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The velvet fog rolled across the grounds, glowing from the light of the sun, seeming to grow steadily as it covered. It pulled at her, begging for her notice, pleading for her touch. She walked slowly, deep in her own thoughts, not giving attention to the reactions of the elements around her. With her continued indifference, the thickening fog was joined by a brisk wind. The wind caught up the fog, swirling in ever-changing patterns. Tendrils pulled at her long skirts, her soft golden hair, and finally her hands. She looked down; at last acknowledging the insistent intent.

“Hush now... it is not yet time.” She whispered softly, her smile warm despite the fog’s chill. “It has not even begun.”

She waved her hand within the swirls of wind and fog, almost stroking them, humming a simple tune that was at once unfamiliar and as ancient as the wind itself.

“Hush...” she repeated.

The winds calmed... and the fog rolled away.
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Torrence sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose in frustration. His elbow was propped on the mantle of the fireplace and his dark eyes were tightly closed. The weight of his family’s fortune was on his shoulders, and he was finding it more difficult than he had imagined. The large room with its austere stone walls echoed the emptiness he felt growing in the pit of his stomach. He could hear the old tapestries as they shifted in the breeze coming through the partially open windows. They had been his mother’s, those ancient tapestries, and the thought of her threatened to unman him. There was no fire burning in the massive fireplace he leaned against; it was not yet cool enough for that. There were no logs laid in preparation to be lit, it was simply empty; cleaned as best as could be, but still charred and dark. He thought the cold, black expanse of it was highly appropriate at the moment. As a child he’d often daydreamed that at the back of the large opening there was a doorway to another world. He was far away from daydreams now, and it made him sigh again.
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He’d lived a life of ease, compared to most; he knew that. Growing up on his family’s estate lands in Issoundun had made for a very privileged childhood. Basking in the light of the Rise of Camelot, even Francia had seen years of near-magical harmony and growth. And with that success, the Frankish people took great pride in their home and heritage. It had been idyllic, his life, filled with loving parents, brilliant tutors, and when he was 12, a beautiful little sister.

His mother had always said he was a miniature copy of his father with his dark hair, eyes and complexion. An ‘angel of night’, she called him. And perhaps she was right, because with her death she’d taken all the light out of their lives. Torrence had been barely twenty when his beloved mother succumbed to the illness she had been battling for years. More healers than he could count had been consulted and their ‘cures’ tried, but nothing had made any difference.

After her death, their father had simply stopped trying. He no longer worked or tended his lands; he wouldn’t travel outside of their estate house or see any of his tenants. A fortune already strained by the costs of attempted healings decreased even further under the poor management of the old man who had given up. Torrence had done the best he could, but he was not the master of the estate and had little authority. Nine years passed, during which Torrence sold off family possessions and livestock when he could find purchasers, before their father finally achieved his wish and died in his sleep. 

Now the full inheritance of the estate belonged to Torrence, but there was precious little left. For months he had done everything he could to try to repair the damage, but it was nearly hopeless. He felt damaged, lost and alone.
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The situation he found himself in did nothing to improve his state of mind. His sister, Evangeline, sat in their father’s old chair, nearly curled into a ball and weeping softly. She was exceptionally beautiful, a gift from their mother, with dark shining hair and soft golden eyes. At the moment, however, those eyes were red and swollen, and begged for his compassion.

“Please, Torrence, do not do this. Do not send me away!” Her voice came out choked and thick.

“You know I have no choice.” He sighed again, making a point not to look at his sister. “With Father gone, I must make strong alliances. Marrying you to Lord Caerlon is the wisest course I have.”

“But he’s so OLD!” Evangeline cried. At that, Torrence turned to face her.

“He’s not that old, Evangeline. He’s closer to my age than Father’s, and you know quite well that girls younger than you are often married to men older than Father was.”

“And that makes it acceptable for you to sell me off as property... as if I meant no more to you than a mare for breeding?!” The fire flashed in her eyes, even through the tears, reminding him again of their mother. The pain of memory constricted in his chest and he forced himself to take a deep breath.

“You don’t believe that; you know that is not true of me. Evangeline-”

“I refuse! I will not marry him. You may even put me in front of the priest... I will say no.” Her defiance was bringing the color back to her cheeks and Torrence admitted to himself that she was magnificent.

“If you do, you will be sent away to become a nun.” He turned and faced the wide fireplace once again. He could feel her tense and sit up straight in the chair.

“You would not dare!”

Torrence closed his eyes against what he was now forced to say. He knew he was hurting his sister, the one person left in his life that he loved, but he saw no other alternative. She would hate him... may never forgive him... but it was a chance he must take.

“I would. If you refuse this marriage, you are of no use to me. I will not continue to support you, and though you are exceptionally skilled as a Lady, you have no aptitude for any vocation which would secure your upkeep. You will be Lord Caerlon’s, or you will be God’s. You have no other choice.”

A long silence met his words. He could almost hear the tears flowing down Evangeline’s cheeks. He felt his own threaten to fall; he could not allow that to happen.

“But I do not love him.” Her voice was quiet again, and filled with pain. “I do not even know him!”

“If you are lucky, love will come with time.” He forced steel into his words; could show no weakness.

“But—”

“Enough!” Torrence could bear no more. “I have decided!” His clenched fist slammed into the mantle, knocking over a set of candlesticks. He did not turn, even when he heard the soft rustle of his sister’s skirts as she rose.

“As you wish, brother.” The response was barely above a whisper.

As he heard Evangeline walk out of the room and ascend the stairs, Torrence allowed his head to fall on his arm. Now the tears were given permission to fall. As they slid down his face, his breath escaped in a near-silent plea. To whom, exactly, he was not entirely sure.

“Please forgive me.”

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

Evangeline stood at the top of the manor house’s tower, looking over the lands of her home. Her tears still fell, and her heart still ached. She had suspected for some time that her family’s financial situation was not secure, but had no idea things had reached such a dire point. Loyalty to her brother warred with the desperate desires of her heart and it was nearly more than she could bear.

Through the tears she breathed in the scent of her home; trying to deny the dark feeling that she would never see these lands again. Agony won out over hope, and she said her silent farewell as she felt the warm calming presence of her nurse Silla move up behind her. A strong arm wrapped around her shoulders, and Evangeline turned into the old woman’s shoulder, allowing her tears to flow freely.

“Hush now, little one,” she whispered, stroking her charge’s long hair. “This is happy news! And you’ll see this home again, I promise you.”

Evangeline allowed herself to be led back into her rooms where the detritus of her life being packed away was everywhere she looked. She tried to ignore a sinking feeling at the sight, and instead gathered up a small painting of her mother, holding it tight to her as she dropped weakly into a chair.

“Such an angel she was, your mother.” The older woman smiled in remembrance. “You look so much like her. Strong too, stronger than even your poor father suspected. Kept him right in line, didn’t she?” Silla sighed as Evangeline turned her face away and buried it in the chair.

“Yet she’s a delicate little thing, isn’t she?” another maid spoke softly to Silla, bringing another of Evangeline’s dresses to be packed away. “She may look like her mother, but doesn’t quite have the substance, non?” Silla shook her head at the maid.

“Oh, she does... she just doesn’t know it yet. God grant she discovers it in time.”

The maid grinned and headed out on some other errand. As she continued packing, knowing the young girl would not speak, Silla filled the silence with a stream of chatter about Camelot, the King and Queen, Court, and fanciful stories of gallant Knights and their Ladies. 
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The Sergeant-at-Arms was sitting in the Captain’s quarters, sharing a glass of something better left unexplained. Both men were weary – it had not been the easiest of journeys, along this channel between their home and the strange lands of the Britons. And though mishaps could arise on any voyage, this one in particular had added challenges.

“The men grumble,” the ship’s captain sighed as he took another draft of his drink.

“Men always grumble.” A matching sigh escaped the fighting man as he answered. “Land or sea, marching, sailing... men grumble. It is nothing.”

“It is not nothing! This is my ship and I concern myself with the safety and well-being of the men who sail her.” He set down his drink, leaning forward to close the distance somewhat between the two men. “And I tell you, they’re spooked.”

“Merde on their delicate sensibilities!... I took them for hardened sailors. Not ones to be unmanned by a little girl. Especially one who is the sister of my Lord and the fiancé of yours!”

“Do not mock them.” A glint of anger in the Captain’s eye gave the Sergeant pause. “They are good men and their superstitions and rituals may seem folly to you, but it keeps them alive. Alive, and happy and trusting the man next to them, come foe or fiend... trusting with their very lives. You are one of us, a man of action, forsaking hearth and home when needed. You know how it is with us.”

“I do.” The Sergeant admitted, obviously at odds with himself. “I do indeed.”

“Bad enough having a woman on board... two women!” Sitting back in his chair, the Captain was still tense with the need to express his concerns. “Women should not be on the ship, for all she is my Lord’s betrothed. Yet it is more than that!” He paused again, knowing the words had to be said but not knowing how he should relate them. “It is the way she is. She plays into every fear and legend of ill omen that these good men hold close to their hearts! She doesn’t sleep, she barely eats. She wanders the decks at night, fair glowing in the moonlight... and always the sorrow in her eyes, the tears that fall silently. Every man on the ship crosses himself as she passes by. I tell you, it is madness!”

The younger man leaned forward himself, setting his glass on the desk between them. “And what would you have me do?”

A slight sigh of relief escaped from the Captain as some of the tenseness in his shoulders relaxed. “It is not long ‘til we make landfall. Two days at the most. I beg you... keep her Ladyship confined to her quarters and disallow her from wandering the decks. If the men no longer see the ‘heartsick ghost’, as they are calling her now, they may breathe easier.”

The Sergeant nodded slowly, acknowledging the wisdom in the Captain’s request.

“It will be done.”

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

The wheels of the carriage crunched through leaves and rocks on the road, creating the only noise as the docks were left further and further behind the small party. Evangeline had no more tears left, and somewhere during the passage on her soon-to-be husband’s ship from Francia to Britannia she had thought herself resigned to her fate. After a little more than two days of being shut up in her room, she was glad to feel the wind on her face again, even though the knowledge that she was ever closer to the end of her journey weighed heavily on her mind and spirit.

As she stared through the small cutout window, she watched the countryside of her new homeland pass and wished desperately to find some comfort in her plight, but she found none. As if the weather felt her grief and strove to attend to her every whim, the skies turned dark. Evangeline watched as the clouds rolled in, a myriad patchwork of shades of gray, and felt a small flicker of kinship with this strange sky of a strange land. A low roll of thunder sounded in the distance and fat crystal raindrops began to fall. Wanting to strengthen the connection she was feeling to this storm, Evangeline reached out to the rain, letting the water roll down her hand and along her arm.

It wasn’t long before the drops fell with more frequency and force, prompting Silla to reach across her young mistress to slide the wooden slat across the opening, closing the two of them up more snugly inside the carriage.

“Now, dear, we mustn’t allow you to become sick. What impression would that give your Lord husband?” The older woman smiled and tucked a warm blanket more tightly against Evangeline.

“I don’t care.” She answered in a whisper, her eyes closing as she leaned her head back.

“Of course you do.” Silla clucked as she began pulling out some bread and cheese. “You are only a young girl, mourning the loss of a love that never was. It is only natural.”

Evangeline’s eyes opened at that, and flashed with some of their usual fire.

“Is it not more truly natural to allow one’s heart to find love where it will?!”

“Not for an orphaned Lady of Means, it is not.” Silla smiled softly as she cut the cheese and handed a piece to Evangeline who took it with a sigh.

“Nothing is fair. My heart will never be allowed to grow! I am a prisoner, never to see the light again.”

Silla snorted as she shook her head. “You speak as though you have the years of Francia herself behind you! My darling girl, you are yet a child. And you do not know what your future holds. Do not tempt fate with talk of forever!”

“And why not?!” The girl bit back.

Silla sat up straighter on her bench, beating her hand down on the wood, the knife still clutched in her grasp.

“Had I not taught you myself, I would mark you for a fool! But I know you better than this!” Silla made quite a show of gathering up the small snack, putting things away with more vigor than it particularly warranted. Evangeline straightened, knowing she had pushed her dear nurse too far. She reached out a hand to grasp the old woman’s arm, and smiled at her.

“Has this moaning come to an end?” Silla continued, searching her mistress’ eyes for some reassurance that she would be well. “May we continue with your instruction? ... You will not find the Court as forgiving as I.”

“Very well,” was the answer, as Evangeline settled herself back against the wall of the carriage. “Which lesson have you today?”

“Names!” Silla instantly returned to her normal chipper and efficient demeanor. “Names of the Ladies, Lords and Knights at Court. You are expected to know them well, along with their families’ histories, crests, alliances... the wrong word to the right personage could cost you more dearly than you might wish to imagine. Begin with His Highness.”

Evangeline closed her eyes and leaned her head back once again.

“His Highness, King Arthur. His honored wife, Queen Guinevere. The King’s beloved sister, the Lady Morgana. Favored among his Knights, Sir Lancelot, and among his Lords...”

The rain continued to beat comfortingly against the roof of the carriage as the two women focused on their studies, bringing them ever closer to their new home.

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

The rain had not let up, as the party expected. Instead, it grew stronger, to the point where neither the men on horses nor the driver of the carriage could see the path ahead of them. After a brief shouted conversation between the Sergeant and the driver, one man spurred his mount ahead in haste. At his departure, the Sergeant pulled alongside the carriage and rapped on the shutters. Silla leaned forward to unhook the latch, letting in wind and water as she swung the shutter open.

“My Lady, I apologize for the intrusion, but we cannot continue much further in this weather. None of us can see and what lanterns we have are ill-suited to this level of rain. I have sent a man ahead to seek out some degree of shelter, though I do not know what he may find.”

“Who did you send?” It was Silla who asked the question; Evangeline did not much care.

“My best rider... Brient. If there is shelter to be found, he will see it done.”

Brient, Evangeline thought. The silent scout with eyes like a hawk. There is a fitting hero to a girl’s fantasies of love. She sighed softly to herself, thinking of the solemn young man who even now flew through the night to seek shelter for her.

“Rest easy, my Lady. It will not be much of a delay, I assure you.” The Sergeant completely misunderstood the reason for her sigh. All the better, Evangeline thought as she leaned her head against the wall of the carriage.

“Thank you, Sergeant, for your consideration.” Silla, ever-vigilant, filled the silence with the appropriate response. “We will await your word.” As the drenched man pulled his horse away from the carriage, Silla latched the shutters back, keeping her young charge under watchful eye.

It did not take long for the scout to return, and the Sergeant once again rapped on the carriage shutters. As they opened, the two women saw a bright grin on the man’s face.

“Success, my Lady! There is an inn not far up the road. With luck we’ll arrive in good time and we can see you settled by a warm fire with dinner.”

“Thank you, Sergeant.” Evangeline spoke for herself this time. “And please extend my thanks to your talented scout.”

“It shall be done, my Lady.” The man nodded smartly and pulled his horse away once again.

As she latched the shutters once again, Silla was beaming. “Oh, dear one! An inn... how lucky to be so close to an inn. We shall be warm and dry in no time at all.”

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

It did seem as though no time had passed before Evangeline found herself bustled out of the carriage and straightaway into the roadside inn. She had heard stories of places such as these – havens for travelers, local folk, and occasionally those of unsavory character. She wondered if any such individuals were in attendance tonight. She nearly smiled at the thought of her brother’s reaction to her lodging at such a place. Surely it was inappropriate for a lady of standing? She did not care; for the first time since her brother’s announcement of her impending marriage, she had a glimmer of happiness.

There was a flurry of activity as she and Silla were ushered inside by the Sergeant. The rest of his men were hastening the horses into the nearby stables. Doubtless they would tend them there and man and beast would both dry out under shelter from the pouring rain. A rain which still had not eased even a fraction, and seemed unlikely to do so. Evangeline tried to catch a glimpse of the young scout, but the curtain of water was too thick and the hands of her nurse and protector too insistent.

“Inside... inside, my dear! My but this rain does chill straight to the bones, does it not? How fortunate for this inn, blessings are smiling down upon you, darling, of that you can be sure. Ah! The warmth, such a glorious fire. How quaint this is! So like the memories of my youth.” Silla’s stream of one-sided conversation continued without a break until Evangeline found herself stripped of her cloak and settled into a chair by the fire with a blanket tucked in around her and a cup of something warm clutched in her now-thawing fingers. She was never entirely sure how her nurse worked her magic, but Evangeline was convinced it was magic and thought it better to not question and simply accept. It was a method which had served her well so far.

Once she was convinced that her young charge was as warm and comfortable as she could make her, Silla saw to her own needs. She seemed completely at home here, in this strange sort of place, and Evangeline seemed to remember something about Silla’s past... her parents had owned an inn, of course! That was it. She had grown up helping her family work the business. Of course she knew how to handle herself here. 

The girl watched as her nurse chattered with what must be the owner. He certainly seemed in control of the cashbox. This party was an unexpected windfall for him, as the rain had kept away any of the local custom, and far too few travelers were on the road at this time of year. He was in a good mood and it did not take long before he was nodding to Silla and bellowing to his wife in the back kitchens that there were quite a few more mouths to feed.

The warm spiciness of her drink quickly lulled Evangeline into a relaxed state. She noticed Silla settling herself in a nearby chair, and the Sergeant-at-arms watching the room closely while requesting a drink of his own. The young girl determined that she could afford a few moments to truly study the environment around her. She had never been in any place so... common. Though her family had lost much of its wealth, she was still nobility and as such her entire life had been spent in homes of families similar to her own. But this-! This was fascinating to her. The rough wood tables and chairs, the torches burning on the walls, the scent of something she could not begin to recognize wafting in from the kitchens. Her stomach chose that moment to betray her; however plain the fare, it smelled delicious and she was exceedingly hungry. 

At the noise, a young woman in the corner looked up briefly and smiled, catching Evangeline’s eye. With a start, Evangeline realized the young woman was the source of the soft music she heard. A girl? As a musician? Evangeline had never before seen a woman in any capacity other than nurse, cook, maid or lady. The idea that in a different twist of fate she could have been required to work to secure her livelihood... it was beyond her reasoning at the moment. She found herself smiling back at the young woman, though the musician had already turned her attention to her instrument once again. She must be related to the owner, Evangeline thought. Or a permanent house musician. No one, not even the grand estates, would hire someone for a night during this season.

The music was very good, and when the food finally was brought out, it fulfilled every promise its scent had made. Evangeline ate a full meal for the first time in weeks; her appetite betraying her depressed demeanor of late. It was not long before the combination of food, drink, warmth and music was too much for the young woman to withstand, and her eyelids grew heavy and began to droop. Without any hesitation or a by-your-leave, and at the request of Silla, the Sergeant scooped up Evangeline and carried her upstairs to a clean, if simple, room. Once he left, it was a matter of moments before Silla had her young charge out of her traveling clothes, into a nightgown, and snuggled deep under the homespun blankets of the room’s bed. Evangeline didn’t even remember Silla extinguishing the lantern she’d carried up to their room.

She wasn’t awake. Evangeline knew that much. But it all felt so real, and yet so mystical, that she let herself be carried along with the rush of it all. She was in a garden, a lush affair with not just hedges and flowers, but stone walls and trees... a place with towering canopies of leaves and branches, and tiny hidden glades where one could rest and be forgotten by the world. She wandered, soaking in the beauty that surrounded her.

Suddenly, up ahead, she saw a dark figure. Just too far away to make out any features, Evangeline nevertheless knew the figure to be a man. And from some depth of ancient knowledge, she knew she was desperately in love with this man. She must reach him, must grasp hold of him, or he would be forever lost.

She heard her name whispered on the breeze as she ran through the twists and turns of the garden. Knew it to be her love, calling her, pulling her ahead in this maze of green. As she rounded each corner, she felt he was closer... that she could almost reach him... but she never saw his face, never was close enough to distinguish his features. She called out to him, but couldn’t make out his name, even as she herself said it.

It seemed she had chased and searched for hours when finally she saw him, sitting on a bench with his head in his hands, discouraged. No! She screamed inside, I haven’t given up! I haven’t left you! I’m here! And she reached for him, nearly grasping his sleeve, when a sharp wind flared between them, stirring up a thick fog which swirled itself around Evangeline. She couldn’t see and was beginning to panic when the same wind soared off on its own path, pulling the fog with it. When she could see around her again, Evangeline reached once more for her beloved’s sleeve. But there was no one there. He’d gone.

Filled with desperation and longing, Evangeline collapsed next to the small bench, cradling her head on her arms on its unforgiving seat, and sobbed at her loss.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: Picture3]


[image: ]


Evangeline felt her pulse race and her skin flush as the carriage came to a stop in front of an extremely large manor house. She and Silla were helped out by servants who carefully assisted them down the steps and onto the cleared ground in front of the house. The two of them stared, open-mouthed and in awe at the sights around them. The pointed tops of the roof towered above their heads, and the lush landscaped grounds spread out in every direction. At a soft cough from one of the servants, the two women tried to quickly compose themselves and followed their guide up the steps and inside the large manor.

Once inside, they barely had a moment to softly gasp at the soaring ceilings and space in the entry before they were shown into a smaller room, warm and bright. It had an immediate comfort born of constant use, and was quite obviously a favorite of the lord of the manor. Books and scrolls lined the walls, maps and folios were scattered about. The warmth was born not only from the cheery fire burning behind the grate, but also in the way candles reflected off brightly-colored wall tapestries and fur-carpeted floors.

Closer inspection revealed the master of the house himself, lounging easily in a chair pulled near the fire and engrossed in reading.

“My Lord,” the servant began. “...the Lady Evangeline.”

At the first words, Lord Veron Caerlon looked up from his reading to see the two newcomers to his home. His soft brown eyes sparkled in a face weathered somewhat by time spent outdoors, but no less handsome for it. A full mouth was surrounded by a mustache and beard that matched the sandy blonde of his hair, streaked-through with touches of silver; the only testament to his age. His body was strong and graceful as he swiftly stood from his chair and stepped to greet the ladies. His smile was as warm and comfortable as his room, for it was obvious that this room was his domain.

“Lady Evangeline.” He swept a bow toward the young woman. “I am truly honored. How did you find your journey?”

Evangeline’s heart had not yet returned to its normal pace, and she was horrified to think she may still be flushed. She found herself quite nervous in the presence of this man who was to be her husband, and she tried to take refuge in propriety.

“Agreeable, Lord Caerlon,” she answered, reaching to her side to grasp the wrist of the only familiar person around her. “Thank you. May I introduce my nurse, Silla?” 

“M’lady.” The man nodded toward the old woman, obviously pulling his eyes from Evangeline with regret. Silla, in the middle of a curtsy, softly gasped at his use of the term of respect and curtsied even deeper.

“My Lord.” She took a breath. “Sir, you have no need to address me so!”

A wide smile broke across Veron’s face as he reached a hand out to help her to rise.

“No need, perhaps... but do you answer for my pleasure?” The flash of humor in his eyes spoke to his enjoyment of the situation. For her part, Silla was even further shocked and all but scandalized.

“Of course not, my Lord!”

Veron chuckled as he continued. “Perhaps you would find more comfort accompanying my man to review the Lady’s apartments?” At this, Silla breathed a relieved sigh.

“Yes, my Lord. If you will excuse me?” she said before turning to Evangeline. “My Lady.” 

And then she was gone – leaving Evangeline alone with the man to whom she had been promised against her will. He was not so awful as she had imagined, or as old if she were being honest, but still her young, budding romantic heart beat wildly in her chest, raging against having her entire future decided for her before she’d even begun to live. She held the memory of her dream tight to her, like a talisman against her reality.

Veron could easily see the tension which had his young fiancé in its grasp, and tried another soft smile. “Am I so much an ogre?”

“Oh!” Evangeline was startled. “Not at all. My Lord is quite a handsome man.”

“It is fortunate for me I do not base opinion of myself upon that answer.” Veron chuckled. “I fear I should then hide myself in the lowest points of my manor, never to be seen again.”

“I meant no-” Evangeline nearly choked on the words. What am I doing?! She thought.

“Of course not.” Veron waved her off. “Nor was it taken as such. You are scared and in unfamiliar surroundings. I am sure my presence hardly causes you ease.”

Evangeline looked down, twisting her hands together.

“My Lord is most understanding.”

“I hope to be more than understanding, Evangeline.” Veron stepped closer to her. She could feel the heat of his body as he took her hands in his. She looked up at him, both afraid to meet his eyes, and not to. “But I will not force feelings from you. I will prepare for the day you find comfort in my company.” At that he gently released her hands and stepped away. “If you wish, you may follow your nurse.”

Evangeline stepped back from him, preparing to take her leave.

“Might I expect you for the evening meal?” He asked softly.

“Yes, my Lord.” Evangeline answered as she curtsied. She scurried out of the room and after her nurse like a skittish colt. Veron watched her go with a touch of sadness replacing the sparkle in his warm eyes.

“Until then...”

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

The massive table was simply set with two places, occupied by Lord Caerlon and his bride to be. They could not have been more opposite, with Veron relaxed and making every attempt to engage the young woman; and Evangeline, ill at ease and eager to be anywhere but at his table. The fare was simple but hearty, a testament to the uncomplicated nature of the lord of the house. Servants came and went unobtrusively, refilling chalices and plates as needed. The talk was of whatever Veron could think of which might put his young lady at ease.

“And what was your favorite to study?” he asked, leaning his chin on his hand and staring into her eyes. “Out of all the things they made you learn.”

“Those subjects which afforded me greater knowledge of my new King and Country.” She answered, trying not to feel his eyes on her and failing miserably.

“A perfect courtly answer!” Veron laughed; a deep comforting sound. “Now, if you please,... the truth?”

Evangeline allowed a hint of a smile to escape, despite herself. He was truly charming!

“In truth, I have a fondness for music.” She sighed. “Alas, it seems I do not have talent to match my desire.”

“Indeed?” he seemed surprised.

“Were it not so poor, I would prove the truth of my claim.” Evangeline answered back. Veron smiled again. “My brother even refused to have me sing in mixed company.”

“Then I owe you a debt of thanks for my saving!”

Nearly returning his smile, Evangeline caught herself and looked down. She was not ready to be happy here, was not ready to like this man, was not ready to give in! Unseen by her, Veron’s own smile faded as he watched the battle of emotions play across her face.

“I had planned our wedding for two weeks hence.” He spoke softly, unsure of how to proceed. “Are you not agreeable?”

“Whatever my Lord wishes, I shall fulfill.” She answered stiffly. Veron looked down himself, keeping reign over his growing frustration.

“I am not your enemy, Evangeline.” He sighed. “Must you believe me to be?”

The young girl still did not look up. “I regret that my Lord feels so.”

“You may call me Veron.” He decided to try another direction. “It is my name... and you are to be my wife.”

“I am indeed, my Lord.”

Frustrated, Veron pushed his chair away from the table, causing it to grate on the floor, and making Evangeline flinch.

“You will come to this in your own time it seems. I can do no more than I have.” He paused, looking at her closely to gauge her reaction as he continued. “We will be married, Evangeline. I did not seek you out so that I might force misery on you. I agreed to your brother’s proposal because I am lonely. I believed you to be someone I could share a portion of my life with.” He paused again, not knowing if he should share further with her, but knowing that she should hear the truth. “I saw you once, though you were not aware. I glimpsed you from a window in your own manor. You were in the gardens and I thought you so exquisitely beautiful...” His voice caught. “I knew I would accept, should your brother wish an alliance with my house. I did not delude myself into thinking you would rush to me with open arms, but neither did I believe you would hate me. Good evening.”

At that he stood, turned and exited the room, leaving Evangeline to lower her head and sit at the table... alone, and defeated.

In the kitchen, the fires were as bright as the faces of the household staff who filled the room. Jenny, the lead cook who was as round and brown as the exquisite buns which were her specialty, was still hovering over her pots hanging over the flames. Grooms teased maids in dark corners, filling time as they awaited their turn to eat. Guards wandered through from time to time, stopping only long enough for a quick drink or to snatch a bit of bread or cheese on their way back to their posts. A pair of small children, the result of a marriage between a cook and a stableman, curled up together near a smaller hearth, wound about with two large dogs. All four were sound asleep. 

Silla had found her new home and was thrilled at the joy and peace she felt here with the servants and hands of the estate. You can always tell the measure of a master by the feel of his kitchens, she thought to herself as she smiled at the men and women gathered about the large sturdy table. She was among her people here, regardless of the lands of their birth. These were the working folk of the manor... the ones who kept the entire estate running according to the wishes of their Lord. They were happy, healthy, and they adored “their” Veron.

“Silla, my girl,” the round grinning cook exclaimed, “it is just about the prettiest thing I have ever seen, your young miss.” The statement was met by general approval and assent.

“I will easily agree with you, Jenny! The girl is a wonder. Such a shame her mother no longer lives. Blessed beyond measure, that one. She was a beauty in every way.”

“Such a sad tale for the Lady Evangeline, don’t you think?” One of the young grooms leaned back on the bench, his eyes filled with the romantic tragedy of it all. “To have lost both mother and father so young... a brother who cannot afford to keep her. Ah, my dear,” he sighed loudly, leaning on the maid seated next to him. “would you hear the tale... and would it soften your heart towards me?” The young girl pushed him off her and the gathering laughed companionably as he feigned injury.

“Ah! Warmth and laughter... just what I require.” At the strong voice, everyone looked up to see Lord Veron standing in the doorway of the large, bright kitchen. Silla gasped, scandalized at what she saw as a dire breach of decorum, but the rest of the gathered party simply stood or nodded in deferential greeting to the lord of the estate, and at his wave returned to their previous positions. As Silla scanned the room, searching for some sort of explanation, it came to her that this scene had a distinct ring of familiarity... obviously it was a common occurrence in this manor.

Veron took his time making a circuit of the kitchen, starting with Jenny. He teased her, trying to reach around her to sample what was in her pots as she swatted at him with her spoon. With a sheepish grin, he kissed her cheek and backed away, snatching up one of the buns which were cooling on a nearby tray. He spoke to several of those gathered as he made his way to the table, winking at a particular groom who was occupied with a lusty maid. By the time he settled himself at the table, Silla no longer looked shocked. Instead, she had a warm smile on her face. Such a man! She thought. I could not have wished better for my little one, had I designed her lord myself. As if he could read her thoughts, Veron smiled back at the old nurse, propping his chin in one hand as he bit through the bun held in the other.

“So, Silla,” he began, “what should I know about my young bride?”

✠  ✠  ✠  ✠  ✠

Hours later, Evangeline was sitting by the small fire in her rooms. She still wore her dress from dinner and sat staring into the flames. The rooms were lovely, she’d been enchanted by them as soon as she first walked in. Veron had obviously spent lavishly; the floors were covered with thick furs, the bed was large and softer than anything she’d ever felt. There were fresh flowers in several places, the fire had been laid generously, thick draperies covered the tall windows, and somewhere tucked away was something which made the entire suite of rooms smell like a spring day after a rain. It was easy to love these rooms, why was it so difficult to love the one who had appointed them for her? Perhaps it was not even him, she thought uncharitably. Perhaps he simply said to prepare rooms and his maids created all this for me. She knew it for a lie even as she tried to convince herself of the possibility.

Evangeline was still searching for answers in the flickering light of the fire when Silla returned, carrying a pitcher of water for washing. She set the pitcher down on a small metal-topped table and moved to stand over her young mistress.

“Have you come to give me comfort?” Evangeline asked, not looking up.

“For one who has need of comforting, I have forever been faithful.” She began. “But you have need of a lashing! Speaking to your Lord husband in such a way. Angering him!” Her voice was sharp and accusing. Evangeline’s breath caught in her throat.

“I did nothing of the sort!” She was stunned and hurt by her nurse’s reaction. “I was exactly proper in my behavior.”

“Indeed?” Silla answered in a tone which was less intense. She knew her young charge would not hear her if she felt threatened. “You refuse to see what it is you have before you.”

At that, Evangeline jumped to her feet. “A life of bondage to a man I don’t love!” She snapped. “That is what is before me! You cannot tell me otherwise.”

Silla stood her ground in front of Evangeline and her cool grey eyes leveled a stare of iron on the girl. Her anger was a cold fire that burned behind those eyes. She had reached her limit of tolerance and would have no more.

“You ungrateful wretch,” she stated in a calm voice. The shock of hearing those words from her nurse dropped Evangeline back into the chair. “Your brother, in his infinite kindness, chose a lesser alliance so that you might have a fine, caring man for a husband. And this is how you repay him? Thinking yourself so misdealt that you justify becoming an insult and disgrace to your family?!”

Evangeline’s face crumpled as she began to cry. She stared up at the old woman with pain, fear and desperation in her eyes.

“You cannot mean those words,” she begged.

“Would that you did not prove me correct and force the saying of them from me. And yet you do... and have.” Silla’s heart broke for the girl, who she treasured more than life itself. And she would continue to let it break, if it would save her mistress from becoming less than she should be. A plea in a broken voice brought her back to the moment.

“What am I to do?”

“What you were meant to do,” she answered; strength and love in her voice. “Rise up, marry this man, and prove yourself the Lady you were raised to be.”

“And is there to be nothing else for me?” It was a sob from a girl who was quickly discovering she must be a woman.

“The rest of your life is as you wish it to be,” the old woman answered. “You may change that which can be changed. Know that... and find your comfort there.”

“How do I release the longing?” Evangeline’s voice was barely over a whisper, tearing at Silla’s heart once again.

“You simply do.”

With the soft words, Silla wrapped her arms around Evangeline and pulled her close, stroking her hair and whispering soft comforts as the young woman cried and said goodbye to her childhood.
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My Dearest Brother,


It has only been a few months past since I have seen you, and yet it feels like years. There is so much I wish I had said to you, so much I wish I had felt, before I left.

I am well, brother, and do not hate you. I fear you may feel I do, I most certainly gave you every reason to believe so when last we spoke. I have had time to consider my actions, and have been blessed with the wisdom of my dear Silla. I am eternally grateful to you for sending her with me on this journey. In this arrangement, you chose compassionately for me to secure my future, and I do revere and thank you for that kindness.

I am now a married woman; the Lady Caerlon. Though I was nervous, and wished most desperately that you could be in attendance, the ceremony was beautiful and attended by a great many of the Lords and Ladies of Court. I do not know how I shall become at ease with these great personages... my simple country manner and heart does not, it seems, blend well with their sophistication. I wonder how I shall get on with them all – it is a challenge I will accept and attempt to make you proud.

Some days after our wedding, I was presented to the King and Queen. It was as if I were transported into another world! Were I not convinced of His Majesty
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