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Book 1

The Innocent


Chapter 1
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HIS RETURN HERE WOULD not be heralded with a welcome.

Devon Covington swept his gaze across the seaside lands he had once known so well. The frozen terrain and the Baltic Sea beyond shimmered in shades of palest silver and blue, while the glow of a full moon mirrored itself in the snow and ice. It seemed as if a thousand stars scattered their light across the hushed winter landscape. But Devon knew well what danger lurked in the cold beauty of this place. 

In the far distance stood the castle of Vardighet. Just the sight of its forbidding outer wall, hewn a century earlier, caused a storm of childhood memories to surge through him. 

In mere hours, he would gain entrance through that imposing wall, passing the guard and moving inside to the busyness of life there. From that point on, who knew what would happen? 

Instinctively, he touched one gloved hand to the hilt of his heavy sword. His return to Vardighet would not be a cause of joy. He was certain of that much. 

A long while later, in the warmth of pale, morning sunshine, Devon wound his way into the stable yard, having cleared the first of the gates. His horse snorted clouds of breath, showing hints of weariness from their long journey as he dismounted. 

Devon patted the great beast's neck affectionately just as a behemoth of a lad, brawny but slow-witted, came out of the stables. 

“God dag,” Devon said, greeting the young man and surprising himself at how easily his first language rolled off his tongue. As he passed over his reins, he asked the man-boy his name.

“I be Ludde, milord.”

Devon didn’t bother to correct the lad’s use of “milord.” He was as lowborn as the stable hand, maybe even more so. 

“You good with horses, Ludde?”

The giant of a man-boy nodded. “Ludde good with horses,” he assured him. “‘Specially ones big as this.”

Devon didn’t doubt it. He sensed what his horse had already determined. Though simple of mind, the lad had the right touch when it came to dealing with animals.

“I’d prefer only you handle him, Ludde. Can you see to that?”

“Ja. Only Ludde. No other.”

Devon passed the stable hand several coins. He wanted the best care for his animal, plus he knew too well what it was to work in the stables with little hope of a better life. He lingered only long enough to see in which direction Ludde turned once inside the stables, then he moved on. In this land of fair-haired, blue-eyed people, his dark coloring and amber eyes marked him as an outlier. 

With a deceptively calm stride, he headed for the inner keep and the private apartments of Princess Thora-Lisa. Though he had never been welcome within Vardighet, he knew his way through every snaking corridor. 

Today, he would make use of that knowledge. The passage of years had not altered the basic structure, he noted. But what about the castle's occupants? Was his age-old nemesis in residence? Or was the place inhabited only by the young Princess Thora-Lisa, soon-to-be bride of General Erik Bjord?

* * *
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DARKNESS CLAPPED TIGHT about him as he passed into an entry hall few had known about during his time here. No lick of torch flame shed light upon the rough stairs. No soft and familiar voice welcomed him. There was nothing but more bone-chilling air and the empty echo of his own footsteps as he made his way toward a secret passage, avoiding the castle guard. Almost by instinct he navigated the same well of hidden stairs he had been brutally shoved down when he'd been a child of twelve. Even now he could hear the screams of his mother as she urged him to run with his life. But Devon had not run. He'd held his ground and attempted to fight the soldiers who dared to harm his mother.

Time had taken much from Devon since then, but never the memories of that awful night.

Devon paused on the last step with his hand atop the latch of the hidden door to Princess Thora-Lisa's private chambers. Should he enter? If he made his presence known to the princess now, he could very well be putting his own life in jeopardy. But if he didn't speak with the young woman who held the answers to his most burning questions, his life’s quest would see no end.

He had no choice.

Lifting the latch, he cautiously pushed the portal open and silently stepped inside.

A rush of air, hearth-warmed and scented with a woman’s fragrance, wafted to him as he came to a stop behind a wooden partition covering the hidden door. A shadow with gentle curves passed before his eyes—within his line of vision one moment, then beyond it in the next. Someone was in the chamber, either exploring it or putting things in order. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the golden light cast by a few candles and the low-burning fire as he closed the door soundlessly behind him. He then stepped to the opening of the partition and watched the figure before him.

Ah, Lisa, he thought to himself, how you have blossomed into a beautiful woman. You are not the young girl I remember.

The woman seemed enthralled by a dish of jewelry on a wooden stand and did not hear his entrance. Laughing softly to herself, she scooped up a heavy strand of pearls from the decorative wooden dish. She looped the necklace about her slim throat—once, twice, and then a third time—not bothering to pull the lustrous waves of her Nordic blond hair from beneath the gentle burden of the exquisite pearls. Eagerly, she shoved her shapely hands deep into the overflowing dish of jewelry and began pulling out all sorts of queenly trinkets: a ruby brooch, pearl earbobs, silver bracelets. One after the other she admired them, then quickly cast each piece aside and dug deeper into the collection for more.

Such childish glee, Devon thought to himself, still watching. The Thora-Lisa he remembered had been quiet and thoughtful—even given to moods of sullenness or uncontrollable grief. This vision before him contrasted sharply with his memories. Dressed in a navy skirt with a decorative but peasant-like red and black apron secured tightly above it and a common white blouse beneath a simple laced bodice, this woman certainly did not appear to be a princess. Perhaps, he thought to himself, the princess's chambers had been moved since the last time he'd been within these walls. But no, his reason argued, the jewels on the stand, the intricately carved wooden wardrobes nearly as tall as the ceiling, the exquisite tapestries covering the wall, the embroidered sitting chairs, and the huge bed with its heavy draperies and furs, all told him this was indeed a suite for royalty. 

So many years ... could this young woman before him even recall the time they'd spent together?

“Lisa,” he murmured softly.

Her hands freezing in midair, the woman whirled toward him. As she did, Devon felt a coldness grip his heart.

“You are not Lisa,” he breathed. Incredulously, he gazed into a beautiful, heart-shaped face with blue eyes the color of summer skies and lips full and tinted a delicate shell pink. No, certainly not Lisa.

The girl's mouth was too alluring ... too perfect. Lisa would never go about with her face uncovered. No, this woman was not Thora-Lisa.

“Thief,” he accused, as the memory of his gentle friend became tarnished by this girl's wanton actions. In a passion, he unsheathed his sword. “You are a thief.”

* * * 
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BRIGITTA LIND GASPED. The tip of the sword caught the firelight and dazzled her in an instant as the bracelets fell from her fingers and clattered to the floor.

Who was this man who appeared from nowhere and branded her a thief? The dark figure stepped from the shadows and took two great strides toward her, the tip of his blade heading straight for her throat. Stifling a scream, Brigitta lunged for the door.

“You go nowhere.” The intruder latched on to her and halted Brigitta in her wild dash for safety.

She cried out as he drew her back against his solid frame.

“I’ve taken nothing,” she said.  “Unhand me or I’ll call the guards!”

The man brought his sword flat against her throat, the blade bitter cold, as if it had been sheathed in the snow for a day and a night. The icy cold burned against her warm skin. She ceased her struggles instantly.

“Who are you?” the man demanded. “What are you doing in the princess's chambers, fondling her jewels?”

Brigitta's heart slammed so hard in her chest that she felt physically sick with fear. True, she had every right to be in these chambers, but she'd had no license to scoop up the princess's precious gems. Trying on the jewelry had been an impulsive act, something she'd done without considering the consequences. But she couldn't help the excitement she'd felt upon first entering the princess's rooms. The glitter of wealth awed Brigitta. A peasant's daughter, she had been swept away by just the sight of such riches.

“I am no thief,” she whispered.

He held one arm around her waist. “Then what is this?” he asked, lifting with the edge of his blade the string of pearls draped down the front of her chest. “Do these not belong to Thora-Lisa?”

“Y—yes, the pearls belong to the princess, but I had no intention of stealing them.” Bravely, she raised her voice. “Now take your hands from me or I will call for a guard.”

“Will you now?” he asked softly. His low laughter vibrated in his chest. 

Brigitta was acutely aware of the strong body behind her and how the man's muscled arm spanned her slim waist. She began to worry about not only her safety but her virtue as well. Her family had warned of such goings-on within the castle walls; innocent maids taken by unknown assailants. Not once had she considered that such a thing could happen to her. 

“If you are not guilty, you've nothing to fear,” the intruder said, dropping his arms to his sides and releasing her. 

Brigitta immediately took two steps forward then whirled toward him.

He was not the madman she had expected to see. Attired in a fur-lined cloak fastened only at the neck and swept back in a furl of blackened folds, he appeared anything but a madman. He had the look of an adventurer—of a man who would take what he wanted and then leave. His powerful chest was encased in a yellowish-colored leather jerkin over a white shirt with paned sleeves, and he wore black breeches that gave way to dark boots that were wide-topped and spurred.

Never had she seen a person of such coloring; hair dark as the night sky, eyes the color of Baltic amber. And never had she viewed a man as fiercely handsome as this one. From the strength of his jaw, to the muscles that showed to advantage beneath his fine clothing, he appeared near perfect in form. 

“Who are you?” she demanded.

He tipped back the broad-brimmed hat atop his head and peered just as intently at her. “I believe I asked you first.” 

He appeared alarmingly in control; something Brigitta did not feel at all. “I—I am Brigitta. Brigitta Lind.”

“And what are you doing in these chambers ... Brigitta Lind?” Although he spoke her native language, Brigitta could discern a foreign accent in his words.

Giving a challenging lift to her chin, she responded, “I have every right to be in the princess's chambers. I am to be her handmaiden. She has requested my presence, and I await her arrival. But you—I doubt the princess has requested your presence. She would not deal with such a barbarian.”

“A barbarian, am I?” He grinned at her choice of words—a flash of white teeth amid lips that were smooth and as perfect as his form. “There are other words those who dwell here would choose to label me.” He motioned to the pearls draped across her chest. “And what are you, sweet Brigitta, if not a thief?” 

His eyes held a snap of mischievous light in them, yet his tone bordered on serious. 

Brigitta fidgeted. “I—I told you,” she said in almost a whisper. “The princess has summoned me, and I only await her arrival.” A horrid thought of the stranger revealing her actions to the princess winged through her mind. Would she be flogged for touching the jewels? Or worse yet, sent back to her family in disgrace? “Please. I meant no disrespect. I—it is only that I've never seen such wealth.”

“Ah, yes, the lure of gems and gold.” He moved toward the stand and casually dipped his hands into the dish Brigitta had been emptying minutes before. He lifted one sapphire brooch from the pile. “I see I am not the only one to succumb to the glittering treasures within the walls of Vardighet,” he replied cryptically. In a swift movement, he tossed the brooch toward Brigitta who instinctively reached out to catch it. “Keep it,” he said. “I am sure Thora-Lisa will not miss the bauble.”

Shocked, Brigitta could only stare at him. Did he truly believe she could take something so valuable from her princess? Who was this man? she wondered. He had used the princess's given name and had entered the chambers through a door Brigitta could not even see. And what had he meant when he'd said he'd been lured by the riches within Vardighet? Was he a thief? If so, it was Brigitta's duty to inform Princess Thora-Lisa of his presence. 

“I don't want the brooch,” she said, feeling her eyes flashing fire at him. “And be warned, sir, I intend to tell the princess of your intent.”

His black brows lifted. He even had the audacity to smile. “Tell Lisa what you will. I've no fear. She and I are old and dear friends.” He brought the great folds of his cloak around him, obviously preparing to exit the way he'd come.

Brigitta searched her brain for some way to detain him, but nothing came to mind other than some castle gossip she'd overheard earlier. Hurriedly, she announced, “Then perhaps news that General Bjord is on his way to Vardighet will put some fear in you! I am sure the general would not hesitate to give the likes of you your due.”

A flicker of deep interest lit the man's gaze, and Brigitta momentarily felt triumphant. 

“Erik is returning to Vardighet? When?”

Finally, she'd struck a sensitive nerve. Although she knew nothing more, she pressed on, threatening, “I shall tell the general of your intent, and he will personally see that you are—”

“When?” the stranger cut in with a soft demand.

“Soon. Today.” It was an outright lie. For all she knew Erik Bjord wouldn't be home for a fortnight. The general had taken his vast army out on one of his long marches and who knew when the brave man would see fit to bring his troops home.

His features hardened at the news. “You are certain of this?”

Brigitta nodded swiftly. 

“Well, then,” the man murmured, clearly not in the least disturbed by her threats but far more interested in news of the general’s arrival. “Your news changes my plans.”

“That is a relief. Judging by your quick use of that sword, you're here for nefarious purposes!”

“What exactly will you tell Erik, Brigitta? That I found you with your hands elbow-deep in Thora-Lisa's jewels?” He shook his head, giving her a smile. “No, sweet Brigitta, you'll be telling no one about our encounter.”

She felt her face heat with embarrassment. He was right. She would keep the secret to herself.

Just then, the sounds of footsteps from beyond the huge door came to their ears.

“It is the princess,” Brigitta declared, watching the man for his reaction. She was disappointed to see no sign of fear. Instead, a look of longing passed over his handsome features. Could he perhaps be in love with the princess, she wondered? Her back against the door, Brigitta closed her hands over the latch and lifted it. “Or perhaps,” she added dramatically, “it is the general approaching, and when he sees you in the princess's private chambers, he will take action.”

The intruder didn’t panic or even balk at her warning. “Erik will not find me tonight. And if you know what is best for you, sweet Brigitta, you will tell no one I was here.” With that, he pulled his hat low on his forehead, bowed, and then made a silent exit by the way he had come.
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Chapter 2
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Staring after the man who disappeared like a phantom, Brigitta considered raising an alarm. But just as quickly she realized she would appear foolish to the princess if she bolted from the room, rattling on about a blade-wielding intruder. She wanted to impress Princess Thora-Lisa in their first meeting and quivering while relaying a wild tale would never do. Why, Brigitta still wore the princess's pearls draped over her chest! How to explain that?

Panicking, she whipped the precious gems from around her neck and replaced them in the decorative dish. She had only enough time to scoop up the fallen bracelets before the doors opened and the princess and her lady-in-waiting entered the chambers. 

With a loud tinkling of sound, Brigitta dropped the pieces of jewelry onto the table beside her. She felt like a naughty child caught playing forbidden games. Any hope of making a good first impression on the princess vanished. 

Brigitta averted her eyes from the two figures entering the room.

Her shame was immediately overridden by curiosity, however. The princess was almost a mythical figure. All Brigitta knew of Princess Thora-Lisa was that she was the youngest of five daughters and had been born late in her parents’ lives, coming into the world with a disfigured face and ailments that plagued her to this day. She was deemed not as great a beauty as her four older sisters, all of whom were now married and long gone from Vardighet, strong alliances having been made from the marriages. 

It was because of the princess’s fragility that a marriage had not been arranged for Thora-Lisa when she was younger; she had often been confined to her bedchambers throughout her young life. Just recently, though, a betrothal between the princess and the brave campaigner Erik Bjord had been announced. 

Even so, rumors of the princess's unsightliness ran rampant across the lands. Brigitta shivered as she remembered story after story—from rumors of an unsightly figure and face, to ones of the princess being too sickly and weak for the marriage bed or for bearing children. 

Brigitta dropped into a deep curtsy, keeping her head lowered as she awaited instructions. Whatever the princess's reaction to seeing her jewels tampered with, Brigitta decided to be brave and take responsibility for her reckless actions.

“Welcome, Brigitta Lind,” said a cultured voice, soft yet clear. “Arise. I have been awaiting your arrival with pleasure.”

Hearing the pure loveliness of the voice, Brigitta slowly lifted her gaze to the woman opposite her.

Dainty satin slippers peeped beneath full skirts that belled out gracefully from a belted waistline. The dress the princess wore was of fur-lined ice-blue satin and had full sleeves that were tied around between shoulder and elbow with ribbon in a deeper shade of blue, the sleeves ending in crisp, white cuffs. The neckline of the dress left the princess's shoulders bare, which were not disfigured at all, and was adorned by a single sapphire brooch. Her hands were concealed in fringed gloves of the softest leather, but the shape of her fingers looked normal enough to Brigitta. They held lightly on to a white ermine muff, a sign that the princess felt calm about her first appearance before a peasant girl.

Slowly, Brigitta looked to the young woman's face and there, covering all but her blue eyes, was a veil. More than one layer of gauzy fabric was draped pleasingly across the princess's lower face and fastened to an elaborate head covering. Curled blonde locks escaped from beneath the turban-like covering that was decorated with tiny seed pearls and two jeweled clasps that held the veils in place. Not even the woman's nose showed—just her eyes, which were a pale blue.

Brigitta, startled by the sight of a young woman whose lower face was hidden by a veil, decided that at least some of the rumors she'd heard must be true. Brigitta's face must have shown her shock, but the princess immediately turned away from her, giving Brigitta time to compose herself. 

“Shall I bring another fur for your bed, Your Highness?” the princess's lady-in-waiting asked, obviously trying to smooth over the uneasy moment.

Brigitta glanced at the older woman and gave her a thankful smile. The woman wore a pleated, vertical striped skirt, a white apron decorated with lace, and an off-white blouse with a turned-down collar. Atop her gray hair, which was plaited and wound into a bun, was a small white cap. To Brigitta, the woman dressed as though she belonged in some small peasant village, not the castle of Vardighet.

The woman did not return Brigitta’s smile. Instead she pursed her weathered lips in disapproval.

“No, thank you, Marta,” said the princess from the opposite end of the huge chamber. “I will be warm enough this night. You may leave now. I wish to be alone with Brigitta.”

“Yes, Your Highness,” Marta replied coolly, curtsying. After giving Brigitta another censorious glance, the woman left the chambers through the huge double doors leading to the outer hall.

“Do not mind Marta's way,” the princess said from her spot near the large four-poster bed. “She worries overly much about my feelings. After all these years, Marta is still not used to people's reactions to ... my appearance.”

Embarrassment engulfed Brigitta. “I—I am sorry, gracious Princess. I did not mean to offend in any way. I only—”

The princess raised one gloved hand and waved gracefully at the air. “I understand,” she interrupted, “you did not know what to expect, I am sure. Rumors of my disfigurement and—and my sickness travel through every village. I've no doubt you were most curious about what you might find within these walls. But,” she said, and paused, her pale blue eyes staring directly into Brigitta's, “I do hope I am not as hideous as you expected.”

“I find nothing hideous about you, Your Highness.” Brigitta's reply was quick, but her heart raced. Perhaps a childish part of herself feared that the princess would rip off the veils and reveal a ghoulish face more terrifying than any nightmarish apparition.

The princess nodded brusquely, ending that thread of conversation. She dropped her ermine muff atop the dark furs of her bed and then removed her gloves, tossing them after the muff.

Brigitta was relieved to see not twisted, knotted fingers, but long and graceful ones instead. They were frail hands, yes, but far from deformed.

“I am sure you are curious to know the reason I have summoned you to Vardighet,” the princess said.

“Yes, Your Highness, I am.”

“Please, call me Lisa,” she urged gently. “We will soon be friends, I think.”

“But, Your Highness,” Brigitta began, aghast at the suggestion. “I—”

“'Your Highness' sounds much too formal,” the princess interrupted. “Even though I am in line to the throne, it is a long line, and it is no secret I have no wish to be sovereign of Sweden. My distant cousin, Queen Christina, will maintain that position a long time, I am sure. Soon a male heir will continue the Vasa Dynasty. With news of my betrothal to General Bjord, the nobles of the court have already turned their eyes elsewhere. Perhaps they will now leave me in peace to live here quietly as I have longed to do and as my parents intended for me. The great alliances through marriage have been seen to by my elder sisters. My marriage will see to the safety of our people in a different way.”

Brigitta only nodded, surprised the princess would deign to speak to her of such important matters.

The princess sat on the edge of the bed and turned her attention to Brigitta. “I hope your journey to Vardighet was not too arduous for you.”

“No, Your—Lisa, it was not,” Brigitta answered politely. “With the snow, my journey was lengthened, but no more than a day or two.”

“I see. And your family, were they overly saddened by your leaving?”

“Y—yes,” Brigitta admitted, “though serving you is what they want most for me.” It was true. For the past six years Brigitta had been groomed for this day. While her friends had married and become mothers, Brigitta had been hired out to serve the wives of merchants or burghers. She longed for the small village, or byalag, where she had been born and raised, but her parents insisted she be taught to serve. Now, at the age of twenty winters, she found herself in the royal suite of a princess. The life she had once shared with her parents, grandmother, four brothers, and three sisters was far, far away. Her parents had wanted their daughter to have a better life. For Brigitta to be summoned to a castle to serve a princess was beyond their wildest hopes. 

Thora-Lisa watched Brigitta closely, and then said softly, “If you ever find yourself lonesome for home, tell me. There is no reason you cannot return to visit. Or they could even visit you here if you wish.”

Brigitta was stunned that the princess should show such concern and generosity. “Varmt tack,” Brigitta responded, thanking her. “My family is very proud to have me at Vardighet. To serve you is a great honor. I will do my very best, Your High—Lisa.”

Thora-Lisa gave a slight smile that could be seen only in her pale blue eyes. “Service is not what I desire from you, Brigitta. I have requested you because I want a companion. A—a friend. I—my days are very lonely. My parents are long in the grave and my sisters live far away. Few people have time to spend with an ailing female.” The princess's lonely voice caught, but she controlled the tremor and continued. “You see, not only was I born with a marred face, but I have—I have illnesses that plague me frequently. My heart is not as strong as it should be. I am sometimes bedridden for long periods and the only person I see is Marta. She is a good companion, but I yearn for someone closer to my own age. That is why I have summoned you, Brigitta. Though others will view you as my handmaiden, your only true duty will be to keep me company.”

As Brigitta listened to the princess's gentle voice, she began to relax a little; her job would not be difficult. Why had Thora-Lisa chosen her, though? Was there not some young woman in the castle who could become a suitable companion? Brigitta sensed there was a more specific reason Thora-Lisa had chosen her.

“I will keep you company, Lisa,” Brigitta assured her, willing herself not to pose a dozen questions. “I will do whatever you ask of me.”

Thora-Lisa's pale blue gaze wavered slightly. She folded her hands and nervously twisted them together. Then she caught herself and stopped. “I hope you will, Brigitta,” she said quietly. Then, her mood lightening, she stood up and moved toward the stand draped with the jewels Brigitta had haphazardly cast there. “I see you've acquainted yourself with some of my nicer pieces,” she said calmly, but her eyes sparkled as she glanced at Brigitta.

Brigitta's cheeks flamed. What was there to say? She'd been trying on jewelry that was not her own, jewelry that belonged to a princess, no less! An apology was not what Thora-Lisa would want to hear from her, she was certain. 

“Yes, I have,” she said miserably. “The pearls are—they are very beautiful.”

Thora-Lisa scooped the strand of pearls from the dish and handed them to Brigitta. “You may have them.” When Brigitta did not reach for the strand, she laughed and insisted. “Please. Take them. They would look lovely on you. You have such a fair face and a pretty neck.” Inspite of her good humor, she spoke the words longingly. “They will suit your beauty nicely, Brigitta.”

Brigitta felt a wave of sympathy for the princess. Thora-Lisa was such a gentle and generous creature. It was not fair that she should be burdened with marred features and a sickly body.

“Varmt tack,” Brigitta murmured, accepting the gift. The necklace felt warm in her fingers. Only moments ago the dark-haired stranger had lifted these same pearls from her breast, and Brigitta knew she would not be able to wear the necklace without remembering the dashing intruder.

“Do you see anything else you like?” Thora-Lisa asked, not noticing Brigitta's thoughtful frown. She replaced the silver bracelets Brigitta had fumbled with just as she'd entered.

“N-no, nothing else,” Brigitta said. “You've been much too generous already, Lisa.”

“A gift exchanged between friends cannot be too generous,” the princess said lightly. She turned and said with more emphasis, “I want you to be my friend, Brigitta. I desperately need a friend.”

Brigitta heard the words—and the plea within them—and although her heart went out to this kind and sweet young woman, Brigitta sensed that Thora-Lisa had an ulterior motive for requesting her presence. Could Thora-Lisa be so lonely she'd have to summon a friend? Or was there another reason a country girl had been brought to this curious place?

As she watched the princess straighten the cluttered jewelry on the stand, her hiding veils fluttering slightly with the movements, Brigitta didn't know what to think about her new position. She was suspicious, but also saddened somehow. Maybe Thora-Lisa was truly lonesome. Many of the villagers gossiped about the princess's ugliness. Perhaps many of the castle dwellers did, too.

“I will be your friend, Lisa,” she answered, truly meaning the words. Her reward was a twinkle of pleasure in Thora-Lisa's eyes. Had the veils not covered her face, Brigitta was certain she would have seen Thora-Lisa smile.

“I will have Marta show you to your room,” the princess said. She led the way to the double doors of the chamber.

Brigitta followed in the princess's wake, her mind brimming with thoughts of all that had happened to her this day. Her own room? She'd never had such a luxury. Perhaps living at Vardighet and serving Thora-Lisa would not be so terrible....

* * *
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THORA-LISA HURRIED along the familiar garden path, glad to be alone to think. A brisk wind blowing in from the frozen Baltic lifted her cloak and skirt hems as she walked along the inlaid stones. Packed snow crunched beneath her pattened feet. She nearly lost her footing as she skidded over a patch of ice hidden under a dusting of snow that had fallen through the night.

The winter white world around her sparkled in the bright sunshine, and even though the air was cold, she barely noticed. She was tired of staying within the castle walls. The minute she'd stepped outside and started toward her own private gardens, she'd felt her spirit soar.

She longed to remove her hiding veils and breathe in the fresh air. For too many months the physicians had ordered her to stay in her rooms. If they didn't bleed her in hopes of purging the sickness from her body, they were forcing her to drink vile concoctions. Thora-Lisa never felt well after their ministrations. In fact, she often felt worse. Even physicians from as far away as Italy could do no better. But today Thora-Lisa would do as she pleased.

Coming to a stop near a row of snow-covered hedges, she reached up and undid the veils covering her face. Surely no one would see. Cold air caressed her face, and she let out a sigh at the invigorating sensation. How nice to have something other than her horrid veils touch her skin. How wonderful to be able to breathe freely and to experience the touch of sunlight upon her mouth and cheeks.

If only I were born beautiful ... like Brigitta, she thought to herself. Lisa tried not to dwell on her disfigurement, but the interview with her new handmaiden brought her own appearance sharply into focus. Brigitta was lovely—her face full of energy and spirit. What did it feel like to be so pleasing to look at? How would it feel to walk into the court of Sweden without having to hide behind layers of material? What would Erik Bjord think of her if she had been born beautiful?

Erik always behaved with kindness to her, but Thora-Lisa suspected the general secretly wished he would not have to marry her. How could she not know the truth? He was a brave campaigner who had his choice of any woman. That a princess had loved him since she was a girl was probably something that did not surprise him. Thora-Lisa had grown up adoring Erik. Marrying her would give him prestige and more power than he had gained on his own.

The man was a great general, having served under Queen Christina's father, Gustavus Adolphus. A young Erik had marched with Gustavus and his men to Lutzen in 1632 and had been near the king when he was killed during that battle. And it was Erik who had helped the soldiers bring home the body of Gustavus, one of Sweden's greatest monarchs. 

Since then, Erik Bjord had risen in the ranks of the army. He had led many successful campaigns in ensuring Sweden's safety, most of them against the hated Danes of the South. It was no secret that Erik and Jorgen, a Danish general, were sworn enemies. Both men waged war against the other whenever possible, and such actions took Erik away from Vardighet quite often. So, also, did Erik's interest in mercantile trade. If not on the battlefield, Erik could be found in the ports of Goteborg or Stockholm, conversing with the wealthy burgher ship-owners. Consequently, Erik Bjord had time enough to care about battles and foreign trade—yet not the princess who loved him more than her own life.

But now, Erik was coming home, and Thora-Lisa looked forward to his return. She knew he did not reciprocate her undying love, but she was thankful enough that he was now her betrothed.

Ah, Erik, she thought. If only you could have someone as healthy and vibrant as Brigitta.

Thora-Lisa felt great guilt at being born with maladies, and it was also the reason she had summoned Brigitta to Vardighet. Lisa had exerted much energy searching for just the right young woman to serve as her handmaiden. Her quest had taken her to the port cities and to the many small byalags throughout the country, jaunts that had greatly taxed Thora-Lisa's health. But when Lisa had laid eyes on Brigitta from afar, the princess knew then her efforts had not been in vain.

If not for Lisa's thinning hair, her extreme thinness, and of course her deformed face, she and Brigitta Lind could have easily been related. There was a definite resemblance between them. And Thora-Lisa intended to make use of this likeness.

Again, she was sharply reminded of the burdens her deformity placed upon her. If only others could accept her face and treat her normally, Thora-Lisa knew she would be the happiest person alive. But she had been branded unsightly since the day she was born, and the only reason she was given any respect was because of the royal blood that ran in her veins.

Thora-Lisa tried to clear her mind of her troubling thoughts. Turning her face skyward, she let herself bask in the rays of weak sunlight a moment longer.

Suddenly, from a short distance in front of her, she heard voices.

Fearful that someone would catch her unmasked, Thora-Lisa quickly shook out her veils and attempted to reattach them to her head covering. But her fingers were stiff from the cold air and she dropped the filmy cloths to the ground.

She hastily bent to retrieve the material. The voices along with the sound of footsteps drew closer. Suddenly sick inside, Thora-Lisa knew she would never get her veils attached in time.

She fumbled with the clasps of her headdress, nearly weeping with fear. She could see the shadows of the approaching people as they rounded the slight bend in the path. Tears filled her eyes and she turned her back, ashamed that a princess should have to cower as she was doing now. Her limbs began to shake, her fingers trembling so that she'd never do her clasps properly. It was no use. She had been caught without her veils and now she would have to suffer the unbearable consequences.

From beyond the line of hedges came a dark figure—and a warm, familiar voice. “Your Highness. This way.”

Her savior stayed at the back of her as he gently drew her behind the cover of snow-laden branches. 

Thora-Lisa didn't dare look over her shoulder to see the face of the man who'd spared her from exposure. Instead, she kept her eyes on the ground, watching as the snow from the disturbed branches sprinkled the area. The voices she'd heard became louder as two women walked past the spot where she stood behind the shrubbery. Lisa dared not even breathe until those voices died away. Even then, she stayed motionless, wondering what her fate would be now that she was alone with the person who so daringly hid her behind the hedges.

“Cover your face,” the man said gently.

“Wh—who are you?” she asked, her hands trembling as she worked with her veils. His voice pulled at a memory from her past, but she couldn’t be certain. 

“A friend. If you hurry with your veils you can turn and greet me properly.”

Thora-Lisa fastened the last clasp and moved herself a few inches away from the stranger before turning toward him. “Devon?” she gasped. 

He gave her a broad smile as he opened his arms to her, like a brother too long gone. “It is me, Lisa.”

“Oh, how I've missed you!” Immediately, Thora-Lisa threw herself into his arms and hugged him. Her frail body trembled as she held tight to him. But in the next instant, she recovered herself, stepping out of his embrace. Nervously, she dusted the snow from her deep blue cape. “I—I'm sorry. I shouldn't have done that.”

Devon allowed his childhood friend to be embarrassed for only a moment. “We are old friends, and I have thought of you often these past years.”

“But ... we're no longer children. You—you are a man now one I know nothing about.” A strong, fine-looking man at that, Devon was a dashing, more handsome version of his younger self.

“And you, dear friend, have become a beautiful young woman.” 

At this, Lisa turned her head away, uncomfortable with his compliment. Devon touched her veiled cheek with his fingertips, gently turning her gaze back to his. 

“Come now, Lisa, don't be shy or nervous with me. We shared a great deal in our childhood years. I love you like a sister, and I hate to think that the mere passing of years could destroy our love and friendship. I hope what we have is stronger than that.”

Her eyes became moist with more tears. “Oh, Devon,” she whispered, taking his gloved hands in hers. “My love for you has never died—it is just that I thought all your travels would have lessened what you feel for me. Where have you been these many years?” A rush of questions spilled from her. “Has life treated you kindly? And your mother, how is Ingela?”

“Now this is the Lisa I remember,” he said with a laugh, “always worrying for others instead of herself. Ingela is—she sends you her love.”

Thora-Lisa detected his hesitation. “Is she not well? Devon, please, do not keep anything from me.”

The spark in Devon's eyes clouded over. “I'm afraid I have bad news, Lisa. Ingela is dying. It is part of the reason I have returned to Vardighet.”

“I’m so sorry. Perhaps I can help. There is always a physician here, ready to come to my aid. I will send one to your mother at once.”
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