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Chapter 1

Spring, 1386. Hagenheim. The Harz Mountains, Lower Saxony.



The townspeople of Hagenheim craned their necks as they peered down the cobblestone street, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Duke of Hagenheims two handsome sons. The topheavy, half-timbered houses hovered above the crowd as if they too were eager to get a peek at Lord Hamlin and Lord Rupert.

Rose shifted her basket from her left hip to her right and wrinkled her nose at the stale smell of sweat from the many bodies pressed close, mingled with the pungent scent of animal dung. Chickens and children skittered about, the clucking and squealing adding to the excited murmurs.

Ill wait with you to the count of one hundred, Hildy, then Im leaving. Rose couldnt let Frau Geruscha think her apprentice was a lazy dawdler.

Are you not curious to see if theyve changed? Hildy asked, her green eyes glinting in the sun.

No doubt the dukes sons have developed into humble scholars after two years at Heidelbergs university. Even as she spoke, she glanced up the street. In spite of wanting Hildy to think her indifferent to the young noblemen, Rose was glad she had a good view.

Roses dog, Wolfie, began barking so zealously his front paws lifted off the ground.

Hist. No barking. Rose leaned down and rubbed the ruff of fur at the back of his neck.

Rose!

Her heart leapt at the horrified tone in Hildys voice, and she stood and faced her friend.

You didnt even wear your best dress!

Rose glanced down at her green woolen kirtle. Oh, Hildy. As if it matters.

At least your hair looks beautiful. Hildy ran her hand down Roses loose mane of brown curls, only partially hidden by her linen coif. How do you ever hope to get a husband if you dont pay more attention to your clothing?

Rose scowled. I dont hope.

How many times would she have to explain this to Hildy? When Rose was a little child, Frau Geruscha had taken a liking to her. Now that Rose was grown up, the town healer had chosen Rose to be her apprenticean honorable lifes work that would prevent Rose from being forced to marry. Frau Geruscha, having grown up in a convent, had not only taught Rose about medicinal herbs, but also how to read Latina skill Rose was very proud of. But it was a skill most men would hardly value in a wife.

You dont fool me, Rose Roemer. Every girl wants to be married. Besides, look across the street at Mathias. Hildy pointed with her eyes. He speaks to you every chance he gets, and hes quite handsome.

Rose harrumphed at Hildys dreamy tone. The blacksmiths son? With his lecherous grin? He only wants one thing from me, and it isnt marriage.

How can you be so sure

Hildys voice trailed off at the crowds whispered exclamations as six men on horseback came into view around the bend in the narrow street.

Hildy grabbed her thick blonde braid and draped it over her shoulder then chewed on her lips to redden them. You should at least try to catch their eye.

Rose shook her head at Hildy. You know Lord Hamlin is betrothedas good as marriedand Lord Rupert must marry an heiress. Rose took hold of her friends arm. Someone had to be the voice of reason. I hate to dampen your excitement, Hildy, but if either of the noble sons takes a single look at us, Ill be vastly astonished.

Hildy smirked. I wont be.

The approaching clop-clop of hooves drew Hildys gaze back to the street. Shh. Here they come. She set her basket of beans, leeks, and onions on the ground behind her and smoothed her skirt.

The throng of people fell silent out of respect for their young lords.

The dukes elder son, Wilhelm, Earl of Hamlin, led the way down the street on his black horse. His younger brother, Lord Rupert, rode beside him. Two bearded knights on cinnamon-colored horses followed three lengths behind the young men, with two more bringing up the rear.

The knights were simply dressed, but the noble sons were covered from neck to toe in flowing robes. Rose stifled a snort. They were only returning home. Did they think they were on their way to the kings court?

Yet as he drew nearer, she saw that Lord Hamlin wore not a robe after all, but a plain cloak of dark wool. His bearing and the proud tilt of his head were what made him look so regal.

In contrast to his brothers outerwear, a fur-trimmed surcoat of lustrous sapphire silk hung over Lord Ruperts lean frame, with only the toes of his leather boots peeking out. The disparity between the brothers went beyond their clothing. Lord Ruperts light brown hair was long and curled at the ends, and a blue ribbon gathered it at the nape of his neck. A jaunty glint shone from his pale eyes. Lord Hamlins black hair hung over his forehead, and he seemed oblivious to the crowd. He focused his gaze straight ahead, toward Hagenheim Castle, whose towers were visible over the tops of the towns tallest buildings.

No, shed say they hadnt changed at all.

Willkommen! Hildy called out. Welcome back, my lords! She waved her hand high, as though hailing a messenger.

All eyes turned to Rose and Hildy. A spear of panic went through Rose. She wanted to hide, but it was too late. Lord Hamlins eyes darted in their direction, alighted on Rose, and held. His expression changed and his features softened as he looked at her. Then his gaze swept down, taking in her basket and her dress. He quickly faced forward again.

He realizes Im nobody, a peasant girl. Heat spread up Roses neck and burned her cheeks.

Lord Ruperts huge blond warhorse walked toward Rose and Hildy as the crowd suddenly took up Hildys cheer. Willkommen! Welcome back! The horse came within three feet of the girls and stopped, stamping his hooves on the cobblestone street and sending Wolfie into a wild fit of barking.

Rose threw her arms around Wolfies neck to hold him back. Her temples pounded at the sight of the warhorses powerful legs.

The younger nobleman swept off his plumed hat, bowing from his saddle. His eyes roved from Hildy to Rose, then he winked. I thank you, ladies, for your kind welcome. He grinned and swung his hat back on his head, then spurred his horse into a trot and caught up with the others.

Did you see that? Did you see it? Hildy pounded on Roses shoulder.

Wolfie calmed as the men rode into the distance. Rose let go of him and stood up, glaring at Hildy. I cant believe you called out to them.

Lord Rupert actually spoke to us. To us. And did you see how Lord Hamlin looked at you? Hildy clutched her hands to her heart, gazing at the clouds. Are they not the most handsome men youve ever seen? I could hardly breathe! She turned and smiled at Rose. I knew theyd like what they saw once they caught sight of you.

Would you keep your voice down? Rose urged Hildy to start walking toward the Marktplatz. She glanced around, afraid the townspeople would overhear their embarrassing conversation. She imagined the millers skinny wife, who walked ahead of them, snorting in derision at Hildys compliment. The shoemakers buxom daughter, striding down the other side of the street, would laugh out loud.

Hildy and her romantic notions of love. She was a candle-makers daughter, dreaming about the local nobility as if she had any chance of inspiring a serious thought in them. As a woodcutters daughter, Rose held no grand illusions about her own prospects.

Hildys chatter faded into the background as Rose wondered at Lord Ruperts flirtatious wink. But what stuck in her mind was the way Lord Hamlin had looked at her. Thinking of that, her face began to burn once again. Shed encountered her share of leering men and their crude comments, but Lord Hamlins look was different. It had made her feel prettyuntil he noticed her clothing.

She should have worn her good dress, the crimson one with the bit of white silk at the neck and wrists that Frau Geruscha had given her. Hildy said it brought out the red tint in her chestnut hair. But how could she have known Hildy would draw the attention of both Lord Hamlin and Lord Rupert and that they would look straight at her?

Realizing her train of thought, she snorted. What difference did it make which dress she wore? Everyone knew Lord Hamlin was betrothed to the daughter of the Duke of Marienberg. But betrothed or not, hed hardly be interested in her. And Lord Rupert, as the younger son, would inherit none of the familys wealth and so would need to find a rich heiress to marry.

If, as an apprentice, Rose could impress Frau Geruscha with her skill, she would become the next healerneeded, respected. She could avoid the indignity of marrying someone out of desperation.

So shed never experience love. Most married people didnt, either.



Rose dipped her quill in the pot of ink and concentrated on scratching out the next sentence of the tale she was writing. Frau Geruscha encouraged her to write her stories, although she said it was probably best if she didnt tell anyone about them.

Shouts drifted through the open window of the healers chambers. From her vantage point in the southwest tower of Hagenheim Castle, Rose peered out, seeking the source of the commotion.

Make way!

Two men hastened across the courtyard. They carried a boy between them, using their arms for a seat. A woman ran behind them.

Rose scrambled to hide her parchment, pen, and ink in the small trunk beside her desk. Frau Geruscha! Someones coming! She snatched up a gray apron that lay nearby and slipped it over her head.

Wolfie adjusted his grip on his bone and growled low in his throat.

Wolfie, stay.

The dogs lips came together, sheathing his fangs, but he focused his eyes on the door.

Frau Geruscha entered the chamber from the storage room, her wimple bobbing like the wings of a great white bird.

The two men carrying the boy burst through the door, the woman following close behind. Rose recognized one man as a farmer who lived near her parents home. The boy was his son, perhaps eight years old. He wore ragged brown hose and his torn shirt drooped on his thin frame. Bright red blood covered one of his sleeves. His lips were white, as if all the blood had drained out of his body.

Here was her chance to show Frau Geruscha she was a competent apprentice. She would strive to appear calm and ready to help. She was thankful she had already braided her hair that morning and covered it with a linen cloth, as her mistress had instructed her.

Frau Geruscha! Fear and panic lent a high pitch to the womans voice. Our son fell on the plow blade.

The healers wise face wrinkled in concentration as her gaze swept the boy from head to toe. She pointed to a low straw bed against the wall, and the men laid the child on it.

Pain drew the boys features tight. Rose longed to comfort him, but she didnt want to get in Frau Geruschas way.

Frau Geruscha sat on the edge of the bed. She showed no emotion as she pulled back his sleeve, revealing the gaping wound.

No! The boy screamed and shrank away from her. He held his arm against his chest and drew his knees up like a shield.

Rose turned her head. O God, dont let me get sick. She had to prove herself.

Frau Geruscha glanced back at Rose. Fetch me some water from the kettle and a roll of bandages.

Rose scurried to the fireplace and grabbed a pottery bowl. Using a cloth to hold the lip of the iron kettle, she tipped it to one side and poured hot water into the shallow vessel. She carried it back to Frau Geruscha then dashed to the storage room to get the bandages.

Dont touch it!

Rose tried to force the boys terrified voice from her mind. When she returned, Frau Geruscha was washing the blood from the wound. Rose held out the roll of fabric.

Her hand shook. She had to get control of herself before her mistress noticed.

Frau Geruscha took a section of the clean linen and used it to soak up the blood and water around the wound. Rose, get him some henbane and wormwood tea. She turned to the parents. The herbs will help ease his pain.

Biting her lip, Rose ran into the adjoining storage room again. She should have guessed Frau Geruscha would want that tea. She should have already gone for it instead of standing there with her mouth open. So far she wasnt proving herself very competent.

Shelves of dried herbs lined the walls. She grabbed the flasks labeled henbane and wormwood and scooped a spoonful of each into a metal cup, then used a dipper to ladle in steaming water from the kettle.

She hurried back and placed the cup in the mothers outstretched hands. The woman held it to her sons lips.

Frau Geruscha made the sign of the cross and laid her hand on the boys arm. She then closed her eyes. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, we ask you, God, to heal this boys wound in the name of Jesus and by the power of his blood. Amen.

The smell of blood, warm and stifling, mingled with the odor of sweat. The bowl of water was now bright red, and Rose caught another whiff of the familiar, sickening smell.

Frau Geruscha opened her eyes and crossed herself again. She reached into her box of supplies and held up a needle. The tiny metal object glinted in the morning light.

The boy locked wide eyes on the needle and screamed, No! No! No! His father moved to hold him down.

Rose fled into the storeroom, her bare feet noiseless on the stone floor. She leaned against the wall and sucked in deep breaths. Her head seemed to float off her shoulders, as light as a fluff of wool, while her face tingled and spots danced before her eyes.

How childish. Rose pressed her face into her hands and stifled a groan. Had Frau Geruscha seen her flee the room? She must get back in there and overcome this squeamishness.

She drew in another deep breath. The earthy odor of the herbs that hung from the rafters was stuffy, but at least it didnt trouble her stomach like the smell of blood. Rose focused on the sights around herthe rushes strewn over the stone floorlow shelves packed with flasks of dried herbsthe rough stone wall poking her back. The screaming drifted away.

The tingling sensation gradually left her face and she breathed more normally.

She entered the room again, stepping carefully so as not to rustle the rushes on the floor and draw attention to herself. The boys eyes were closed and his lips were the same ash gray as his face. He must have lost consciousness, since he didnt even wince as the needle pierced his skin.

Frau Geruscha quickly finished stitching the wound. After she tied the last knot and clipped the string of catgut, she wound the remainder of the bandage around his arm and tied a thin strip of cloth around it to hold it in place.

Finally, the people left, carrying the limp boy with them.

Rose hurried to clean up the water spills and the bloody linen. Her stomach lurched at every whiff of the metallic odor, but she had to pretend it didnt bother her, to hope her mistress didnt notice how it affected her.

Are you well? Frau Geruschas gray eyes narrowed, studying Rose. You looked pale when you ran into the storage room.

So her mistress had noticed. I am very well.

How could she be so pathetic? She had to find a way to prepare herself for the next time she must face the blood, screams, and smells.



Ravenous after his long journey from Heidelberg, Wilhelm attacked the roasted pheasant on his trencher. A page, a lad of less than ten years, leaned over his shoulder to refill his goblet. The boy lost his balance and teetered forward. Wilhelm grabbed him around his middle and righted him, but the goblet overturned onto the table.

The boys face flushed red. Lord Hamlin, forgive me. I

No harm done. Wilhelm gave the boy an encouraging smile.

With a quick bow, the boy refilled Wilhelms goblet and moved on to the next cup.

The Great Hall looked exactly as Wilhelm remembered it. Flags bearing the family colors of green, gold, and red jutted out from the gray stone walls on wooden poles, and several hung like banners on either side of the large mural painted on the wall. His father still spoke sternly, and his mother still clucked over him and his brother, continually admonishing Rupert to proper, gentlemanly behavior. At that moment she was reprimanding him for pinching the serving wench.

If she only knew. While they were supposed to be educating themselves in Heidelberg under the finest teachers in the Holy Roman Empire, Rupert had spent more time carousing than studying. And as Rupert misbehaved, Wilhelm had continued sending out spies in search of Moncore.

His younger sister, Osanna, smiled at him from across the table. Wilhelm smiled back and winked. Shed grown up in the two years he had been away. He missed the freckle-faced maiden who used to trail behind him, begging him to teach her to hunt or fish or shoot arrows.

His father sat at the head of the trestle table, on Wilhelms left. He put down his knife and wiped his hands on the cloth across his lap. Then he took a drink from his goblet and turned to Wilhelm.

So, son, you are still scouring the country for Moncore. He peered at him from beneath bushy eyebrows. Youll get him.

Wilhelm remembered how his father had awedand intimidatedhim as a child. His greatest desire was to make his father proud of him. Thank you, Father.

His brows lowered in a scowl. You must.

Yes, Father.

Your responsibility is to your people and to your betrothed. You must not let them down.

Did his father say these things because he doubted him? He had worked hard to become mighty in strength and swordplay, believing that would please his father. But there was still one thing he had not been able to accomplish; one thing that would exalt him in the eyes of his father, as well as the entire region.

Wilhelm. His father nudged him with his elbow, pointing toward the far end of the table. A man dressed in leather hunting clothes stood near the door of the Great Hall. He nodded at Wilhelm, tucked his chin to his chest, and backed out of the room.

Pray excuse me. Wilhelm stood and stepped over the bench where he sat with his family and the guests who had come to welcome him home. He strode from the room.

Lord Hamlin. The courier stood in a shadowed corner of the corridor outside. He handed a folded parchment to Wilhelm then bowed and slipped out the door.

Wilhelm glanced at the wax seal, confirmed it was from his spies, then ripped open the missive.

Lord Hamlin, we have reason to believe Moncore is in our region. Be on your guard.

Wilhelm crumpled the note in his fist. Glory to God.

After Wilhelms six years of failing to locate the evil conjurer, the fiend had come to him.

If he were able to capture Moncore, he could tell his future father-in-law, the Duke of Marienberg, to bring his daughter out of hiding. Wilhelms betrothed would finally be safe.

But Moncore had eluded him before. The fact that one man had continued threatening Lady Salomeas safety, despite Wilhelms best efforts, was a frustration like hed never known, a splinter he couldnt gouge out no matter how hard he tried.

With long strides, Wilhelm headed back into the Great Hall. Hed find Georg and Christoff and discuss where to hunt for Moncore. They would ride out in less than an hour.



Morning sunlight winked through the narrow window as Rose moved about the southwest tower. The only sounds were the blows of the blacksmiths hammer ringing from the castle courtyard. She straightened jars of herbs, checked to see which of them needed to be replenished, and began sweeping up the old straw from the stone floor. Once finished, she would sprinkle new rushes and dried lilac over the chamber floors.

Rose so wanted to impress her mistress, but had failed miserably. Frau Geruscha never turned ashen at the sight of blood, never shrank from the bad smells, never grew squeamish when sewing up a wound.

O God, make me like Frau Geruscha.

Because one day she would be expected to take over her mistresss healing work, Rose grew increasingly more desperate to be a good healer. If she returned home a failure, her mother would torment her until she accepted one of her suitorsa desperate widower with nine children, an old man with no teeth, anyone with a little money.

A commotion in the courtyard cut her musings short. She put her broom away in case the noise was the result of someone in need, coming to the healer for help.

As the shouts drew closer, her stomach knotted. Frau Geruscha was away and might not be back for several hours. Please, let them not be coming to see Frau Geruscha. She stood in the middle of the room and held her breath as she stared at the door, waiting.

Frau Geruscha! a masculine voice boomed. Someone pounded on the door.

Rose rushed to unlatch the door. Three men stood at the threshold. The middle ones arms were draped over the shoulders of the other two. His head hung down so that she couldnt see his face. Sweat dripped from the dark hair clinging to his brow.

She recognized the men on either side as the two knights who yesterday had traveled alongside Lord Hamlin and Lord Rupert. That meant the one in the middle was

Lord Hamlin lifted his head, his face pale. His eyes riveted her with a look of pain.





Chapter 2

Rose couldnt stand there gaping, so she spurred her mind to action. Lay him on the bed. Where is he hurt?

The two knights eased him down. Right leg, one of them said. Wild boar gored him. Wheres Frau Geruscha?

Of course they wanted Frau Geruscha, the healer, not her lowly apprentice. Shes gone.

Where? The man with the dirty blond hair barked the word, tension showing in the wrinkles between his eyes. Where did she go? Well fetch her.

I know not. The woods somewhere, gathering herbs and visiting the sick. She averted her eyes to Lord Hamlins leg, lest the mans dismayed expression drain her of courage.

She sank to her knees beside Lord Hamlin. The dark stain on his hose indicated an injury on the outside of his calf. The boars tusk had sliced through his leather boot, its jagged edges dangling open. Help me get this boot off.

The knight nearest to her was twice her size, with red hair sticking straight up on top of his head. He bent over and tugged on the shoe.

Ahhhg, Lord Hamlin groaned.

Rose glanced up. Lord Hamlins eyes were closed and his features clenched in pain. Compassion squeezed her stomach like a fist.

Once the boot was off, blood dripped from his foot off the side of the bed. She grabbed a knife from a nearby shelf and half cut, half ripped the cloth away at his knee. The material stuck to his leg, held on by dried blood.

Running to the adjoining room, she fetched a bowl of water and a clean cloth. She dipped the cloth into the water and repeatedly soaked his leg until the water turned bright red.

She must not focus on the smell or sight of the blood, must not dwell on the fact that this was Lord Hamlinthe dukes eldest sonbleeding all over the floor.

Gently, Rose pulled the cloth away from the jagged wound, which extended the length of his calf and looked very deep. Fresh blood oozed from the gash. She used her thumb and fingers to push the two edges together while pressing a linen cloth against it with her other hand, angrily commanding herself the whole time not to get sick.

Lord Hamlin moaned low in his throat.

Thinking about his pain made her stomach twist. Dont think about it. Be like Frau Geruscha. What would Frau Geruscha do?

You there. She glanced up at the redheaded knight, who squatted beside her. Hold this.

The man dropped to his knees and pressed the bandage.

Rose stood and rushed into the storage room. She found the dried henbane and wormwood and put a spoonful of each into a cup, spilling some on the floor in her haste. A jar labeled poppy arrested her gaze. It couldnt hurt. Rose threw in a spoonful, ladled hot water from the kettle into the cup, and carried it to Lord Hamlin.

His eyes were still closed, but when she approached, they flickered open and fixed her with a heavy-lidded gaze.

Here. She addressed the other knight, whose equally unkempt blond hair and beard were covered in dust. Give him this tea.

The man helped Lord Hamlin into a sitting position.

Rose knelt beside the knight holding the bandage. I thank you, she said.

The knight stood and she took his place. She held her breath and eased the cloth away from the wound. The bleeding had stopped.

The wound was ugly. She closed her eyes and tried not to think how much it must have hurt when the angry boar thrust its tusk into Lord Hamlins leg. She hoped it wouldnt fester. The yellow pus that sometimes developed in wounds often led to death. O merciful God, let Lord Hamlins leg not develop that telltale sign.

She would have to stitch up the wound. God, I dont know if I can do it!

She had to do it.

His lids hung so low over his eyes, she couldnt tell if he was looking at her or not. She swallowed past the dryness in her throat. This is when Frau Geruscha would pray for you, if she were here.

You pray for me, then.

She made the sign of the cross. Her stomach fluttered at the thought of touching him again. But determined to follow Frau Geruschas example, she placed her hand on his bare leg. In the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost, and by the blood of Jesus, heal Lord Hamlins leg. Amen. Please, God. And help me not make a mess of this.

Opening her eyes, she saw the cup of tea still in his hand. He seemed to read her thoughts and took a gulp. Could he read the panic rising inside her?

She would give him some time to drink the tea before she attempted to sew up his wound, although she knew the tea would help very little. She hoped God would be merciful and he would pass out from the pain, as the little boy yesterday had done.

The prospect of what lay ahead forced Rose toward the window and she looked out, searching the only entrance into the castle. She willed Frau Geruscha to be there, straining her eyes, hoping, agonizing. But Frau Geruscha was nowhere in sight.

Lord Hamlins men were talking. We were closing in on him, the red haired one said. He was hiding out in the cave.

Had it not been for the boars, we would have caught him, the blond one answered.

He must have sent demons into them, the way they came after us.

So Lord Hamlin had been injured while searching for the evil Moncore. But now was not the time to think about Lord Hamlins valiance in trying to rescue his betrothed. Frau Geruscha was not coming. Rose was alone in caring for Lord Hamlins leg wound.



Wilhelm held the cup to his lips and watched the healers apprentice walk to the window, giving him a clear view of her profile. Her brown hair glowed in the sunlight that poured through the glass. Her nose and chin were small, her cheekbones high, and her lips full and perfect. He recognized her. She was the girl hed seen on the street with the dog.

He knew about this girl. His father had recently approved Frau Geruschas request to have the maiden as her apprentice. If he remembered correctly, her name was Rose. She was a beauty, a woodcutters daughter who ordered his knights around as if they were lackeys. But hed been betrothed since he was five years old, so he was used to guarding his heart. Besides, he wasnt likely to be tempted by a woodcutters daughteror a healers apprenticeno matter how beautiful.

Her wolfish dog sat in the corner of the room and eyed Wilhelms two knights, who were staring at Rose. The dog growled low in his throat, his forelegs pulled in tight, ready to spring at the men if the need arose.

Wilhelm studied Christoff and Georg. With a fair maiden in their midst, he knew his men too well to doubt their thoughts. He suddenly agreed with the dog. He didnt want them staring at her.

Christoff, Georg, you may go now.

They tore their gaze away from Rose. My lord?

Unless you want to watch her sew me up? He raised his eyebrows.

The men seemed to realize what was coming and practically raced each other to the door. From outside, Christoff called, We shall wait nearby.

Wilhelm grinned at their haste. He brought the tea to his lips and drank until he had swallowed some of the leaves and all of the liquid, the bitter taste lingering on his tongue.

The maiden turned from the window with dread in her face. He hoped the tea worked. The pain in his leg made him clench his teeth, but he bit back a hiss, since the girl looked as though she might cry herself at any moment.

He set the cup on the floor and lay flat, letting his head sink into the prickly, straw-filled pillow. She placed a low stool next to him then rummaged through a basket at the foot of the bed and withdrew black string and a needle.

So what is that youre stitching me up with? He forced his tone to sound calm, hoping to put them both at ease.

One side of her mouth went down as if she were avoiding his gaze. Catgut, my lord.

She stared down at the needle and he watched her draw in another big breath. She closed her eyes as she made the sign of the cross. Her lips moved silently, then her long lashes swept up, revealing warm brown eyes that brimmed with determination.

His heart beat faster.

When Frau Geruscha sews up a wound, she tells the person to think about something else, to imagine they are in a favored, peaceful place.

Wilhelm nodded and closed his eyes. He could do that. He wouldnt think about the needle, the catgut, or his leg.

Her soft fingers, gentle and tentative, touched his bare leg, near the wound. But he couldnt think about that, either. Hed think of a streamYes, with the sun glittering on ita nice grassy bank and a big tree. The leaves are moving with the breezethe grass is cool.

There it was, the stab of the needle piercing his flesh. His leg tensed in spite of himself. He forced a moan to the back of his throat. The tea wasnt working.

Im floating above the stream, watching the water glide over the rocks. The breeze rustles the leavesbirds are singing. The sun is bright and warm

His eyes watered. He wanted to groan against the fiery pain reopening in his leg. He tried to ignore it, but he couldnt see the stream or the tree or the grass anymore.

He opened his eyes. The maiden was bending low over his leg. Her hair fell like a curtain around her face, but she sat at an angle and so he had full view of her features. She bit her lower lip, and he thought he saw her chin quiver. Was that a tear glistening on her eyelashes?

The pain was intense, radiating from his leg to his whole body like flames of fire. He wanted to cry out, but he wouldnt do that to her. No, he wouldnt make a sound. Instead, he would concentrate on making her think he was asleep. He would relax each muscle in his body, starting with his legsgoing up to his stomachrelaxing his armsnow his face. Yes, he was on the stream bank again, watching the leaves of the tree, hearing the water rush along.

Time seemed to stand still as he fought to ignore the pain. Sweat slid from his forehead into his eyebrows, into the corner of his eyes and down his cheeks, but he didnt move to brush it away. At some point he stopped seeing the stream and tree and opened his eyes again. He saw Rose, her hair glowing in the sunlight, and heard her soothing voice.

Its almost over now.

The pressure near the wound lifted as she removed her hands from his leg. He watched her disappear into the storage room.

Raising his head, he looked at the crisscross of black stitching. The whole area throbbed and burned, but he was relieved to see the wound closed.

Wilhelm collapsed back on the pillow, his thoughts filled with the maiden, Rose. He remembered the compassion emanating from her eyes. And that was the thing that had surprised him. Plenty of people were afraid of him, and hed received many amorous looks from women, but he wasnt sure he had ever seen such raw compassion.

He closed his eyes and saw her again as shed looked standing at the window, and a warm, pleasurable sensation flooded him.

Must be the herbs.



Out of sight of her patient, Rose sobbed silently into her hands. It was over now. She hadnt mishandled the stitching too badlyshe hoped. Thanks be to God, Lord Hamlin must have sunk into unconsciousness halfway through.

She stopped crying and wiped her face with a cloth. She poured some water into a basin and washed her hands, rubbing her cuticles where Lord Hamlins blood had dried black.

The sweat had poured off his brow while she worked on his leg. She should get a damp cloth to wipe his face. She poured cool water from the pitcher onto a clean bandage. Her hands shook and the water dribbled onto the floor.

As Rose emerged from the storage room and walked toward Lord Hamlin, she thought his eyelids flickered but hoped he was still unconscious. She hesitated beside his bed. Wipe the face of the dukes son? If she knew he wouldnt wake up she would gladly perform that small act of kindness.

His chest rose and fell beneath his fine white shirt and hip-length, sleeveless doublet. Her gaze shifted to his face. She couldnt pull her eyes away from his masculine featuresstrong chin, high cheekbones, thick lashes, and well-formed lips. The way his black hair curled and clung to his forehead gave him an endearing look. His arms and chest were well-muscled, possibly from his training in archery and swordplay. And now that she had seen him up close, her curiosity had been assuaged and she could tell Hildyhis eyes were blue, deeper and darker than a woodland pool.

Those eyes flicked open and fastened on her.

Rose inhaled sharply and thrust the cloth toward him.

He stared at it then reached and took it from her. I thank you. He wiped the sweat from his face.

Heart pounding, cheeks burning, she scurried back toward the storage room. She prayed he didnt realize shed been standing there visually examining him.

At least she hadnt wiped his face.

When she returned, he had pulled himself into a half-sitting position and regained the color in his cheeks. His bare leg looked vulnerable on the white sheet. The black stitches stood out against his skin. She cringed. They looked like the crooked stitches of a child just learning to sew.

Rose sat on the stool, holding a long strip of clean linen. She tried to ignore Lord Hamlins steady gaze. Saints be praised, this is almost over.

She wrapped the bandage around the wound several times with one hand, awkwardly holding his leg up with the other. Finally, she tied a thin strip around it to hold it in place. Relief spread through her. It was done.

May I get you some water? She didnt have any wine to offer him.

Yes, I thank you.

She filled a tankard from the pitcher in the storage room and carried it back in to him. As she returned, his eyes focused on her skirt.

Forgive me. Ive ruined your dress.

She looked down and saw a blood stain the size of an apple. She shook her head. Its my fault. I forgot to put on my apron.

The fault is mine. Ill see that it is replaced.

I pray you not to trouble yourself.

I shall have it replaced.

Her face grew hot. Im arguing with Lord Hamlin. She curtsied. As you wish, my lord.

Rose handed him the water and began cleaning up, relieved to have something to do. She picked up his cup of tea and the pan of bloody water and carried them into the storage room, emptying them in the refuse bucket. When she returned, he was drinking the last of the water from the tankard. He set it on the floor, his expression gentle.

I am most indebted to you, Rose.

He knew her name.

She swallowed and shook her head. I apologize that Frau Geruscha wasnt here. Shes the experienced one. Her voice trailed off at the last sentence. She wasnt eager to let him know that his was the first wound shed ever treated.

At times such as this Rose wondered why Frau Geruscha had chosen her to be her apprentice. Rose had always been a favorite with the healer, who had often visited Roses family when Rose was a child, teaching her to read and write. But Rose suddenly wondered why shed never thought to ask her parents why Frau Geruschaobviously an influential woman at Hagenheim Castle, a woman educated in a conventhad paid so much attention to her, a poor woodcutters daughter.

Lord Hamlin sat calmly studying her. She remembered the proud tilt of his head and the disdainful way hed looked away from her the day he and his brother returned from Heidelberg. There was no evidence of that arrogance now. But as the son of the Duke of Hagenheim, he possessed more wealth and power than anyone else in the region. If truth be told, more than King Wenceslas himself.

She felt uncomfortable beneath his gaze. If the townspeople thought of her as lacking social status, how much more lowly would she appear to Lord Hamlin?

You will want to return to your room. She jumped to her feet.

Lord Hamlin raised his eyebrows, but before he could reply, she bolted to the door. She spotted Sir Georg and Sir Christoff in front of the blacksmith shop in the castle courtyard and motioned them in. The two knights entered the room and advanced to where Lord Hamlin lay. They each hooked an arm around his shoulders, hoisted him up, and started for the door.

Lord Hamlin looked over his shoulder. His eyes locked on hers with an intensity that paralyzed her.

She should curtsy at least. She bobbed a quick one as he disappeared out the door.



The morning after tending Lord Hamlins wound, Rose went to the kitchen to break her fast. When she returned, a stack of fabric lay on the desk by the window where she often sat. On top was a folded note with Rose written on the outside. She unfolded the parchment and read.

Please accept these fabrics as a replacement for the dress I ruined. My sister, Lady Osanna, chose them for you. It was signed, Lord Hamlin.

Lord Hamlin wrote a note to me? Hildy would die of raptures when she heard. But what did the gift truly mean? That he pitied her? That she was obviously in need? Her dress was ugly, the material coarse and plain. Roses cheeks tingled in embarrassment.

She put the note aside, unable to resist examining the fabrics. One was a luxurious gold silk. Beneath it was a smaller amount of matching gold-and-red brocade. She let her fingertips glide over the smooth cloth and intricate stitching.

The next was a burgundy velvet, its texture soft and rich. These materials were very fine and would make the most exquisite dresses, by far, that Rose had ever owned. But when would she ever have need of such clothes?

The last one was a bolt of plain blue linen that would make the sort of dress more fitting for a working maiden like herself. At least she would get some use from that. The rest of the fabric was appropriate only for a ladyLady Osanna, for example.

Her thoughts drifted to Lord Hamlin, his deep voice saying her name, his blue eyes and perfect teeth and lips as he glanced at her over his shoulder.

Abruptly, she turned away from the fabric. She folded the note and stuffed it into her apron pocket. Dreaming about Lord Hamlin. Im as bad as Hildy.

The southwest tower window was before her. She watched dark clouds roll toward their walled town. The wind raced ahead of them, causing the people in the Marktplatz to gather their goods and pack them away into sacks and barrels before the rain came.

With his injured leg, Lord Hamlin and his knights would not be riding out today, as theyd done so often before Lord Hamlin went away two years ago, to hunt for the man who stood between him and his betrothed. If it were not for Moncore, Lord Hamlin would be married. The lady was of age by now. Rose was ashamed to admit, even to herself, that she felt a twinge of jealousy toward her.

That very morning Arnold Hintzen, a young farmer, had asked Roseno, commanded herto go with him to the May Day Festival next week. She had pitied him, but as he became more insistent, she found him increasingly repulsive. Were it not for Wolfie, she might have been afraid of him. But the dog was quick to warn away anyone who came too close to her, baring his fangs and sending chills down even Roses spine with his snarls and ferocious barking.

She could see Arnolds face now, his watery green eyes and rotten teeth. When she became the town healer, surely neither he nor anyone else would dare to thrust such unwanted invitations on her.

Then there were the suitors her mother was constantly entreating her to marry.

Frau Geruscha entered the room and came to stand beside Rose.

Are you troubled, child?

My mother wants me to marry a widowed butcher with six children. Roses voice sounded flat as she struggled to hide her feelings. Two weeks ago it was an old spice merchant. She says if I marry a wealthy tradesman it will improve my brothers chances of being apprenticed to a good trade.

What does your father say?

I dont know. But I dont want to marry an old man. All I want is to be a good healer.

Frau Geruscha squeezed Roses shoulder. If you need my help to convince your mother she shouldnt try to force you to marry, tell me, and I will speak to her. She was quiet for a moment as her concerned look slowly changed to a bemused half smile. I have a confession to make to you, Rose.

A confession?

Frau Geruscha seemed to force her smile into a frown, deepening the wrinkles around her mouth. I allowed Lord Hamlin to take one of your stories.

Youwhat? Rose backed up a step, bumping into a bench, and sat heavily.

He came in this morning while you were in the kitchen. Your story was lying open on the table, and when I walked in he was reading it.

Rose felt the blood drain from her face. But, hebut Ino one was supposed to

He said it was very good. He asked if he could take it to his family and read it to them. I couldnt say no.

His family? Oh. She pressed her hands to her cheeks.

Im sorry, Rose. But with her smile, Frau Geruscha didnt look very sorry. I didnt think you would mind. I realize I should have suggested that he request your permission. But he seemed so delighted with it.

The prospect of facing Lord Hamlin again, of him asking her permission for anything, almost made her grateful that Frau Geruscha had allowed him to take it.

Roses face burned as she thought of the lord and his entire familythe duke and duchess, Lord Rupert, and Lady Osannareading her story.

Dont be angry with me, Rose.

Rose pretended to examine her shoes. She shook her head. Im not angry. Only dying from embarrassment, betrayed by my own mistress. She could only hope she would be out of the room if and when Lord Hamlin came back to return it.



A week later, Rose was hanging herbs to dry when she recognized the peasant woman standing in the courtyard as a neighbor of her parents. She stepped out of Frau Geruschas chambers and into the sunlight.

Your mother bids you come home today. The woman bowed her head, glancing up from beneath lowered lids. She has an important matter to discuss with you.

No doubt the important matter was another potential husband her mother wanted to foist on her. Although becoming an apprentice for the town healer improved Roses status, it didnt benefit her family as would marriage to a wealthy burgher.

After asking Frau Geruschas permission, Rose trudged along the path outside the town wall, delving a short way into the forest to her fathers wattle-and-daub cottage. She opened the front door to the smell of peas and pork fat cooking over the fire.

Rose! her little sisters squealed. Before Roses eyes could adjust to the dimness of the room, one pair of sooty arms wrapped around her waist, the other around her knees. Rose squeezed her sisters tight.

Her mother straightened from bending over the pot. The hole in the center of the ceiling of the one-room house didnt do much to draw out the smoke, and Roses eyes watered and burned.

Rose, you will be reasonable, for once, when you hear of the wool merchant who wants to marry you. Her mother fixed Rose with a hard look, her eyes narrowed and her jaw set.

Who?

Peter Brunckhorst.

Roses mouth fell open as she recalled the man, old enough to be her father, who had introduced himself to her one day in the street. He had stared at her face as if there were words stamped there that he was trying to read.

She spoke through clenched teeth. I will not wed Peter Brunckhorst

What? Her mother clamped her fists on her hips, still gripping her ladle in one hand.

No matter how rich he is. He only wanted a wife with a good strong back to birth a swarm of children. Soon after, hed die of some old persons diseaseif she was fortunate.

You ungrateful little wench! I ought to snatch every hair from your head. Her mother shook both fists at her, as though imagining doing exactly that. This is the best offer you could ever hope to get!

The best offer I could ever hope to get. She thought of Peter Brunckhorst, his greasy black-and-white hair plastered to his head. Why was he the best she could ever hope to get? Because she was stupid? Mean? Lazy? Unworthy of being loved?

No. Because she was poor.

Watch your sisters and brother, her mother ordered, then stormed out of the house.

Rose spent the day with her six- and eight-year-old sisters and her brother, the baby of the family at five years old. Rose, will you tell us a story? Agathe asked. Rose stopped what she was doing, and her brother crawled into her lap while she told them a tale about twin princesses locked in a tower that was made entirely of sweets. They listened in rapt attention.

She hugged them and kissed their cheeks. She knew what it felt like to want attention and affection and not get it. She could remember trying to put her arms around her mother and being pushed aside.

Get away, her mother would say, and let me get my work done. Rose learned not to expect affection from her. Her father often patted her on the head and spoke a word or two of praise. But he became awkward with her when she turned thirteen and developed womanly curves.

Now that she was seventeen, she didnt need affectionat least, shed better not. She knew a few maidens who had needed it and ended up with childand without a husband.

Her mother returned in the late afternoon with her straw-colored hair freshly braided. She refused to look at Rose, addressing the younger children instead.

Rose slipped out the door and ran with Wolfie at her heels to her favorite spot beneath a large beech tree at the top of a hill. She threw herself down on the lush grass, propped her back against the tree, and stared across the empty meadow. She would never please her mother. The memory of her angry face made Roses chest ache. But she rarely had to see her mother anymore, now that she spent most of her days and nights with Frau Geruscha at Hagenheim Castle.

Wolfie laid his head in her lap and gazed up at her with big, russet eyes. She rubbed behind his ears, finding the patch of extra-soft fur. Her heart swelled as she blinked back tears. At least Wolfie loved her.



Rose stepped out of the southwest tower the next morning into the courtyard, blinking at the bright sunlight. The plaintive strains of musical instruments playing in the distance sent a tingle of excitement through her. Her feet moved of their own accord toward the sound.

Hildy trotted toward her from the gatehouse, grinning and waving. They linked arms and hastened toward the Marktplatz for the May Day festivities, Hildy chattering about who they might see at the festival and whether there would be jugglers, dancing bears, and acrobats performing in the square.

When Rose and Hildy emerged from the gate into the large Marktplatz, they found themselves in a crowd of peoplesome buying, some selling, and some merely gawking. Roses heart beat faster as the trill of flutes and clang of tambourines grew louder. To their left a tall, skinny man juggled three balls. The jongleur wore parti-colored hoseleft leg was red, the right, blue. His shirt was the oppositeleft sleeve, blue and the right, red. She smiled at the tiny bells that hung from his pointed hat and jingled merrily as he kept all three balls spinning in the air. The people gathered around him gasped as he added a fourth ball to his act.

She soon grew tired of watching the jongleur and tugged on Hildys arm, urging her toward the music. Three musicians stood in the middle of a tight circle of people. Rose and Hildy nudged their way to the front. One man pulled a bow across the strings of a rebec, while another played a shawm, his fingers dancing over the holes. The third strummed a lute and sang about a knight and his lady love.

Roses chest swelled with joy at the harmonious sounds of the instruments. Music was food for the spirit, and she closed her eyes to better feed upon it. She so seldom got the opportunity to hear music, she didnt want to miss a note.

Too soon Hildy was ready for something else. Lets go see the miracle play. Rose allowed her friend to lead her several paces away from the troubadours, consoling herself that she would still be able to hear them.

The play was just beginning. Several performers stood on the flat bed of a wagon. A man wearing dirty rags, his face smeared with mud, cried out to a tall bearded man, What have I to do with thee, Jesus, thou Son of the Most High God? Torment me not!

The bearded man pointed his finger at him and said, Come out of the man, you unclean spirit! What is thy name?

The ragged man said, My name is Legion, for we are many.

The voice sounded so unearthly, Rose had to remind herself it was only a play.

I beseech thee, do not send us away from this region. Rather, send us into the swine.

I give thee leave. Go! The bearded Jesus turned his finger to six actors who crouched in a huddle on the ground.

The supposed possessed man convulsed violently, his body jerking in all directions. Finally, he threw himself down and lay still, his eyes closed.

The six actors on the ground began squealing like pigs. They scurried around on their hands and knees then fell over onto their backs and ceased their pig noises. Their hands and feet moved slowly forward and back, clawing the air.

The Jesus figure turned to the man lying at his feet. He held out his hand and commanded, Stand up.

The mans eyelids fluttered open and he sat up, taking Jesus hand. He stood, blinking and shading his eyes as though blinded by a bright light. The audience cheered and applauded. Rose clapped as well while Hildy turned to speak to the woman beside her, who was a friend of Hildys mother.

At that moment, a hand clamped down on Roses shoulder. Peter Brunckhorst towered over her.

You have decided to disobey your mother and refuse to marry me?

Where was Wolfie? Take your hand off me.

Rose tried to shrug off his grip, but his fingers tightened on her shoulder. He bent down, bringing his sallow, sunken cheeks and pointy chin close to her face.

I asked your mother if I could take you to the May Day festivities, but she said you havent yet agreed to marry me. Methought Hagenheims maidens were more obedient to their parents wishes. He exhaled a putrid breath in her face.

She turned her head and spoke through clenched teeth. Pray excuse me, but I am not obliged to marry you.

Peter Brunckhorsts face stretched into an ugly grin, revealing a row of brown teeth. Come now. You have no hope of wealth, and I can help your brother get an apprenticeship. He reached out his long, bony fingers and stroked Roses cheek. She jerked back, but he leaned closer. His eyes were devoid of color and filled with darkness.





Chapter 3

Whats the meaning of this? Hildy asked. Youre frightening my friend.

The man glanced at Hildy. Im not trying to frighten anyone. You both mistake me. He fixed his eyes on Rose again. But perhaps that is intentional.

Wolfies deep-throated bark stunned the air one second before he bounded between Rose and Peter Brunckhorst, causing the man to take a step back. The dog snarled and bared his teeth at the merchant.

Rose rubbed her palm across her cheek, trying to brush away the feeling of Brunckhorsts fingers on her skin. As people gathered around them, murmuring, he curled his lip upward in what Rose presumed was meant to be a smile. I have hope that you will yet come to accept me.

He stepped back. The Marktplatz was growing more crowded, and a group of people walked between Rose and the merchant. When they passed, Brunckhorst was gone.

Roses legs turned to water. She sank to her knees and buried her face in Wolfies neck. Thank you, boy.



Wilhelm sat astride his horse near the entrance to the castle courtyard, at the north end of the Marktplatz. He patted Shadows neck as his gaze swept over the various performers, sellers booths, and people taking in the sights and sounds. Amid the crowd, someone caught his eye. A maiden stood in front of the musicians. Her eyes were closed and a blissful smile graced her lips.

Rose.

The back of his neck tingled. She looked beautiful, especially with that rapt expression on her face. But I shouldnt be watching her. He tore his eyes away. He was supposed to be making sure the May Day celebrations took place in an orderly fashion. And, as always, he was keeping an eye out for Moncore, though the evil conjurer was hardly likely to show himself so publicly. Wilhelm had lost days of searching due to his injury, and the man could be far away by now.

Hed read Roses story to the rest of his family while he was laid up with his leg, and they were as impressed as hed been. Now he felt strangely excited at the way she obviously appreciated music.

Perhaps some day he would get a chance to play for her.

Perhaps he should cease staring at her. She was fair of face and form, but it was crude of him to stare admiringly at someone so far beneath his station in life. Hed never been tempted to do so before. But it didnt mean anythinghe was simply curious about the maiden who had taken care of his injury. Besides, he knew his duty, which was to wed the daughter of the Duke of Marienberg. Their grandfathers had quarreled and become enemies years before. As the eldest son, it was his responsibility to his people to marry his betrothed and solidify the alliance between their regions. He didnt want death and destruction on his head. War had come about under less serious circumstances than a broken betrothal.

Such had been his focus for years now. That, and capturing Moncore. The self-described conjurer and expert in pagan magic had been the personal advisor of the Duke of Marienberg, his betrotheds grandfather, enjoying the riches of the dukes fortune and the privilege of favored counselor. However, when the elderly duke died and his son took over, he cast Moncore out as an evil conjurer, banishing him from the region. Moncore swore he would get revenge through the dukes newborn daughter. He seemed to think his revenge would be more complete if he could prove his powersby finding the dukes daughter and unleashing demons to torment her.

If Wilhelm could track down Moncore and stamp out the threat of his black magic, his betrotheds parents would be satisfied that she was safe. She could come out of hiding and they could marry.

Nearby, a performer played a recorder. Wilhelm watched as the mans trained bear hopped from one hind leg to the other, shaking his shaggy head from side to side. The sight did not long detract him, however, and within moments his gaze returned to the place where Rose stood. She was gone, having vacated her spot in front of the musicians. A twinge of disappointment stung him, but he told himself it was for the best.

A shout rang out to his right. A boy ran toward him, dodging and pushing in his attempt to escape. A man jogged not far behind, yelling, Thief! Stop!

Wilhelm dismounted and limped two steps, catching the boy by his shoulder. Whoa!

The boy stared up at him, his face pinched in fear as his pursuer rushed up, gasping for breath. The mans ample stomach jiggled at his sudden stop. He bowed to Wilhelm and pointed a malevolent finger at the boy. My lordthat boystole an applefrom me.

The boy looked to be around seven years old, and his eyes were the only part of his face not covered with dust. The green apple in his hand was quite small. A person would have to be terribly hungry to steal such a thing.

Give the man his apple, Wilhelm ordered the boy.

The child dropped it into the mans fleshy palm.

Thank you, my lord. The man bowed again to Wilhelm. Little beggar, he muttered as he walked away.

Wilhelm held on to the lads arm. Whats your name?

Lukas, my lord.

Go to the castle, Lukas, and find the kitchen.

The boys mouth hung open as he stared up at him.

Tell Cook that Lord Hamlin said to give you something to eat, and that youre to wait there for me.

Yes, my lord, sir.

He let go and the boy shuffled his bare feet through the gate toward the castle. He turned back for a second, a wondering look in his face. Wilhelm winked at him.

If the boy was an orphan, perhaps he could put him to work in the stable. Lukas could sleep with the other stable hands and take his meals in the castle kitchen. At least he wouldnt have to steal food anymore.

He climbed back on his horse, throwing his bad leg over the saddle. Raising himself as high as possible, he scanned the crowd and caught sight of Rose again. She stood in front of the players, but she was not watching the play. Instead, a man was holding her by the shoulder. She backed away from him, but he pressed toward her. Now he was touching her face. She cringed and shrank away.

Wilhelms face went hot with anger and his fists tightened on the reins. He thrust his heels into Shadows sides. But so many people were milling between him and Rose that he had to jerk back on the reins to keep from trampling them. He could only inch forward, forced to wait for the crowd to part.

A deep, ferocious bark rang out, and he imagined rather than saw Wolfie charge to Roses aid. The tall man backed away and lost himself in the crowd.

Wilhelm turned his horse in the direction he had gone. He hadnt seen the mans face, but he was sure he would recognize him by his clothing and his height. He searched the crowd, scanning the tops of heads, but the man seemed to have vanished.

The way the man had touched Rose made Wilhelm clench his teeth. How dare he? Remembering the fear and repulsion on her face, he maneuvered Shadow around the square, still forced to move slowly because of the crowd. Everywhere he turned, the people acknowledged him with a bow or curtsy, slowing him down even more. The man was certainly long gone now.

His muscles tensed with built-up energy. If only he could expend it on the brute who had dared to touch Rose. He would find a way to make sure this didnt happen to her again.



Rose couldnt help but smile at the cheerful red flowers in her arms. She hoped Frau Geruscha would be pleased, since red was her favorite color. Shed bought the ceramic pot with money from her new salary, and the geraniums came from a spot near her parents home.

Hildy stood beside the town gate, her older brother beside her. As Rose called out to Hildy, he tipped his hat and walked away. Hed waited with Hildy because of the Church law that said women were not allowed to walk unaccompanied through townthough like most other Church laws, the edict was often disobeyed. Wolfie was Roses usual escort, and she believed he was more than sufficient.

They started through town. Rose as usual found the view very impressivethe two- and three-story houses crisscrossed with heavy wooden beams, often decorated with carvings and brightly painted flowers and figures.

Beyond the town Marktplatz rose Hagenheim Castles five towers. Its towers anchored it on all four corners, with the largest tower, the keep, rising up in the middle. The crenellations around the top were like stone fringe, perfectly straight and even, decorating the imposing structure.

Lovely flowers. Hildy glanced at the red blossoms then fixed her eyes on Rose, her face aglow with excitement. I have two things to tell youvery interesting things. Hildy raised her eyebrows, as though trying to look mysterious.

Rose gave her a bland look. Very interesting things assaulted Hildys notice on a daily basis, things which Rose rarely found so thrilling. Thats what I love about you, Hildy. Everything is interesting to you.

Dont say another word until you see this. Hildy practically dragged her forward.

Soon they were standing at the great bronze door to the Hagenheimer Domthe town cathedralwhere new decrees were often posted. A sheet of parchment was tacked to a large wooden placard next to the door. Rose read it aloud.

Nicolaus Gerstenberg, Duke of Hagenheim, hereby decrees that no man or youth beyond the age of accountability shall touch any woman or maiden who is not a relative or is not his betrothed. Touching a maiden is punishable by placement in the stocks. Death by hanging shall be the penalty if it is found that the womans virginity has been compromised. Punishment shall be meted out according to the judgment of Nicolaus Gerstenberg, Duke of Hagenheim, or his son, Wilhelm Gerstenberg, Earl of Hamlin. May God be glorified in all things forever, and amen.

Duke Nicolauss seal was stamped in red wax at the bottom.

She stared. Could this decree have something to do with Peter Brunckhorst accosting her? But how could it?

Hildy leaned forward and peered at her. Well? Dont you see what this means?

No. Rose shifted her pot of geraniums to her other arm, abruptly turning away from the decree.

Rose! Lord Hamlin must have seen the way Peter Brunckhorst grabbed you.

Roses breath stuck in her throat. She shook her head. I hardly think it likely.

Oh, Rose, I think it very likely! Everyone knows theres already a law that no man can molest a woman. Why would they make a new decree about it unless the dukeor his sonhad seen something that aroused his ire and made him think the law wasnt being heeded?

I know not. Rose trudged toward the castle, wishing Hildy would talk about something else.

You want to know what I think?

I think I know what you think. Rose looked heavenward.

I think Lord Hamlin is smitten with you and wants to protect youafter what you did for him when he was wounded. It must have been so romantic.

It wasnt romantic at all! Rose drew her eyebrows together, incredulous.

But I do have some bad news. Hildys tone turned somber. They now stood in front of the castle gate. Hildy grabbed Roses arm, making her stop and look at her.

A lady is coming to stay with the dukes family. Shes been boarding at Witten Abbey for the past ten years. Her father is a dukeor so it is supposedfrom somewhere south of here, who spends most of his time with King Wenceslas. Hildy leaned closer and whispered, Shes eighteen. The same age Lord Hamlins betrothed would be. Rumor has it that she might be his betrothed, Lady Salomea in hiding.

Im sure that cannot affect me. Rose said the words as much for her own benefit as for Hildys.

Well, it affects me. Hildy sniffed. I was hoping his betrothed no longer existed, that she died or something, and he would fall in love with someone elselike you, Rose.

Rose couldnt help but smile. Thats sweet, Hildy, but not realistic. How could Hildy possibly even entertain such an idea?

With a sudden burst of drama, Rose tilted her head and squinted at the early morning sun. I strive to wish everyone well, even Lord Hamlins betrothed. As for me, I only hope that one day I shall be as independent as Frau Geruschano obligations except the ones I choose.

She was surprised that her words didnt elicit a laugh, or at least an amused smile from Hildy, as she had intended.

Theres probably no man worthy of you anyway. Hildys voice was unusually quiet.

Rose felt a stab of regret. Was her cynicism finally taking a toll on Hildys outlook? That doesnt sound like my Hildy. After all, were seventeen and in the prime of our beauty. Any day now two chivalrous men will sweep us onto their noble steeds and take us to their castlesor cottages, or whatever it may bewhere we shall live happily forever after.

Hildys shoulders drooped. Its seeming less and less likely, even to me.



Rose stood on a stool while the Lady Osannas own seamstress measured her for a new gown. Things had happened so fast over the last few days, she hadnt even had time to tell Hildy about all the new developments.

A lovely young lady had approached the entrance to Frau Geruschas chambers the day before and asked if she could enter. Lady Osanna introduced herself, smiling with her lips and her eyes. Barely sixteen, she had recently grown taller and thinner, and Rose scarcely recognized her. The young noblewoman asked after her health, made a comment about the weather, then said, I enjoyed your story, Rose. We all did. I do hope you are writing more.

Rose gaped at the dukes daughter, whose quiet grace she had always admired, and the praise washed over her heart like cream over strawberries.

I wanted to ask you to please come to the feast we are giving for our new guest. Perhaps you have heard that Lady Anne, the daughter of Duke Alfred of Schweitzer, has come to us.

Rose forced herself not to stammer. Yes, I heard she was arriving soon. Was Hildys theory true? Was she only being passed off as Duke Alfred of Schweitzers daughter? It would make sense that they would want to keep Lady Salomea at Hagenheim Castle, where shed be safe.

We want to invite you and Frau Geruscha. Its to be a week from tomorrow, with much music and dancing.

A ball! Rose couldnt possibly go. She had little idea of how to conduct herself at such an occasion. Several months before, as part of grooming Rose to be her apprentice, Frau Geruscha had made Rose take lessons to learn the dances of the nobility. But Rose wasnt sure she remembered them. Besides that, she could hardly expect to know a single soul there.

Lady Osanna added, The scribes and their families are invited, as well as the guild presidents.

Which wouldnt include any of Roses acquaintances. Thats very gracious, Im sure, she murmured. How should she respond? She couldnt be impolite.

I also wanted to thank you for what you did for my brother, Lord Hamlin. Osanna smiled sweetly. Our family is very grateful. His leg is healing well. Wilhelm was quite impressed with your skill.

Roses face burned and she knew she was blushing. Im thankful I was able to help.

I hope you like the fabrics I picked out for you. The gold silk would make a nice gown for the ball. Our seamstress, Cecily, could make it for you. Ill send her to take your measurements.

Rose opened her mouth to refuse, but she didnt know how.

You must come. Youll be my personal guest.

Her mouth went dry as she heard herself say, It would be my pleasure.
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