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O N E

SPRING 1378

ENGLEFORD CASTLE, HAMPSHIRE

AUDR EY HID BEHIND A TR EE A ND WATCHED A K NIGHT A ND 
his squire riding down the lane. The knight was nothing to look 

at— bushy beard and paunchy belly— but the squire had gentle 

eyes, a smooth face, and a slight smile on his lips. She would 

guess he was a few years older than her own fifteen. Tall and 

slender, his back as straight as a spear, he had dark hair and his 

skin was appealingly sun- browned.

They were riding toward her father’s castle, no doubt to spend 

the night. Twilight was falling and travelers often chose to stay, 

as her father owned the only castle within a half day’s ride in any 

direction.

She glanced down at her dress, noting the mud stains across 

the skirt. She’d get quite the scolding when Sybil, the head house 
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servant, saw her condition. “Still a rambunctious girl- child at the 

age of fifteen. How will you ever get a husband?”

Her father would scowl and say, “You’re too old for such 

mucking about. Don’t let anyone see you looking like that.”

And her older sister, Maris, would snort and laugh at her. Or 

scream at her and call her ugly names. One never quite knew how 

Maris would react. She was so changeable, smiling one minute, 

rageful the next.

Audrey passed the pond where she sometimes went fishing 

with the stable boy, continuing to the meadow where the wild-

flowers grew so thick she could pick an apron full in no time. She 

found one particularly dark pink flower and another unusually 

deep purple one. She held them up to the sun, pressing their tiny 

stems between her fingers. The light shone through the petals, 

lighting them up like a colored star, or like a burst of f lame in 

pink and lavender.

That was what Audrey wished for her life to be— a burst of 

light. An intense color. Something unforgettable.

Her mind pondered this dilemma— how to make her life 

extraordinary. Some might say she was an insignificant girl, 

that she could not make her life a f lash of intense light. Perhaps 

she could not, but God had made these wildflowers beautiful, 

which were here today and tomorrow would be food for the 

sheep. Could He not do much more for her, even though she was 

only a girl?

Besides, she liked being a girl. All the better to surprise 

people when she did something important.

And as a girl, and while she remained unmarried, she had 
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more freedom. If she were a boy, her father would have sent her 

to train as a knight when she was a young child. Instead, she had 

been allowed to study all manner of interesting things, read all 

sorts of books, and Father had even provided her with a tutor. 

But today her tutor was away visiting his sister.

Now that Audrey had learned all the languages her tutor 

knew— Latin, French, German, and English— she was worried 

her father would send him away. He was not the most genial 

fellow, but he did enjoy speaking other languages with her, and 

certainly neither her father nor Maris would ever practice with 

her or discuss the other things she was learning.

If she were to marry well— someone powerful and wealthy— 

she might have the means and opportunity to make her life 

meaningful. And yet she also did not want to marry someone 

who didn’t love her or whom she was unable to love. Love had 

always seemed to be the highest ideal, a noble goal, since the 

opposite of love was what caused so much evil in life. Besides, 

the Holy Writ said, “God is love.” That alone must make it of 

great importance.

Nevertheless, love alone did not seem to be enough. She 

wanted to do something extraordinary. Maybe she could teach 

girls to read. After all, the girls in the villages of England never 

learned to read. They learned sewing, and if they weren’t too 

poor, they might learn embroidery or learn how to play an instru-

ment. But if girls could read, they could accomplish many of the 

things men were able to do. They could become an alchemist 

who could turn iron into gold, or a physician who could make 

sick people well. At the very least they would be adept enough 
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at mathematics that they could own a shop and cipher ways to 

make a larger profit.

But she kept these thoughts to herself, for she knew people 

would laugh, scoff, or even get angry with her for such think-

ing. Maris certainly would, and she imagined Father giving her 

that severe, confounded look he often gave her. Then he would 

turn away and ignore her, even though she’d just shared the desires 

of her heart.

She did not know what lay ahead of her, what her life would 

become, but she wanted to be a bright light, a shooting star, 

but one that shot up high into the heavens instead of falling to  

earth.

When she arrived back at Engleford Castle, she went in 

through the Great Hall, slipping through the door behind her 

father’s dais. In her apron skirt she carried daisies, johnny jump 

ups, buttercups, and the pink and purple flowers that grew along 

the rocky shore.

Audrey stepped from behind the partition. Her father sat at 

the table with the knight and his squire.

Her father turned, his eyes roving from her head to her feet. 

He scowled, a harsh look in his eyes. He jerked his head toward 

the door, and she quickly went back the way she had come, her 

heart pounding.

He must be angry at the prospect of his guests seeing his 

daughter looking like a servant girl with mussed hair, muddy 

skirts, and wildf lowers in her apron. She hurried toward the 

kitchen. Perhaps Sybil would appreciate her wildflowers.

Audrey turned the corner and reached for the kitchen door.
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“Child! You look like the ditch digger’s daughter!” Sybil 

cried.

“I picked some wildflowers and— ”

“Go get changed, quick!”

“Why? What— ”

“Your father’s all in a fit to get you in front of that knight 

and his squire.”

“What? Why?” Audrey’s heart pounded against her chest.

“Come.” Sybil took her arm and pulled her forward. It was 

all Audrey could do to keep from spilling her wildflowers.

In Audrey’s bedchamber Sybil allowed her to spread her wild-

f lowers on her windowsill to dry so she could press them later, 

while Sybil found her best dress, then helped her change her 

clothes.

Her stomach trembled as she managed to look Sybil in the 

eye. “Father’s not going to marry me off to that knight, is he?”

“Not the knight. I think he has a wife. It’s the squire. He’s 

the oldest son of the Earl of Dericott.”

An earl. And he was close to her own age. But she wasn’t 

ready to answer to a husband or to have children. She’d miss her 

wildf lower meadow, her dogs, her lessons with her tutor, and 

her horseback rides to the sea. And what if her new husband 

turned out to be as cold and angry as her sister, Maris? Or as un -

feeling as her father, who rarely looked at her, even when he 

spoke to her?

Sybil brushed her hair so aggressively, Audrey cried out.

“Forgive me. Hold still.”

Sybil pulled Audrey’s hair back into a circlet and covered it 
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with a sheer veil. Then she came around to look at Audrey’s face. 

Her own expression relaxed, and she even smiled.

“You have grown into such a beauty. Just like your mother.”

“Maris is prettier than I am.” Her sister had flawless skin and 

large green eyes. Maris had often told her how ugly she was with 

a disgusted expression and tone in her voice, but then Maris was 

always saying cruel things, things Audrey wasn’t sure she even 

meant. And she had seen the way the few young men she had met 

had looked at her. She was not ugly. But Maris was the beauty.

“You are very plain,” Maris would say, scrunching her whole 

face, as if she could barely stand to look at Audrey. “Your nose is 

crooked and your eyes are that insipid color of blue that no one 

likes.”

Maris’s eyes would go wide as she burst out laughing, an ear- 

piercing sound, and say, “You look like a villein!” She meant the 

poorest of the poor, the people who were bound to her father’s 

land and must toil very hard from sunup to sundown just to have 

enough food to stay alive.

“Your sister is pretty,” Sybil answered, bringing her back to 

the present, “but not as fair as you. Besides  .  .  .” Sybil’s face 

clouded over, and she raised her brows and sighed. “Your sister 

does not have your patience for learning, nor does she have your 

sweet disposition.”

Father often said, “Your sister is not right in the head, and it 

will be your responsibility to take care of her when I am gone.” 

Then he would raise his brows and stroke his beard.

Father, who often laughed at other people’s misfortunes, 

never punished her sister for her violence toward the servants 
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nor her loud, rageful outbursts. But then Audrey could never 

quite condemn Maris either. Her sister had been treated cruelly 

by their nursemaid when she was a child, and Audrey believed 

that had affected her mind and was the reason she was often 

angry, with Audrey and everyone else. She was still her sister, 

and Audrey could remember times when they were very young 

when Maris would play with her and even take care of her when 

no servants were nearby. And yet . . . Maris often seemed to plan 

mischief against people who had never done her any harm.

Sybil hurried Audrey down the stairs.

“Do I have to do this? Do I have to meet them now? Perhaps 

Father wants me to wait until later.”

“No, no, he wants you. Come, come. Don’t dawdle.”

Audrey took the last step rather awkwardly as her skirts got 

tangled around her legs and she almost tripped. Sybil grabbed 

her arm, and Audrey paused to get her balance again and shake 

her skirts free. She walked slowly toward the main door to the 

Great Hall, which stood open. Inside her father was regaling 

his guests with a familiar story about his own days as a knight’s 

squire.

As she walked in, all three men turned to look at her. As 

did Maris.

Audrey’s sister was sitting on the other side of her father. 

Her stomach trembled inside her. Would Maris embarrass her 

with stories about some misstep or other? No doubt she’d talk 

about something Audrey did in their childhood with the intent 

to humiliate her.

“And here is my younger daughter, Audrey.” Her father 
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smiled at her, that peculiar f lat smile of his, and held out his 

hand for her to come join him at the table.

Audrey hurried forward and sat on the bench beside Maris, 

facing the knight and his squire.

Audrey was too afraid to make eye contact with her sister. 

Instead, she smiled briefly at their guests, then looked down at 

her food. The knight was chewing, a tankard of ale in one hand 

and a large roll of bread in the other. He paid her little notice, 

but the squire stared her in the eye. Even when she purposely 

looked away, she could feel his eyes lingering on her face.

He was a handsome boy with a lean face and gentle eyes. 

Why she should think his eyes were gentle, she wasn’t sure, but 

they made her wonder what he was thinking, what sort of per-

son he was, and if her father might actually make an agreement 

with his father to match them.

The servants brought out more food while her father talked 

with the knight, a Sir Clement of Nottingham. Audrey was not 

hungry, so she nibbled on the cheese and dried fruit and sneaked 

quick glances at the squire. While listening to the conversation, 

she discovered that his name was Edwin Raynsford.

“You are to be the Earl of Dericott,” her father said, looking 

hard at Edwin.

It seemed improper to bring this up, since it would require 

Edwin’s father to die for him to inherit the title, but her father 

was rather impolite at times.

“Yes, my father is the Earl of Dericott, and I am his eldest 

son,” the young man said. There was neither undue pride nor cen-

sure in his statement. His demeanor was calm and forthright. 

Castle of Refuge_content.indd   8Castle of Refuge_content.indd   8 3/3/21   10:48 AM3/3/21   10:48 AM



C A S T L E  O F  R E F U G E

9

And as she stared at him, for the first time in her life, she won-

dered if she might like to be married. She believed she would— if 

she could marry someone gentle and good, someone who looked 

like Edwin Raynsford.

While Father conversed with Edwin, Sir Clement ate his 

food and glanced back and forth between Audrey and Maris. 

Finally, Audrey chanced a look at her sister. Maris was sitting 

tall and straight, her hands folded in front of her. And she was 

staring at Edwin, her gaze unwavering.

Maris was seventeen, so she must think him handsome as 

well. But Audrey had heard Father say in a pique of temper that 

Maris would never be married, that he couldn’t have her bring 

shame to the family by letting the world know his daughter was 

lunatic. Maris had been angrier than Audrey had ever seen her, 

and she could tell her father was sorry for what he’d said. He 

had tried to calm her down by saying, “There’s no reason for you 

to marry. You are needed at home and can be free to do as you 

please.”

“You’re ashamed of me,” Maris had breathed.

She had stormed through the house, slamming doors, and 

shut herself in her room for almost an entire day. Audrey had 

steered clear of her sister for several days after, carefully avoiding 

her for fear that she would take her wrath out on her.

As her father talked to Sir Clement, Edwin addressed both 

Audrey and Maris. “Do you ever go to the coast to see the ocean?”

His voice was lovely, like a stream shot through with a warm 

ray of sunshine. But Audrey did not answer him, lest Maris get 

angry and lash out at her.

Castle of Refuge_content.indd   9Castle of Refuge_content.indd   9 3/3/21   10:48 AM3/3/21   10:48 AM



M E L A N I E  D I C K E R S O N

10

“I adore the ocean,” Maris said with a broad smile.

Audrey had never known her sister to profess any affection 

for the sea.

“I would love to go there with you.” Maris gazed at Edwin 

with her eyelids lowered halfway. Was she trying to appear 

alluring?

Edwin’s expression changed, and he cleared his throat. “We 

are on our way north tomorrow, I’m afraid.”

“We can sneak away tonight. Meet me at the stable after 

dark.”

“I am sorry, but I cannot.” He shifted on the bench and turned 

to look at Father and Sir Clement, as if he was interested in their 

conversation.

Was the young man determined only to do good things, or 

did he have sharp enough instincts about people to be afraid of 

Maris? But perhaps Audrey was giving him too much credit. 

Maybe he was only afraid of his master finding out he’d run off 

in the night with their host’s daughter.

Either way, Audrey kept her head down so Maris wouldn’t 

look into her eyes and read her thoughts.

When the main dishes were brought out— pheasant and wild 

boar— they all got quieter, except for her father, who rarely had 

guests of similar rank, and he seemed pleased to have someone 

to converse with.

“And your father was the Marquess of Donwell?” Father 

said, still talking with Sir Clement. “I met him once on a trip 

through Nottingham.” Her father went on with another of his 

tales, all of which highlighted something he could brag about. 
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She’d never really thought about it before, but her father loved 

to boast of his good deeds and the important people he had met.

Suddenly, Audrey felt a sharp pain in her side, and she gasped 

and flinched away from Maris. She looked down to see Maris 

holding a knife in her fist, pointed at Audrey under the table. 

Audrey scooted farther away from her sister, who had just stabbed 

her with the knife, though not hard enough to puncture the skin. 

Maris was giving her a look of surprise, pretending she had no 

idea why Audrey reacted the way she did.

Edwin turned his gaze on her.

“What is wrong with you, daft girl?” Maris laughed. “To sud-

denly jump away from me?”

“You hurt me.”

“Hurt you? You truly are mad.” She laughed, then smiled at 

Edwin. “She is mad, poor thing. We cannot tell what she might 

do next. She’s been this way since birth.”

Audrey felt her face starting to burn. She did not want Edwin 

to think such things about her, but she knew from experience 

that to argue with Maris or dispute her word would only make 

her more hostile. So she sat silently staring down at the food on 

her trencher.

What would life have been like if her mother had lived past 

her birth? Would she have defended Audrey? Her father almost 

never did. She felt like the sacrificial lamb sometimes, her life 

offered up to keep Maris from attacking anyone else.

But she also knew that her father hoped and expected her to 

marry well. Since he had no sons to inherit his title and property, 

if he did not remarry and produce any male heirs, his property 
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and title would go to a nephew, her aunt and uncle’s child in 

Derbyshire.

When she glanced up, Edwin was gazing at her with a ques-

tioning look on his face. No doubt he was wondering if she was 

lunatic. Or did he realize Maris was the mad one and he was 

sorry she had been forced to live with such a sister?

Again, she was probably giving him more credit than he 

deserved.

And once again, her father did not even seem to notice any-

thing was amiss. He was still talking with Sir Clement. Neither 

of them even glanced their way.

Maris tried a few more times to engage Edwin in conver-

sation, but he only responded minimally. And he seemed to 

address Audrey more than Maris. Audrey could almost feel the 

fury building in Maris.

Finally, the meal was over and her father dismissed Audrey 

and Maris. He and the two guests would stay and talk and drink 

some more before retiring.

Audrey stood and looked Sir Clement in the eye and then 

Edwin, as her mother’s longtime house servant, Sybil, had taught 

her. “It was my pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Edwin met her gaze for a moment. “The pleasure was mine.”

Audrey was well aware of Maris’s cold stare, and she hurried 

from the Great Hall, praying her sister wouldn’t catch up to her 

and hit her from behind, as she was wont to do.

Audrey made it to the stairs. Glancing over her shoulder, 

she did not see Maris following. Was she lingering behind to try 

to impress Edwin? Audrey didn’t care. She lifted her skirts and 
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ran all the way up to her room, closing the door and locking it. 

There. She had escaped from her sister and been spared any 

more embarrassment in front of the handsome Edwin.

Would he be her husband one day? He was destined to be 

knighted and to become the Earl of Dericott. She might do many 

good things as his wife. God would be able to use her life for 

many bright and remarkable purposes if she were the wife of a 

good and kind earl. She only hoped she would not be married 

off for a few more years. She wanted to pick wildf lowers, visit 

the seaside, and reread The Song of Roland and her other most 

treasured books before succumbing to adulthood.

d

The next day as Audrey was making her way down the stairs, she 

heard her father talking in the Great Hall. Walking by the door, 

she peered in and saw him with his steward. Father dismissed 

him and called out to Audrey.

“Come in, my child. I wish to speak with you.”

“Yes, Father?” Audrey approached him where he sat breaking 

his fast with some pasties and stewed fruit.

“Sit. I have something to tell you.”

Audrey sat and chose a plum pasty, taking a bite and let-

ting the sweet f lavor spread across her tongue. Plums were her 

favorite fruit. She often picked them from the trees and ate them 

right there in the orchard. If any of the servants caught her, they 

would scold her. Only cooked fruit was safe to eat, they told her, 

but she had never sickened from eating them.
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Audrey was reaching for her second pasty when her father 

finally spoke.

“I hope you made a good impression on that young squire, 

the future Earl of Dericott. I shall write to his father and make 

him an offer so that he will choose you as a wife for his son.”

Audrey choked as some filling went down the wrong way. 

She coughed and took a swallow of her father’s boiled fruit drink. 

“But we will not be married very soon, will we, Father? I am 

only fifteen.”

Her father talked over her as if he had not heard her. “I 

can offer him a nice dowry, your mother’s jewels, and even that 

property in Hertfordshire that belonged to your mother’s family.”

“Father, I am too young.” Audrey’s stomach flipped at the 

thought of the handsome Edwin discovering that her father had 

offered her to him in marriage. Of course she knew she wasn’t 

actually too young. Many young women were married off even 

younger than she.

“Well, I daresay it will be at least a year before he marries. 

I want to ensure his father keeps you in mind, at least. I might 

even pay him a visit. An earl is a great match for you, and he was 

young and handsome to boot. You should be thanking me.”

Truly, Audrey had always known she would be married off 

to someone. And Father was right. Edwin seemed much better 

than any other man she’d ever been introduced to.

“He did have kind eyes,” she said, feeling herself blushing.

Her father did not reply, only stuffed half a pasty in his 

mouth.

“You don’t think your sister frightened him off, do you?” Her 
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father spoke with his mouth still full of food. “She’s forward and 

aggressive. Men don’t like that. They like women like you— 

quiet and docile.”

Audrey did not like being called “docile,” as if she were a 

horse. But Edwin did not seem anything like Father. All the 

better.

“Did he seem taken with you? Did he look at you very 

much?”

“I don’t know.” Audrey shrugged.

“You are very fair of face. I don’t see why he would not have 

noticed. You will make a fine wife. I shall write to him today.”

A movement caught Audrey’s eye. She turned toward the 

open doorway and saw Maris glaring at her. But when she saw 

that they had spied her there, Maris moved away from the door 

and was gone.

“You’ve made her angry.” Audrey’s voice was hoarse as she 

imagined how Maris might retaliate against them both.

Her father waved his hand. “She probably didn’t hear me. 

Besides, I’ve told her she will always have a home here. She 

doesn’t need to marry. She should thank you for getting mar-

ried so she doesn’t have to.”

Surely her father knew. Maris would never see herself as the 

fortunate one as long as Audrey was living her life, getting mar-

ried, and having children, while Maris was forced to remain at 

home, with nowhere else to go.

Audrey could certainly see the situation through Maris’s 

eyes. If she were told she could never marry and never leave her 

home, she would be grieved at having to miss out on having a 
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family and home of her own, and she would worry about what 

would happen to her after her father died. But to some extent, 

Audrey might also feel relieved. After all, the woman who never 

married had a measure of freedom that the married woman did 

not. But freedom to do what? She imagined she would one day 

get tired of reading and gathering wildf lowers. After all, she 

wanted to do something significant in the world.

Maris . . . she certainly had hopes and dreams too. Surely she 

wished to love and be loved, as Audrey did.

When Audrey’s mother died soon after Audrey was born, her 

father acquired a nursemaid named Hattie to look after Audrey 

and Maris, who was only two years old. When Maris was about 

five years old, Sybil discovered that Hattie had been abusing 

Maris— slapping her, pinching her, even beating her. Sybil had 

found bruises on Maris’s body and began secretly observing 

Hattie. Hattie was tender toward Audrey and showed her favor, 

but she was spiteful and violent toward Maris. Sybil reported 

the matter to Father, and he immediately dismissed the woman.

Knowing of the abuse her sister had endured for three full 

years, Audrey could never hate Maris. What evils her poor sis-

ter had suffered, and as a small child, she must have blamed 

Audrey, at least in part. She had to have resented Audrey for 

being the pet, the loved one, while Maris was mistreated. Such 

a thing must have deeply affected her. And Audrey, though she 

knew she was not responsible for such evils befalling her sister, 

still felt a weight of guilt about how her very existence had caused 

Maris such harm. And it was never very far from her mind.

Yet Maris was unrelenting toward everyone around her, 
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ragefully hitting and spitting and pulling hair, playing tricks 

on people and punishing them when they had done nothing 

wrong.

In spite of her father’s dismissive attitude regarding whether 

Maris had overheard him, Audrey’s heart was in her throat most 

of the morning, wondering how Maris would avenge herself 

over Father’s words, over how he was slighting her and favoring 

Audrey. But after only seeing a glimpse or two of her sister, by 

nightfall Audrey had ceased thinking about it.

She sat by the fire in the small upstairs solar with a couple 

of candles beside her, studying her lessons for the next day. 

When she finished, she would read a bit of The Song of Roland 

in French. She had learned that language almost as well as she 

knew English.

Lying next to her was a tapestry she’d been embroidering. It 

was a garden scene with flowers and birds. She generally tried to 

work on it when Maris was not around. Maris never embroidered 

or sewed, as she had not the patience to remain still that long.

The sound of the crackling fire drew a long sigh from her as 

she nestled deeper in her chair with the book on geography her 

tutor had assigned her to read. She was imagining herself in one 

of the faraway countries on the map when she looked up and saw 

Maris staring at her.

Audrey quickly closed her book and folded her hands on top 

of it.

“What is that you’re doing there?” Maris had a strange look 

on her face, her voice oddly quiet.

“Nothing.”
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“Nothing. Then you won’t mind getting up and fetching me 

something.” Maris sat down on a bench near Audrey.

Audrey took a breath. Why should Maris ask her to fetch her 

something? But it would be easier just to do whatever her sister 

wished. So Audrey waited to hear what her sister needed.

“Do you remember that small embroidered thing you gave 

me for my birthday?”

“The tapestry you laughed at and said looked like a small 

child had made it?”

“I did not like it at the time, but now I want it. I want to hang 

it next to my bed. Will you get it for me?”

Audrey’s heart thumped hard. What was her sister schem-

ing? But perhaps she truly did want the tapestry. Audrey could 

not refuse her. It would seem unkind. Besides, even if Maris 

just wanted to insult Audrey’s work, she couldn’t hurt Audrey 

anymore with her criticism. Audrey no longer needed her older 

sister’s approval. She had surely grown that mature after all Maris 

had done. At least, that was what she told herself.

Audrey stood, taking her book with her, lest Maris wished 

to cut it up into little pieces, as she had done with some of her 

other books.

Audrey went to her bedchamber, laid her book on her bed, 

and went to her trunk. She found the small tapestry that Maris 

was referring to and took it back to the solar. But a lump had 

formed in her throat. Maris didn’t actually want the tapestry 

Audrey had made for her. Audrey cast about in her mind, trying 

to think where the nearest servant was, where her father might 

be, in case she needed protection.
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She passed by her father’s bedchamber. The door was open, 

and he was talking to his steward about estate business. And 

a glance behind her showed Sybil walking toward her down 

the hallway. She felt some measure of relief, knowing if Maris 

tried to harm her, she could cry out and someone would be near 

enough to come to her aid.

She hated that she was so suspicious of Maris. She was her 

older sister, after all.

She walked into the solar. Maris had pulled her chair closer 

to the fire. She looked over her shoulder at Audrey and smiled. 

Audrey held out the small tapestry to her sister.

Maris took it from her hand, but as Audrey walked to her 

chair, Maris thrust out her foot. Audrey tripped over it. She 

couldn’t stop herself.

She grabbed for her sister’s hand, but Maris snatched her 

hand away. Audrey f lailed desperately. But it was too late to put 

out her hands to break her fall.

She was falling toward the fire, face- first.

Audrey twisted her body so that she landed on her side. Her 

head hit hard, right in the edge of the fire. Searing pain was the 

last thing she remembered as her vision went black.
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T W O

FOUR YEARS LATER . . . SUMMER 1382

DERICOTT CASTLE, BEDFORDSHIRE

“YOU WILL NOT BE R EQUIR ED TO PAY YOUR LABOR DUTIES 
in the lord’s fields or furlongs for one year.”

Edwin faced the villeins who lived and worked on the 

demesne that his family had owned for over a hundred years— all 

the land round about Dericott Castle. The villeins had gathered 

at his request, and now he had their full attention.

The people looked quite scrawny, their skin browned from 

the sun. Their clothes, which were made of rough wool, were 

ragged and stained. Many of them stared at him for a long time, 

while others cast furtive glances, hardly daring to lift their heads 

for more than a moment or two.

“Do you mean no plow work? For a fortnight?” one brave 

soul asked.
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“No plow work, that is correct, but I mean for the rest of the 

year.”

The people exchanged glances with one another.

“Think of it as a year of Jubilee. Your debt of work has been 

canceled.”

Edwin was not sure what reaction he had expected, but he 

had anticipated some show of joy or relief or celebration. But 

instead they were mute and still.

“You may use this year to work your own furlongs and your 

own crops, and you do not need to give any part of your crops to 

me. I give you leave to keep it all for yourselves. You have earned 

a respite. I have servants to till my furrows and to plant and sow, 

and what they cannot get to will lie fallow. You are to do for 

yourselves only, all year.”

They all continued to stare at him and exchange glances with 

one another, as if confused and seeking confirmation that they 

had heard correctly.

“You are free to go.”

A few of them began to smile. Several nodded and bowed 

and backed away. But as they walked down the dirt lane, they 

began to clap one another on the back, to laugh and talk.

One young man turned around and said, “Thank you, Lord 

Dericott. May God bless you for your generosity.” He bowed and 

went on his way.

A few others did the same, thanking him and blessing him. 

But most simply hurried on, still appearing astonished, some 

mumbling to each other as they walked.
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This . . . this felt good.

After such a long time of feeling heavy inside, weeks of lying 

in bed recovering from the removal of his arm by a London bar-

ber five months ago, he finally felt . . . better. His life had not 

turned out as he’d expected or wanted, and there was nothing 

he could do about that, but now that his father was dead and 

Edwin was the new earl, he had the power to lighten the burden 

of the people around him.

He couldn’t remember his father even mentioning the peas-

ants who labored on his family’s demesne more than once or 

twice in his whole life, and certainly his father would not approve 

of Edwin giving them a year off from their labor tax, which tied 

them to the land and made them, for all intents and purposes, 

his slaves for a certain portion of every year.

His father seemed to think of the villeins as property, not 

living people with hearts and souls. But after what Edwin had 

been through, he’d had a lot of time to think. What was man that 

God should be mindful of him? Did God care more for an earl 

than for a villein? If he’d learned anything from his study of the 

Holy Writ, he’d learned that the same God who made one also 

made the other. And just as a villein could fall prey to injustice 

and misfortune, so could an earl.

The captain of his guard came toward him. “This missive 

just arrived for you.” He held out a rolled- up parchment.

The seal and colors belonged to the Earl of Essex. He took 

it, his heart beating faster. Had Lady Ophelia, the Lord Essex’s 

daughter, finally written him?

He broke the seal and unrolled the letter.
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Dericott,

Thank you for your letter. All is in good order here, with 

only a few ill effects of Wat Tyler’s Rebellion. A recent rain 

washed away a bridge. Other than that all is well in Essex and 

with my family. My prayer is that you and your family are in 

good health.

I wanted to express my condolences on your injury sus-

tained some months ago when you and your brothers were 

wrongly imprisoned. I pray God will avenge you on those 

responsible.

I am yours respectfully,

Essex

Edwin read the letter again. The mentions of Wat Tyler’s 

Rebellion, and Edwin’s injury and those responsible, felt like a 

renewal of the weight their memory brought to his shoulders, 

bringing back the cloud of gloom that had been over him for the 

better part of a year.

But the worst part was that there was no mention of Lady 

Ophelia, whom Edwin intended to marry.

Just over a year ago she’d whispered into his ear at a ball at 

her father’s castle, “I will marry you.”

He’d asked her to marry him without even consulting his 

father. She had smiled at him so beguilingly that he’d instantly 

fallen in love that night at the ball. He loved everything about 

her— her dark hair and light eyes, the way she moved so grace-

fully she seemed to f loat, the way she smiled and laughed— all 

of it drew him in.
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Father had been pleased at the match and had written to 

Lady Ophelia’s father to negotiate the terms of the marriage. A 

few weeks later, Lord Essex had promised her to him with the 

benefit of property and jewels.

It was a good match for both of them, as Lady Ophelia and 

Edwin were wealthy, he destined to be an earl, she an earl’s 

daughter. But shortly thereafter, Edwin’s father was dead and he 

and his brothers were accused of murder and treason. Then he 

lost his arm, maimed for life.

Edwin had not seen Lady Ophelia since the ball. After his 

acquittal of all charges, he had written to her not once but twice 

without a reply. He’d finally written to her father, a vague mis-

sive inquiring after his health and whether he and his family had 

weathered the uprising without mishap, knowing already that 

they had. And this was his answer. It was strange that Essex 

would take the trouble to write and send a courier without insist-

ing his daughter also include a reply to her future husband.

Was Lady Ophelia simply a poor correspondent? Did she 

still want to marry him after hearing that he was now lame? 

Would she be ashamed to be his wife? Honestly, he did not 

know her character all that well.

Leaning back in his chair, Edwin stared out at the rain that 

had just started falling from the gray sky.

The right thing to do would be to tell her that if she could 

not face being married to a man with one arm, then he would let 

her out of her pledge. But such delicate information would best 

be conveyed in person rather than a letter. He should go to her 

and speak with her. And he would. But not until he was more 
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confident in his ability to keep his balance and not fall off his 

horse.

d

Audrey’s looking glass told her the ugly truth: her dream of being 

a bright light in the world, of doing something significant, was 

lost forever. Most of the time she avoided looking at herself, but 

last night she’d had a particularly disturbing nightmare. In the 

dream, one whole side of her face had literally melted off. Gone. 

In her dream she’d started screaming, which had her pushing 

herself up in bed, a hoarse sound coming from her aching throat.

Gazing at her reflection now, she could see her face was still 

there, though the burn had deformed her ear and the scar ex-

tended over a small section of her face about two fingers wide. 

Hid  eous, to be sure, but thankfully not half her face.

She touched the alternately smooth and puckered, reddish 

skin, remembering the terrible pain that had lasted for weeks 

until the burns had finally healed. She had been so frightened in 

those days that she had entreated her father to protect her from 

her sister.

“Send me away,” Audrey had begged. “I cannot bear to be in 

the same house with her. Please, Father. I cannot bear it.”

“It was not intentional,” her father had said. “She said you 

tripped over her foot. She did not purposely send you into the 

fire.”

“She did, she did.” Audrey had covered her eyes with her 

hands, reliving the horror of what her sister had done. Over 
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and over the image haunted her, the moment her eyes had met 

Maris’s, the cold, malevolent smile on her face as she stuck out 

her foot to trip her.

The one time Maris had come into her room— to comfort 

her, she had said— Audrey screamed. She couldn’t help herself. 

She screamed until the servants put themselves between her and 

Maris. Audrey’s mind had gone back to the moment Maris had 

tripped her, and she couldn’t seem to separate that event from 

the present moment. She’d screamed until the servants and her 

father convinced her sister to leave the room.

Then her father turned on Audrey. “What’s the matter with 

you? Screaming like a mad woman. There is no peace in this 

house.”

Peace? How was she ever to have peace again?

Her hands shaking and her heart racing, she cried, “How can 

I have peace when I’m not safe?”

A few days later, Maris was gone. Her father sent her to a 

convent.

Father said little about it and seemed cross for several days 

afterward, so Audrey did not ask him any questions. She was 

only too glad to have her sister gone.

Despite not having seen her sister in four years, Audrey’s 

memory still seemed so vivid. She recalled a dream she’d had 

several nights before.

Audrey was lying in her bed when she opened her eyes and 

saw Maris standing in her doorway. Audrey’s throat constricted. 

She tried to ask Maris what she wanted, to tell her to leave her 

alone, but she couldn’t speak. Her throat was too tight and dry.
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Suddenly, Maris was holding a torch, fiery and glowing 

orange.

No! Audrey struggled to scream, desperate. She opened her 

mouth but no sound came out. She’d awakened gasping for air, 

her heart pounding.

She still felt shaken by the vivid dreams, but the four years 

since Maris left had been good, despite her father sending her 

tutor away soon after the accident. She had cried bitter tears, 

knowing he did it because he no longer thought she had a chance 

to wed anyone wealthy or powerful and therefore would not need 

any further education. She would miss having someone to speak 

to in French and German and to teach her various other subjects.

But in the following months and years, Audrey spent her 

days doing the things she loved and continuing her education on 

her own— studying her books and practicing her languages by 

reading books in French and German, gathering wildflowers, 

and embroidering tapestries. She began to feel safe, and how 

good it was to no longer feel beaten down and oppressed. She 

could be herself, laugh, speak her mind without someone derid-

ing and criticizing her, hitting or pinching her.

Four years had not changed her very much, though perhaps 

she was less dreamy and she worried more about the kind of 

man her father would marry her off to. Her father made it clear 

he had much lower expectations— and standards— now that she 

was scarred. She was ugly, people saw her as ugly, and she had 

to get used to it.

The servants behaved differently toward her— less deferential, 

no longer jumping when she asked them to do something for her. 
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They treated her more like an equal, which, strangely, did not 

bother her. She rather liked it. But the people in the village stared 

very rudely at her, as if hoping to catch a glimpse of her scars.

Audrey was nineteen years old, and the older she got, the 

more she craved the society of other young women her own age. 

As her father hardly paid any mind to what she did, she’d made 

friends with a girl who worked in the candle shop in the village. 

Her name was Helena, and she was fortunate enough not to have 

any sisters.

Helena was slow to speak but quick to laugh. She had clear 

blue eyes that danced when she was happy and sparked when she 

was angry. She always smiled when Audrey walked into her shop.

After sighing in relief, again, that none of the dreams she’d 

dreamed were true— her face was still intact and Maris was 

still away at the convent— Audrey prepared to go for a walk to 

see Helena. She finished putting on her dress, and as she came 

around her dressing screen, someone knocked on her chamber 

door. Sybil came inside.

“You are already dressed,” Sybil said. “I am late, but I have 

some news for you.” Sybil’s hands were clasped together, and she 

was avoiding looking Audrey in the eye.

“What is it, Sybil? Is something amiss?”

“Amiss? Not at all. Do you recall your father’s friend Sir 

Clement of Nottingham?”

“Yes, I know who he is.” A feeling of dread came over her.

Audrey would much rather remember his former squire, 

Edwin, who became Sir Edwin, and then just recently, the Earl 

of Dericott.
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“Well, Sir Clement’s wife has passed on to heaven and he has 

taken a notion to marry someone younger this time. As it turns 

out, he has a lot of wealth and wishes to build his new bride a 

large manor house. In fact, he has already begun the work. You 

would like to be mistress of a large new home, would you not?”

Sybil told the news so fast, her voice rushing through it so 

quickly, it took a moment to sink in.

“The new wife he wants is me.” Audrey’s stomach sank.

Sybil nodded.

“Father wishes it?”

Sybil nodded again.

Audrey’s mind raced as she tried to imagine being married to 

the paunchy Sir Clement, a man more than twice her age.

“He seems a good sort of man.”

Audrey dropped down on a stool.

“If it weren’t for my scars . . .” She didn’t finish the thought. 

They both knew her father had intended to use her beauty as a 

means to attract wealthy and powerful suitors. Sir Clement was 

not very wealthy. He had no title other than his knighthood, and 

he served in the king’s guard part of every year. Had her scars 

made her unsuitable for anyone better than a knight old enough 

to be her father? Truly, her father must be anxious to marry her 

off to almost anyone. Of course. She was damaged now. Just like 

Maris. Audrey might not be changeable and vengeful, but she 

was scarred.

“It will not be so bad,” Sybil said. “And you can take a few 

servants with you— I will be coming with you when you go. 

There. Isn’t that a happy surprise?”
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“Yes.” But Audrey could not stop thinking of the sharp con-

trast between the old Sir Clement and his young squire, Edwin. 

Though it had been four years since she’d seen him, and he, 

also, had fallen into some very painful circumstances— he’d been 

accused of treason, he and his brothers, and in their escape from 

the Tower of London, he’d lost his arm, the poor man. But hav-

ing been proven innocent, he now enjoyed the king’s particular 

favor. But she was no longer good enough for Edwin, the Earl 

of Dericott. She was no longer fit for anyone young, handsome, 

and titled.

Sir Clement had come to Engleford Castle a couple of times 

lately— she now realized why he had visited so often— but she’d 

probably never see Edwin again.

“You will be better off there,” Sybil said, her brows starting to 

draw together as she lowered her voice. “Maris is coming home.”

Audrey’s chest seized up and she couldn’t breathe. She saw 

Maris’s face from her dream, glowing in the orange- red of her 

torchlight.

She could have sworn her scars were burning. She pressed 

one hand to her ear and her other hand to her chest, forcing 

herself to breathe.

“Do not behave that way. You shall soon be a married woman, 

with a beautiful home to manage. You will feel like a queen. Be -

sides, your sister will have surely learned to control her destructive 

impulses while at the convent. She may have become quite saintly 

in her absence. Four years is a long time.”

Why was Sybil’s voice so calm? How could she say such 

things?
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“She tripped me so I would fall into the fire.”

If Audrey could control her voice, she would have said that 

Maris ruined her face and her chance to marry Edwin, or some-

one else of equal rank. Everyone knew this, including Sybil. Did 

her father not care about her at all? Did no one realize how the 

very thought of seeing Maris again made her hands shake and 

brought back the terror as if it had happened yesterday?

“Why is Father letting her come home? Did something hap-

pen?” Audrey did her best to keep her voice calm and even.

“The convent asked him to take her back. Your father would 

not say why.”

No doubt Maris had shown her jealousy and spite to some-

one who also did not deserve it. But Audrey said nothing. She 

did not wish to draw Sybil’s criticism, Sybil, who always turned 

a blind eye to wrongdoing in anyone she felt a loyalty to. Such 

dogged loyalty was a trait Audrey could not understand, not 

when she was desperate for someone to protect her from Maris.

“You are still quite beautiful, my dear,” Sybil said softly. “The 

lovely vision of your mother, in fact, though I do believe you are 

even fairer than she was.”

Audrey’s habit for the past four years had been to pull a lock 

of her hair over the side of her face to hide her scars. But some-

times, when she was home and comfortable and knew no one 

was around but the servants, she forgot. Now Sybil reached out 

and smoothed the hair down over her scarred ear. “There. No 

one can even see any scars. You are as beautiful as ever, and more 

so, as you are beautiful in your heart as well as outwardly.”

But she was damaged, as far as any husband would think of 
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her. Many men would even consider her cursed. Scars were not 

from God, they thought, but were a curse of the devil. And in 

her case, it was certainly true. She’d been cursed to have a sister 

like Maris as well as being cursed permanently with the visible 

con  sequences of her sister’s viciousness.

“When is Maris coming?” Audrey had to get away. Perhaps 

she could go to live with her aunt and uncle in Derbyshire. 

Maybe she could find work in a candle shop like Helena, or 

some other shop, where she could earn enough to support herself. 

She thought she had let go of her longing to become something 

re  markable, to do something important in life, but thinking of 

marrying Sir Clement made her dream seem more impossible, 

though she wasn’t exactly sure why. And it was breaking her heart.

“She is expected in a few days, and Sir Clement is arriving 

today.”

“And Father arranged it that way, I suppose. Did he ask you 

to tell me?”

“Yes.”

“He’s a coward.”

“Don’t say such things about your father, Audrey. It is 

disrespectful.”

Was it respectful to one’s daughter to endanger her? But to 

her father, she didn’t matter. She was only a girl, not worthy of 

respect. Audrey had learned a long time ago that she might be 

a viscount’s daughter, but she had no power over her own life.

She had to take care of herself. Her father had not protected 

her from Maris when they were children, so how could she trust 

him to protect her now?
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Audrey left Sybil and went to find her father, her hands 

suddenly clenching into fists. She had to confront him, to say 

something. How could she not object to her father bringing 

Maris home after what she had done to her?

She soon found him in the Great Hall, eating and talking 

with his steward.

“Father, may I have a word in private with you?” Her voice 

shook.

Her father stared as if sizing her up. “Fitz- Herbert,” he said 

to his steward, “you may leave. I shall speak with you later.”

As soon as the man had passed through the doorway, her 

father frowned at her. “I do not like that expression of anger on 

your face. It does not become you.”

“And I do not like being forced to live with the woman who 

changed my life forever, who took away my hope of marrying 

well.” Truly, she did not care about marrying well for its own 

sake, but Father did not know that. He had never understood 

that she cared more about being loved and about living her life 

to help others. And if she had married well, she could have done 

more good in the world. Now what hope was there?

“Are you truly going to bring her back here after what she 

did to me?” Audrey’s voice cracked as the tears f looded her eyes.

“I am not ‘bringing her back.’ ” Father spoke slowly and delib-

erately. “The convent is sending her away. She has nowhere else 

to go. Would you have me disown her and allow her to fend for 

herself? To die in a ditch somewhere?”

Audrey’s breath was coming fast and shallow. She wanted 

to scream and yell, but what good would it do? Her father’s 
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face was hard and he was glaring at her. And if Maris truly had 

nowhere else to go . . .

“Cannot you send her to live with relatives, someone? Or 

another monastery? Surely there is somewhere else she could go.” 

Was she being unreasonable to ask such a thing? But how could 

she bear to have her peace and freedom and tranquility taken 

away, after the balm of the last four years and not having to worry 

every minute about what Maris might do next to her?

Her father leveled another cold look at her. “You will be 

leaving soon to marry Sir Clement. Perhaps she will be less con-

tentious once you are married and gone.”

As if Maris’s behavior was Audrey’s fault. Audrey spoke 

from between clenched teeth. “I am not the problem. I’ve done 

nothing to cause her to treat me the way she does.” It suddenly 

occurred to her, “You are sending me away this time, to marry a 

man I do not wish to marry.”

“Just what would you have me do?”

“I cannot talk to you about this anymore. I’m going for a 

walk.” She turned and hurried out, her father silent behind her.

Audrey had always been the good, quiet daughter, but not 

this time. She would defy her father, Sir Clement, and Maris. 

She would not allow them to choke the joy, the life, out of her.

The sun was high overhead and felt warm and good now 

that it was summer and the trees and flowers were in full bloom. 

She determined that she would go talk with her friend. Per  haps 

Helena would understand how she was feeling. Certainly Helena 

would not wish to marry an old man like Sir Clement. She would 

understand that Audrey must escape this fate.
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She ran most of the way through the meadow, which was her 

shortcut to the road that led through the middle of the village. 

She headed straight for Helena’s candle shop.

Before Audrey walked inside, the smell that always wafted 

from the butcher shop washed over her, and she covered her nose 

and mouth with her hand the last several feet before entering 

her friend’s shop.

Helena was taking candles from a cloth bag and putting them 

in a wooden crate on a shelf. Audrey hurried over to help her. 

Soon they had finished.

“Did you not bring me any wildflowers today?” Helena asked.

“Forgive me! I did not think— ”

“I am only making a jest. You do not need to bring me more 

f lowers. See? The ones you brought me a few days ago are still 

fresh.” Helena pointed to a pitcher of water on a table nearby.

“Truly, I would have picked you some, for there are many 

lovely ones in the fields just now, but . . .” Audrey couldn’t push 

the news from her mind any longer.

“What is the matter?”

“My sister, Maris, is coming home.”

Helena sucked in a breath and put her hand over her mouth.

“And that is not all. My father is marrying me off to a knight, 

a man more than twice my age.”

Helena’s eyes went wide and her mouth fell open. “A knight? 

Is he wealthy?”

“He has enough, but I would not call him wealthy. I don’t 

want to marry a man so old.”

“How old is he?”
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“He must be forty or more. I know he has a son my age.” 

Audrey’s stomach felt sick. But Helena looked as if she did not 

think it so bad.

“As long as he has a good house and servants,” Helena said, 

“you will not have to work hard. Besides, since he is so old, he 

will die long before you will and you can marry anyone you 

please. You shall be a wealthy widow then.”

“I suppose it will be better than living with my sister.” But 

speaking those words did not help.

“My only marriage prospects are the butcher’s pock- faced 

son and the old man who makes candles for my father— when he’s 

not drinking ale all day at the alewife’s house.” Helena crossed 

her eyes and stuck out her tongue. Audrey shook her head and 

Helena laughed.

“You have the hope of falling in love,” Audrey said. “There is 

always hope.” Unless you marry a man who is forced on you.

If Audrey married Sir Clement, what hope was there for 

her? She might one day love him, but could she hope to fall in 

love with him?

She’d always wanted to continue learning, to read as many 

books as she could, and since she’d taught Helena to read, lately 

Audrey had been imagining what it would be like to teach more 

girls to read. That was the whole reason she’d always hoped to 

marry an earl or a duke, for it was only men of such wealth and 

importance who had libraries full of books, as well as the power 

to allow their wife the freedom to do something some people 

would object to, like teaching girls. Was Sir Clement wealthy 

and powerful enough for that? She didn’t think so.
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She would also admit, at least to herself, that she wanted 

romantic love.

Since Maris had deliberately hurt her, Audrey had become 

more cautious with her heart, careful what she revealed about 

herself and her dreams. And even though she had Helena as a 

friend, she longed for someone with whom she could feel com-

pletely safe, someone she could tell her deepest thoughts and 

feelings to. Helena was sweet, but her life was so different from 

Audrey’s. Helena desired children and a home away from her 

mother and father, who fought and yelled at each other. Audrey 

wanted more than children and a house. She longed for the love 

of a husband, a mutual kind of love that she had read about in 

stories and that the troubadours sang about.

Could Sir Clement give her that kind of love? It seemed very 

unlikely. And now that she was scarred and damaged . . . all her 

dreams seemed unlikely.

Perhaps she wanted too much.

Audrey talked with Helena for a long time, as very few 

people were coming into the shop that day. Helena told her all 

the happenings and goings- on of the people she knew, most of 

whom Audrey had never seen and certainly never met. And their 

problems were so different from Audrey’s— a whiny child, a leak-

ing roof, the pursuit of the best- tasting stew. But she enjoyed 

listening to Helena speak. Her stories were entertaining, and it 

felt good to see the smiles on her friend’s face while she talked.

But today, the more Helena talked, the more Audrey’s mind 

kept flitting back to Sir Clement and Maris. Finally, even though 

she wished she could stay with Helena and avoid seeing Sir 
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Clement, she bid her friend fare well and went back home, walk-

ing through fields and meadows from the village to Engleford 

Castle.

Sybil met her as soon as she came in the door.

“You must hurry and change your dress,” she said in an 

urgent but hushed tone. “Come, come.”

“What is it?”

“Sir Clement is here.”

Audrey cast about in her mind where she might run away 

to, though she knew that was impossible.

By the time Sybil had finished helping her get into her best 

dress, Audrey’s hands were shaking. But she followed Sybil 

down the stairs to the Great Hall.

Sir Clement said little to her as he and Father talked. His 

eyes f litted to her, but he seemed too nervous to hold eye contact 

with her. Toward the end of the meal, Sir Clement started to 

look at her more often. He had more gray hair than brown, and 

he ate with his face near the table, as if he were afraid it might 

not make it to his mouth if he did not lean down close. Could 

she love a man like him? Would he treat her well? Would she 

even be able to kiss him without gagging? His face was leathery 

and wrinkled, and though she knew he wasn’t, he looked older 

than Father, as if being too much in the sun had worn out his  

skin.

Finally, he turned the conversation around to her. “Your 

father tells me you like to read and embroider.”

“That is true.” Audrey willed her voice not to tremble.

“Your sister was here the first time I met you, if I recall 
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correctly. Isn’t she the same sister who burned your face? Do 

you mind if I see it?”

Was he actually asking to see her scars? She froze, her face 

growing hot.

“Go on and show him,” her father prompted. He gestured to 

her with his hand, his eyes fixed on her.

Wishing she could disappear through the floor, Audrey lifted 

her hair to show the man her scarred ear and the scarred skin in 

front of it.

“It isn’t so bad,” Sir Clement said softly as he sat perfectly 

still.

Audrey couldn’t meet his eyes. She let her hair drop over her 

scars again.

No one spoke for a long moment, then Sir Clement went 

back to his conversation with her father about horses and how 

much to pay for a good brood mare and stallion.

Audrey’s cheeks continued to burn. How dare this man and 

her father treat her like horseflesh to be appraised, bought, and 

sold. Her dignity had been snatched away and discarded just as 

her sister had thrown her into the fire and ruined her face.

She should sit with her head held high, with her eyes sparking 

fire and threatening to ignite into a firestorm of spirit. Instead, 

she kept her gaze on the table while holding back the tears. After 

all, she did not care what this man thought of her. But if she was 

forced to marry him . . . She just couldn’t imagine it. He could 

never love her the way she’d dreamed of.

When Audrey was finally allowed to go to her room, she 

f led, hurrying away as fast as she could. She entered the corridor 

Castle of Refuge_content.indd   39Castle of Refuge_content.indd   39 3/3/21   10:48 AM3/3/21   10:48 AM



M E L A N I E  D I C K E R S O N

40

and made her way toward the stairs. She caught a glimpse of 

someone standing at the far end, near the front entrance.

Suddenly, her stomach threatened to lose the dinner she’d 

just eaten. Maris was home.

She rushed to the stairs and took them two at a time, ran 

the rest of the way to her bedchamber, then closed and locked 

the door.
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