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For all those who believe in love, pleasure
and beauty—inside and out.


Part One


Chapter One: Convent



I was nineteen years old when my father sent
me to the convent. There was little else he could do. I was a
second daughter, as worthless to him as a cloak in summer or a
crippled dog. Men considered me beautiful and my father might have
been able to find me a husband, but no man wanted a bride who had
survived the plague. The sores were still healing on my body and
face.

The convent was on the outskirts of Kosice,
a stone's throw from the Hornad River. It sat under a gray sky, the
Carpathians rearing behind it. The stone convent was blackened with
age and even the gargoyles that sat atop the convent's roof –
reminders of the sin in the world – looked weary. Stained glass
windows kept away prying eyes. There were gardens on the convent
grounds and sheep and cattle dotted the fields beyond.

It was unpleasantly cool outside and I was
tired from the journey, so I pushed wearily at the convent doors.
To my surprise, they opened. I entered the convent, walking into
shadows and filtered light. There were a few nuns inside. They
seemed to walk with a reverent hush. Most were more interested in
their own duties, but one of them approached me with her hands
clasped in front of her. She couldn't have been more than thirty
years old. "May I help you?"

"My father sent me here to become a novice.
I have to speak with the abbess, Zofie?"

The nun smiled. "My name is Sister Martina.
Please come with me." Sister Martina led me through the convent and
outside to a flourishing herb garden. An old woman kneeled amongst
the herbs, weeding and cursing every now and then. A cat sprawled
beside her, flicking its tail. Sister Martina leaned in close to
me. "That is our Reverend Mother. Be careful of her. She doesn't
like being disturbed when she is in the garden."

"Thank you."

Sister Martina went back into the
convent.

I watched the Reverend Mother gardening for
a little while. Her shoulders were hunched although it didn't seem
to affect her dexterity. A sturdy walking stick rested in the dirt
next to the Reverend Mother's legs. She paused from her work,
looked up, and stared at me. "Well don't just stand there gawping.
What do you want?"

"I just arrived. My father sent me."

"Your name girl, what's your name?"

"Hanna."

"Hanna isn't meant to be here for another
three days."

"My father said it was best if I left early
to avoid the late fall snows."

"Do you always do what men tell you?" The
Reverend Mother stared at me for a moment, then laughed and reached
for her walking stick. "Help an old lady up, would you?"

I held the Reverend Mother's arm as she got
to her feet. The Reverend Mother might have been a spry woman but
her face betrayed her age. There were crow's feet around her eyes
and deep creases in her upper lip. Her wispy hair clung to her
scalp like a spider's web. "Do you have a letter from your
father?"

I reached into my pack and took out the
letter which was sealed by wax that my father had written. The
Reverend Mother broke the seal and looked at the message with
watery eyes. "How was your trip?"

"It was a little rough," I confessed to
her.

The Reverend Mother reached out and touched
my face. "I'm surprised you weren't killed by the plague. Never
mind. We look after our own. You will find a home here."

"Thank you," I said.

"My name is Zofie, although everyone in the
convent calls me Reverend Mother. I have no interest in being
called 'Abbess' or 'Prioress'. They already have abbots and priors
and I don't want a slight change of title just to satisfy men. If
you're going to call me something, call me something female." The
Reverend Mother nodded in the direction of the cat. It regarded me
with disdainful interest. "Her name is Silvie. She keeps the rats
down whenever the tomcats aren't sniffing around her. We're a
convent for women and brothel for cats." The Reverend Mother smiled
and tapped Silvie affectionately with the end of her walking stick.
The cat rolled onto its back, kicking with its hind legs and biting
the wood. "You're an evil one," she told the cat. "Come, girl,
let's find you a room."

I offered the Reverend Mother my arm but she
gave me the look a parent usually reserves for a petulant child. "I
love your garden."

"It takes constant work. It calms the mind
and flavors meals, so it's useful. The monks started the garden
originally. This place used to be a monastery." We entered the
convent. "A hundred and twenty years ago the monks decided there
was too much temptation so close to a city and abandoned it. They
built a new monastery up in the mountains behind us. It's just like
men to be forever thinking about their dicks, isn't it?"

I laughed despite my best efforts to remain
polite.

The Reverend Mother squeezed my arm, not
unkindly. "I'm sorry, I forgot your name?"

"Hanna," I told her.

"Oh yes, Hanna. The monks abandoned the
place and it became a convent. I'm only the sixth Reverend Mother
to serve here." We turned and walked up a long, wide corridor. "You
will be sharing your room with Ecaterina. Not suited to the habit,
that one, but you'll like her. I think everyone does."

"Why isn't she suited to the habit?" I
asked.

"Ecaterina has difficulty with all four of
our vows: poverty, chastity, humility, and obedience. More often
than not you'll find her doing penance in the chapel, but she isn't
a bad girl. She reminds me of myself at her age."

The Reverend Mother opened a door in the
corridor. Inside was a small room with two narrow beds against each
wall. One of the beds was unmade. There was a chest at the foot of
each bed and a table and desk by the tiny window. The ceiling
sloped downward, supported by durable rafters. "You can put your
belongings in the chest at the foot of your bed. I imagine you can
tell which bed is yours. We maintain a vow of poverty here so I
trust you haven't brought anything too…luxurious with you?"

"No, Reverend Mother."

"Good." The Reverend Mother wiped some dust
off the windowsill. "At least you have a view." She turned back to
me. "Now, if you don't mind, I'd like to get back to my
garden."

"What if I have any questions?"

"The women here are nuns, girl. They're not
going to hiss and scream if you ask them something."

"When is supper?"

"Just after Vespers, which I expect you to
attend."

"Vespers?"

"Sunset, girl. I would have thought that you
at least had the sense to learn the hours of the Divine Office
before you came here." The Reverend Mother waved a hand
dismissively. "Never mind, you were not to know. Now let me return
to my garden." The Reverend Mother left, leaning heavily on her
walking stick.

I sat down on the made bed. This was my new
home.

 


~ * ~

 


A beautiful nun entered the room. She held a
candelabra in front of her and set it on the desk by the window.
The nun blew out the candles one by one. Her lips were full, pink,
and exquisite. Smoke wisped upward in the cold night air. It was
dark in the room, but I could see the nun was more than beautiful.
She had creamy skin and hair as black as coal. Every action was
graceful, her body slender in the dark. Men would kill for a beauty
like hers. The nun sat on the other bed and watched me. Her eyes
were a startling blue, discernible even in the darkness. There was
a small mole on her cheek beneath her left eye, a tiny imperfection
that only accentuated her beauty. "Is your name Hanna?"

I twitched in fright. "Yes. Are you
Ecaterina?"

The young nun smiled. "The one and only."
Ecaterina reached out and touched my red hair. "They didn't tell me
how beautiful you were."

I looked away from her. It felt good to be
told I was beautiful again, but I didn't know if Ecaterina was
being sarcastic. Few people had called me beautiful since the
plague. I had recovered well but the healing sores and raw skin
were still obvious. Ecaterina couldn't see the worst of them,
around my armpits and groin. I wondered if she would have called me
beautiful then.

"Your hair is gorgeous. I wish mine was like
yours." Ecaterina stroked my hair. "It feels so soft."

"My mother had soft hair," I told her. "You
are more beautiful than I am."

"Little good it does me here. I may as well
be dead." Ecaterina yawned. "I'm sorry for waking you. You must be
tired."

"It's all right. I wanted to meet you. What
time is it?"

"Late. They make you do long penances round
here."

"The Reverend Mother said I was to attend
Vespers."

"That was hours ago. I would guess it's
closer to dawn now. The Reverend Mother might forgive you because
you arrived today, but don't count on it." Ecaterina smiled
conspiratorially. "Just think, Hanna, by tomorrow we might be doing
penance together!"

"I don't want to make a bad impression!"

"Why not? I made a bad impression the first
day I was here. The Reverend Mother didn't like my suggestion that
she make her confessions under the blankets of Father Eustasius's
bed. Poor thing, I was only trying to help her! She probably hasn't
touched a man in years."

"What penance did she give you?"

"I can't remember. I've had too many since
then." Ecaterina sat down on her bed. "Where are you from?"

"A little town called Tokaj. My father sent
me here."

"I was fourteen when I came among this bunch
of old women. My father said I needed to learn respect and manners.
Five years later and I'm still here."

"What do you think of it?" I asked her.

"I hate it. All we do is pray and work and
eat."

"I'm sorry."

Ecaterina slipped out of her habit and stood
naked, her body silhouetted by the moonlight. "I like to sleep
naked. I hope you don't mind?"

For a brief moment I was jealous of
Ecaterina, her supple body, flawless skin, and full breasts. It was
a selfish thought. "No, it is all right. I grew up with two
sisters."

"Thank you. Don't tell the Reverend Mother.
She believes that sleeping naked is a sin."

Ecaterina stretched out on her bed, arching
her back and covering herself with a crumpled sheet. "I should get
some sleep. Goodnight, Hanna."

"Goodnight."

 


~ * ~

 


My back and shoulders ached. The first day
at the convent had been tiring: clothes needed washing, there were
prayers to attend and I had spent hours weeding in the garden. The
Reverend Mother had checked up on me every now and then and I
couldn't tell whether her gap-toothed smile was one of approval or
sadistic pleasure. I had done little work at home – my father was a
nobleman, albeit a minor one – and this was a shock. Still, I was
determined to prove that I could work as hard as anyone.

I lay back in the bathtub, ducking my head
under the steaming water and soaking my hair. I had drawn the water
for the bath myself. It soothed aching muscles and felt inviting in
the crisp air. I watched the steam rise from the surface of the
water.

This was the first time I'd had a chance to
reflect since I'd arrived at the convent. I thought of my family.
My father and little sister were in Tokaj. I hadn't seen my older
sister, Dalibora, since she had wed earlier that year. My mother
had died from the plague years ago and my father and mother had no
sons, but we were a happy family. My father was only a minor noble
with a small estate, but he had always done what he could for us.
It was one of the reasons Dalibora was married now; her husband,
Jiri, was a rich landowner and my father saw an opportunity to
consolidate his own gains and care for us at the same time.

Ecaterina opened the door and peeked inside.
"Supper is almost ready. The nuns are expecting you."

"I'll be there in a moment."

"I can wait." Ecaterina stood just inside
the door.

I would have liked to ask Ecaterina to wait
outside, but I didn't know how she would react. I stood up and got
out of the bathtub, making sure my back was turned. If she saw my
sores, she didn't say anything. I dried my hair and body, put on a
fresh habit and took a deep breath.

"They work you hard, don't they?"

"Very," I agreed. I turned and faced
Ecaterina with an unconvincing smile. "So, are we going?"

We left the bathing room and walked to the
dining hall. "I can't wait for everyone to meet you. I finally have
someone I can talk to about fashion or men and not get in trouble.
The suppers are usually not very good. They might have cooked
something special for your first day."

"I hope so." I thought of the suppers at
home. We lived near the edge of a forest so food was plentiful:
venison, quail, roast boar seasoned with herbs. There was honey and
milk, eggs, delicious, freshly baked bread and, of course, golden
Tokaj wine.

The dining hall was small compared to some I
had seen, but still much larger than the dining room at home. There
was a long rectangular table in the middle of hall with nuns seated
on either side. None had started their meal. The Reverend Mother
sat at the head of the table. She stood, beckoning me to join her.
I walked along the table and noticed there were a couple of empty
seats near the Reverend Mother. "Sit down, girl, sit down."

I sat as the Reverend Mother instructed.

"Your friend, too. Ecaterina, you have never
been shy. Don't start now."

Ecaterina sat beside me.

The Reverend Mother drank from a goblet of
wine and held out her arms. "Quiet!" The Reverend Mother's voice
was as desiccated as her body, but it still held command. The nuns
around the table hushed. "I'd like to welcome Hanna to the convent.
She will become a novice and I expect you all to treat her well."
Zofie's cat jumped onto the table and sniffed at a platter of
lamprey, but the Reverend Mother poked it from the table with her
stick. "Come on, Hanna, show yourself. Don't hide."

I stood and smiled shyly at the nuns around
the table. I sat back down quickly.

"We don't need to go through any more
formalities, do we? Good. Now say your own prayers and let's eat –
I'm hungry."

The nuns fell to their meals like dogs,
hungry after the day's work.

The Reverend Mother looked pointedly at
Ecaterina. "Don't tell me you said your prayers in that minuscule
amount of time. Swallow what you have in your mouth, pray –
appropriately – and then eat."

"Yes, Reverend Mother."

Ecaterina bowed her head to pray but not
before giving me a frustrated glance. The food was better than I
expected. There was lamprey from the Hornad, as well as chicken and
lamb. There was a garden vegetable soup, which I found delicious,
and wine or clear water to finish the meal. There were no sweets,
but there was a pot of honey you could dip your bread into.

The Reverend Mother mostly ignored me,
concentrating on her food. Many of the other nuns were talking and
when I did speak to the Reverend Mother, it was difficult for her
to hear. I eventually gave up and started talking to Ecaterina.

"What do you think of the convent so
far?"

"It's peaceful," I said, "but hard work. The
people are nice."

"Even the Reverend Mother?"

I directed a clandestine glance the Reverend
Mother's way.

"Don't worry, Hanna. The old bat isn't going
to hear."

"Even with us right next to her?"

"Yes, even here."

"I am a little homesick. I miss my
family."

"I thought you might."

"How did you know?"

"I was homesick when I first came here. I
hated it. I screamed at the nuns to let me go home. I dyed all of
their sheets red. I invited young men to the convent." Ecaterina
shrugged. "I was fourteen years old and a convent was the last
place I wanted to be."

"Did you get over it?"

"Not completely," said Ecaterina, "but I
think the Reverend Mother made me her personal challenge. I still
don't want to be here. You're different to me, Hanna. I think
you'll do well."

"I don't know about that."

Ecaterina took a chunk of bread and dipped
it in the honey. "I don't want you to go, Hanna. I need someone
like you!" Ecaterina leaned in toward me, whispering in my ear.
"It's hard work, there's no denying that. But we'll do something
tonight that I'm sure will make you want to stay."

"What do you want to do?"

"Oh, you'll see. Just wait until later
tonight. Then we'll have some fun."

The Reverend Mother was staring at
Ecaterina. "How is your meal?"

"Oh, it's delicious, Reverend Mother. I wish
I could eat more."

"I bet you do."

 


~ * ~

 


The moon was high above the convent when
Ecaterina woke me. I had planned to stay awake until Ecaterina
showed me whatever it was she wanted, but the day's labor had
caught up with me and I had fallen asleep moments after I went to
bed. "Come, Hanna, quickly now."

I yawned. "I'm tired..."

"Sleep is for crones. Now, are you going to
get up or will I have to drag you out of bed?"

I sat up and yawned again, my eyelids heavy.
"I hope this is worth it."

Ecaterina was already dressed. She threw
clothes onto my lap. It wasn't my habit, but some of the clothes I
had brought with me from home. Ecaterina wore a tight-fitting black
dress edged with lace that would have looked more apt on a
courtesan in Prague or Budapest. She carried a thick coat but
hadn't put it on yet.

The dress Ecaterina had thrown at me was
made from creamy satin, with a red bow at the lace-edged bodice. I
took off my bedclothes and put on the dress, as well as sensible
calfskin boots.

"You'll need to wear a cloak." Ecaterina
found one among my clothes and handed it to me. "Here, take it. The
hood will keep out the cold."

I put it on. "Where are we going?"

"Into Kosice," Ecaterina replied.

"What if someone finds out?"

"The only reason the Reverend Mother would
get up this late is to move her bowels or say midnight prayers. She
isn't going to come looking for us."

"It could be dangerous," I said. "This late
at night…"

"I've stolen into Kosice by myself enough
times. If anything it will be safer with you there." Ecaterina put
on her coat and boots and smiled at me. "Well, are you coming?"

I hesitated for only a moment. "All
right!"

The window in our room was fixed, but
Ecaterina was silent as a cat as she opened the door and stepped
outside. I followed her without a sound, Ecaterina leading us to a
small door at the side of the convent. She turned the handle,
waited, and slowly opened the door. The cold rushed in from
outside.

"Don't you need a hood or something? It's
freezing!"

Ecaterina smiled knowingly back at me. "Why
do I need a hood? I want people to see how beautiful I am. The cold
puts a bit of red in my cheeks. That's what men like, isn't
it?"

With that, she stepped out into the
night.

Kosice was a short walk from the convent.
There were scudding clouds over the Carpathians, but the moon was
full and guided us as we walked. I had only seen Kosice from the
carriage that had brought me to the convent, so I was excited to
see the city even though I knew what we were doing was wrong. My
father had taken me to Budapest once. I had looked at the spires
and people with awe. I had visited the large towns of Debrecen and
Miskolc, but nothing as grand as Paris or Prague.

Kosice wasn't as large or magnificent as
Budapest although it was comparable to the other towns I had
visited. The full moon watched from over the Carpathians, its pale
glow shining on the entire town. There were people out tonight,
drinking and singing loudly. Two guards walked past us, greeting
Ecaterina with a smile and a nod.

"How come they didn't stop us?" I asked.

"They're friends of mine. When you sneak out
whenever you can, you get to know a lot of people." The boulevard
was paved and filled with maybe a dozen or so people. Kosice was a
wealthy city. Ecaterina left the boulevard and walked down a poorly
lit earthen street. The buildings changed from stone to timber, the
street muddy from recent rains. There were people here, too:
children dressed in filthy clothes played in the mud while a few
beggars and women sat in dark corners and watched us guardedly with
expressions as faded as the clothes and bedding hanging on lines to
dry.

"What is this place?" I asked.

"The gypsies live here. They like to wander,
but most gypsies settle down in towns and cities and make homes for
themselves."

Gypsies camped near my father's estate
several times a year. My father had always tolerated them. He never
mentioned that my late mother had gypsy blood – and therefore my
sisters and I do too. "Why are we here?"

"I want you to meet the Gypsy Queen."

Ecaterina's answer surprised me. I knew the
gypsy kings and queens lived among their subjects, but I hadn't
expected to find any royalty here. I thought they would have lived
in the wealthier parts of the city or in a lavishly appointed wagon
with their clan.

"Gypsies have the best music, dancing, food,
and celebrations. I wouldn't trust any of them and usually wouldn't
come here so late, but they know how to enjoy themselves."
Ecaterina looked over her shoulder at me. "It's very different from
what you're taught at the convent, if you know what I mean."

We came to a house no different from any
other. Ecaterina opened the door and stepped into the darkness. I
hesitated for a moment, and then followed my friend.

There was a small foyer inside, really just
a ramshackle extension of the original house. A girl barely three
or four years of age ran into the foyer chasing a leather ball,
closely pursued by a little boy. Ecaterina smiled at the girl. "Can
you tell me where your daddy is?"

The girl just stared at Ecaterina, but the
boy pointed to a closed door adjoining the foyer. "In there."

"Oh, thank you." Ecaterina tousled the boy's
hair. She walked to the closed door and opened it quietly, looking
back at me. The room beyond was shadowy and filled with smoke. "The
Gypsy Queen," she whispered.

An overweight man sat on a pile of cushions
at a low table, smoking shisha from a water pipe. He was bedecked
with jewelry and his eyes were smeared with kohl. He sported a weak
excuse for a beard, curly black sprigs of hair clinging sparsely to
his cheeks and jowls. He was dressed flamboyantly in maroon and
gold robes that went some way to concealing his large girth. "But
he's a man!" I murmured to Ecaterina.

"He was captured by the Turks over ten years
ago," Ecaterina whispered back to me. "They made him a eunuch. He
was set free eventually, but he's acted like this ever since.
That's why they call him the Gypsy Queen. His real name is
Vit."

Ecaterina opened the door wide and entered
the room. Vit regarded Ecaterina casually, looking rather bored and
totally unsurprised. Ecaterina nodded at me and I entered the room
as well, standing before the Gypsy Queen. I noted a hint of
interest in his eyes.

"Oh, you've brought a little friend."

"Her name is Hanna," Ecaterina said. "She's
new at the convent."

"So what brings you here?"

"We would like to have our fortunes
told."

"No!" That was sorcery and I couldn't even
imagine the torments that might be set upon me if I were to
participate in such an evil game.

"I think your little friend doesn't want to
have her fortune told," said Vit, tapping his pipe.

"All right. I would like to have my fortune
told."

"Do you have a coin?"

"No, but I have this." Ecaterina reached
into her coat and drew out a small, dark green glass bottle. The
Reverend Mother had shown me the convent's underground cellar where
the drinks they fermented and brewed matured. There had been
perhaps twenty or thirty of the bottles Ecaterina held now.

Vit snatched the bottle like a greedy child,
cradling it to his breast. "You know what I like, Ecaterina. No –
what I love."

"I live to please," said Ecaterina with a
smile.

"I guess you want your fortune told
now."

Ecaterina sat opposite the fat eunuch.
"Yes."

"Hold out your arm." Ecaterina did as she
was told. There was a shallow dish of water sitting on the table.
Vit took a shining knife from a case beside him and held
Ecaterina's hand. Vit drew the tip of the blade down her arm. Blood
welled along the length of the cut. Ecaterina flinched but kept her
arm outstretched.

The Gypsy Queen ran the tip of his index
finger through the blood. Then, he brought that finger to his mouth
and smeared the blood over his lips. More blood welled from the cut
and Vit repeated the process, smearing the blood onto his lips. He
looked as if he were a young girl trying on her mother's lipstick
for the first time. His tongue darted out and licked his bottom
lip, drawing Ecaterina's blood into his mouth. He opened and closed
his mouth a few times, tasting it.

Then Vit picked up a clean cloth and wrapped
it around Ecaterina's arm, stemming the blood. He took another
clean knife and this time cut his own arm. The blood flowed more
copiously than Ecaterina's and began running down either side of
his arm. He nodded at Ecaterina. "Here, you do the same."

Hesitant at first, Ecaterina dipped her
fingers in Vit's blood and smeared it over her lips. Her hand shook
a little at first and her expression was one of revulsion, but she
did what she was told.

"More," Vit insisted.

Ecaterina dipped her fingers into his blood
again and quickly covered her lips with it, closing her eyes. She
looked determined simply to get it over and done with.

Vit leaned over and kissed her. Ecaterina
opened her eyes, trying to draw back in shock and disgust, but Vit
was strong despite his soft appearance. He held the back of
Ecaterina's head, keeping his lips pressed against hers. Ecaterina
squealed but still he kissed her, passionately, his blood mixing
with hers.

His tongue darted out of his lips and into
Ecaterina's mouth. The look of disgust on Ecaterina's face was
blatant. Vit smiled and drew away as quickly as he had kissed her,
still licking his lips and opening and closing his mouth, tasting
their mingled blood.

I looked away, revolted.

"I saw your future," he said.

"What?"

He looked at Ecaterina and then smiled.
"Hatred. Jealousy. Fear."

"Just tell me what you saw."

"Ah. So impatient, aren't you? The future is
like the past. You do not remember the past exactly as it happened,
but how you perceived it. It is the same with the future."
Vit looked at me then at Ecaterina. "Your friendship will not last.
It will become…poison in your veins."

"I do not believe you," Ecaterina said.

"Oh, that is your choice. But someone will
come between you. A man…who is not a man."

Suddenly Ecaterina was more interested. She
leaned forward, her eyes widening. "What sort of man?"

"Why should I ruin the surprise and
excitement," Vit asked, "or the pleasure you feel?"

"It doesn't matter. Hanna and I will stay
friends."

"I tell you only what I see."

Ecaterina dipped her hands into the bowl and
started washing the blood from her lips. "Let's go Hanna."

The Gypsy Queen's words frightened me.
Ecaterina and I had only just become friends. I thought of Dalibora
then. My sister and I had shared a constant friendship, but I
hadn't seen her for months. I missed her terribly and didn't know
when I would see her again. Ecaterina was the only friend I had
here. I didn't want to lose her.

I turned to leave.

Vit grabbed my arm. "Don't worry; your
sister will be here soon."

 


~ * ~

 


"Dalibora!"

My older sister sat in the common room with
the Reverend Mother and her husband, Jiri. I ran to Dalibora and
embraced her, kissing her on the cheek. It was good to see her
again.

The Reverend Mother had a knowing smile. "I
told you it would be a nice surprise. Please, sit down."

I sat on a chair next to my sister, unable
to take my eyes off her. She had gained weight since I last saw
her. My little sister and I had always been very slim, but Dalibora
had carried more weight than both of us. Looking more closely at
her, I noticed strands of gray in her otherwise dark hair. She
looked gaunt too, with bags under her eyes and creases starting
around her eyes.

"Aren't you going to say hello to me?" Jiri
asked with a mocking smile.

"Jiri, I am sorry. It is good to see you
again." Jiri was an excellent catch for my sister. He was just over
thirty years of age, with a beautiful face and wavy blonde hair
streaked with black. He owned several thousand acres of land. My
father was pleased with the marriage he'd arranged. He had expected
Jiri to choose a bride of much higher station to increase his
landholdings. My father had a modest estate, so it came as a
surprise when Jiri had responded positively to the offer of
marriage.

"What are you doing here?" I asked my
sister.

"Jiri is in Kosice on business," Dalibora
said.

"So what are you doing while you're
here?"

"She is staying here," the Reverend Mother
answered for her. "Jiri is donating a large sum of money to the
convent and it is the least we can do."

"How long do you think you'll be
staying?"

"About a week," Dalibora said. She looked
hesitantly at Jiri. "Whenever my husband has finished his
business."

"It shouldn't be any longer than a week,"
Jiri confirmed.

Jiri raised a goblet. "I would like to thank
the beautiful Reverend Mother for her kindness in letting my wife
stay with her sister. You truly are an angel."

It was the first time I had seen the
Reverend Mother almost shy, but there was still a smile on her
face. "You're such a rogue. Now, should we leave the sisters to
catch up? I'd like to show you my convent," the Reverend Mother
winked, "and maybe get you alone."

"No, I think…"

The Reverend Mother stood and rapped her
cane on the stone floor. "Nonsense! You'd love to see the convent.
I insist."

Jiri looked suitably chastised. The Reverend
Mother was not the sort of person to disagree with when her mind
was set on something. "I guess I better have a look at the convent
then." Jiri stood and the Reverend Mother escorted him from the
common room, placing her hand on the small of his back.

Dalibora watched the Reverend Mother and her
husband leave with a wan smile. I was surprised at how different my
sister looked. She was pallid now, a stark contrast to the blush in
her cheeks when she had left to marry Jiri earlier that year. There
was a haunted look in her eyes. Dalibora was plainer than Anezka
and I, but she had always been cheerful and loud. Now she gave the
impression she was frightened to say anything.

"What's the matter?" I asked her.

Tears came to her eyes and she hugged me,
resting her head on my chest. "I lost my baby."

Dalibora hadn't sent any news that she was
pregnant. "When did this happen?"

"A few months ago. I didn't want to tell the
family. I didn't want to worry you."

"You wouldn't have worried us. We would have
done whatever we could to help you."

"Do you think you could help me to bed,
Hanna? I am tired."

I helped my sister up in much the same way I
had helped the Reverend Mother days before, walking with her to the
room the Reverend Mother had set up for her. Dalibora sat on the
bed and touched me on the cheek. "I miss you and Anezka. I just
wanted to see that you were happy."

"It's not a bad place."

"It might be a good thing that Father didn't
find you a husband. Men are not always as you imagine them. You
dream of a happy life with a beautiful husband, but the reality can
be different."

I suddenly realized what Dalibora was
saying. "Are you talking about Jiri?"

Dalibora looked at the door. "Don't worry
about me, Hanna. I'm here to visit you and make sure you are happy.
That is all that matters."

"You're my sister. Your happiness is just as
important as mine."

"Sometimes I wish we could go back to a time
when it was just me, you, Nezka, and our parents. Life was simpler
then."

"I feel the same way." There was little else
I could say. I wished we could all go back to the time when our
mother was alive. Our father had smiled more often then and my
sisters and I had been close friends as much as sisters. The plague
had changed everything.

"You should go to bed."

"Are you sure you don't want me to stay with
you?"

"Don't worry. I'll be fine."

I hugged my sister and walked to the door.
"Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Hanna. I love you."

"I love you too."

 


~ * ~

 


Ecaterina and I finished our lunch.

"Do you want to go down to the river? It's
beautiful there."

The hours after lunch were some of the few
that we could do whatever we wanted. Many of the older nuns took a
nap after lunch while others read or talked with each other in the
common room. Some nuns walked through the convent grounds or, like
Ecaterina had suggested, along the Hornad. I was a little tired,
but I hadn't seen the river and wanted to get my sister out of the
convent. "Just wait until I change into my boots and get Dalibora,"
I said.

"All right, but I'm not going to wait
forever." Ecaterina tapped her foot, smiling.

"I won't be long," I promised her.

I walked back to our room and thought of
what the Gypsy Queen had told Ecaterina. A man would come between
us. I found it hard to believe. The gypsies had a reputation for
lies and deceit, so I didn't really lend credence to what Vit had
foretold. Even if there was truth in their predictions, they
interpreted the truth to suit themselves. I had gypsy blood myself
but I was realistic. I wondered why Vit had told such a sinister
fortune.

I entered the room I shared with Ecaterina
and put on my boots. The convent still didn't feel like home. The
room felt like it was only temporary lodging, but when I spoke with
Ecaterina late into the night I forgot all that. She had made me
feel at ease in the convent more than anyone or anything else.

Dalibora had begged off lunch, saying that
she felt too ill to eat. I was unsure whether she had been telling
the truth at first. She appeared reclusive and even afraid to
socialize, very different from the woman I once knew. The walk down
to the river would be a good opportunity to talk to her. Jiri was
in Kosice and Dalibora could speak freely without being fearful or
apprehensive since he was gone. Ecaterina would be there as well
but she would likely become distracted by fish in the river or some
wildflowers.

It had felt like my sister had wanted to
tell me her concerns, but she was afraid. The few days Jiri was in
Kosice mightn't be enough for her to open up – sisters grow apart
too – and even if they were, anything could happen when she
returned home. I felt a vague sense of comfort that at least
Dalibora would be safe while she was here. If our father ever
discovered that Jiri had been mistreating her, he would march on
the younger man's lands.

Dalibora was in her room. Her bare feet
dangled in the air. There was a sheet wrapped around her throat,
tied to the rafters of the ceiling. I thought Dalibora was pale
when she came to the convent but now her face was ashen. There was
no expression on her face or in her eyes and she swayed like a
marionette nobody was controlling. I thought for a moment that
Dalibora might be alive and rushed over to her, trying to hold up
her feet. Then I looked up at her lifeless face, the twisted angle
of her neck and the raw skin where the sheet wrapped around her
throat.

This was not a murder. My sister had taken
her own life.


Chapter Two: Cayo



A man walked through the snow. He was a
distant figure, a dash of black against a backdrop of white. It was
unusual to see people out at this time of the year so late in the
afternoon. The man moved slowly, thick drifts of snow across the
road hampering his progress. He would be in trouble if the sun went
down and he hadn't found a place to stay. It was December and the
nights were bitterly cold now. Anyone without shelter had a real
chance of dying.

I put my head down and returned to clearing
the gate of snow. It was freezing outside but it was physical work
and I warmed up quickly. At least it gave me time to think, and
reflect. It had been two months since my sister's death. Jiri had
left early the next morning and taken Dalibora's body with him. The
tears came later that night. I didn't stop crying until sunrise.
There was no funeral – or at least I wasn't invited to one. I
thought of my father. He would have taken the news badly. Anezka
was still at home, but my two sisters and I had been our father's
life after our mother died.

I looked up again, my neck sore. The man in
the snow was getting closer. He wore a thick brown coat and had
black hair. He was quite short, although the voluminous coat he
wore made his build hard to gauge. I could see his face now. It was
handsome, almost boyish but darkened with stubble. There was snow
in the man's hair and above his eyebrows.

He staggered and reached out to soften his
fall. The man didn't get up. I watched him for a moment. When he
didn't move, I dropped the shovel and ran toward him. It was hard
to run through the snow and my legs burned, unused to such a
physically demanding task. We worked hard at the convent but our
duties required stamina and strength, not terrific bursts of speed.
My habit also slowed me down. I didn't know why the man had fallen
but I wanted to get there as quickly as I could, so that if he were
injured or ill we could begin treating him.

The man hadn't moved. There were cuts and
bruises on his face. I kneeled in the snow beside him, disregarding
the icy wetness of the snow melting into my clothes. He looked at
me with eyes that were at once earnest and desperate. I opened his
cloak and saw dark, drying blood on his clothes. He seemed almost
disinterested when he saw the congealing blood.

"What happened to you?"

The man didn't answer.

I touched him on the shoulder. "Stay here.
I'll get some help." I didn't want to leave the man lying in the
snow but I had little choice. I rushed back to the convent,
constantly looking over my shoulder to make sure the man was all
right. I almost crashed into Sister Martina when I entered the
convent.

Sister Martina took a step backward, clearly
surprised. "Hanna, what are you doing?"

"There's a man on the road outside. He's
bleeding and needs help."

"I'll tell the Reverend Mother." Sister
Martina rushed away, her manner suddenly urgent.

The Reverend Mother joined me shortly,
walking stick held in an arthritic hand. "Where is he, girl?'

I led the Reverend Mother from the convent
and onto the road outside. Sister Martina joined us. There was
purpose to the Reverend Mother's walk now. She might be old and
lame, but with her walking stick to help her and a purpose in mind,
the Reverend Mother was as spry as a young man. We hurried to where
the man had fallen. "Why didn't you keep him warm, girl?"

"I wanted you to know straight away."

The Reverend Mother knelt beside the man.
"Sister Martina, we need a stretcher and another two women. Hurry
now!"

"Yes, Reverend Mother." Sister Martina
returned to the convent.

"What happened?" the Reverend Mother asked
the man.

"Robbers," the man answered. He seemed to
have gained some lucidity. "There were five or six of them. I am
lucky to be alive."

"What robber would steal from a lone
traveler? It looks like you have little enough."

"Not all robbers steal for gain," the man
answered, although it was clearly painful for him to speak.

Sister Martina and two other nuns returned
with a stretcher. They laid the stretcher in the snow beside the
man and helped him onto it as best they could. The Reverend Mother
hovered around the stretcher like an over-protective parent. "Take
care, he may have broken bones."

Sister Martina, the nuns and I lifted the
stretcher and carried it into the convent. The man didn't move,
making the stretcher easy to carry. We carried the stretcher into
the hospice. The man groaned.

The hospice was almost empty. There was a
man suffering wet cough and a girl who had almost died in
childbirth, but the rest of the beds were available. We lowered the
stretcher onto a bed and helped the wounded man onto it. The
Reverend Mother waved at Sister Martina and the other nuns. "Go
back to your tasks. Hanna and I can look after him now." Sister
Martina and the nuns hesitated for a moment, although they had
spent too many years doing whatever the Reverend Mother told them
and left seconds later.

The man wheezed as he breathed. He shivered
and looked at us with an expression halfway between hope and
fear.

"What is your name?" the Reverend Mother
asked, direct as always.

"Cayo."

"My name is Hanna," I told him.

"It is a beautiful name."

"You should thank Hanna for being outside.
You might have died if she hadn't seen you. Now, let's take a look
at this wound." The Reverend Mother began removing Cayo's clothes
to find exactly where the wound was.

Cayo reached out and touched my hand. A
pleasurable thrill ran up my spine. Cayo had a wan smile on his
face. I smiled back at him then looked away, embarrassed by the
attention he was paying to me. The Reverend Mother was too
preoccupied with examining his wound to notice. I rarely saw men at
the convent. Cayo was handsome, in his mid-thirties or a little
younger. I thought of what I might be like with him outside the
convent, but then I saw the wounds on his chest and in his side and
knew there were more important matters to attend.

 


~ * ~


I wasn't often alone in my room, Ecaterina
was nearly always with me. Even when she left to do chores or
penance, the echoes of her vivaciousness remained. I could hear
Ecaterina's laughter even when she wasn't in the room. I loved
Ecaterina but sometimes I felt crowded and needed to get away. I
came to the garden to escape.

I could think here in the garden with
nothing but the calls of birds and the occasional lowing of the
cattle in the fields. I understood why the Reverend Mother loved
the garden so much. Ecaterina wasn't a fan of the garden and I
rarely saw her there unless it was under duress.

There was less to do in the garden in winter
than in the other seasons, but I kept myself busy. Hard work
cleared the mind and there were still jobs to be done: bushes
needed pruning, the soil had to be turned and the few crops that
bore in winter harvested. Days like these were rare now, when the
sun was bright and it was relatively mild.

I loved Ecaterina. We were already good
friends and we got along despite our contrasting natures. Ecaterina
always came across as happy and positive, but she was not happy at
the convent, that much was clear. She missed her father and life
outside the convent. Ecaterina might get up to mischief and wreak
havoc in the convent and while the Reverend Mother made her do
penance every other day, I had a suspicion Ecaterina was her secret
indulgence.

The Reverend Mother had scared me a little
when I first came to the convent, but now I respected and even had
affection for her. She was curt, slightly absent-minded, and always
blunt, but she cared deeply for us and I think everyone at the
convent felt it. Ecaterina might have argued the point, but I
suspected that even she liked the Reverend Mother.

Cayo was improving and spoke with great
clarity now. Some color had even returned to his face. I remembered
the day the Reverend Mother and I had rescued him. It was bitterly
cold and in my mind's eye I saw his blood discoloring the snow. I
had acted without much thought when Cayo had fallen, but later that
night I had sat on my bed, shaking. Dalibora had killed herself
only two months before Cayo appeared and I was terrified of facing
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