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  Chapter 1




  Jocelyn knew it was useless to struggle against the burly guards holding her arms, but as they pushed her into the depths of the musty dungeon, her terror overrode common sense. The lantern light flickering against the damp stone walls and the hollow echo of footsteps on the stairs brought back memories of the time—as an eight-year-old girl—she had followed her mother’s body into the catacombs of her father’s castle.




  Her father’s hand had rested heavily on her shoulder, as she stood and watched the mason seal her mother into eternal darkness. Would the same thing happen to her? She pulled and twisted and begged, “Please don’t put me down here. I haven’t tried to escape. You don’t need to lock me up. Please, please.”




  The squat man leading the way and holding a lantern aloft, stopped at the bottom of the stairs and turned back to look at her. “And what do ye offer us to heed yer pleas?”




  The guards brought her face to face with the jailer as she frantically tried to think of something she could offer these men as a bribe. All of her jewelry had been taken away when she was captured. “My father—he’ll reward you.”




  The man laughed at her, showing his blackened teeth. “Not likely. Why do you think the baron sent ye down here? Your rich da won’t pay yer ransom.”




  She gasped at this news and then gasped again as a hard hand grabbed one of her breasts.




  “There’s other ways she can pay,” the guard who mauled her said.




  Jocelyn shrank away from his touch and shrieked when he gave her nipple a bruising pinch. The three men guffawed and the jailer said, “There’s no life in a high-born lady. A lusty kitchen wench is better. Let’s lock this ’un in fer the night and get back abovestairs.”




  They moved her quickly through the shadowy chamber, stopping in front of a heavy wooden door. The jailer fumbled with a large ring of keys for a moment, finally selecting one and placing it in the rusty lock. The door opened with a creak and the guards pushed her inside.




  She had a scant moment to see the small stone room with straw scattered over the floor before the door closed and the light receded to a square opening in the upper half of the door. Seeing a hand moving to close even that, Jocelyn screamed, “No, don’t take the light away. Please. Please.”




  “Ye don’t need a light,” the jailer said. “There’s nothing to see but vermin.” The peephole snapped shut leaving only a thin white line under the cell door.




  Jocelyn pounded on the door with her fists and screamed pleas, but the light faded with the footsteps of the men until there was total silence and complete, overpowering darkness.




  The total lack of light made the small cell seem like a vast pit. She clung to the crossbar on the door and pressed her body against the hard wood, sure if she let go she’d be swallowed into eternity. During the three weeks she’d been a hostage at Nastbridge Castle, she’d held onto her courage and tried to maintain her dignity, but this was too much.




  If the jailer had told the truth and her father had refused to pay the ransom, Ulric would probably leave her in this terrible darkness to go mad—as mad as he was. Sobs caused her breasts to scrape painfully against the door, but she made no effort to calm herself. What was the use? The sooner she became mad enough to bash her head against the stone walls, the better.




  “Hello.”




  Jocelyn jerked her head up. What was that? It sounded like someone speaking from a great distance.




  “Can you hear me?” a male voice asked.




  Taking care to keep contact with the door, Jocelyn turned until she could press her back against it. “Where...where are you?”




  “In the next cell.”




  “I can barely hear you.”




  “Come closer to the wall. There’s a crack between the stones.”




  “Which wall?”




  “Are you facing away from the door?”




  “Yes.”




  “The wall to your left.”




  “I can’t see it.”




  “Reach out until you touch it.”




  She reached out with her left hand, but felt nothing. “I can’t feel it. I’m...I’m afraid to leave the door.”




  After a long pause, the man said, “I can’t keep bellowing, so I wish you good night.”




  “Wait!” The man’s voice anchored her in this world. She couldn’t let it disappear. Keeping her right hand pressed against the door, Jocelyn waved her left hand about and took several steps to the side. Her fingertips brushed against cold stone. “I found it!”




  “Now move forward until you reach the corner of the cell.”




  She kept one hand on the wall and the other in front of herself, slowly moving along until she found the corner. “I’m here!”




  “And sounding much louder.”




  Jocelyn startled at the volume of his voice. “So do you.”




  “There’s a chink in the mortar near the floor. If you sit down, we can have a cozy chat.”




  A wave of revulsion swept over her. “The floor looked filthy. I don’t want to sit on it.”




  “If your cell is as sparsely furnished as mine, you have no choice. Scrape some of the straw together to blunt the chill of the stone floor.”




  She moved her foot across the floor until she could feel straw tickling her ankle. Then she stooped and brushed her hand over the wall until she found the cleft between the stones, positioning her makeshift cushion beside it, she gingerly lowered her body. “I’m sitting, now.”




  “Isn’t that better than standing?”




  “I guess so. Only I hate the thought of what I might be sitting on.”




  “Imagine yourself sitting on a goose down pillow.”




  Jocelyn giggled at such an absurd statement. Then she felt the tears still damp on her cheeks and the mucus collected in her nose and realized she’d gone from hysteria to laughter is mere moments thanks to her unknown neighbor. With a sigh, she used the wide sleeve of her tunic to wipe away the tears. She even blew her nose on the fabric, telling herself propriety hardly mattered in her present circumstances.




  “What’s wrong now?” the voice asked.




  “Nothing, aside from the fact I’m locked in a pitch black dungeon.”




  A throaty chuckle drifted through the wall. “Are you being witty, milady? That’s quite a feat under these circumstances.”




  “How do you stand the darkness? If I’m not touching something solid, I feel as though I’m going to fall.”




  “You’ll get used to it.”




  “Is it always this dark?”




  “A little light filters in during the day, but like the jailer said, there isn’t much to see in these cells. I’ve actually come to prefer the darkness.”




  “Now you’re jesting.”




  “Not at all. When there’s no light, you’re free to go wherever your mind takes you.”




  “How long have you been here?”




  “Let me see,” he paused. “As I recall, my imprisonment started just after summer solstice. There had been a celebration of sorts in the village.”




  Jocelyn had been keeping a careful account of the passage of days since her own capture, so she easily counted from the longest day in June ’til now and exclaimed, “Why, you’ve been here for almost three months.”




  “That sounds about right.”




  “Did your family refuse to pay your ransom, too?”




  “I’m not being held for ransom. What do you mean by ‘too’?”




  “The jailer said my father had refused to pay mine.”




  “I wouldn’t put much faith into anything he says. The man enjoys making his guests as miserable as possible.”




  “But I’ve been at Nastbridge Castle for almost three weeks, staying in a fairly nice room high in the tower. Then they dragged me down here. Something has changed.”




  “Perhaps just in Ulric’s mind.”




  “Do you know the baron?”




  “Oh, yes. I foolishly complained about some of his excesses. That’s why I’m here.”




  “I heard of Ulric the Mad even in the convent, but I thought the name meant he was addled, not vicious.”




  “You were in a convent? Are you a nun?” His voice sounded truly shocked, no doubt at the idea of a nun being treated so badly.




  “I’ve been at the Sisters of Mercy Convent since my mother died, when I was eight. But I’d recently decided to take holy orders. That’s what led me into this coil.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “I wrote my father for permission, and he immediately sent a guard to escort me home. He didn’t even write to me, just sent orders to the Mother Superior.”




  “And how did you fall into Ulric’s hands?”




  “The guards decided to take a shortcut across Ulric’s lands. It saved a day’s travel, and they had suffered no harm on the way out, so they decided it would be safe to return the same way.”




  “Ulric’s mercenaries watch for travelers passing through. If they appear to be traveling light, they wait for their return in the hope they’ll be carrying valuables. The soldiers are allowed to keep any nonhuman plunder they seize.”




  “But they killed...” Joceyln’s voice faded and she had to clear her throat before she could speak again. “...them all. Only my maid and I where spared. She was sent to my father with the ransom demand, and I was imprisoned in the tower.”




  After a short pause, her neighbor said, “Ulric thinks everyone is plotting to take his land away from him. He wants to frighten all strangers away. Of course, this thwarts opportunities for earning money through honest trade, so he needs an occasional hostage to raise necessary funds.”




  “He’s a despicable man. Even his own people seem terrified of him.”




  “With good cause. You never know where he’ll see the next threat against himself.”




  “Is that what happened to you?”




  “Yes.”




  “You sound well-spoken, sir. Are you one of Ulric’s knights?”




  “I lived at Nastbridge Castle, when the old baron was still alive. Then I went to the Holy Lands. When I returned, I found the current situation and thought I might persuade Ulric to see the error of his ways. I was a fool for trying to reason with obsession.”




  “And have you no family to rescue you?” Jocelyn asked.




  “No.”




  “So he’s just left you forgotten in the dungeon?”




  “He hasn’t forgotten me. He still sends his guards to beat me.”




  “Is that,” she feared to ask but had to know, “what will happen to me if my father has refused to pay the ransom?”




  “Who is your father?”




  “Hubert de Lorris.”




  “The Baron of Tilford?”




  “Yes.”




  “He has the reputation of being an honorable man, surely he won’t forsake you.”




  “I don’t know what he might do. I’ve rarely seen him since my mother died. He sent me to the convent so the nuns could teach me the womanly arts, but I think he just wanted to be rid of me. My two brothers are all he cares for.”




  “Then why did he object to you joining the church?”




  “The Mother Superior said he might have arranged an alliance through my betrothal.”




  “Well then, he’ll definitely want you back.”




  “Only to marry me off like some...some chattel. I would have preferred to stay in the convent.”




  “If you feel the church is your true calling, perhaps you can convince your father to let you go back.”




  “Ha! He’s never listened to anything I said before, I don’t expect him to start now.”




  “Sometimes it’s hard to know what our true calling is. Have you prayed for guidance?”




  Jocelyn was about to tell him God had ignored her pleas just as her father had, but she remembered the man saying he’d been to the Holy Lands. Was he a crusader? Some of them were quite religious. He might even be a Knights Templar. She thought carefully before asking, “Do you think prayer will help me?”




  “I’m surprised someone who wants to take holy orders would ask such a question.”
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