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Prologue: The Locked Room




Hannah sat at her writing desk, shivering in her thin nightgown. The DeGroot house was well appointed, yes — her father made sure of that — but even wealth couldn’t warm a corner bedroom in late October in New York City. The cold bit her ankles, seeped through the floorboards, and penetrated her skin. She couldn't sleep, she couldn't write, and the locked door of her room angered her. She rose to pull a robe around her shoulders. 

Last week’s dance still flickered in her thoughts, the clatter of boots on the barn floor, the fiddle tunes swirling around the dancers, the scent of wood smoke and apples. Standing near the edge of the lantern light was the man she had seen imprisoned in Virginia, now free. A Hessian mercenary. A stranger. Perhaps dangerous. And yet...

He looked at her like he could see the real Hannah — not a wealthy DeGroot daughter in her fancy ribbons, not a future wife for a wealthy merchant in the city.

She wrapped her arms around herself while her memory jumped to Papa, late that same night, waiting in the parlor, jaw tight. She and Emily barely made it through the door, already halfway up the stairs, when he spoke—that stern voice — calm and lethal — freezing them both in place.

Hannah muffled a cry, while Emily giggled, hiding nerves, not rebellion — though Papa didn’t know the difference.

Emily was guilty only of sneaking out to the dance. Hannah, guilty of speaking to the stranger. Laughing with him because she wanted to.

Father shouted them up the stairs, slammed the door behind them, and locked it from the outside. No brick warmed their feet. No kind word. Only silence and frost and shame. They both knew of extra eiderdowns in the chest — they wouldn’t freeze — but still.

She’d slipped from her bed with a mind to write it all down. To get it onto paper before it twisted inside her into something else. Her diary lay open, blank. The pen sat waiting. But paper could be found. Pages turned. Secrets read.

Emily would never betray her. But someone else might. She stared at the empty page and gently closed the book. A diary wasn’t safe.

She slid beneath the covers again, knees pulled to her chest, breath fogging the cold air. Sleep came slowly. But before it did, she whispered a name into the dark, and knew she would see him again.








  
  

Chapter one

Chapter 1:At the Orchard Fence





Hannah lay still in the narrow bed, eyes closed, breath slow and even. She knew Emily was still awake — the way her sister breathed when pretending to sleep was different, lighter. But gradually, finally, it changed, slowed, deepened. 

She eased back the quilt and placed her feet on the braided rug worn thin between the beds. The air chilled her through her shift. She crept to the door — aware it had been locked hours earlier. She tested it anyway. Still locked, but the window would do what she needed.

Papa always locked the girls in now, afraid of them sneaking out. He’d unlock it at dawn, before Mother noticed and scolded him for being “too careful.” But Hannah didn’t plan to wait until morning. Georg would be waiting now.

She turned to the window. The latch stuck, as it always did in winter, and she rocked it from side to side until it gave with a faint pop. As she pushed the shutters open, silver light spilled in across the desk beneath the sill — the little writing desk her mother had given her last winter.

Her hand hovered for a moment over the small shelf near the desk, where a worn black Bible lay between her copy work primer and the inkpot. A gift from Mama the year she turned thirteen, its cover softened from years of quiet readings under quilts and behind trees. She tucked it beneath her cloak, close to her ribs. Not for show, not even for comfort — but because some part of her thought it would ground her, as it always did, no matter how far from home she traveled. 

She hesitated, slid it open, and pulled out a note. Her handwriting on the front, her mother's name, the words inside plain - she didn't have to reread it.  

Mother, you will not understand now. Perhaps not ever. But I am going with a good man, and of my own choosing. 

She had the note memorized. Their plans were laid out on paper for Mama to read. The note still sealed. No one had found it. She reached for her boots, the laces loosened, ready for her to slip them on. Her thick wool cloak had been hidden under the mattress since supper. A sound — the creak of wind or shutter — made her freeze and wait for silence again.

She swung one leg over the windowsill, skirts catching. She found her footing and climbed down the way they always had as small girls. Her boot landed softly in the snow, and for a moment she thought she’d slip — but her second foot found the ground and she was out.

The orchard behind the house lay quiet and still in the moonlight. Her breath ghosted in the cold. Somewhere beyond the stone wall, Georg would be waiting with the lantern low.

She didn’t let herself turn back to the house. Instead, she crossed the yard like a shadow. One foot followed by the other. Her thoughts drifted — to how this all began. Not the escape, but Georg. 

She’d first seen him years ago — barely fourteen, riding through Virginia beside her father. A Hessian camp blurred past the coach window, and among the prisoners stood a boy, lean and sunlit, leaning against a fence like he didn’t quite belong. He wasn’t older than she was. Not really. But something in his posture — casual, defiant — had made her breath catch. A silly fancy, she’d told herself. A mercenary. A stranger. Still, the image stayed.

And years later, when she met him again at a barn dance in Pennsylvania, cider spilled down her front, and he said with that same steady gaze: “Virginia. I remember.”

She’d laughed then. He hadn’t changed. Just grown taller.

And now, he waited for her beyond the orchard wall, lantern shuttered, heart steady. She crossed the yard in silence. Each step closer to him. Each step further from the girl who had once only dreamed.


      ***Georg had come early. Better to freeze than miss her. The orchard lay still around him, brittle with frost, every branch holding its breath. He stood beyond the stone wall, one hand on the fencepost, the other wrapped around the lantern’s handle, though he kept its light dim.

She might not come. He wouldn’t blame her. Girls like her — proper,  with fathers who locked their daughters in at night — didn’t run off with men like him. Former soldiers. Germans. Names spoken with suspicion in towns still trying to decide if peace was real.

He hadn’t expected love. Only hoped she’d remember — not only that night in Reading when they danced and spilled cider on each other, but the moment before that. The fence in Virginia. The glance that had lingered longer than it should have.

She had remembered. She’d found him again, spoken with him, pressed letters into his hands behind barns and churchyards, asking — could they go somewhere else? Somewhere with trees, and land, and no eyes watching them?

Now the cold bit through his coat, stiffening his fingers. And still, he waited. Then — movement. He straightened, lantern low. At first, there was only a suggestion of shape. A shadow against snow. But he saw the line of her cloak, the curve of her shoulders. Her steps cautious. Searching. She looked over her shoulder once and kept walking. When she reached him, she didn’t speak; instead, she pressed her forehead to his chest and let out a breath that vibrated right through his ribs.
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