                        Keep and watched the chaos unravel in front of me in the
            inner bailey. I dug my fingers into the comforting thick fur of my dog, Pup, who sat by
            my side, the only calm in the storm that had begun to rage around me.


        Servants and laborers were rushing about with a decided attitude of panic.
            Mother was busy overseeing the loading of my hastily packed trunks into a wagon. Father
            was barking orders to his captain of the guard regarding the supplies that needed to be
            gathered to combat the Plague. And Baron Caldwell and his retinue of servants were
            finishing packing their carts and readying their horses for their journey home.


        Mother had admonished me to stay inside. But I’d gradually crept out
            onto the balcony that formed the entrance of the Keep, unable to resist the activity.
            From my high perch, I could almost see over the tall castle walls into the town that lay
            below, the town now languishing with not only a deadly disease but a very contagious
            one.


        The thatched roofs and the wattle and daub homes formed a large portion of the
            town, the part relegated to the poor — those with little skill or no trade. The
            taller structures with the tiled roofs belonged to the tradesmen who had more lucrative
            businesses.


        From what I’d heard, the Plague showed no mercy. It
            infected rich and poor alike. Soon no one in town would be safe.


        Even though I was disappointed that my time with Thomas was coming to an
            abrupt end, I couldn’t begrudge his safety. I wished him and his family Godspeed
            and prayed that the Plague wouldn’t follow them.


        “My lady,” Thomas said, bounding up the stone steps toward me.
            Since we’d returned from our hunt, he’d been occupied helping his parents
            prepare for departure. Although I’d secretly hoped to the chance to say good-bye,
            I wasn’t sure if he’d remember me in all the commotion and hurry to
            leave.


        His jerkin was askew, his hair mussed in his obvious haste, and he was
            breathing hard as he climbed the last two steps and finally stopped in front of me. Pup,
            who was by my side, stiffened. All week, my dog had regarded Thomas with wariness. I
            knew Pup was only protecting me and that it would take time for him to realize Thomas
            wasn’t a threat. I only wished that Thomas had more time to stay and prove
            himself to both my dog and myself.


        “My family and I must say our good-byes,” he said, his rich
            brown eyes taking me in and coming to rest upon my face.


        “Farewell, my lord. I wish you safe travels.” I wanted to tell
            him not to forget about me in his absence. I had no doubt there were other ladies,
            perhaps older than myself who were ready for marriage, who would be vying for his
            attention, whose parents would be aiming to match their daughters with this kind and
            wealthy man who would one day be a baron.


        What reason did he have to wait for me? What reason did he have for thinking
            of me at all? I wished there was something I could give him as token to remember me.


        He shifted and glanced to the bustling courtyard below. Then, clearing his
            throat, he took a step forward and closed the distance between us so that he was less
            than a foot from me. “My lady,” he said breathlessly.
            “I find myself in a predicament. I’ve been ordered to leave. And yet
            I’m loathe to go.”


        “Then you’ve enjoyed your time in Ashby?”

        “Enjoyed doesn’t quite seem the fitting word.”

        “What is fitting, then?”

        “These days with you,” he rushed, but then seemed to catch
            himself and slow down. “These days have been the most pleasant of my
            life.”

        At his admission, my breath caught.

        The noble lines in his face were taut with sincerity. “I know
            we’ve only just met. I know we’ve only just begun to get to know each
            other. I know that I have no right to ask anything of you. But . . .”

        I nodded at him to continue, every nerve in my body thrumming in
            anticipation.

        “But I hope that you won’t have the inclination to spend time
            with other men in my absence.” His gaze dropped to his leather boots as though
            embarrassed by his admission. “I don’t like to think about the possibility
            that you’ll spend time with anyone else but me.”

        I couldn’t very well admit that I’d been hoping the same thing
            about him, that he wouldn’t spend time with too many other women while we were
            apart. Nevertheless, I knew I had to assure him that I was feeling the same way.
            “You’ll have no reason to worry. There are no other men who are inclined
            to spend time with me.”

        He gave me a faint, humored smile, the kind a parent would to a child.
            “There may not be any other young men today, at this moment. But there will one
            day be more than you can count. You’re young and beautiful. And once word spreads
            that you’ve reached an age to entertain suitors, I have no doubt men will come
            from far and wide to fight to win your heart.”

        I smiled at his exaggeration. “You’re too kind, my
            lord.”


        “And you are too humble.”


        I shook my head to deflect his praise. “I shan’t need
                many men to come . . . I shall only need one.”


        At my statement he gave a sharp intake, and I suddenly realized how bold my
            words sounded. I hadn’t meant to insinuate that he was the one. I’d
            only meant to say that I wasn’t the kind of young woman who took pleasure being
            the center of attention or being flattered. Not that I’d had all that much
            practice with those issues in my short fourteen years. Even so, I didn’t relish
            the idea of juggling the attention of numerous men. I would be much more content getting
            to know one man, slowly, over time.


        Thomas surprised me by reaching for my hand and wrapping his fingers around
            mine. “If you’ll permit it, my lady, I’d like the chance to get to
            know you better, for us to spend more time together, for you to have the opportunity to
            see if perhaps I’m the one.”


        His words rippled through me, blazing a warm trail and leaving a nervous
            excitement in its wake. The pressure of his fingers was firm and warm, and I
            couldn’t think about anything but the fact that he was holding my hands and
            asking for permission to see me again.


        “I do permit,” I whispered. “And I shall pray that the
            day of your return happens with all haste.”


        His relieved smile lit up first his face then his eyes. “My prayers
            shall join yours.” At the nudge of Pup’s wet nose, Thomas squeezed my
            fingers before letting go and putting proper amount of space between us.


        With the increased distance, already I began to miss him. I twisted the
            bracelet on my wrist, one made of silver with a single carved cameo of a rose. It had
            been a gift from my father and mother for my last birthday, meant as a symbol of the
            fact I was no longer a tiny bud. I was blossoming into the woman I was created to
            be.


        I unhooked the clasp and traced the rose pattern. Then,
            before I could change my mind, I held the bracelet out to Thomas. “Perhaps this
            will help you remember me.”


        He shook his head. “I’ll need no help remembering you, my
            lady.” At the low rumble in his voice, my pulse sputtered forward, and I ducked
            my face to hide the color that surely infused it. “I shall be hard pressed to
            think about anything but you.”


        “Does that mean you’ll miss me?” I tried to lighten my
            voice, to sound playful, to hide my longing.


        But he did no such thing in response. Instead his voice turned nearly hoarse.
            “I shall miss you every minute of every day.”


        My heartbeat couldn’t go any faster. “Then you must take
            this.” I thrust the bracelet into his hand. “And then, when you can find
            no other excuse to visit me, you will always have a reason to come, to return the
            bracelet to my wrist.”


        He finally took it, caressed it with his long fingers. And then he lifted it
            to his lips and pressed a kiss against the cameo rose. All the while his eyes held mine
            and were filled with so many promises. And although he wouldn’t dare give me a
            kiss good-bye in this place, in front of everyone, I had the distinct feeling that the
            kiss on the cameo was his way of telling me that one day he would lay claim to my
            lips.


        He slipped the cameo into a pocket near his heart, and with a last bow he
            retreated down the stone stairway.


        I could only stare after him in breathless wonder and pray that our time apart
            now would be our last.
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I peeked out the guesthouse door. The neatly trimmed yard was dotted with the skeps the monastery used for raising honeybees. But other than the conical wicker baskets and a few bees, the lawn was deserted.


“You can’t go, my lady.” Trudy clasped my arm and attempted to pull me back into the sparsely furnished room that had been my home for the past week.


I didn’t budge. Instead I opened the door wider and peered past the abbot’s house. Still no one. If I ran, I could likely make it across the yard and through the side gate into the monastery without detection. Once inside, I would have no trouble making my way to the infirmary.


“Sun, moon, and stars,” my nursemaid said. “You’ll be the death of me yet.”


“You stay.” I turned back to the woman who’d been my caretaker since I was born. Strands of her graying hair poked out from the plain veil draped over her head. Her plump cheeks were splotched red. Even though she wore a gorget around her neck and shoulders, the linen band couldn’t cover the red staining her throat too, the telltale sign of her frustration with me.


A whisper of guilt gave me pause. I hated to distress my nursemaid, but like my parents she worried about me too much. I pressed a hand over her clammy fingers. “I insist that you stay. I don’t want to put you at risk.”


Trudy rolled her eyes. “I’m not worried about myself. You know that.”

I looked again in the direction of the infirmary that stood behind the monastery walls. The slate roof beckoned to me, and all week I’d had a difficult time resisting its call. There were too many people for all of the monks to assist. The sick and dying lined the corridors of the cloister. Although as a woman I wasn’t supposed to go inside the monastery, during this time of dire need, no one had forced me out.

“Your dear mother and father will chop off my head if they discover I allowed you to be anywhere near the infected.”

I knew as well as Trudy that my parents would do no such thing. Even so, her words did exactly what she’d intended — increased my guilt. I surely didn’t want Trudy to suffer any remorse if something happened to me. My parents wouldn’t blame her, but Trudy would never forgive herself if I came to any harm.

I released a pent-up breath. “I don’t understand why Mother and Father can go out and mingle among the sick and provide aid, but they want to keep me locked away here, where I have absolutely nothing to do.” That is, nothing to do except think about Lord Caldwell.

Over the past week I’d relived every moment of the time we’d spent together, especially that last hunt when he’d asked me to call him by his Christian name and had told me that he couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing me every day. Remembering the way his rich brown eyes had melted me was enough to make my insides do strange things again.

We’d had so little time to say good-bye; but every detail of those last few moments on the balcony burned inside me nonetheless. I still marveled over the fact that he’d all but admitted his desire to court me, to win my heart, to have my affection for his alone. And I couldn’t deny that I was entirely enamored by the prospect. It didn’t matter that he was the first man to notice me or the first one I’d really interacted with. Even though I was young and inexperienced, I could see that he was a man of the highest and most noble caliber.


I was quickly learning, however, that the brief memories of my time with him were not enough to sate me. And now, in the seclusion of the monastery guesthouse, without my dog or anyone to talk with except Trudy, I had too much time to brood and to think about Thomas.

Reluctantly, I admitted that I also missed my parents. I’d never been apart from them for any length of time. As smothering as they’d seemed at times lately, I couldn’t deny that I longed for their company, their laughter, and their conversations.

“Trudy, please try to understand.” I grasped both her hands between mine and squeezed. “I cannot sit around here a moment longer without anything to do.”

“You have your embroidery —”

“How can I stitch when people are dying?”

“What about your spinning?”

I shook my head. “I couldn’t bear such tedious work at a time like this.”

“Perhaps I can send word to your tutor and have him resume lessons.”

I pivoted back to the crack in the door. The silence and stillness of the ancient monastery greeted me. Although I’d never been inside the convent during my childhood, I’d attended mass in the spacious church that formed one corner of the walled complex. I’d always been curious about the monks who lived on the other side of the wall, who shaved their heads except for a round ring of hair, who wore plain brown habits, and who kept to themselves, rarely speaking or interacting with anyone. What would it be like to take a vow promising never to marry and instead spend one’s whole life devoted to serving God?


I couldn’t understand why anyone would willingly choose such a life. But at times of crisis, like with the current plague outbreak, the monks refused to turn away anyone who needed help. I was sure my parents didn’t know about the sick and dying escaping past the town walls to the monastery, or they would have sent me farther away; likely to some remote estate in the country where I’d be even more isolated.

As if realizing the direction of my thoughts, Trudy thumped her fists against her wide hips and narrowed her eyes. “If you don’t stop sneaking inside the monastery and visiting the sick, then you’ll force me to ask the earl to relocate you. And believe me, lass, the next place will make the convent seem like paradise.”

“You wouldn’t dare say anything to my father.” I swung the door all the way open.

“Watch me.”

I flipped my braid over my shoulder and then stepped outside. I tossed her a smile. “I’m watching.”

My dear nursemaid huffed and shook her head.

I felt my smile curl higher. I loved Trudy almost as much as I loved my parents. In fact, I was more comfortable with Trudy, who’d seen me through many childhood antics. There were still times, like now, when I couldn’t resist a bit of childish teasing. I moved into the open yard, drawing closer to one of the skeps. “I’m still watching.”

Trudy clucked like a mother hen before bustling outside after me.

I turned and skipped away.

“Earth, rivers, and sky,” she muttered.

I raced across the distance of open yard and then past the abbot’s house, veering toward the side gate I’d discovered earlier in the week. I refused to allow myself to harbor any more guilt. Another visit into the infirmary wouldn’t hurt anyone. At least it hadn’t so far. I wanted to do something useful, something to help. Surely if my parents were spending their days caring for the sick, the minimum I could do was follow their example. How could they fault me for that?


I skimmed my fingers along the stone wall that was weathered gray and covered in places with overgrown blackberry brambles. The gate was behind one such thicket.

“Lady Rosemarie?” came a voice from the direction of the abbot’s house.

I froze. A thousand thoughts came and went. Ought I act as though I hadn’t heard? Or slip through the gate without answering?

Honesty won the battle. Slowly, I turned to find myself facing the tall abbot who’d greeted me the day I arrived at the convent. Abbot Francis Michael’s face was gaunt, and his shoulders and elbows formed sharp points in his habit. But, as before, I was struck by the compassion in his eyes.

“Your ladyship,” he said. “May I be of service?”

“Father Abbot,” I replied. “I was on my way to help the sick.”

He glanced to where the side gate was hidden and then smiled. “I see you’ve found my entrance into the monastery.”

I wanted to deny it for fear he’d prevent me from using it again. But from Trudy’s frown as she finally caught up to me, I had the feeling I wouldn’t be using the gate much longer anyway.

“We’re sorry for disturbing you, Father Abbot,” Trudy said, bowing. Although the distance hadn’t been long, Trudy’s breathing was labored. She wiped at the beads of perspiration forming on her forehead.

“You’re no disturbance at all,” he said. Behind him, the door of his house stood open. Why wasn’t he in the infirmary helping with the sick alongside all of the other monks?


“I’ll just take Rosemarie back to the guesthouse.” Trudy fumbled for my arm.

I stepped out of her reach. “Father Abbot, please allow me to give aid to the monks. They’re overwhelmed with so many sick.” Perhaps if I couldn’t convince Trudy to stop sheltering me, I could convince the abbot.

The abbot cocked his head and regarded me. The seriousness of his expression gave me hope that perhaps he would consider me an adult where others had failed.

“Father Abbot,” Trudy spoke again. “My lady’s parents sent her to the convent for safekeeping. They won’t be pleased to learn the disease has made its way here. They’ll be even more displeased if Lady Rosemarie is further exposed by direct contact.”

“You’ve taken precautions?” the abbot asked Trudy, his thin brows coming together to form a pointed V above worried eyes.

“Yes,” I replied before Trudy could answer. “My dear nursemaid has made me wash in vinegar, eat onions and garlic, sleep on my stomach, and carry flowers and scented herbs nearly everywhere.”

“Good.” The abbot’s hands were tucked into his wide sleeves, as I noticed was the custom among the monks. “Then you’ll surely be secure for now.”

A flutter of hope took wing within my chest. “Then you’ll allow me to help?”

He hesitated and again cocked his head. With the movement, I noticed the sun’s rays had begun to add a glossy sheen to the bald spot at the top of his head. “Women and children are forbidden from entering the cloister.”

My shoulders sank and I started to sigh.

“But under the circumstances,” he continued, “I’ll make an exception. I can’t turn away the sick based on their gender. I suppose I can’t turn away help based on gender either.”


His words swept away all my frustration of the past days. “Oh, thank you, Father Abbot.” I couldn’t contain my smile even though I knew I should, especially as the deep creases of Trudy’s frown rivaled the depths of the moat surrounding Montfort Castle.

A shout came from the road that passed in front of the monastery, and the abbot straightened to a height that towered over me like the belfry on top of the church.

“I’ve a message for Lady Rosemarie,” came the distant shout again, this time more distinct. There was something urgent within the messenger’s voice that pricked me into motion. I skirted past the abbot and Trudy and headed in the direction of the road, all the while praying that he was bringing good tidings, that perhaps the plague had finally been contained, that now my parents would allow me to return home, and that Lord Caldwell could return to Ashby.

One of my father’s trusted soldiers sat atop a snorting warhorse that bore my family’s emblem, draped in blazing blue and shining gold across the horse’s flank. At the sight of my approach, the soldier dismounted, lowered himself to one knee, and bowed his head.

“My lady,” he said.

With a smile and nod, I gave him permission to rise. “What tidings do you bear?” I asked once he was on his feet again.

The soldier glanced behind me. As I followed suit, I saw Trudy waddling toward us as fast as her plump legs could carry her while the abbot took slow, measured steps across the yard.

“Go on,” I said, too anxious to wait for their arrival to hear news from home. “Tell me, how do my father and mother fare? Have they sent for me at last?”

“My lady.” He didn’t meet my gaze. Only then did I notice the slump of his shoulders, as though he bore a weight he didn’t wish to carry.


A shiver of unease crawled up my back, and I felt the strong urge to look anywhere but at the solider before me. Instead I located Montfort Castle, whose massive towers and thick walls were clearly visible on the bluff that stood adjacent to the monastery. I could even make out the pointed turrets, with its flags that rose to touch the blue sky and roofs that glimmered a majestic silver. The castle was one of the mightiest fortresses in the realm, with rocky cliffs on three sides and the walled town on the forefront.

Someday I would take possession of the castle, the town, and all the outlying villages and lands. The responsibility of leading my people and caring for them would fall upon my shoulders. All week, I’d thought I’d been ready to assume that care. But now, with the soldier before me clearly the bearer of foreboding news, I was tempted to turn and hide behind Trudy’s skirts.

I straightened my shoulders as though to make up for the soldier’s slump and forced myself to speak. “You may speak your missive, sir. There’s no need to hesitate.”

“Very well, my lady,” he said, still refusing to meet my gaze. “I bring a summons from the Countess of Montfort. You’re to return to the castle with all haste.”

I smiled and let the tension ease from my shoulders. “’Twould be my pleasure —”

“She’s very ill, my lady.” Only then did he lift his eyes to mine. The gravity there pierced my heart with such sharpness that I grasped my chest and stumbled back a step.

“My father?” I managed to squeeze out the question.

“I’m so sorry, my lady.” The soldier shook his head and dropped his sights to his scuffed boots.

“No!” My horrified cry came out a strangled whisper. The pain in my chest exploded and radiated to my limbs. My knees buckled and I dropped into a heap on the dusty road.


“My lady!” Trudy’s scream rose behind me.

A scream of my own burned in my throat. A scream of protest. I pressed my fist against my trembling lips and swallowed hard. Heat stung my eyes and speared my chest.

This was all a mistake. It had to be.



        Chapter 
4
            

        [image: 1]

        My footsteps sent a hollow echo through
                        the narrow corridor, along with my labored breaths. I could
            hardly suck air into my burning lungs, but still I ran through the passageways. My feet
            hadn’t stopped since I’d jumped from my horse at the base of the main keep
            and run up the spiral stairs that led to the part of the castle that contained my
            parent’s chambers.


        Behind me were the clattering steps of the soldier who’d delivered the
            news and the clink of his sword against his armor. Somewhere far behind him, I knew
            Trudy and the abbot followed. They’d tried to comfort me, but to no avail.


        Ahead, through the dimly lit passageway, two guards stood outside my
            mother’s chamber. At the sight of me, they straightened to full attention. One
            made a move to open the door, but I barged past him and opened it myself, too anxious to
            wait for his courtesy.


        At the sight of me rushing in, the servants and women in the room hushed and
            stepped aside to make a path to the curtained bed where my mother lay. I didn’t
            care who was there or what they were doing. All I wanted was to reach my mother’s
            side.


        “Mother!” I caught sight of her beautiful face above the
            linen sheet one of the maids was hurriedly drawing up to my mother’s chin. The
            maid didn’t move fast enough to hide the swollen blue lump on my mother’s
            neck, a buboe similar to what I’d witnessed on the infected
            peasant the day of the hunt. The thick bed curtains had been pulled aside, and I caught
            a glimpse of the blood-filled basin from the blood-letting, and the jar of leeches used
            to purify her.


        When I reached the bed, I dropped to my knees beside her. Her eyes were closed
            and her face was ashen. For a moment I didn’t detect a rise or fall in her chest,
            and I almost panicked. But then her eyelids flickered. “Mother,” I said
            again, this time more gently but still with urgency.

        On the other side of the bed stood the elderly physician, his shirtsleeves
            rolled past his elbows, his fingers bloody. His face was haggard and his eyes drooped
            with sadness.

        Although I could see that he was weary from his ministrations to my mother,
            that he’d likely been working nonstop to heal her since the moment she’d
            fallen ill, I couldn’t prevent anger from taking hold of me. “You must do
            something more for her.” I then glanced around at the women who, like the doctor,
            had risked their own lives to tend to my mother. “Stop standing there and do
            something to help her!”

        “We’ve done all we possibly can, my lady,” the doctor
            said, his body sagging with defeat.

        “Surely there must be more.” My voice rose. “Send for the
            healers, the priests, the ancient medicines. Anything.”

        No one moved. The room was silent except the distant toll of the church bells
            that came in through the open windows.

        The physician’s eyes met mine. They were filled with remorse. “I
            beg your forgiveness for not being able to save her.”

        The scream that had been building since I’d received the news about my
            parents tore at my throat. I pursed my lips to keep it from slipping out. I
            couldn’t lose control in front of all these people. A part of me, the part my
            mother had worked so hard to train, called for me to respond with the graciousness and
            bearing of a lady. I had to maintain my composure. I had to treat these people kindly, even if I wanted to lash out. They weren’t at fault for
            her condition. They were only trying to help.


        “I beg your forgiveness in return,” I said to the physician,
            forcing each word past the tightness of my throat. “You’ve put your own
            life in danger to help the countess. You deserve my deepest gratitude, not my
            censure.”

        He bowed his head at me.

        I lifted a hand to stroke my mother’s cheek, but a firm grip on my arm
            stopped me.

        I glanced up to see the abbot. His thin fingers suspended my arm. “As
            much as you want to touch her, my lady, you must resist.” I was tempted to yank
            my arm free and to throw myself upon my mother. But the compassion in the abbot’s
            eyes was my undoing. I couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. They slipped out
            unbidden and made hot trails down my cheeks.

        “Is there nothing you can do to save her, Father Abbot? A special
            prayer? A blessing? Even a tear of the Virgin Mary?” I knew they were one of the
            special relics handed down from old that had been known to provide miracles. “Can
            you not find a way?”

        The abbot shook his tonsured head. “My dear child, it’s too late
            for a miracle.”

        “Can you at least try something?”

        “Rosemarie,” came a hoarse voice I knew and loved. I turned to
            find that my mother’s bright blue eyes were open, that she was staring at me with
            burning intensity.

        “Mother!” I raised myself to give her a hug, but this
            time she shrank back.

        “No!” Her voice was stronger and commanding.
            “Listen to the abbot! You must not touch me.”

        I sat back on my knees, even though I longed to do nothing more than to crawl
            into bed next to her. “You’ll get better. You must.”


        She closed her eyes again, and when she opened them a
            second later they were dull and lifeless, as though winter clouds had swept in across
            the summery blue. “Your father is dead.”


        I tried to hold my emotion at bay, but my lips quivered and a tear slid out
            nonetheless. I nodded. The bells had been tolling for the past hour on his behalf.
            “That’s all the more reason why you must get better. You cannot leave me
            too.”


        She started to speak but then gasped. A shudder rippled through her body, and
            her features tightened as though the pain was unbearable. She held her breath until her
            face began to turn blue.


        “You must breathe, Mother,” I called out, wishing I could shake
            her. “Breathe.”


        She gave a short cry before her body fell into the feather-stuffed mattress.
            For a long moment, she didn’t move, didn’t twitch, didn’t
            breathe.


        A wave of despair washed over me and I began to lower my head. But my mother
            gave a sudden gasp, and I lifted my face, hopeful once more and redoubling my prayers
            for a miracle. Even if the abbot had declared that it was too late for one, I
            wouldn’t stop praying.


        My mother stared for a moment at the richly woven linen of the canopy over the
            bed. “Rosemarie?” she finally said in the merest of whispers.


        “I’m here, Mother.” I waited for her to shift and look me
            in the face again. But she only stared straight above her.


        “I love you.” Her words sounded too much like a good-bye.


        “I love you too.” My heart was breaking.


        “I’m sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I should have
            told you sooner.”


        “Don’t speak,” I urged. “Just rest and save your
            strength.”


        “That’s why I wanted you to come,” she continued, each word growing more labored and faint. “Why I risked. Exposing
            you. I had. To tell you.”


        I leaned in. “Please. Say no more.”

        She tried to whisper, but then stalled. She sucked in a wheezing breath and
            tried again. “The vow . . .”

        The vow? I waited for her to say more. To elaborate. She’d obviously
            been determined to tell me something, had called me to her sick room so that she could share a
            secret.

        I stared at her face, willing her to continue. But her focus was on the
            canopy. She stared unblinking, unswerving. Her lips didn’t move but remained half
            open, as if awaiting the words she’d yet to speak. I watched, breathlessly,
            expectantly, my body tightening with each passing moment.

        Endless seconds ticked.

        Boney fingers rested on my shoulder. “My lady,” came the
            abbot’s voice from above me. At the regret in his tone, suddenly I knew that my
            mother would never speak to me again. Would never look at me again. And never tell me
            she loved me again.
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        I perched on the dark walnut chair, my
                        cheeks and eyes as dry as my shriveled heart. The elaborate
            funeral had ended, but I remained in the front of the chancel, in my seat of honor.


        I couldn’t tear my gaze from the two coffins standing side by side,
            their ornate silver engravings and velvet trim mocking me and reminding me of the
            treasure I’d lost, the greatest treasure — my family.


        The candelabras cast long shadows across the high altar. The few stained glass
            windows my father had purchased for the chapel didn’t allow in enough light to
            illuminate the high vaulted ceiling of the crossing, the cruciform arms that made up the
            rest of the church.


        It was long past time for me to go. The few guests who’d come to the
            funeral — the nobility who’d braved the plague to pay their respects
            — were waiting at the castle for a feast I was holding in honor of my father and
            mother.


        But yet I did not stir.


        The past week had been a blur of heartache amidst the details of preparing for
            the funeral arrangements. Now that the ceremony was over, the loneliness and emptiness
            finally hit me, and I didn’t know how I’d be able to bear leaving my
            parents here to be buried underneath the chapel floor in tombs reserved for nobility. Leaving them here seemed so final. I would have to admit to myself
            they were really gone, that never again would I experience their sweet love, their
            gentle embraces, or their delight in me, their only daughter.


        In fact, I was ashamed to admit, I’d even miss their
            overprotectiveness. I’d promised God that if I could have either of them back,
            I’d never complain about their smothering again. Deep down I knew they’d
            simply wanted to keep me safe for as long as possible. They’d done it out of
            love, even if at times I hadn’t liked their ministrations.

        “Why?” I whispered again, as I had a hundred times already.
            “Why them? Why now?”

        But as before, God was silent. Perhaps what people were saying was true.
            Perhaps the plague had been a divine punishment.

        I’d been informed that the plague had wiped out a quarter of the town.
            The reports of the dead having been piled in carts and dumped into mass graves had
            horrified me. Even worse were the reports that dozens of children had lost their fathers
            and mothers.

        That last news had sobered me, had made me realize I wasn’t the only
            one who’d lost parents, that I wasn’t the only one grieving. But I also
            knew that was as far as the comparison went. I had a massive home, fertile lands, and an
            abundance of wealth. They had nothing. I had hordes of servants to take care of me. Now
            they had no one. Many of the orphans would likely be cast out of their homes and into
            the streets, forced to survive any way they could manage.

        Even though I’d wept countless tears over the loss of my parents, I
            couldn’t complain about my situation when so many others had fared far worse.
            Deep down, I was actually proud of my parents, for how nobly they’d sacrificed
            their lives to help their people. I’d heard stories of how my parents had
            delivered food, clothing, and medicine to the diseased. They’d knelt on dirt floors, nursed the sick, prayed for the dying, and won the
            hearts of the people in return.


        Although only the nobility and clergy had been allowed inside the church for
            the funeral, I’d been told that the peasants and craftsmen throughout all of
            Ashby had traveled miles to pay their respects. They’d stood outside the open
            doors to listen to the service and say their farewell to the two kind-hearted people who
            had led them with fairness and benevolence for many years.

        “My lady?” Abbot Francis Michael, with his soft tread, had
            appeared by my side without my noticing him. “I’m only sorry we
            don’t have a more special resting place for your parents.”

        If only they didn’t have to rest at all.

        “Someday, perhaps with your help, we’ll rectify that.” He
            gazed around the nave and sighed. “We’ll build a cathedral worthy of your
            parents and worthy of God’s dwelling.”

        I could only nod, my insides too sore to respond.

        He studied the interior a moment longer, his thin face reflecting his
            displeasure, before he turned his skeletal frame toward me. “We should go now, my
            lady. The people are awaiting you.”

        Slowly, I unbent my weak limbs from the chair and stood, the folds of my black
            mourning gown falling in waves around me. I started to pull down the sheer veil of my
            head covering, but the abbot stopped me with a touch of his hand.

        “Let the people see your face,” he said quietly but firmly.
            “They’re waiting to get a look at the young lady who will now rule over
            them.”

        I let my hands fall away and tried to still the trembling in my heart.

        “Yes, you’re mourning,” the abbot continued, “but
            you must also show them that you’re compassionate, strong, and capable of leading
            them.”

        I let his words sink in. “You’re right, Father Abbot.” I
            was their leader now. It was up to me to comfort them and to show
            them that I would continue the compassionate reign of my parents. It was up to me to
            protect and provide for them. And it was up to me to ensure that I produced an heir who
            would carry on that tradition.


        “You’re very wise, Father Abbot,” I said, grateful for
            his counsel. I must do what I could to find a husband and marry soon. Although
            I’d hoped for a few more years before marrying, fourteen wasn’t overly
            young. I’d known of other noblewomen pledging their troth as early as twelve.
            After the feast I would speak with the abbot further about my future and about the
            possibility of marriage.

        But even as the thought slipped through me, doubts quickly followed. Was it
            too soon after my parents’ death to even consider it? I’d only just begun
            to experience the first blossoms of attraction to Lord Caldwell. Was attraction enough
            of a foundation for marriage? Surely, I needed more time to get to know him before
            making such an important decision.

        With hesitant steps, I started down the long aisle toward the narthex. When a
            young man emerged from the shadows and stepped into the aisle near the door, I sucked in
            a startled breath. The evening light fell over him and revealed the angular features and
            warm brown eyes of Lord Caldwell.

        My surprise rapidly changed into pleasure that mingled with embarrassment. I
            was only glad I hadn’t spoken my thoughts regarding marriage and Lord Caldwell
            aloud to the abbot, that I’d chosen to keep them hidden for the time being.

        I’d noticed the Baron of Caldwell and his wife in passing at the
            funeral. I’d glimpsed Thomas as well. But the ceremony hadn’t been the
            time or place to renew my acquaintance with him. But now, with his solid presence before
            me and the depths of his eyes revealing his sympathy, I had the sudden urge to fly down
            the rest of the aisle and bury my face against his solid chest.


        “I hope you don’t mind that I waited for
            you,” he said.


        “I’m glad you did.” Sudden shyness rooted my feet to the
            floor.


        He took a step toward me then stopped. “My heart breaks for your loss,
            my lady.”


        A knot wound around my throat, preventing me from responding.


        “It all happened too fast,” he continued softly. “It
            seems only yesterday we were all together . . .”


        I nodded, thinking back to the week before the outbreak when our families had
            been happy and alive, riding, hunting, and feasting. If only I’d known then how
            deadly the plague was, I’d have demanded that my parents seclude themselves with
            me.


        Thomas shifted and glanced to the distance between us as though he wished to
            close it. But at the sight of the abbot directly behind me, he remained where he was.
            “I wanted the chance to tell you privately that I’ll do absolutely
            anything to ease your pain. Just tell me, and I’ll do it.”


        His words sent a flutter of warmth through my stomach. “Thank you, my
            lord.”


        Behind me, the abbot cleared his throat. “I can see that I must speak
            with you about your future, Lady Rosemarie.”


        A heated flush stole over me, and I was sure that my face was now as red as a
            ripe cherry. The very last thing I wanted to do was speak about my future in front of
            Lord Caldwell.


        “I can see that you’re not aware —”


        “Please, Father Abbot,” I rushed to silence him. “May we
            discuss this alone later?”


        His brows pinched together, and he regarded me a long moment before finally
            nodding. “Very well, my lady. But I do think we should converse at your earliest
            convenience.”


        “On the morrow?” I offered, but I didn’t pay attention to
            his reply, because Lord Caldwell had started down the aisle toward me. His eyes held mine fast and my heartbeat walloped against my chest, drowning
            out all but Lord Caldwell’s determined footsteps.


        When he reached me, he held out his arm, indicating that he would be my
            escort. For a brief instant I considered what my people would think if I exited the
            church on his arm. Would they find reassurance in such a move, knowing that their new
            ruler would someday potentially partner with a kind and wise man like Thomas?

        I slipped my hand into the crook of his arm, the firmness and surety of his
            grip giving me the confidence that I needed. As we walked down the aisle to the door,
            his strength and vitality reminded me that I still had so much of my life ahead of me.
            My parents might have died, but they wouldn’t have wanted me to be dead in my
            grief for them. Instead, they would have wanted me to go on living to the fullest.

        As we stepped out of the cool stone sanctuary into the summer evening, I was
            so overcome by the masses of people that waited, I had to stop. For a moment, all that I
            could do was peer at the crowd, at the weathered faces of people who’d known
            little but toil their whole lives. The sorrow and despair in the wide eyes that stared
            back at me stirred my soul with anguish. They’d lost so much over the past couple
            of weeks, including their beloved leaders.

        I could see the questions in their eyes. Even the accusation that I’d
            never be enough. I was only a girl. How could I take the place of my father and mother?
            How would I ever have the same wisdom and leadership ability?

        Even if I wanted to show them that I would rise to the challenge, I
            didn’t know that I could. I didn’t have the experience of my parents. What
            if I never did? What if I made mistakes? Or what if I failed the people completely?

        Thomas squeezed my hand, the gentle pressure reminding me
            that I wouldn’t have to rule alone. I would have a husband to help me, an equal
            partnership like what my parents had shared. I might even have Thomas by my side.


        It wasn’t until we’d ridden past the last of the massive
            gathering that I finally breathed deeply again. Several guards rode ahead, their hands
            on the hilts of their swords, their eyes watchful. The abbot rode behind Thomas and me,
            close enough that I didn’t want to engage in too much conversation.

        The town walls loomed ahead. Beyond the town was the magnificent fortress that
            now belonged solely to me. I tried desperately not to think about the fact that my
            mother wouldn’t be there to greet my return ever again. But the thought settled
            like a damp fog upon my heart.

        I rode silently, my head downcast until at last we drew nigh to the town. Our
            horses clomped down the well-worn dirt path toward the drawbridge, and finally I lifted
            my head, knowing that as the abbot had instructed I must appear a capable leader to my
            people.

        My gaze landed upon a scene at the entrance of the bridge, and my blood turned
            to ice. On either side of the embankment, two shirtless men had been laid out on the
            ground, their arms and legs tied to stakes. Although I abhorred torture as an instrument
            of discipline and considered it inhumane and barbaric, I knew my father had allowed it
            from time to time when someone committed a crime severe enough to necessitate such
            measures. That fact hadn’t frozen me. Rather, it was the severity of the torture,
            the wide, metal cages lashed to their bare stomachs, which now brought nausea swelling
            into my throat.

        In the cages were rats. Skinny, starving rats with razor-sharp claws and
            dangerously sharp teeth. From the bloody mass of flesh that had been ripped open on the
            abdomens of both men, I guessed that the rats had been burrowing for some time.

        I looked away as rapidly as I could, but the image was entrenched into my mind as sharply as an engraving into metalwork. Bile rose, and
            no amount of willpower or swallowing could keep it down. I leaned over my horse and
            emptied my stomach in wave after wave.


        Around me, over the roaring in my head, I heard Thomas shouting orders to have
            the tortured men taken away, the clanking of the soldiers as they dismounted, and the
            abbot’s quiet murmurings of comfort by my side. Somehow I found myself being led
            over the stone bridge away from the two men.

        Even then, the nightmare of what I’d witnessed tortured me.
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The sweet waft of roses bathed me, but still couldn’t drown the stench of bloody flesh that had haunted me since I’d finally arrived in my chambers. My servants had strewn the freshly picked rose petals over the rushes on my floor. They’d even scattered the delicate petals over my dressing table. But it hadn’t done any good.


I sat listlessly on my bench, staring into the looking glass but only seeing rats no matter how many times I’d tried to focus on Trudy arranging my hair into two looped plaits.


A knock on the chamber door made me jump. Even though my limbs had ceased shaking, my insides still quaked at every noise and every slight movement.


Trudy bustled to the door and opened it, revealing Thomas. With a grave face, he stepped into the doorframe but came no farther.


I started to rise from my dressing table, but he motioned me to remain seated. “I’m sorry for disturbing you, my lady. But I couldn’t stay away. I’ve been worried about you.”


“Please, don’t worry —” I started.


“I cannot bear to see you in distress,” he said. His features softened as he studied my face, which was surely still lined with my horror.


“The scene took me by surprise.” I shuddered, hoping I didn’t appear too weak. I wanted him to think of me as a strong woman, not a simpering young girl who couldn’t handle problems in my realm.


“I had some of the soldiers investigate the matter,” Thomas said. “And they informed me that the sheriff tortured the two men because they’d defied his order by leaving the part of town still under quarantine.”

“Then they weren’t murderers or marauders or enemies bent on destruction?”

Thomas shook his head, his lips pressed together grimly.

“I don’t understand,” I said, my distress mounting. “Why would the sheriff resort to such horrible torture for a crime that is so minor?”

“Perhaps he only thought to prevent the spread of the Plague and deter anyone else from disobeying?”

“What if the men were only seeking food for their families?”

“I cannot say that I agree with his methods, my lady. And I also cannot tell you how to rule your lands . . .” His voice trailed as his gaze fell to my black gown. I had no doubt he was thinking about my parents’ deaths and how young I was to assuming such leadership. “But if I was in your position, I’d make a new law that prohibits such methods of torture. Then you can assure it won’t happen again.”

I nodded. “You’re wise, my lord.” Even though he hadn’t spoken his thoughts, he was right. I was young. The laws of the land stipulated that I would need the guidance of an adult to help me rule, at least until I turned eighteen. Perhaps Thomas would provide the counsel I required? Even if we hadn’t had time to get to know each other better, I trusted him. He was a good man. And I didn’t want him to leave Ashby.

I knew he couldn’t very well stay in Montfort Castle without his parents there to supervise and chaperone us. And I also knew that they wouldn’t be able to stay forever. The baron and baroness had their own land and peoples to oversee.


But the thought of Thomas having to leave any time soon filled me with desperation. I wanted to rush over to him and find security in his embrace. I had the feeling that if I did go to him, he would willingly hold me, he wouldn’t turn me away, and he would relish the connection.

However, the sight of Trudy standing guard in the middle of the room, her eyes bouncing back and forth between the two of us, took away any thought of seeking comfort in Thomas’s arms. Trudy would never allow it, especially not in my bed chamber.

I sighed. It was just as well. Something inside told me I had to be strong and learn to stand on my own first. My grief was still too fresh, my insecurities still too high. If I wanted to be a worthy companion, someone Thomas could respect, I had to mature first.

A scurry in a dark corner of the room brought me off my bench and sent my heart racing with fear. Was it a rat? I was tempted to jump up on my bench, and only the fact that Thomas was watching me kept my feet on the floor.

“The only good news that my messenger brought,” Thomas said, “was that the two men apparently hadn’t died from their torture. Rather, based on wounds to their chests, their hearts had been punctured by the sharp tip of a sword or halberd or knife.”

“Then some passerby took mercy on the men and put them out of their misery?”

“It would appear so.”

That would explain why the two men hadn’t been screaming and writhing in pain when we’d come upon them. The humane deliverer, whoever he was, deserved my deepest gratitude. “If your men discover the angel of mercy, please bring me the news. I’d like to reward him.”

Thomas nodded. For a long moment, he didn’t say anything. He merely shifted, glanced at Trudy, and then at the floor. I could see from the intensity of his expression that he wanted to say something more to me but that he longed to do so in privacy.


As if sensing the same, Trudy bustled toward the door and began to close it upon him. “Her ladyship needs to finish her ministrations.”


Thomas backed out. “Then we shall speak later of future plans, my lady.” I caught one last glimpse of his face, of the longing in his eyes, before the door shut. In spite of the grim circumstances, my heart gave a leap of expectation.

Future plans? Was he planning to propose to me?

I hugged my arms across my chest at the thought. If I married him with all haste, then I wouldn’t have to be alone here in the large empty halls of Monfort. I wouldn’t have to face the pains and sorrows of this time alone. I would have the leadership assistance that I needed.

As I took my seat and allowed Trudy to finish readying me, I pushed aside the thoughts that surfaced again, thoughts that warned me against relying too much on Thomas. The desire for his comfort and embrace was too hard to resist.

“There.” Trudy stood back and surveyed me, her hands on her hips, her head tilted to one side. “You look presentable, even if your face is as pale as the moon.”

“Thank you, Trudy.”

“I still think you should forgo the feasting.” Trudy eyed me before stepping forward and pressing her cool hand against my forehead. “Even if you’re not running a fever or shaking from chills, I think you’d be much better off in bed.”

I stood and shook my head. “I must attend. I have to at least thank my guests for coming.” There were several distinguished visitors that I had yet to greet, including my godfather, the wealthy Duke of Rivenshire also known as the Noblest Knight. Along with the others, I’d noticed the duke’s stately presence at the funeral. I couldn’t ignore him. To do so would be a complete breach of etiquette. Not to mention how much such behavior would have disappointed my parents. The duke had been my father’s dearest friend.


Of course, I couldn’t deny that I wanted to see Thomas again as well and learn what it was he wanted to discuss regarding the future, hopefully our future together.

Amidst Trudy’s fussing, I finally escaped my chamber and started down the long hallway, my old guard Bartholomew shuffling ahead of me, his shoulders permanently hunched. He led the way with his torchlight, and I followed with my small tallow lamp. When we reached the winding stairwell, I halted and peered up to the entry that led to my parents’ now-deserted chambers on the floor above mine.

Bartholomew had already started down the steps in his lopsided gait. But instead of following him, I tiptoed the opposite way. Something irresistibly drew me upward, and I didn’t stop until I stood in front of the thick paneled door that opened into my mother’s rooms.

I paused and listened. From the absolute stillness and silence, I surmised that the entire floor was unlit and unoccupied. The thought pierced my heart anew. Never again would I hear my parents’ laughter ringing against the brick walls. Never again would the warmth of my mother’s hearth fire beckon to me. Never again would I sneak into her bed on a stormy night to draw comfort from her arms.

Before I lost courage, I pushed open her door, stepped inside, and closed it behind me. I lifted my clay lamp higher, letting the glow fall over the room. My mother’s servants had obviously disposed of all of the linens, medicines, and herbs that had been strewn about her room the last time I’d visited, the day she’d died. But everything else was undisturbed, exactly the way mother had always ordered things.


Her bed had been topped with a feather quilt, the bed curtains tied open, and fresh rushes strewn about the floor, almost as though she were merely on a long trip and expected back any day.


“If only it were so,” I whispered, setting my lamp upon my mother’s dressing table and moving toward the wooden chest at the end of the bed. I wouldn’t have dared to open the chest had my mother been alive. But a deep, keen need to have a part of her back with me urged me onward. I lifted the lid, and the waft of lavender brought a prick of tears to my eyes. ’Twas my mother’s scent, gained from the small bags of dried lavender she kept among the folds of her clothing to help protect them from moths.


I lifted the top garment, the burgundy damask with a pomegranate pattern, and buried my face in it, letting my tears and hot, stifled sobs find release in the heavy material, in the beautiful dress that had been the last gift my father had given my mother.


“No more tears,” I murmured, thrusting the garment back into the chest and swiping at the wetness on my cheeks. It wouldn’t do to descend to the Great Hall and meet my guests with swollen eyes and tear-streaked cheeks.


Just as I started to lower the lid, the glint of silver caught my eye — a key tucked into a slit in the flannel that covered the inside of the lid. The key had obviously been hastily put away; otherwise it would have been pushed all the way out of sight. I pried it loose and turned it over in my palm.


What was the key for? A secret chamber within the chest, perhaps?


I slipped my hand into the chest, past the layers of garments, until my fingers made contact with the bottom. I slid my hand along the edges, not really knowing what I was searching for, but the need to find the source of the key was growing. For several minutes I skimmed over every corner, every grain of wood, every flaw in the structure.


Finally, I sat back on my knees, released a long sigh, and stared at the chest. Maybe I’d been wrong. Maybe there wasn’t a secret chamber. Maybe the key went to some other locked box, like the small cabinets that stood against the opposite wall.

I started to replace the lid, but then stopped. I raised and lowered the lid several times, studying it, before allowing myself a small smile of victory — the first real smile I’d had in over a week. Persistence paid off. I’d figured out my mother’s secret compartment.

This time I opened the chest all the way and smoothed my hand over the layer of flannel until my fingers grazed a tiny lump behind the material — a keyhole. I pried the nearly miniscule hole in the flannel aside and stuck the key in.

It fit perfectly. With one twist, the inside of the lid dropped open to reveal a slim compartment. It was slender enough to hide necklaces and jewels and papers, the most valued possessions my mother owned.

One at a time, I examined the jewels, careful to put them back exactly as I’d found them, although they were now mine and I could do whatever I wanted with them. They were exquisitely beautiful, and most were pieces I’d never seen my mother wear.

When I’d finally taken stock of all the priceless jewelry, my fingers circled around a rolled parchment. I pulled it out and stared at it. It was tied closed with a tiny pink ribbon, or rather a lace edging that looked like it had once formed the hem of a baby garment.

A chilled breeze slithered under my bodice and up my backbone. I glanced to the windows with their bull’s-eye panes, now completely shuttered and unable to allow in a breeze. A part of me wanted to slam the chest closed, scramble from the room, and pretend I’d never seen the secret compartment. Something told me that whatever was in the rolled parchment would not be pleasant.


But another part of me remained calm, reminding me that there was no use trying to run from or fight against fate.

Gingerly, I untied the baby pink lace. It fluttered to the floor. The parchment crinkled from age as it slowly unwound, almost as though it had a mind of its own. Once it was open, I smoothed back the crusty paper until it was nearly flat.

There at the top, in bold black ink, were written the words, “The Ancient Vow of Hannah.”

My breath caught. Vow?

The last words my mother had spoken to me before she’d died had been, “The vow.” Was this secret piece of paper what she’d been trying to tell me about?

With a wildly beating heart, I skimmed the first neatly printed paragraph, which said something about the woman Hannah from the Old Testament, how when she’d been barren she’d cried at the temple until the priest Eli had prayed to God on her behalf for a child. Hannah had promised to give the child back to God for a life of service to Him. God had granted her desire and she’d fulfilled her vow by taking her firstborn, Samuel, to live in the temple once he’d been old enough.

My heart ceased beating at the next paragraph. “In exchange for a sacred Tear of the Virgin Mary, the Earl and Countess of Montfort do hereby pledge to fulfill the Ancient Vow of Hannah. They promise to give their firstborn child back to God for a life of service to Him upon the child’s eighteenth year of life. The child will enter the Ashby Convent for a life of celibacy and devotion to God.”

I could only stare at the words, uncomprehending, but somehow knowing that this was the fate that had drawn me to my mother’s chamber. This was the news that my mother had been trying to tell me upon her deathbed.


I let the parchment slip from my fingers. It fell into my lap, rolling up with a finality that snapped through my body.

“No,” I whispered into the empty room. “There must be some mistake.” I knew my parents had been unable to conceive a child for many years. They’d told me I was a miracle baby, that I was special, that God had blessed them with me.

But they’d never once mentioned that I’d have to live in the convent when I turned eighteen. My mind reeled at the thought of returning to the convent and having to remain forever. One week had been difficult enough. How could I stand having to live there the rest of my earthly life?

A frantic need to find some explanation or a reversal to the vow swept through me. With shaking hands, I emptied the secret compartment, strewing the contents onto the floor. Then I tossed my mother’s garments out of the chest, searching for another parchment or for anything that could nullify the vow my parents had taken. I ransacked the cabinets, emptied another trunk of clothes, dumped a small chest on the dressing table. I even checked under the bed and mattress.

I found nothing.

Surely if their vow had meant something, they would have told me about it by now. After all, they’d had fourteen years to share the news with me — if they’d planned on telling me at all.

The vow. My mother’s soft, dying words swirled around me like a ghost. The vow. The vow. The vow. The chant grew louder and louder, clanging through my head until it was all I heard.

I wanted to run from the room, lock myself in my chambers, and hide under my coverlet. I needed to get away from the inevitable truth, the truth that my mother had tried to tell me about the vow. Yet, even as I longed to escape, I knew there was nowhere I could run. The vow would pursue me everywhere.


My legs felt as weak and wobbly as those of a newborn foal. I crumpled to the floor and buried my face in my hands.


A rap on the door was followed by a creak and slow, measured footsteps.


I didn’t have to look up to know who those steps belonged to.


“Lady Rosemarie?” came the abbot’s voice.


“There she is, Father Abbot.” My old guard Bartholomew shuffled into the room, raising his torch so that the light rained upon me.


“My child,” the abbot said. “Whatever is the matter? Are you ill?”


I had no doubt I looked as wretched as I felt.


He crossed to me and lowered himself onto one knee. “Lady Rosemarie, you must tell me what is wrong.”


At the anxiety in his tone, I lifted the rolled parchment.


He took it, smoothed it out, and gave it the briefest of glances before letting the parchment roll back together. For a long moment he didn’t say anything. He didn’t have to. His actions and silence told me all I needed to know: The vow was real. There was no mistake.


Finally, I lifted my face. His sympathetic eyes met mine. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?”


“I thought you knew,” he replied gently. “I assumed that your parents had spoken of the vow to you long ago. Only when you were in the church after the funeral, interacting with Lord Caldwell, did I realize that perhaps you didn’t know.”


Lord Caldwell. Thomas. Just the mention of him sent an agonized ripple through me. Did the vow mean that I could no longer entertain thoughts of a future with him? Was I to be denied my growing feelings for him? Was I to forfeit a chance at experiencing love and marriage and a family of my own?


“I don’t understand.” My throat tightened painfully. “Why did Mother and Father keep this from me?”


The abbot settled back on his heels and tucked his hands into his sleeves. “I’m not sure why. But perhaps they wanted to give you as normal a childhood as they could. Perhaps they thought you would be able to accept the news with maturity if they waited to tell you until you were closer to eighteen years.”


The abbot’s reasoning made sense, except that it seemed a cruel joke to allow me to develop feelings for Thomas if I couldn’t pursue a relationship with him. Why encourage young love if it was only to end in heartache? The question begged for release, but I held it back, too embarrassed to admit to the abbot the depth of my attraction to Lord Caldwell.


“When your parents came to me years ago for the Tear of the Virgin Mary,” the abbot continued, “I believed — as I’m sure they did — that like Hannah, they would have other children to replace the one they must give up.”


“But I’m their only child and the heir to Ashby.” Panic mounted in my chest. “What will become of my people once I enter the convent? Will the lands be given away?” I could only think of the cruel Lord Witherton, who had no love for peasants, and what he would do to my people if he ruled them.


The abbot shook his head, his narrow face remaining placid as always. “Even when you come to live at the convent, you will retain your wealth and lands. As a woman, of course, you won’t join the monks inside the cloister. You’ll remain in the guesthouse until we can build an abbey for you. Nevertheless, just because you become a nun doesn’t mean you’ll have to stop ruling your people as wisely and justly as your parents before you. In fact, I expect that you’ll have more time and energy to devote to serving your people without the distractions of the world pulling your attention. One day, after the abbey is completed, you could even become the abbess.”


His words reassured me only a little. “But after I die? Then what will happen?”


He sighed then and hesitated. “We have no control over the future. We can only make the most of the present.”


I knew what he was saying without him having to spell it out. One day the Montfort rule would come to an end. “So this means that I cannot marry Lord Caldwell? That he and I will have no future together?”


Again the abbot hesitated, but then he nodded. “I’m sorry, my lady. Once you take your vows and become a nun, your only bridegroom will be God.”


A sharp intake of breath from the doorway drew my attention. There, next to my wizened, stoop-shouldered guard Bartholomew, stood Thomas, his face a deathly pale and his eyes wide.


“Thomas.” I scrambled to my feet. At the sting in his expression I wanted to race across the chamber, grasp his hands, and reassure him that everything would be all right. But suddenly I knew with certain clarity that nothing was all right. My world had just been turned upside down and Thomas had been dropped off it entirely.


“You didn’t make an appearance in the Great Hall,” he managed. “I was worried. I only thought to make sure you weren’t still suffering the torments from earlier.”


If only the earlier torments were my only suffering. But now my suffering was compounded, making everything else fade in comparison.


Thomas studied my face, reading the shock there that surely matched his own. I wasn’t sure how much of my conversation with the abbot he’d overheard, but it had apparently been enough to know that whatever love had begun to grow between us must now wither and die. I just prayed that he could see that I hadn’t purposefully led him on or encouraged his affection when it was clearly not mine to gain.


“Her ladyship has just discovered her parents’ vow.” The abbot rose and straightened himself to his full, imposing height. Then he held the rolled parchment toward Thomas.

I wanted to grab the paper before Thomas could read it, and rip it to shreds. Perhaps without the evidence, I could continue on with my life as before. But even as I entertained the thought, my hopes were dashed with the abbot’s next words.

“The vow is unbreakable except by death,” he said. “If her ladyship doesn’t fulfill it, then she risks God’s swift judgment and wrath upon herself.”

Thomas took the parchment from the abbot. The chamber was eerily silent as he read the words that, in the blink of an eye, had changed the course of my destiny forever.

Finally, Thomas let his hand fall, the parchment dangling, his shoulders slumping, his head bowed. It was the posture of a man who knew he was defeated.

The abbot cleared his throat and then spoke softly. “If you care at all for Lady Rosemarie, then you must leave Montfort and never return.”

No! I silently screamed. Don’t go away. Don’t abandon me now!

As though hearing my plea, Thomas lifted his eyes to mine. I could see directly to the anguish in his soul. The anguish said he was too honorable to do anything that might put my life in jeopardy. It said that although he cared for me more than words could express, he must protect my honor. He could do nothing less than leave Montfort and never return.

He reached into the inside pocket of his jerkin. When he pulled out his hand, he held a silver bracelet.

I didn’t need much light to know what it was. It was the rose cameo I’d given him as a token of my affection, the one he’d kissed when he’d left Ashby, a kiss that had been so full of promise.


The mere remembrance of the kiss he’d pressed against it took away my breath as though someone had sliced out my lungs, leaving a gaping, painful hole in my chest. Sharp tears pricked my eyes and I had to swallow hard to keep them at bay.

He held out the cameo as though he abhorred losing it but was forcing himself to give it up nonetheless.

I shook my head. “No, my lord.” A whisper was all I could manage past the tightness of my throat. “Please, keep it. It’s yours.”

He hesitated for only a moment before slipping it back into his pocket, into the spot right above his heart. Even though he couldn’t have me, he surely had my affection. And would have it forever. For a long moment, he held my gaze, and I knew without a doubt he was saying good-bye.
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I pried my swollen eyes open and pressed a hand over the hollow spot in my chest where my heart had once been, empty except for the pain that swelled there.


I rolled over on my feather mattress and slipped my fingers into my dog Pup’s long fur. His tongue lapped against my arm, his kiss a gentle reminder that I wasn’t alone, that my life hadn’t ended despite how I felt.


I hadn’t slept all night, tossing and turning as a million thoughts plagued me — thoughts of famished rats in bottomless cages, thoughts of my mother languishing on her deathbed, thoughts of the pain grooved into Thomas’s face when he’d held out the cameo bracelet.


I forced myself to hold back the emotion that resurfaced every time I thought of his unspoken good-bye, of him turning and leaving me in my mother’s chamber while the parchment burned in my lap and mocked me.


I’d been grateful that the abbot had stayed by my side for a while and had allowed me to cry on his shoulder. He hadn’t tried to convince me out of my sorrow, as though he knew that I had to grieve the loss of my future plans for love and marriage every bit as much as I had to grieve the loss of my parents.


Yes, I had to grieve. Grieving losses was normal and even healthy. But now, after crying off and on all night, my eyes were dry. In the faint light of dawn creeping in from the window, I could make out Trudy sleeping on her pallet near my bed. She’d been just as shocked as I was about the news of the vow. Clearly, my parents hadn’t told her anything about it either. And while she’d sputtered over the news for some time, she’d finally seemed to resign herself to a future with me at the convent.


If only I could resign myself as easily.

I pushed myself up, realizing that I wanted to go to the chapel this morning, the small one that had been built into the castle’s structure long ago. I hadn’t visited it much during my life, but suddenly the abbot’s invitation to meet him there for Morning Prayer seemed like the most natural response in the world. In fact, I was suddenly pressed with the consuming desire to fall on my knees and pour out my heart to the One who would always be there to hear my sorrows and difficulties.

I had the feeling I’d have plenty of nights of anguish ahead of me, that I would struggle to accept my fate for many days to come. But I had to begin making the most of the life that had been set before me. I could start the day, and perhaps every day, in prayer.

After spending my early hours in the chapel with the abbot, I finally made my way outside to say good-bye to my guests.

My godfather — the Noblest Knight, the Duke of Rivenshire — bent his head and kissed my hand. The early morning sunlight glinted off the signature ring on his finger as well as against the armor he’d donned.

“I’m sorry you must leave so soon, your Grace,” I said, standing above him on the uncovered balcony that led into the Keep.

The duke smiled at me. “I wish I could stay longer, but my knights and I must ride out to the southern borderlands with all haste.” He cocked his head toward the knights, squires, and retinue of servants that accompanied him, who were now mounting their horses and readying their baggage carts. With his motion, I noticed his silver eyes matched the silvery threads that had begun to make an appearance in his hair.


“I understand,” I said, returning his smile, even though it felt forced. I wasn’t in the mood for company anymore anyway. Not after the revelation of last night.

I was relieved that Lord Caldwell and his parents had left at dawn before breaking fast. I wasn’t sure how I could have faced Thomas again. It was difficult enough saying good-bye to the duke.

“Will you reconsider coming to live at Rivenshire?” he asked. “I hate to think of you being alone here. You’ll make fine company for my wife.”

I shook my head. “You’re too kind, your Grace. But I won’t be alone. Abbot Francis Michael has offered to provide his counsel and guidance.” The abbot stood inside the open door, in the shadows of the spacious entryway, giving me a moment to say my farewells.

As my godparent, the duke was the logical choice of a guardian until I turned eighteen. But since he was often gone fighting wars and defending the borders of the realm, it had been easy to agree to the abbot’s offer to lend his guidance. He’d already proven himself with his wise counsel. And I’d found comfort in his presence.

“Besides,” I said, “I think I’ll need the time to prepare myself for my life in the convent.”

The duke’s smile faded and the silver in his eyes turned to a dim gray. “Once I return home, I’ll further investigate the ancient vow.”

I’d been in too much shock last evening to join my guests in the Great Hall, so the abbot had made my excuses for me. Nevertheless, the duke had sought me out. And when I’d shared the news of the vow, he hadn’t been surprised. He’d known all about it, had been present for my birth and baptism. But like the abbot, he’d assumed that my parents had told me long ago.


As much as I’d wanted to deny the validity of the vow, it was useless to try to change it. Not only had the duke’s knowledge validated it, but the abbot had also brought over his copy of the vow from the monastery, a replica of the paper that I’d found in my mother’s chest.

“I promise, this isn’t the end of this matter,” the duke said, squeezing my hand.

I didn’t have the heart to contradict him. Instead, I lifted my chin and straightened my shoulders trying to be much braver than I felt. “You don’t need to worry about me, your Grace. I’ll adjust.” I prayed I was right.

“You are strong, dear one.” His gaze was tender, reminding me altogether too much of my father. “You’re just as strong and compassionate as your parents. I have no doubt you’ll follow in their stead and make them proud.”

A moment later, as I stood on the balcony watching the Noblest Knight upon his warhorse lead his men out of the inner bailey and through the inner curtain gatehouse, it seemed as though he was taking the last ray of sunshine with him. A cloud passed in front of the sun and the dew of the early morning rose up to chill me.

I wasn’t sure that I was as strong as he believed I was, and certainly not as strong as my parents.

Boney fingers lightly touched my shoulder. The abbot stepped next to me, and the cloud passed so that sunshine once again poured down on my head. The abbot didn’t have to say anything. I drew comfort and strength from his presence.

Maybe I wasn’t as strong as my parents yet. But I could try. If my parents had been kind and generous, surely I could become more so. If my parents had been wise and just, surely I could do even better.


What else did I have to look forward to in my life? Perhaps I would have to give up my dreams and desires for getting married, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t find new dreams.


What if God had called me to a higher purpose — to become the best ruler that Ashby could have? My parents had sacrificed their lives for their people, and now I could do the same.


I took a deep breath and gazed out over the castle walls to the town and the lands beyond. Yes, that was what I would do. As long as I lived and ruled Ashby, whether from castle or from convent, I would make it my life’s calling to be a noble ruler and make my parents proud, so that their death would not be in vain.
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Montfort Castle, Ashby 
In the year of our Lord 1390 





My slippered feet slapped the dirt road, and my heart hammered against my chest like a battering ram.


“Wait, Lady Rosemarie,” my nursemaid called from the narrow alley far behind me.


But I couldn’t wait. I lifted my silky gown higher and pushed my feet faster, straining to reach the town square before it was too late. I raced past the one-room thatched homes of the poor peasants, doors ajar and deserted.


Now I knew why everyone was gone, except for the bedridden and one lame beggar child who’d finally had the courage to tell me what no one else would. The entire town had gathered in the market square to watch several men receive punishment for their crimes. Only it wasn’t the usual stocks or pillory, which I allowed. Nor even someone being placed in jail. No. This time, someone had apparently given the bailiff permission to boil the criminals alive.


Revulsion spread throughout my body. And anger. Why was the bailiff blatantly disregarding my law against cruel tortures?


I rounded the massive grain storage building and stumbled out of the dark alley and onto the cobbled street that led to the market. Almost immediately, I hit a wall of bodies — ​craftsmen and merchants who’d left their shops to watch the public punishment. My breath burned in my chest from my frantic run through town, and I gasped a lungful of the sourness that came from the unwashed bodies sweating in the merciless late-morning sun. The odor soon mingled with the stench of pigs and chickens brought to market, and the rottenness of overripe produce.


But fury mastered my nausea. I wouldn’t tolerate cruelty on my lands, among my people. I hadn’t allowed it in the years since the Plague had taken the lives of my dear father and mother. And I wouldn’t start today.


With a flare of indignation, I stood on my toes, straining to see above the caps and wimples of all those who resided in my walled town. At the billows of black smoke arising from the center green, the ramming of my heartbeat doubled its pace. The smoke could mean only one thing — ​that an enormous fire had indeed been lit. And that a large cauldron had been suspended above it, filled with well water and set to boil . . . with one of the poor criminals inside.


Panic rose to choke me as surely as smoke. “Cease this instant!” I cried. But amidst the clamor and shouts of those gathered, my voice only added to the confusion.


“I command you to release the criminals at once,” I called again, louder.


My orders drifted into nothingness. At the back of the crowd, I was invisible. The townspeople were too intent on the cruel scene before them — ​some curious, others shocked. But mostly afraid. I could see the flickering lines of fear etching the weathered faces, the wrinkled brows, and the hunched shoulders. I needed to make my way to the front, to the bailiff, and demand that he stop the proceedings.


I tapped the back of one of the men standing before me. “Please. Let me pass.”

Without a glance, the man shrugged away my touch as if it was nothing more than a pesky fly. I waited for him to turn around and see that it was I, Lady Rosemarie Montfort, the ruler of Ashby and all the many lands and estates beyond. If he would but take notice of me and realize who I was, he would fall to his knee before me. But he didn’t budge. Like everyone else, he was too focused — ​too horrified — ​to see me.

With a breath of frustration, I stepped toward a group of women huddled together and attempted to wedge my way through their midst. But they only squeezed closer, blocking my way, shutting me out as effectively as the city gate.

With a desperate glance around the market, I caught sight of the steep steps that led to the guildhall’s arched doorway. Bunching my gown, I worked my way around the edge of the gathering until I reached the large stone building. I wove through the children who crowded the steps, patting their bare heads tenderly as they bowed before me. When I finally climbed to the landing, the market spread before me. There, in the very heart of the green, was the bonfire. And suspended above the blazing heat was a large cauldron hanging from a metal tripod, with an old man cramped inside. The steam rising from the water told me it wouldn’t be long before it began to bubble at an unbearable temperature. The old man’s screams would soon fill the air as his skin blistered and flesh cooked. Even now, his exposed chest shone as red as freshly butchered beef. Beneath a mop of dirty gray hair, his eyes were wild.

To the side, another criminal was sprawled on the ground, his hands tied to stakes above his head. Ropes bound his feet, and the petty constable was cranking a lever that was slowly stretching the man, nearing the point where his arms and legs would pull from their sockets.


I spotted the dark cloak and hat of the bailiff, and found he was adding more kindling to the fire.

“Bailiff!” I shouted. “You must stop this cruelty.”

Only the children on the steps heard me. They lifted their faces to watch me expectantly. I cupped the cheek of the nearest urchin and smoothed my fingers over his filthy skin. He peered up at me with adoration, and I managed a small smile for him. He shouldn’t have to witness such a display of inhumanity. No one should. Ever.

With a shudder, I crossed my arms over my chest and attempted to ward off the dark chill that came from remembering the torture I’d witnessed four years ago after my parents’ funeral. The gruesome picture was stitched into my memory like embroidery threads within a tapestry. I wanted no more memories like that one.

“Stop!” I yelled again. “As Lady Rosemarie Montfort, your ruler, I command you to cease. Immediately.”

This time, my declaration caused heads to turn my direction. The women closest to the guildhall began to whisper and grab the arms of those around them. Some of the men bowed. But the petty constable continued to crank the rope, and the bailiff tossed another log onto the fire, sending sparks shooting high into the air.

I uttered an unladylike cry of frustration and raised my eyes to the grand castle on the bluff that towered as a lord over the town. The outer walls rose as if one with the rocky cliffs, making the fortress impenetrable on three sides. A moat and the town provided the defense on the fourth side.

If only I’d thought to bring one of my guards. Even now, I could make out the gleaming helmet of the soldier on duty at the gatehouse. But I’d never had need of protection in my town, among the people who loved me.


A glint of silver along the fringes of the gathering caught my eye. A short distance from the guildhall stood a war horse mounted by a knight. Dressed in his plate armor, the coat of arms on the horse’s blanket was unfamiliar — ​red with a fire-breathing dragon emblazoned upon it.

How long had the warrior been watching the proceedings? 

A shimmer of unease slipped up the veil trailing over my plaited hair and pricked the back of my neck. None of the neighboring lords had threatened Ashby. The land had been at peace. So who was this knight, and what did his presence in my town mean?

As if sensing my question, the knight shifted to face me. Through the narrow slit in his steel helmet, his eyes were dark and unreadable. Even so, there was something kind and respectful about his posture. He surprised me by bowing his head and paying me homage.

Then he lifted the long halberd at his side, dug his spurs into his horse, and charged forward toward the center green. At the heavy thudding of his steed and the sight of his weapon, those in his path fell back to make room for him. He thrust forward like a knight at a jousting tournament.

My muscles tightened. What did he intend to do? I wanted to call out, to question him, to demand that he explain his presence in my town. But as he made a direct path to the cauldron of bubbling water, I found myself praying he’d succeed where I had failed to bring an end to the torture.

With a precision and strength that no doubt came from years of training, the knight slashed the halberd’s axe-head into the knotted rope binding the criminal on the ground, freeing first one hand then the other. Within seconds, the man was sitting and frantically working to unbind his feet.


The knight shifted to the bubbling cauldron. Again, he lifted his halberd, and this time swung around the fluke that hooked into the metal chain suspending the pot from the tripod. The knight gave his horse a kick that caused the beast to jolt forward. The swift jerk was all it took for the tripod to tip and then topple to the ground. As the cauldron crashed, boiling water splashed over the fire and onto the bailiff and other townspeople, who jumped back with cries. The poor old man who’d been inside, naked except for the breech cloth at his waist, rolled into a quivering heap.

“What do you think you’re doing?” the bailiff called, brushing at the splatters of hot water soaking into his hose.

The knight steered his horse toward the newly freed criminal. The old man pushed himself up and held out shaking hands that were tied together at the wrist. His face was wreathed in gratitude. “Thank you, sir,” he croaked.

Before the bailiff could protest further, the knight unsheathed his sword and slit the rope at the man’s wrists. Then he reached down, clasped the old man’s arm, and hoisted him onto the horse behind him. Though red and raw, the criminal wrapped his arms around the knight’s armor and clung to him. 

Only then did I dare to take a breath. The old man suffered burns and blisters from his ordeal, but he was free from his torture at last.

The bailiff pointed his dagger at the knight. “By whose authority are you disrupting this execution of justice?”

The knight said nothing. Instead he urged his horse away from the bailiff and trotted along the path he’d already made through the crowd. The townspeople were too stunned by his display of strength, just as I was, to utter a word.

With the pointed tip of his halberd, he caught the cloak of a merchant in passing, lifted the flowing garment, and held it out to the criminal so that the man could shield his unclad body from onlookers.


The bailiff’s indignation rose in the now silent square. But the knight didn’t stop until he reached the guildhall. Only then did he sidle his horse against the tall stairway and help the criminal dismount so that the old man slid to his knees before me.

At the sight of me standing at the top of the guildhall steps, gasps wove through the marketplace, and soon every person, young and old, bowed to one knee. From atop his steed, the knight, too, lowered his head.

“Thank you, my lady,” the criminal spoke through cracked lips. I recognized him as one of the men I’d recently pardoned. He’d been accused of stealing out of the parish coffers so that he could pay his rent and provide food for the numerous orphan children he kept in his care. I’d determined then, as I did now, that he didn’t deserve punishment but rather benevolence.

I tucked the cloak more securely around his shuddering body before rising to my full height and straightening my shoulders with frustration. Who had dared to override my compassion? And why?

I narrowed my eyes on the bailiff and constable, who had knelt along with the rest. “Bailiff,” I called. “I shall require an answer for this blatant disregard of my laws.”

He lifted his head, and fear flashed across his countenance. “I was only carrying out the sheriff’s orders, my lady.”

My frustration fanned hotter. I should have known. The sheriff hadn’t approved of my leniency among the populace. But with two recent outbreaks of a mysterious illness in outlying areas, the poor were dying, and I had no choice but to bestow more compassion.

“Tell the sheriff I request his presence at the Great Hall this very day. And you will accompany him.”


The bailiff lowered his head in acquiescence. 


Inwardly, I sighed at the confrontation that was to come. The sheriff had never liked me, even though he’d saved me from a plague-stricken peasant several years ago. He was the kind of man who thought women were useless. And now that I’d inherited Ashby, his dislike had only grown, as had his resistance to taking orders from me. Of course, I hadn’t yet become full ruler of my lands. I was still under the guidance and leadership of Abbot Francis Michael until my eighteenth birthday. But in a month, I would be able to rule on my own, even if it would be from the convent as a nun. The sheriff would eventually have to learn to accept my decisions. No matter how much he disliked the idea of having a female ruler, I was the only and rightful heir to Ashby.


The warhorse in front of me snorted, shifting my attention back to the knight, who was obviously waiting, as he should, for me to speak first and acknowledge his presence.


“Sir,” I started. “I owe you my deepest gratitude.” Only then did he straighten. Through the eye slits, his guileless gaze met mine and radiated with approval. And somehow I knew he was a friend, not a foe.


“My lady.” His voice echoed behind the hollow metal. “You owe me nothing.”


If only he would remove his helmet so I could see his mouth, to know whether he offered me a smile. Although I wasn’t sure why that should matter.


He shifted in his saddle, his steed tossing its head and growing restless.


I was tempted to order him to dismount and show his face. Who was he? A lord from one of the neighboring lands? But before I could speak, he shied back a step. “For one as fair and kind as you, my lady, whatever you wish shall always be my command.”


With that, he bowed one last time. Then, tucking his halberd under his arm, he gave rein to his horse, allowing the beast to twist and rear away. Before I could tell him to stop, he galloped across the square and veered down the main street that led to the city gates.


Like everyone else, all I could do was stare after him until he disappeared.


 

The story continues in An Uncertain Choice by Jody Hedlund.
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