
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


​Safe Friends

​

––––––––

[image: ]


LAURA LOND

Copyright © 2025 Laura Lond

All rights reserved.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter 1


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“Yes, they are coming,” Father announced at dinner, looking the family over with a serious, strict expression that advised against squeals of excitement and overabundance of questions. “The Shelbertons have accepted my invitation.”

Elmira, the youngest, still squealed, eliciting a checking look from both parents. And she had a question, too.

“All of them?”

“Yes,” Father allowed. “His Lordship, Lady Elizabeth, and their three sons. Possibly Clarina and Flora, the nieces, too.”

Maristella was excited as well, but she knew better than to show it. The upcoming Fall Festival with its performances, competitions, music, and dances already was a welcome diversion from the quiet seclusion of their life. Now, with the arrival of the Shelbertons, it was promising to become even better.

“Ooooh, so we finally get to meet the legendary Kalvistan,” Delwin commented, casting a glance at his brother. Corwin grinned in response.

“Do I sense a hint of disdain in that statement?” Father asked, frowning. “Or even worse, jealousy?”

“No, nothing like that,” Delwin hurried to assure him. “It’s just that anywhere we go, we keep hearing how wonderful he is. Kalvistan this, Kalvistan that... The best swordsman, best archer, best swimmer, the most eloquent speaker, and of course the most dashing. Yet we keep missing him. I was beginning to wonder whether the man even exists.”

“I assure you he does,” Elmira put in. “Amelia saw him at the Crest Tournament, where he was one of the winners. And yes, he is impossibly handsome, she told me.”

Servants took away soup plates, the butler brought in roast beef and began cutting it. Father waited for him to be done and gone before answering.

“Possibly or impossibly, I would not know,” he said, “I do not have the advantage of a young maiden’s silliness to be able to judge. What I do know is that all three Shelberton boys are distinguished and worthy. And while they do not come here with matrimonial intentions, they will nevertheless pay attention to eligible young ladies they see around, I’m sure. So I would advise my daughters to present your best selves, both in appearance and behavior.”

Maristella knew it didn’t apply to her, her deformity had killed all hopes of marriage a long time ago; but she still felt the pressure. Family name, family honor, propriety... There would be more lectures about that, no doubt.

“Well, if there’s any hope of a match to be made, we must keep Maristella out of it,” Elmira said, looking down at her plate. “She must not go to the festival.”

At first, the words didn’t even register. Maristella was still trying to grasp what her sister said and whether she really said it when she heard Cassilda’s quiet gasp, followed by the indignant exclamation:

“Elmira!”

Elmira put down her fork and knife. “What? You know it’s true! Don’t you remember what happened with the Gosley cousins?”

They all did. James and Douglas Gosley did have matrimonial intentions, notifying Father in advance that they wished to meet his daughters and possibly pick a bride. They were nice, polite and well educated young men, both Cassilda and Elmira liked them. Maristella intended to stay out of the way... but the moment the Gosleys saw her, they had singled her out and sought her company. Her deformity was hidden under clothes, no one knew about it besides her parents. And what the dresses did not conceal looked exceptionally beautiful — or so people said. Noble features, flawless skin, the brightest blue eyes, waist-long golden hair, a shapely, toned figure... “Your oldest daughter is a remarkable beauty, Mr. Westen,” the governor had said when he saw her once — and wondered why she wouldn’t attend all the balls. Father and Mother cited poor health, and made sure he never saw her again. Maristella did her best to discourage the Gosley cousins and redirect their attentions to her sisters — to no avail. Both Douglas and James ended up proposing to her, and left brokenhearted.

“What happened was not Maristella’s fault!” Cassilda was up in arms and ready to fight. “Yes, she is under the vow to never marry, but it doesn’t mean that we lock her up!”

Under the vow. Yes, even Cassie, Maristella’s most loyal friend and defender, did not know the true reason. She never saw her change clothes. “The vow” also explained why Maristella didn’t have a personal maid: she was supposed to live modestly.

“I didn’t say anything about locking her up,” Elmira muttered, returning to her food. “Don’t put words into my mouth.”

“As good as said!” Cassilda’s eyes burned with anger. “You can’t deny Maristella the joy of going to the festival! It’s unfair! We all have been so looking forward to it! Tell her, Father!”

Mr. Westen appeared to ponder it as he chewed a piece of roast. His face was impenetrable. Maristella waited. Her father was not a cruel man, but...

“I will leave the decision to your mother,” he said at last.

All eyes turned to his wife. Mother, so elegant in her favorite dark blue dress, also took her time coming up with an answer.

“I am of the opinion that Elmira is right. Maristella should not go to the festival. Not only that, she should not meet the Shelbertons — at all.”

This time, the words sounded loud and clear, they did register — and slashed Maristella’s heart in half. She had long since accepted the fact that love was forbidden to her and she’d never have a family of her own; she wished her sisters well and wanted them to be happy. But now she was seen as... an obstacle? So much so that both Elmira and Mother wished to take drastic measures, and talked about it in such a dry, matter-of-fact manner. They didn’t ask her to make this sacrifice; they simply stated that she must and should.

Her face must have reflected the pain. Mother looked at her and added, “I know it sounds harsh. But, all things considered, it is best for everyone. You don’t want to give any young man a false hope, Maristella, and believe me, you don’t want your own heart broken. Yes, you are used to guarding it, you know your destiny — but that doesn’t mean it’s easy. You are a beautiful young woman of just the right age to form an attachment, even against your will, despite being determined not to. It is best to avoid the temptation altogether. Do you agree?”

All eyes were on her now, even the brothers stopped eating. Maristella took a deep breath. Did she agree? About the temptation — yes, certainly. But shutting herself off completely... and especially missing the festival... She was not ready for that.

“Yes,” she said, careful not to show much emotion. Her parents demanded complete self-control. “As much as I’d love to get to know the Shelbertons and make new friends, I do understand how it could be unwise. However...” Maristella watched her mother’s face, and the subtle change from pleased to not-so-pleased was not lost on her. “However, I would very much regret not being able to go to the festival. Perhaps there is still a way for me to attend? Unofficially, so to speak?”

Mother was about to answer, but Cassilda cut in before she had a chance. 

“Unofficially how? Hiding under a veil? Pretending to be someone else? Someone who is not a part of the family? This is humiliating! Degrading!”

“Cassilda, this was impolite,” Father said, a warning clear in his voice. “Speaking out of turn is almost as bad as interrupting.”

But Cassie ignored the warning. The dear girl loved her sister too much.

“And how is Maristella supposed to avoid meeting the guests?” she continued. “They will probably dine with us every day, even if they stay in the guest house and not here. Will she eat separately? Where? And how are we going to explain her absence?”

“That’s enough, Cassilda.” Father held a meaningful pause, staring at her. “You will now keep your peace. Obviously, the details of the arrangement still need to be worked out; your mother and I will discuss it all privately. However, I can answer one of your questions right now: the Shelbertons will not be staying here, or at the guest house. I offered it, but they prefer to rent a cottage. So avoiding them will not be that difficult. There will be visits, of course, but no daily interactions.”

***
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Still fuming, Cassilda stormed into the library where her mother had retreated to after the meal. She was not going to leave it like that. Talking to Maristella would be useless, she always defended that impossible vow, for whatever reason, refusing to explain; but Mother could — and should! — do something about it.

Mother turned from the bookshelves, adjusting the white shawl she had draped over her shoulders. “I see you have more to say to me?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, speak.”

Cassilda was ready. “This is so unfair! How can you not see it, Mother? What are we punishing Maristella for? What has she done?”

Mrs. Westen sighed. “If you think this is easy for me, or your father, Cassilda, you are very mistaken. It is not a punishment; it’s a necessity.”

“Why?”

Mother slightly lifted her eyebrows. “What do you mean by this question? You have heard all the considerations. Do you have a different solution?”

Cassilda did. A radical one.

“Yes. We must release Maristella from this vow. Let her find her love, get married — and she’ll be out of the way. Problem solved! Why are you shaking your head?”

“Because it’s impossible.”

“Why? How old was she when she had taken that vow? Did she even understand what she was pledging? Most likely not! And if she didn’t know what she was doing, she can be released from it! We must speak to —”

“Maristella did not take this vow,” Mother interrupted. “It was bestowed on her. And it cannot be undone.”

Cassilda stopped short. This was a huge revelation, and a shocking one. “Bestowed?... Someone else placed it on her? Who? Why?” She could tell by her mother pursing her lips that there would be no answers, and it was infuriating. “Please, tell me! Was it you? Father?”

“No.”

“Well, who, then? And why can it not be undone? Please, Mother! No one ever explained any of it to me! Maristella refuses to speak of the vow, you said not to ask questions...”

Mrs. Westen looked her daughter firmly in the eye. “There are reasons for that. I may not tell you more than you already know. You must take my word for it that it is a very difficult, painful — and yes, unfair situation that cannot be changed.”

Cassilda stood silent, taking it all in. She didn’t expect her radical solution to be easily accepted, but neither did she expect the new piece of information she had just received. The vow was not even Maristella’s own choice...

“Does Maristella know the whole story?” she asked.

“She does. But don’t try to pry it out of her, it will hurt her.”

***
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Maristella sat on the balcony, safely concealed in the dark niche, wearing a hood over her head just in case, and waited for the Shelbertons’ arrival. Yes, she was allowed to watch. From up here.

Count your blessings, she told herself, trying to chase away heavy thoughts. Look at this beautiful day, the sun, the sky, the leaves starting to change... 

But the thoughts wouldn’t leave. She couldn’t help it; what happened in the last several days made her feel like... like she had never felt before. She loved her family dearly and always knew she was loved as well. But now?

She tried again. Stop it. Of course they still love you. It’s just... this whole situation. Look at the bright side — you get to sit here and observe without having to interact with the guests, think of what to say and worry about meeting Father’s and Mother’s high standards of proper manners. You even get to go to the festival! Incognito, yes, but once again — you will have more freedom that way!

This was true. Mother had summoned her on the next day after the fateful dinner and said that she and Father had discussed matters further, in hopes to grant Maristella’s wish, and agreed on two options. One: Maristella could openly attend the Fall Festival if they made her “vow” official — by announcing that she was about to become a nun. This way, she would no longer be considered as a potential bride. Option two: Maristella would disguise herself as a servant girl and go to the festival with other servants, sworn to secrecy. The choice was hers.

Maristella was so stunned by the first option that she had barely heard the second.

“But... If we say that I am going to take monastic vows... then I will have to take them? And soon?” she had asked.

“Yes,” Mother nodded. “No one lies about such things.”

Maristella just looked at her for a few moments. “You... wish to send me away to a monastery, Mother?”

“Not against your will. But if the thought has crossed your mind, and if it’s something you would be open to, perhaps it is time to consider it. Like I said, the choice is yours. You have a few days, think about it.”

Maristella did think. She kept thinking about it still, even though she had already made and announced her decision: she chose the disguise.

What Mother had suggested made perfect sense, if considered cool-headedly. Maristella had a deformity that made marriage impossible. No man deserved to be tricked into taking a wife like that. A monastery could be a good solution: getting away from temptations and heartbreak. It made sense. But still... Still. How could Mother say it? Does she know me so little?

All Maristella’s dreams, all her hopes were attached to her family — her sisters and brothers marrying, having children. With motherhood denied her, she couldn’t wait to become an aunt, and intended to be the best one. She would help raise her nephews and nieces, play with them, teach them, take them to fairs, theaters, shows. She spoke of it often, mostly to Cassilda, but others knew as well. Brothers even teased her about it, declaring that they’d have ten children each to make sure she would be occupied to the fullest capacity — to which she always responded with happy readiness. Did it all mean so little to Mother?

A carriage showed up on the road, finally chasing away those unwanted thoughts. It was a beautiful equipage, white like one of the clouds above, with large, slightly arched windows and elegant golden embellishments that shimmered in the sunlight. It rolled effortlessly, pulled by four magnificent horses, also white and richly adorned.

A carriage fit for a lord if I ever saw one, Maristella thought. She smiled. And I can look at it all I want, without being reprimanded for staring.

Three men followed on horseback — no doubts, the Shelberton brothers, judging by their fine clothes. I can look at them all I want, too. Let’s see whether I can figure out which one is the elusive Kalvistan.

She watched closely. All three were about the same height and size, riding with confidence and grace. Maristella could not make out the faces yet, but she saw that two of them had dark shoulder-length hair; they rode gorgeous Palomino stallions, one cream, the other one golden yellow, with stunning white manes and tails.

The third horseman suddenly leaned forward and sent his black steed into gallop, overtaking the carriage, going faster and faster and soon leaving everyone far behind. He had his curly brown hair cropped short and wore a burgundy brocade coat with a high collar and a crisp white shirt underneath, perfectly tailored tan breeches and well polished riding boots. It had to be him, Maristella decided. If what her brothers had said was true, Kalvistan seemed to be a bit of a show off, and now she could see it for herself. Well... he was a very good rider, she’d give him that.

Maristella kept looking on as the other two brothers exchanged a few words, one of them shaking his head. She wondered whether they would accept Kalvistan’s obvious challenge to race — they did not, wisely preferring to arrive without flair but with the obvious advantage of not getting sweaty and messy. Kalvistan was the oldest, how did he not think of that? A little too self-confident, perhaps?...

She saw her family come out to greet the guests, everyone dressed in their finest. Maristella smiled as she remembered the preceding dress picking drama... A drama she was spared — yet another thing to be grateful for.

Her sisters looked beautiful, especially Cassie in her silk lavender dress intricately embroidered with purple flowers around the neckline and on the sleeves. So lovely in its elegant simplicity, the dress was a much better choice, in Maristella’s opinion, than Elmira’s bold, emerald green gown with a fitted bodice and a cascading skirt. But there was no way of convincing Elmira to wear something less showy; she was determined to stun the Shelbertons on the spot.

The carriage rolled to a stop. A servant opened the door, and Lord Shelberton emerged, tall, silver-haired, with unmistakable military bearing. He used to serve in the army, Maristella was told, many years ago, and yes, you could still tell. His tailored navy blue coat did not have unnecessary embellishments, yet the man looked regal and poised, commanding instant respect.

Lord Shelberton nodded to the hosts, turned and offered his hand to assist his wife. Lady Elizabeth came out, leaning gracefully on her husband’s hand, and greeted everyone with a warm smile. She appeared younger than him, with no trace of gray in her auburn hair. She wore a light white cloak that completely concealed her gown — a disappointment, as Maristella was very curious to see it. Oh well. She’d have to wait for her sisters’ descriptions.

The three riders dismounted, servants led away their horses. Maristella took one last look at the beautiful Palominos, she loved that color. Perhaps she could sneak into the stables later and see them up close?... No, that would be too risky.

Lord Shelberton introduced his sons. Much to Maristella’s surprise, he did not start with the one she thought was Kalvistan — the galloping racer still trying to tame his wind-blown curls. No, Lord Shelberton motioned at the dark-haired young man in a royal blue doublet, who then stepped forward and made a respectful bow to Maristella’s family. So this was Kalvistan??

Maristella could not hear what was being said, but him getting introduced first could only mean one thing: he was the oldest. Her assumption was wrong. The more she looked at the brothers, now that they were so much closer, the clearer she saw it. Kalvistan was said to be a head-turner anywhere he went, and out of the three, this would be him. They were all finely dressed, tall and broad-shouldered; but Kalvistan, with his perfect, classical features, thick wavy hair and piercing green eyes, stood out like a colorful painting amidst black-and-white pencil drawings.

Maristella watched her sisters curtsy. Elmira forgot to bow her head, her eyes glued to Kalvistan’s face... She was going to hear about it from Mother, no doubt.

Lord Shelberton proceeded to introduce his second son, then the third. The racer actually turned out to be the youngest. Like Elmira, Maristella thought. And just like her, he tries to get noticed...

At that moment, Kalvistan glanced up — at the balcony, practically at the very spot where Maristella was. She held her breath. It took all her willpower not to shrink back; she sat in a dark niche, more than likely he didn’t see her, but a sudden movement would have certainly caught his eye. The second seemed to last forever... then he looked away. They all followed Father’s invitation and went into the house.

Whew. She brought a hand to her forehead. Enough observations for today, she better stay in her room.

***
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Maristella finished her meal and placed the silverware on the empty plate. She ate alone in her room; it was announced to the guests that she had been “indisposed.” The maid who had brought her dinner had also delivered their warmest wishes of a complete and speedy recovery, as well as hopes to see her at the festival. 
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