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  A novel about one woman’s triumph against domestic violence


   


  A young woman on the verge of taking her vows to become a nun.


  A desperate flight from a murderous massacre.


  One honorable man comes to her rescue.


  Another becomes her nemesis and captor.


  And a life and death search to reunite with her one true love.


   


  In 10th century Naples, Saracens run rampant, annihilating villages, murdering women and children. Death and despair is everywhere. Alone in the world, Sara is a young novice plagued with doubts about taking her final vows to become a nun. When Saracens attack her convent, she flees for her life straight into the arms of a group of Saracens who leave her to die alone in the woods. An honorable cavaliere named Nicolo comes to her rescue and offers to take her to the safety of Naples. As they journey together, they are irresistibly drawn to each other. Believing Sara to be a nun, the honorable Nicolo is torn between love and duty to respect her vows. Heartbroken, he does what honor demands and sets her free before she can tell him the truth that she is not a nun. In her search to reunite with Nicolo, she encounters Umberto, a dark and dangerous man who will stop at nothing in his obsession to possess her. With her sharp intellect, and her heart, Sara must rely on her own courage and strength to escape her abuser and find the only man she will ever love. A story that burns with intensity, intrigue, and passion from the author of the highly acclaimed novel, Orphan of the Olive Tree.
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  Dramatis Personae


   


   


  Agostino:  Sara’s uncle, a revered goldsmith who lives in the city of Naples.


   


  Antonio:  The Duke of Naples. He also rules from the town of Latina


   


  Carlotta:  A shepherdess


   


  Emma:  Agostino’s daughter who befriends Sara


   


  Filomena:  A woman who works for Baron Umberto.


   


  Giacomo:  A physician and healer in the city of Naples


   


  Gregarius:  A trusted guardsman loyal to Baron Umberto


   


  Imelda:  The young, wealthy wife of a murdered nobleman.


   


  Nicolo:  A cavaliere who is responsible for keeping justice in Naples


   


  Sara:  A novice from the Convent of Santa Maria delle Vergine


   


  Terina:  A hermit’s mother


   


  Tosto:  A wealthy old man who is a close friend of Agostino


   


  Umberto:  The Baron of Naples who is obsessed with making Sara his wife.


   


  Chapter One


   


  Village of Gaeta


  North of Naples


  A.D. 915


   


   


  THE MASSACRE CAUGHT the villagers of Gaeta by surprise. In the convent of Santa Maria delle Vergine, the first shrieks of the Saracen raiders as they raced down the hillsides and into the outskirts of the village had forced the small group of nuns from their beds. Some rushed to the chapel to face the enemy. The others fled terrorized into the summer night. They were the lucky ones. That desperate flight would save their lives.


  Protected by the hood of her mantle, Sara, a novice, the convent’s only inhabitant who had not yet taken her vows, stood among the sisters clustered together on a hill next to a grove of trees. She shivered against the fading night’s breeze. A full moon and the first rays of dawn shed a scarce light over the valley below. She gazed down at the village of Gaeta—a handful of buildings and homes, a church, and their convent—a sprawling mass of land surrounded on three sides by the sea. An eerie mist hung above it.


  The desolate tolling of the church bell suddenly rose on the wind.


  Sara watched in horror as Saracen warriors galloped through the village bellowing their battle cries. A knot of terror jammed in her chest when she saw them enter the convent. She held up a hand, a plea for the women to listen. The church bell suddenly ceased ringing. Screams, shrieks, and moans leapt out of the silence like sparks from a fire. Stunned, Sara could not tear her gaze away. Saracen marauders attacked homes, broke down doors and windows, and dragged villagers and nuns outside to meet their demise. The world was truly desolate, without redemption. The villagers were people she knew, whom she had toiled with and served. There had been no time to warn or save anyone. To each his own. The Saracens were bent on slaughter.


  A group of villagers had barricaded themselves inside the church. The attackers set fire to the building and waited for them to flee the smoke and flames. Then the bloodthirsty murderers, wielding axes and swords, struck them down. For years, these Saracen enemies had burned towns and hamlets, churches and orchards, pastures and vineyards. The hatred the Saracens bore for the Neapolitan people had resulted in battles that had raged for decades. The reason for the hatred, however, had long faded from everyone’s minds.


  Sara had never imagined anything like this before – the massacre of an entire village! Cold stark horror gripped her.


  Gaeta's rude houses were scattered over a wide area. Even if most of the villagers had not been surprised in their beds, they had little chance to help one another. The Saracens slew with merciless brutality, torching structures at random. Sara had heard stories of impaled captives, of fingernails pulled out and limbs hacked off, even decapitations or of people roasted alive at the stake.


  All she and the nuns could do was watch in horror. The women were unable to tear their gazes from the death striking those who had not been fortunate enough to escape. Some of the sisters fell to their knees to pray and weep. One fainted and lay huddled against a tree trunk.


  When Sara had heard the first screams, she pleaded for the nuns to flee. Only a few of the women had heeded her advice. The abbess and the most devout chose to lock themselves in the convent’s small chapel to pray and await martyrdom by arrow or spear or axe. Sara and the nuns knelt stunned with fright on the crest of the wind-swept hill watching what might have been their doom. She could not blot out the unfettered visions of the massacre from her mind, the rape, the death. Convent and chapel belonged to them no more.


  A crimson glow rose above the outline of the village. A long flame soared into the sky like a red tower. Sister Gilda gripped Sara’s hand. A ring of fire encircled the chapel’s belfry and smoke ascended into the night. Flames now fully engulfed the buildings. Sara mourned the men, women, and children who had fallen victim to the Saracens’ brutality. She turned away from the mayhem, the rapes, the eviscerations, the killing of babies. Gaeta was no more.


  She whispered a prayer of gratitude for having escaped. Now, it was up to her to lead these women to safety. Afterwards, she would leave religious life and its severe practices forever. A burning need to put distance between them and the Saracen savages was foremost in her thoughts. She shoved back her hood. Her unbound chestnut hair tumbled down in a wind-ruffled surge upon her shoulders as she turned to face the women. She advanced to speak to the eldest, Sister Gilda, who knelt and watched the burning mission with a stupefied gaze.


  “Are you going to cower here all night?” Sara’s words lashed out like a scourge. “We must go! Now!”


  All the nuns turned to stare at her, wide-eyed.


  “Shame on you!” admonished Sister Gilda, her thin wrinkled face white against the darkness. “Down on your knees, brat! Pray for those who are dying!”


  Sara let out a brusque laugh. The reprimands of an entire year festered inside her like rotten, bitter herbs. “There is nothing we can do for the dead and dying. We must run for our lives, find help and shelter, otherwise, we will be the Saracen’s next victims. We must live!”


  “May the Mother of Mercy thaw your arrogant heart and chastise you for your sins,” Sister Gilda retorted. “For a novice, you speak as if you are rotten to the very core of your heart.”


  “Just because I am not yet a nun, does not mean that my heart doesn’t grieve as passionately as yours, Sister Gilda. The entire village is burning. Stay and scold until dawn if you wish. Stand here and rebuke the murderous Saracens as they ride up this hill to butcher you. I am certain they will give such old beauty as yours short-shrift.”


  The sinewy nun offered no response. With harsh words, Sara had defeated her many times before. Sister Gilda knew well the value in biting her tongue. Several of the other women rose and flocked around Sara, whining with terror. Their faith, although reverent, failed them in this time of desperation. It would not help guide them to a safe path. They stood trembling in the wilderness, too close to the brutal band of Saracens. There was no safe refuge nearby. Flight in any direction would be dangerous. Sara sensed the night’s horror had unnerved the women. The unknown oppressed them.  


  “It is still dark,” said one, the panic in her voice undisguised. “What will we do?”


  “Sister Gilda will pray for us,” Sara mocked.


  “Sara, please help us, you are the wisest among us!” pleaded another.


  “Then we cannot stand around sniveling,” Sara responded. “The sun will rise soon. I intend to go to the town of Caserta. It is further inland and will be safer.”


  “But the woods are dreadful during the day as well as in the night,” said one of the younger nuns with wide, dark eyes.


  Sara took the girl’s hand. “But kinder than the Saracens. Come with me. I will take care of you.”


  Even as she spoke, she could see a line of torches move away from the village and weave its way up the long slope towards the jagged thicket of trees where Sara stood with the nuns.


  “Look yonder.” Sara pointed down into Gaeta and the slowly approaching line of torches. “Let Sister Gilda wait and pray until the bearers of those torches arrive. I am fleeing.”


  An instant clamor arose among the nuns. When courage and resourcefulness were needed most, danger now rendered them helpless. The torches moved side-to-side, ascending the hill as though the Saracen warriors who carried them were doubling right and left, following a jagged trail in the dark like hounds casting about for a scent. It would not be long before the Saracens reached them. The sight was ominous, and renewed their panic.


  “Sara, please help us!” one of the nuns cried out.


  They gathered around her, befuddled. Even Sister Gilda lost her appetite for martyrdom and became human once more. They were hungry for a leader and Sara stood among them confident, fearless. She looked toward the east, where a white glow above the treetops told her the sun was rising.


  “See the dawn?” Sara said. “We will have light soon. There is a path over the hill that heads east and then south. I will take that path. Whoever wishes may follow.”


  “We will come with you, Sara,” one of the others answered.


  The five women collected themselves and stood close together. Much to Sara’s surprise, the first one to move was Sister Gilda, who had been in charge of the convent’s linens, and then Sister Maralda, their stout cook. Sisters Flora and Emma, the twins, and Sister Inga followed behind them. They stumbled and faltered, clutching one another. Despite their fear, they made clumsy, but fast progress.


  Sara led the way through the fading darkness. Soon, they came upon a path at the edge of a wood. They followed it until thickets fully surrounded them. Twisting branches formed a canopy above, and the morning sky became nearly indiscernible between the leaves. To Sara, the forest seemed like a grotto that diminished into a fathomless gloom leading nowhere. Nevertheless, if not for the path’s comfort that promised to lead them to safety, they would have been helpless.


  Their state of affairs was heartbreaking. As brides of Christ, they had dedicated their lives to peace and lived by a daily regimen of teaching children, chants, charity, and prayers, but even the walls of a convent could not protect them against the vile Saracens who burned homes, martyred children, and sacked and fired entire towns. The failure of their faith to protect them, taunted Sara with every step.


  Their abbess had often said that the world, for all its apathy and wickedness, deserved to meet the bane of war. Those words, it seemed, had returned to haunt her, bringing about the good woman’s own death.


  As they trudged through the early morning mist, the sisters grumbled about the sad state of their duchy. It would have been natural for them to cry out for vengeance, to let their resentment soar against those in power who had failed them, but their faith kept them silent.


  Sara walked in front, listening to their comments with a touch of contempt. “You are very astute, all of you,” she said over her shoulder. “You talk of raids and massacres as though the whole land has been devastated. True, the Saracens have burned defenseless places and stormed towns, but Gaeta is only a tiny village in the duchy of Naples. You must trust that the duke’s soldiers will protect us from these savages.”


  Sister Gilda glanced heavenward. “I pray that God lets it be so!”


  “One great man is all that is needed to lead our armies against these heathens,” Sara added.


  “Perhaps you will find him.” Derision laced Sister Gilda’s words.


  “Not I. The danger posed by the Saracens will soon bring forth a leader,” Sara responded, ignoring Sister Gilda’s curtness. “Whenever an enemy exists, a hero is certain to come forward. We will find our champion before long, wait and see.”


  “I wish I could find something to eat,” whined the plump Sister Maralda. As a cook, she always worried about the next meal.


  “Perhaps Sister Gilda will pray for some provisions,” Sara said. “Bread and water perhaps?”


  “Bread!” said Sister Maralda. “Did someone speak of bread?”


  Sara patted her belly. “I have a small loaf hidden under my habit.”


  Sister Maralda sighed. “Oh, Sara, I would chant a day’s worth of psalms for one morsel of that loaf.”


  “Chant away, Sister Maralda,” Sara responded. “Begin with Psalm seventy-eight. I believe it is one of the longest.”


  “Do not tease a hungry sufferer,” Sister Maralda admonished.


  “The psalms, Sister Maralda, or not a crumb,” Sara said.


  “Keep it for yourself, you mocciosa viziata, you spoiled brat,” Sister Maralda retorted. “I can go without.”


  “We will share it, all of us, very soon, unless Sister Maralda wants to eat the entire loaf by herself,” Sara said.


  In the growing light, Sara kept the women on their path. At times, it led them into patches of open ground, parts of which were covered with brush, while others teemed with bracken and bushes. She had never seen such faint-hearted women as these nuns. If a twig snapped, they clustered together. They mistook an owl's hoot for a Saracen battle cry. A hawk’s trill made them believe someone trailed them. Their sharpest reaction, however, came when they stumbled upon a grazing herd of deer. The sudden bolt and clatter of hooves as the creatures bounded away stirred panic among them. It took some time before Sara could calm them down and urge them to keep walking. She knew it would be many months before the fear of the ordeal they had witnessed would fade from their minds.


  As the morning dragged on, fatigue slowed them down. They were as frail as ailing children were. Religious life had done little to strengthen their bodies, but had done much to distort their minds. She had no choice but to be strong and unrelenting. The women looked to her for strength and direction. She must get them to safety. Without her to lead them, they would be doomed. She put this knowledge to effect, and held it like a whip over their timidity.


  As they went, she found ample possibilities to use her cunning. When they pleaded for her to stop so they could rest, she warned she would continue without them. The threat forced them all to plod after her. When they griped, she told tales of Saracen cruelty and lust, and made the fear in their hearts throb more than their weary feet. With these ruses, she kept them moving, knowing that the greatest kindness was heartlessness, and that to indulge them was nothing more than misguided pity.


  Finally, regardless of the Saracen threat, the exhausted nuns refused to go any farther. Judging by the height of the sun, it was mid-morning. The woods thinned, and they gazed upon a serene valley. A huge oak tree grew nearby. Petulant and complaining, Sister Maralda crept under its boughs, muttering, and committing Sara’s soul to Purgatory. The rest declared they would rather die than take another step. Like the others, Sara’s body soon succumbed to fatigue. Any additional urging on her part to keep the women moving was futile. Bunched together beneath the branches, they soon fell into a weary slumber. She conceded and lay herself down to sleep under the shelter of the tree.


  Before sleep could overtake her, Sara studied the sleeping women and the world around her. Somewhere in its vastness lay her secret destiny. Her quest for it would be unrelenting. She was determined to live life to its fullest and revel in the glories of joy and love, security and freedom. One day, she decided, she would experience it all. First, however, she must bring them to safety. Then her life would truly begin.


   


  Chapter Two


   


   


  SUNLIGHT WOKE SARA, its warmth a blanket of comfort. The trees rose in a stupor of silence above her. Only a gentle breeze rustled the leaves to disturb the quiet woods. For a few moments, she reveled in the tranquility. Then memories of the night’s massacre and their flight through the woods surged through her mind. Heart racing, she bolted upright and glanced about for any signs of the Saracens, wild beasts, or other danger, but the entire world seemed peaceful. She waited for her panic to subside. For now, she and the nuns were safe. Because of her quick actions, they had all survived. Utter fatigue lay heavy in every bone in her body. She glanced up at the blue sky. Their terror was no more, at least for now, but they were alone in the wilderness, and would never be safe until they reached another village or town. Safety could only be found in numbers.


  Unused to the outdoors, Sara’s sleep had been erratic. She had awoken several times, her thoughts plagued by visions of the massacre, and the perils that might lie ahead. They had to reach safety, if there was such a thing, and soon. Once, she had felt safe in the convent nestled in the village of Gaeta, but no longer. Death had threatened, but ironically, fate had set her free. After months of uncertainty, she had come to understand that religious life was not for her. She disdained being a novice. Her time in the convent had been short-lived and turbulent, a futile attempt at obedience and discipline that failed. No one had succeeded in driving away her desire for sunshine and adventure in the outside world, where she longed more for a new gown than prayer beads. The little pool in the tiny garden behind their convent had served as her mirror, reflecting a full face set with hazel eyes, and a body predestined for passion rather than sanctity.


  The other sisters considered her unruly because of her lack of devotion and failure to respect the strict rules of their order. She always spoke during the hour of silence, always finished praying before the others, and allowed herself to be easily distracted from mundane tasks like fetching water or peeling vegetables for the evening’s stew. The abbess inundated her with reprimands, and forced her to do endless penances. Despite the numerous attempts to correct her, she had clung to her independent spirit, and that kept the nuns in a constant state of disapproval. As a result, she had few friends among the sisters.


  Now, driven out into the world, Sara took to her newly found independence like a doe in a lush thicket, while her more docile companions seem baffled by their freedom. Out here, their regime of prayer and work no longer existed. For her, nothing remained to suppress her dreams. Above her stretched the vast sky. All around her, the wilderness unfolded, open and pure. Instead of the constant hum of psalms and prayers, the feral breeze and forest sounds embraced her. Freedom! Oh, how she welcomed it!


  She rose and stood quietly beneath the tree’s green boughs, listening as the nuns stirred awake. Almost immediately, like her, they recalled their terrorized flight. Soon, their grumbling complaints became louder, vanquishing nature’s serene silence.


  Sister Gilda spoke with piety. Years as a nun had taught her to imitate saintliness, now an ingrained habit with her.


  Sister Maralda’s red face was far from serene, hunger had destroyed her patience, and she found comfort in grumbling.


  The younger women were less talkative, just as their religious training behooved them to be.


  A nearby path curled further into the woods. Sara studied the trees and the stretch of grassland beyond. In the distance, a stone structure appeared vaguely through the trees, so well concealed that her glance almost missed it. She pointed it out to her companions, who were eager for a meal and the possible comfort the haven might provide, though, in reality, she knew it would be long time before any of them would feel safe again.


  Sara led the way. They were soon deep in the tall grass, hurrying across the meadow. The structure became more visible the closer they came.


  It was a villa. Surrounded by woodland and a solid stone wall, there were several outbuildings and a garden on its north side. A portico spanned either side of its front entrance.


  Yet, something seemed strange. She could not quite place what it was. Then it came to her. It was the silence. The house seemed as lifeless as the meadow that surrounded it. She could see no movement, not even a hound to bay a warning. She came to a dead halt. Fear gripped her anew, a clawing painful coil in her gut. Instinct screamed at her to flee, but she could not. There might be someone inside who needed their help.


  She led the way across a trickling stream and through a pasture towards the villa. The garden glistened with color beneath the sun, but the entire farm was empty and silent.


  Sara halted and looked dubiously at the others. She sensed something sinister about the house. A feeling of foreboding pressed down on her chest. A prophetic hush warned her to flee, but after their flight from Gaeta, and their growing hunger, it was unreasonable for Sara to expect them to go any further without food and water. Nevertheless, she hesitated. The nuns halted behind her, wary. As if sensing their indecision, Sara took the initiative and climbed the steps to the portico. Sister Gilda and the rest followed.


  Sara raised her hand to knock, but before she could do so, the heavy oak door, already slightly ajar, creaked slowly open. Heart pounding, she stepped inside. The main entrance hall was completely deserted. In a large room to the left, an untouched meal was spread upon the table along with platters, two drinking cups, a dish of bread, a wheel of cheese, and a small joint of meat. A bow, along with a quiver full of arrows, and two daggers hung on the wall.


  The women moved cautiously from room to room. In the kitchen was a hearth with a cauldron hanging on a tripod over a spent fire reduced to glowing embers. Two closed doors appeared on either side of the hearth. The women huddled together. An air of tragedy was present, though Sara could not imagine why.


  Sister Maralda broke the silence. “The residents must have fled. I am hungry. Come, let’s eat.”


  “We don’t know that. It’s not right to take food and shelter in an empty house,” Sister Gilda protested.


  “Nonsense,” huffed Sister Maralda.


  Sister Gilda crossed her arms and assumed a defiant stance. “I have never stolen a crust of bread in my life, and I’m not about to begin now.”


  “Well, you’d better learn,” Sister Maralda glared back at Sister Gilda. “We are in dire circumstances and need sustenance for our journey. Besides, in the Bible, even King David was forced to steal bread.”


  Sister Gilda narrowed her eyes. “The Bible says the priests gave it to him.”


  “Well, in our circumstances, we have to be wiser than King David. We cannot wait,” Sister Maralda argued. “We must steal with our own hands. I believe God brought us here so we can tend to our needs. And if I’m wrong, may I be struck down!”


  “Sister Maralda is right,” Sara interjected. “If we are to survive, we have to take what we need.”


  “Most certainly,” chimed in Sister Maralda, vindicated by Sara’s support. “Desperation makes thieving honest.” She headed straight for the table.


  Sara crossed the room and pushed open the door to the left of the hearth. From the doorway, she could see the room contained one large bed. Bedding lay disordered, cast on the floor as if there had been a sudden flight. Two large chests rested against one wall, their lids raised. Inside, Sara glimpsed some colorful gowns in the first, and some men’s under-tunics and leggings in the other. She stepped back and closed the chamber’s door.


  After the horrors of the night before and their argument of moments ago, all the nuns, including Sister Gilda, succumbed to their hunger pangs and practically leaped on the food. Sara watched as each sister reached for objects typical of their personalities. Sister Maralda, their cook and a woman with a great passion for food and drink, ran for a beaker of wine. The younger women pilfered the bread. Sister Gilda, whispering of sacrilege, grabbed a silver cross that hung on the wall, brought it to her lips, kissed it, and whispered a prayer.


  Sara reached for the bow, the quiver full of arrows, and one of the daggers that hung on the wall. She slung quiver and bow over her shoulder, and strapped the knife to the girdle around her waist, before helping herself to some bread. Morning had sharpened her hunger and the food proved comforting.


  With their appetites sated, the sisters followed Sara to a door to the right of the hearth. Sister Maralda, swollen with jolliness after having imbibed more than a few sips of wine, brushed past her and pushed open the door before stepping into the dimly lit room. Sara and the others crowded the doorway, peering over the cook’s hefty shoulders.


  This room was in complete disarray. A writing table lay toppled on its side, one chair left standing, two others fallen over on their sides. Vases were scattered and broken in shards. A cross on the wall was tilted at an awkward angle. A man sat slumped in an ornate, wood-engraved chair next to a window in the corner of the room as if someone had flung him into it. Thrust into his chest, glinted the silver pommel of a knife. His arms hung limp over the armrests and his chin drooped on his chest. Blood stained the front of his over-tunic, and trickled down the chair over his leggings and black leather shoes then onto the marble tiles below.


  From the doorway, Sara’s mouth dropped open in shock. Death lurked in the shadows and surrounded them like a cold vapor. Ignoring her fear, she approached slowly, trepidation in every step. She reached out her hand to nudge the man’s shoulder. When he did not react, she bent to look down into his face. He might have been asleep except for the stark pallor of his face. He was not very old, perhaps mid-thirties or so. His hair was black with a few streaks of gray. Even in death, he bore a haughty look. Sara caught a glimpse of gold in the man’s clenched fist and unfurled his fingers. Clasped in his hand was a filigreed gold cross with a round emerald in the center. She raised the jewel to examine it. A broken link at the top of the ornament led her to believe that he must have ripped it off a chain or a pendant of some type.


  Sister Maralda stepped closer. “Look at the rings on his fingers! I wonder whether I might take one for my prayers. It would buy many candles to light at the foot of an altar somewhere.”


  Sara stared at the dead man with awe. He wore a golden ring on every finger and they glittered with numerous precious gems. “Don’t be crude!” She pushed Sister Maralda back. “It’s a sin to steal from the dead.”


  “Why? He has no need of them now, but we most certainly do. We need something to trade for food or blankets or lodging along our way,” Sister Maralda retorted, then paused. “I wonder who killed him and why?”


  Sara shook her head. “I doubt we will ever know.”


  Sister Gilda approached, white and quavering, with the crucifix held up in front of her. “Poor wretch! We’ll have to bury him.”


  “Bury him!” cried Sister Maralda, swaying with drunkenness. “Us? Why? It is obvious he does not live alone. If anyone returns, how will they know he has been killed if we bury him?”


  “Si, sister, we must bury him,” Sister Gilda scolded. “That’s what one does with the dead. That and offer up a few prayers.”


  “I’m not burying him, not I,” Sister Maralda said with an inebriated huff. She crossed her arms. “It would spoil my dinner.”


  Sister Gilda ignored Sister Maralda and leaned over to whisper in Sara’s ear. “I wonder how long he has been dead.”


  “He is cold, but there is no smell,” Sara said, touching his cheek then pulling her hand back with a shiver. “He cannot have been killed too long ago. This place makes my flesh creep. Shut the door, Sister Maralda. Let us leave him so. May God forgive us, but there is danger here and we must leave now. There is no time to bury him.”


  Like Sara, the women had seen enough. Certainly, the abandoned house held nothing more perilous than a corpse perched stiffly in a carved wooden chair, but the sinister ambience and the dead man’s presence stifled any desire to stay there any longer than necessary. Besides, whoever did this might be nearby. Sara was eager to leave this estate, with all its unknown threats.


  They left the man in the chair and gathered provisions for the day's journey. Sara had the women take bread, meat, and cheese, which they wrapped in the tablecloth. Sister Maralda filled one flask with water and hung it from the girdle around her waist. The wine bottle, she tucked into the bosom of her habit. Sara still carried the bow, arrow shafts, and dagger. Before heading out, they stood in a circle outside the house. Sister Gilda led them in a brief prayer. Then they turned and walked away heading east toward the beckoning safety of the town of Caserta. Soon they found themselves in a vast meadow.


  The sound of galloping horses in the distance behind them made Sara glance back. A wave of dust curled down the trail like smoke. Two men rode towards them at a full gallop. Soon, they came within shouting distance. As they jockeyed past, they shouted, “Flee to the woods! The Saracens are coming!” The two men passed them without any offer of aid, dust, and spume flying in their wake.


  “God's curse upon you cowards!” Sister Maralda raised a fist and shouted.


   Sara stared in disbelief at the dust cloud. She glanced around. Ahead, the trail was flat. To their right was a forest. Behind her, she saw the reality of the men’s warning. Against the skyline, Saracen riders rode swiftly over the land, bearing steadily towards them at a tremendous speed. Twenty some riders hooted like turbaned maniacs, brandishing shields and spears in front of them.


  Terror gripped her. “Run!” Sara shouted. “To the woods!” She hitched up her long habit and fled towards the trees a good distance away, praying they would reach them before the invaders caught sight of them. It was their only chance. Among the trees, they might find somewhere to hide. Pulling the panting Sister Gilda by the hand, Sara glanced back. The Saracen warriors yelled back and forth to one another, making a race of it, likely enticed by the promise of spoil, and urges more brutish.


  The women ran for their lives. Sister Gilda, winded and lagging, began to scream. Sara gripped her arm harder to pull her to safety. A wild scramble through a shallow ditch brought them to bracken and the edge of the woods. They ran into the trees and scurried up a shadowed path, the dull thudding of the fast approaching foreigners growing ever louder in their ears.


  The Saracens would soon reach them. Dazed by danger, Sara knew that even if they kept running, they could never outrun the savage men on horseback. Unless she could find a way to break the pursuit, they would all fall into their murderous hands. If that happened, only God knew the cruelty that would befall them. Sacrifice flashed into her vision – a sudden ecstasy of courage, like a hot flame. The nuns had never shown her much kindness. Nevertheless, she would do all that she could to save them.


  She dropped Sister Gilda's hand and stopped. They wavered and looked at her for guidance, too flustered for sane reasoning. She waved them on.


  “Why are you stopping? Are you mad?” Sister Gilda screeched, her chest heaving for breaths.


  “Run!” Sara screamed. “Pray for me like you did for the abbess.”


  “They will kill you!”


  “Better one than all of us.” Sara said.


  They hesitated, despite their fear and the sounds of pursuit. Sara gave them a tyrannical glare. She saw their looks of astonishment followed by shame, and then they obeyed. Like birds taking flight, they fled into the shadows.


  Sara watched the flicker of their habits disappear into the trees, and then turned to face her fate. Lips pinched tight, she hid behind a tree and nocked her bow. She heard their strange babble as the savages tore into the forest. They were very near now. Even as she peered around the tree trunk, a figure on foot rushed towards her. She aimed and let her arrow fly. It struck the man’s thigh. Another man came into view and she loaded another arrow. It struck him in the shoulder.


  Sara darted back some forty paces and waited for others to arrive. Slipping from tree to tree, she held them at bay. The end came soon with an empty quiver. The woods filled with the vile marauders. They were too fast, too close for her to escape. Tossing away the bow and empty quiver, she withdrew the dagger from its sheath, disguising her hand in the folds of her habit, and waited. It did not take long. A man ran out from behind a tree and halted in front of her.


  He was young and burly. A bronze shield was strapped between his shoulders and he held a spear in his hand. He laughed coarsely when he saw her. She smelled his rank sweat as he walked toward her, a hunter about to kill his prey. In his cold glare, Sara could see his cruel delight. He laughed again, and with a guttural oath, stretched out a hand to grip her shoulder.


  His amused face never left hers as he ran his hand down her neck, and then lowered his eyes to her breasts. When it reached its mark, he lifted his gaze back up to her face to view her reaction while he squeezed his prize.


  With a shimmer of steel, Sara shoved the dagger into his neck. He gawked and his mouth fell open. Blood gushed from the wound spilling everywhere, its iron stench filling the air. He staggered back, desperately clutching his neck to quell the flow, gasping for each breath. Barely able to breathe, he staggered about until he lost his footing and dropped to his knees. Finally, he fell slantwise against a tree. His breaths slowed until his chest heaved no more, eyes gazing lifeless at the sky.


  Gruff voices and grotesque words penetrated the woods. A calloused hand closed on her wrist. A spear was pointed at her chest, but it was kicked away and landed at a distance. Turbaned, bearded men surrounded her, their dark faces scarred and weathered, dressed in leather chest armor. She stood like a statue, helpless, frozen in defiance. Their faces gaped at her with vulgar grimness. She thought only of the warrior who had twitched in a death trance. She had killed one of their men.


  Then the barbaric circle of men fell silent. A sound of rustling leaves and movement came from beyond and the group of men slowly parted. From amongst them, a rugged-faced old man with wisps of white hair escaping the bottom edges of his turban, stepped slowly forward. A tense silence hovered over the throng of warriors as he stared down at the young man’s body that lay at his feet. Grief hardened his wrinkled face. His hands shook. By his reaction, and similar facial features, Sara instinctively knew she had killed his son.


  Out of the silence grew a clamor of outraged voices. Hands were raised, fingers were pointed, and spears were aimed at her chest as the warriors closed in on her, their faces menacing. The smell of leather, horse sweat, and unwashed bodies overpowered her. The other men began to beat their spears against their shields, a sound urging the old man to kill her. He hesitated, his features severe and pondering. Age proved wiser, for he raised a hand to hush them. He looked long and hard at his son’s body before turning to her, his gaze assessing, cold. The old man pointed to a tree, spoke briefly, quietly. The rough warriors hurried to obey his command.


  One ripped the veil off her head while another grabbed the neck of her habit, and yanked it down. They stripped her of her habit and camicia with bare hands until she stood before them completely naked. With a hooting shout, the men cast her clothes at her feet, trampling them as they tied her arms and legs to the trunk of a tree.


  The father of the man she had killed stood before her; a glimmer of hate, mixed with respect, shone from his intense scrutiny. Slowly, he raised his axe. Cold fear iced Sara’s veins, but she refused to glance away. He placed the point against her throat and pressed, tracing a line from end to end. She shivered as she felt blood from the wound drip down her neck.


  Terrorized, she sucked in a breath and held it, unable to breathe, waiting for death to take her, and praying for the end to be swift.


  With his free hand, he grabbed hold of her hair at the nape of her neck.


  She gasped.


  He raised his axe.


  She held her breath, fighting the urge to shut her eyes, determined to meet her death with a martyr’s courage and a prayer in her heart.


  With two quick swipes, he cut off her hair, dropping her chestnut tresses like rubbish at her feet.


  Her head reeled as the contents of her stomach threatened to come up, but she fought to remain conscious and keep her body from trembling.


  Then as suddenly as he had appeared, the old man turned his back on her. He uttered a guttural command and disappeared into the woods.


  Two warriors lifted up the body of the dead man, and carried him off with them into the forest. The rest of the men followed in his wake.


  Sara was alone.


   


  Chapter Three


   


   


  THE SARACENS TURNED their backs on her and disappeared into the woods. Sara was alone, bound naked to the tree. It was twilight, and oddly, the sky above was clear and benign, at odds with her wretched state. Her shorn hair lay tumbled in a brown mass at her feet. Her habit and camicia lay out of reach on the grass in front of her. The heathens had left her unscathed, just as their old leader wished, but for how long?


  Now that they were gone, she could not stop herself from trembling. By some miracle, she had survived, but a flush spread from her face to ankles, a glow of shame as hot as fire. It seemed the trees suddenly could see her and the wind swirled about, mocking her, yet no one was present to see her appalling state. The woods were solitary and remote, but in her imagination, eyes existed behind every tree or bush. The vision of the men’s cruel faces, like despicable masks in a nightmare, taunted her.


  The sun’s decline cast a golden glow through the foliage of the trees. The shadows were still and reverent. A beam of golden light slanted down upon her, and slowly died amid the hair and garments pooled at her feet. Time passed in excruciatingly slow increments. Her arms ached from having been bound so awkwardly behind her back. The bark of the tree scraped against her flesh continually. She watched helplessly as the last rays of daylight disappeared.


  An ever-growing fear gnawed in her belly. The dark made her all the more vulnerable. What might befall her before the sun rose again? She struggled with another attempt to wriggle free of her bonds, but they were impossibly tight. Her body cramped and her limbs suffered acute pain because of the tight bindings. She longed for the hated habit crumpled at her feet, the same one that had once trailed over the convent’s stone corridors and brought such scorn into her discontented heart. She almost lost hope, pilloried like this, her body bound at wrist and ankle. She fought to believe in herself. It was the only way to survive, and a poor enough shield, useless against the real dangers of the woods at night. Nevertheless, she plucked up her courage and hoped that someone might come along to rescue her.


  Her plight allowed her ample time for meditation. Wolves and bears roamed these hills, hungry for easy prey. If she managed to survive an animal attack, in time, she would perish from starvation and thirst. Perhaps a band of unsavory rogues might come upon her. Such happenstance would be worse than the first. Perhaps Sister Gilda and the other nuns might return for her. There was little comfort in that last thought, for she knew the frightened nuns would not stop until they reached the safety of a house or village. In her heart, she knew she would never see them again. Besides, the Saracens might have overtaken them. Lastly, she might hear someone pass by on the nearby trail, good honest folk who might find and release her. It was a shred of hope, and she clung to it. She had to, or she might lose her mind.


  The moon rose with splendor into the black night. The veil of night seemed dusted with silver as it swept across the sky. Innumerable glimmering stars filled the heavens. The wilderness was soundless, the trees unruffled. The hush seemed vast, irrefutable, and supreme. Not a leaf sighed, not a breeze drifted. Terror spread through her limbs like wildfire. She could see nothing but the vast void of the fathomless night, untainted by sound.


  She tried to dream of happier times, to forget her plight and ease her terror; of water-roses floating in a pond, of a boy who once looked at her with appreciation, of the songs sung when she and her sister walked to market before her family had all died of a plague. Yet these memories quickly faded at the painful chafing and bleeding from the ropes that bound her to the tree trunk.


  She sang softly to distract herself from thinking about how the cold chilled her flesh and the hunger scoured her belly. The hours seemed to drag on mercilessly. With steady progress, fear of death crept into her heart and smothered any feeble attempts at stoicism. She tried to ignore all thought of peril and forced herself to believe that help would surely come.


  However, as time passed, dread slithered through her again. She was certain she would die, but did not know how. Would she hang parched, starved, and delirious until life left her, a loathsome, bruised thing, flesh rotting away? Or would animals tear her apart, vultures feed on her? It was hopeless. These woods were as solitary as death. The Saracens seemed to have stripped them of life as they did her. No one would find her.


  These visions and thoughts burgeoned in her distraught imagination until she feared it would become the lurid truth. In the middle of the night, her body quaked uncontrollably with numbing cold and chilling fear.


  Then a sound stumbled out of the silence. It dwindled, and then grew stronger again. As it drew near, it became rhythmic, a steady clip-clopping of hooves in the cool night air.


  Now was her chance. Dare she take the risk? Was it a rogue or an ally? Doubts flashed before her, lingered, and then quickly merged into a decision. Better to risk the unknown than face certain starvation or mauling by a wild animal. “Help! Aiuto! Over here! Per favore! Please help me!”


  Her words flew like molten silver through the soundless woods. Despite her bonds, she strained forward to listen for an answer. The sound of hooves ceased. She shouted once more and waited.


  The stillness held. Then she heard a stir and the crackling of trampled brush followed by the snort of a horse. The sounds came nearer, as did the deadened tramp of hooves as they left the trail for the softer earth. Full of hope and fear, of doubt and gratitude, she kept shouting.


  Soon, someone answered her call. “Who is there?” It was a man’s voice.


  “I am tied to a tree, left here to die by a band of Saracens.”


  “Continue speaking, and I’ll follow your voice.”


  “Over here. In the grasses. Please hurry!”


  The sound of his voice came as a relief, heralding a friend, for at least he did not speak in a foreign tongue. There was a manly depth in the voice, too, that gave her some comfort. Soon, from out of the shadows, man and horse came into view.


  Moonlight shone erratically upon them, weaving silver gleams amid a white mist that surrounded a man mounted on a majestic horse. A beautifully embroidered scarlet saddle blanket covered the horse beneath a well-crafted saddle. A single moon-ray shone like a halo around the rider. A red cloak embroidered with lions in silver thread covered his silver armor. His visor raised, she glimpsed a handsome face and square jaw with a dimple in the chin. Dark hair curled upwards beneath the back of his helm. Above his chest-plate, she caught a glimpse of the red over-tunic he wore beneath it. Strung onto his saddle was his sword. He halted, a solitary figure wrapped by darkness, but made grand by the misty moonlight.


  “Merda!” she heard him curse.


  He must have seen her naked state. Sara glanced down at her bare torso and limbs; she appeared white and luminous against the dark trunk. How she wished for her hair, or clothes to cover her nakedness.


  The man dismounted. He was tall, taller than any man she had ever seen, and burly too, with well-honed muscles in leg and arm. He strode towards her, stepping carefully, as he held his shield in front of his face to avoid looking at her nakedness.


  He was saving her from humiliation!


  With a flush of gratitude, his respectfulness instantly won her respect. He disappeared behind her to cut the leather thongs confining her. The bindings fell. Then without a word, keeping his back to her the entire time, he went to tether his horse.


  She darted for her habit with a jubilant sigh, grateful the Saracens had not cut them as they had her hair.


  When the man turned back around, she met him, fully dressed in her black habit, light veil, and shoes.


  “You’re a nun!” His words came sudden, like a bolt of unexpected lightning.


  She lowered her head to hide the half-abashed smile on her face. At her convent, nun and novice wore the same black habits, with nothing to distinguish them except their final solemn vows. Now her habit had become her protective shield, even though she felt safe with this stranger. His actions were clearly honorable in intent and, with a sudden twinkling inspiration, Sara was determined for them to remain so. It would make matters smoother for them both if he believed she was a nun.


  “My daily prayers are yours, to repay you for this kind service,” Sara said, speaking a greeting typically used by the nuns.


  The man bent his head to her. “I am glad to help. How did this happen to you?”


  “I ran away from the convent of Santa Maria delle Vergine at Gaeta.”


  “Ran? Why?” He gave her a confused look.


  “To save my life! Yesterday, the Saracens sacked and burned the convent. Many of the nuns of our order were martyred. Only a few escaped. A band of Saracens caught me and left me to die, bound to this tree.”


  Even in the moonlight, she could see the man's features crumple with pain. He crossed himself, and then stood, stately and statuesque. “And what of your abbess?” he asked, his voice quiet and tremulous.


  “Dead, I fear. She and a handful of others chose to remain. They became martyrs at the hands of the murderous Saracens.”


  He let loose a mournful moan, lowered his head, and stood stiff and silent as though immersed in deep thought. Then he seemed to remember their strange and awkward circumstances. “And you?” he asked with a twinge of tenderness in his voice.


  Sara’s cheeks burned, for she understood clearly that he was asking about her virtue. “I am unscathed,” she hastened to say, trying not to stammer. “And I am safe. My name is Sister Sara, if you would know it. I am sorry that I had to tell you such sad news.”


  The man turned his face to the night sky. “It could not be avoided,” he said, gazing to the stars. “It is what we have come to expect from these Saracen invaders. Our houses burn, our blood is spilled; our women and children are brutalized and killed. The Duchy of Naples should never have allied itself with those Saracen infidels nearly a century ago, nor asked for their support against the siege of the Lombard troops,” he muttered. “Now we cannot rid ourselves of the murdering heathens. The Saracens are settling here in greater numbers than ever before.”


  His voice was suddenly fierce. His handsome face looked almost fanatical in the cold gloom: gaunt, heavy-jawed, lion-like. This was a man like no other. She watched him in silence, grateful to have chanced upon him as a friend rather than a foe. The brief mood passed. The kindness in his expression made her feel as safe as she once had felt in the presence of her late father.


  “You will ride with me,” he said. “I’ll take you somewhere safe.”


  She hesitated. “I wish to go to Caserta. It is not far. I do not wish to bother you. I am sure I can go on my own.”


  “An insult to my manhood.” The stranger smiled as he raised his hand to his heart in a feigned act of pain. “But I must insist. It would not be honorable of me to let a lady walk alone with the likelihood that Saracens might be waiting behind every tree.”


  His sincerity pleased her. His strong spirit and kindness silenced any further argument on her part. In his presence, under his protection, she would be safe. Without further debate, she gave herself over to his safeguard. “I am happy to walk beside you,” she agreed.


  The man pondered a moment. He looked at her solemnly, showing a quiet disregard for her humility. “You’re a woman. You cannot walk to Caserta alone. I am headed to Naples. If you trust me enough and ride with me instead, I promise you will find shelter there.”


  Sara considered his offer. Naples was a little further away than Caserta, but it was a city surrounded by walls and had a large population. It would be even safer. Besides, it did not matter where she went. She was free and would let destiny lead her. “Very well, to Naples then, and si, I do trust you. You have proven that much.”


  The man smiled, revealing even, white teeth. He stretched out a hand to her with a grin. “God willing, I’ll get you safely there. As for your vows, you had best set aside your pride. It won’t damn your soul to share a saddle with a man.”


  “I will try,” she said with a little laugh.


  He gathered his horse’s reins and mounted. Extending his hand, he pulled her up to sit in front of him. With his powerful arms around her, they rode from the woods beneath the gentle light of the moon.


   


  Chapter Four


   


   


  WRAPPED IN THE man’s cloak for warmth, Sara told him all she knew about the massacre at Gaeta.


  He listened without interruption, and when she was finished, he questioned her at length about the abbess. Afterwards, a brief quiet settled between them.


  “I promised to say a prayer on your behalf, in gratitude for saving my life,” Sara said, curious about her rescuer. ‘I will pray for you, but for whom shall I pray?”


  “Some know me as Nicolo.”


  “But for me?”


  “Nicolo will do.”


  Whether she liked it or not, she understood she was to be satisfied with that answer. “Then for Nicolo, I will pray.”


  Another silence followed, broken by the rhythmic sound of their horse’s hooves upon the dirt trail. This man intrigued her, and she wanted to know more about him. Sara strategized, adapting her questions to garner the knowledge she wanted. “You ride alone,” she said. “Is that not unwise, with the Saracens so much of a threat?”


  “No, not unwise.”


  “All the same, it is dangerous, is it not?


  “Si, it is.”


  “Then you are an adventurer of some sort.”


  “You might say that, but more correctly, I am a seeker of justice. Fear not, I’m always vigilant.”


  “For a man to ride alone without protection there must be a reason for doing so. You risked much to save me.”


  The arm that held her tightened, as though he was steeling himself against her curiosity. “Every man's business is his own, and I do not share the right or wrong of mine with anyone. For now, it’s enough that you know my name.”


  Despite his admonishment, she was not deterred. “There is one thing I am curious about. How do you know the abbess of our convent?”


  “That, I will answer.” He paused for several long moments.


  “Well?” she urged.


  “She was my mother.”


  Shame flooded her heart. She had described the horrors of that night in vivid detail, and had plied him with questions to satisfy her own idle curiosity. She inhaled a short, shallow breath, and hung her head, shrinking like a sinner. “Set me down. I am not worthy of your kindness. I do not deserve to ride with you.”


  “You didn’t know? You didn’t notice my anguish when you first told me about her murder?”


  “Set me down,” she repeated.


  “I am not angry with you. You could not have known she was related to me.” His tone changed to a gentler one. “Why are you so upset?”


  Sara lowered her head. “I’m ashamed.” In reproach, she drew her veil over her face, taking her admonition to heart like a penitent. She was angry with herself, not only for having blundered, but because she had failed to show sensitivity when he had so clearly revealed his sorrow.


  Nicolo kindly ignored her shame. On either side, the woods rose up like sentinels of gloom. He turned his horse onto the grass to muffle the tramp of hooves. Pressed against his chest, with his arm still around her, Sara turned to look up into his face from beneath the shadows of her veil. She found much to like. She loved courage, and saw it there. She admired silent strength, and it was there, too. The deep cavernous gaze that scrutinized their surroundings seemed vibrant with purpose. The finely molded face suited a man who fought for justice, who would protect the ruins of a stricken people against wrongdoing. It seemed like the face of a man who had watched and struggled, who had followed truth like a shadow, and who had rejoiced in righteousness. She saw bitterness there also, and pain, too.  


  Instinctively, she sensed that memories stirred in his heart. His thoughts were not for her, however much she pitied him or expressed her sympathy over his loss. That he was grieving deeply, she did not doubt, for he seemed to brood in silence. How terrible to be haunted by the knowledge of his mother’s martyrdom.


  The turmoil of the past two days took its toll, and she became fatigued. The motion of the ride and the warmth of Nicolo’s arms calmed her. The soft clip-clop of hooves against the soft earth diminished. The trees faded into a mist. As if in a dream, she saw the strong face next to her staring calmly into the night. With her head against his chest, she fell asleep.


   


   


  THE NUN BECAME heavy in Nicolo’s arms, and when he looked down, he found her asleep, her face peacefully against his arm, her mouth slightly open. Strangely enough, the grief at his mother’s death had awakened him to compassion for the terror this poor woman must have endured. The warmth of her body crept up the sinews of his arm like a subtle flame. From a half-parted mouth, her breaths warmed his chest, and she had rested her hands on his cloak like a trusting child. The color in her cheeks reminded him of autumn fruit ripened by the sun.


  Women were creatures to be treated with reverence. The drab, the scold, and even the harlot, had failed to debase his impression of the other sex, and the beauty that slept in his arms was as full of mystery as any woman could be.


  He took in his fill of her, ashamed at doing so, half-dreading that she would wake suddenly and see him staring down at her. He felt his flesh warm when she stirred or sighed, or when her hands twitched in slumber.


  He had seen far too many horrific things of late – burned hamlets, people slaughtered, churches in flames, children dead and trampled. He had ridden where smoke rose into the sky and blood clotted the green grass. Now this ride in the tranquil night, with the silence of the woods surrounding them, and this beautiful woman plucked from death resting in his arms, seemed like the calm after a tempest. Little wonder that when he looked into her face and thrilled to the soft sway of her body, he thanked God that he had rescued her and she was unharmed.


  Sister Sara stirred in her sleep. She had faced death, and was now exhausted. No woman should have to experience what she had. He drew the cloak gently about her, and kept vigilant watch on the path before him.


  All that night he rode, thinking of his mother. He recalled the loving arms that had once held him, her sweet smile, her boundless love. A pity his parents’ acrimonious marriage had resulted in his father repudiating her and annulling their marriage on a claim of consanguinity. A financial settlement had allowed her to enter a convent, assume the role of abbess, and live out the remainder of her days. His heart was heavy with anguish over all his mother had suffered.


  He saw the moon go down while the early morning’s misty light brightened the forest. The birds woke in the thickets. Red deer scampered, frightened, into the glooms, and rabbits scurried amid the bracken. When the sun began to rise in the horizon, he found himself in a lush meadow where flowers grew thick and the fresh scent of dew floated in the breeze.


  He rode until the nun finally awoke and gazed up at him with a sigh.


  He smiled at her, half sadly. “Good morning.”


   


   


  SARA LOOKED AROUND in a daze. “Day? And meadows? It was moonlight when I fell asleep.” Had she truly fallen asleep in his arms as they rode?  


  “Dawn arrived an hour or more ago,” Nicolo said softly.


  “You must be tired and stiff from having to hold me up.”


  He shook his head with an amused smile. “Not in the least.”


  “I am sorry that I have been so selfish and fell asleep. I cannot believe you were able to ride all night?”


  He nodded. “Of course I rode all night, and I have not seen a soul. I passed the time between watching the path, your face, and gazing up at the moon.”


  Her cheeks grew hot and she glanced sideways at him. Removing Nicolo’s scarlet cloak, she handed it back to him. “If you stop, I will walk at your side awhile so you can rest your arms. If you would like to sleep for an hour or two under a tree, I can stand watch.”


  “Not quite yet. I can go without sleep for a week. We will ride a little more. There is a stream nearby where I can water my horse, and then we can stop to eat something. When you are tired of walking, let me know, and I’ll help you mount up again.”


  She nodded and he helped her dismount. The grass and flowers reached nearly to her waist. The lower part of her habit brushed against the dew. Soon they came to a field blooming with wildflowers. She darted among them to make a posy, aware of Nicolo watching her the entire time, and returned to his side holding the flowers. “These are for you, for the loss of your mother, to help ease your grief.”


  Nicolo accepted them with a smile. She hummed a lament while she walked beside the black horse and solemnly plaited flowers into its mane. He gave her a look of gratitude. “How long were you at the convent in Gaeta?”


  She paused in her singing. “Long enough to learn to love life outside the convent walls.”


  “So it seems,” Nicolo said with a touch of wonderment.


  She cast the rest of the flowers aside, and walked quietly beside him, looking into his face with seriousness. “I was placed there after both my parents died. I had no desire to pursue the religious life, but there was little else for me to do.”


  “But you chose to be a nun.”


  She hesitated, and carefully constructed her response. “Si, I made the choice, but like many women, I soon realized I had made a mistake. In truth, the convent was no place for me.”


  Nicolo eyed her sadly from his higher vantage point. “A nun's life is a sorry one if her thoughts and dreams reside out in the world.”


  His kind words loosened her tongue. For twelve long months, she had suffered the nuns’ disapproval, her desires crushed by the strict protocols of religious life. Here was a chance to pour out all her discontent. The bitterness she had long kept buried inside her found flight. “I hated it! The convent has no hold on me. What are vigils, penitence, and long prayers to a woman like me? They made us kneel on stone and sleep on boards. The chapel bell seemed to ring every minute of the day. We ate vile food and had no liberty. It was saint this and saint that from morning until night. We never dressed our hair, and there were no mirrors. I had to go to a little pool next to a stream to see my face, and the women there were so dull, so dismal. No one ever laughed. No one ever told a good tale. All the stories we heard were of pious people who led drab lives. What was all that for? Was anyone the better for it? I felt like a corpse trapped in a tomb, with the entire world dead around me.”


  Nicolo studied her with a sad, half grin. “I think I understand.”


  “How can you, one who leads such a glorious life, possibly understand?”


  “Life can be wretched for everyone, Sister Sara, including me, at times.”


  “Si, but one cannot live on one's knees in prayer all the time. I was born to laugh and dance, and if that is sin, then I am a sorry nun indeed.”


  “You misunderstand me,” he said. “I believe all men and women can laugh and be happy and enjoy life. Yet our faith should always guide and keep us on the right path. There is no sin in living well, but to live only for pleasure is wasteful. Look at the sun. There is no need for us to sing praises to it, yet we know the world would be dark and dismal without it.”
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