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        “Mankind's greatest gift, also its greatest curse,

        is that we have free choice.

        We can make our choices from love or from fear.”

        Elizabeth Kübler Ross
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        Estate of Count Dieter von Wolfenberg, Saxony, 1136 AD

      

      

      “I won’t allow my mother’s madness to taint our bloodline,” Johann insisted, though he regretted breaking his father’s heart. “She tried to murder you.”

      He refrained from mentioning the disturbing detail that his mother had come close to unmanning her husband during one of her frenzied attacks. It was a tragic blessing that Frederica von Wolfenberg had eventually taken her own life, and an even greater miracle that his father had subsequently met and married Blythe FitzRam.

      “You’re my heir,” his father replied wearily, staring into the cold hearth, both hands on the marble mantel. “Your stepmother and I expect you to do your duty. You must marry and sire children.”

      Johann shook his head. “Then why did you not betroth me to some titled woman when I was a boy?”

      “I wanted you to choose your own wife. Your mother and I were betrothed when we were children. I had no choice but to marry her though I had serious misgivings about the state of her mind.”

      Johann pinched the bridge of his nose, weary of the argument that never went away. Reluctantly, he deployed his ultimate weapon. “It’s my intention to renounce my right to your title, Papa. Luther will make a better count.”

      His father turned away from the hearth to continue the argument, despair etched deeply on his face. He held his peace when a manservant entered to light the fire.

      Johann took the opportunity to flee, colliding with his happy-go-lucky brother in the hallway. He loved Luther, but the difference in their temperaments was all the proof he needed. Though they were sons of the same father, Lute had inherited his mother’s optimism, whereas Johann…

      “Whoa, bruder,” Lute exclaimed. “Where are you off to in such a hurry?”

      Choking with emotion, Johann could only shake his head.

      His perceptive brother glanced quickly through the half open door and recognized the situation immediately. “Another argument about marriage?” he said in a low voice. “I know the feeling. Our parents have been haranguing me as well.”

      Every member of the family was aware that lunacy had destroyed Johann’s mother, but he hadn’t confided his concerns about inheriting the madness to any of his three siblings. As he softly closed the door, he realized it was time. “You’ll have no trouble finding a wife, Lute. Our sister’s best friend seems taken with you.”

      Lute eyed him curiously. “You’re mistaken. Kristina’s more interested in you than me.”

      Johann’s heart fell. He’d been in love with Kristina Halden for years. He’d watched Sophia’s childhood friend blossom from a little girl into a beautiful young woman. When male urges began to develop, he avoided her. One glimpse of her lovely face, golden hair and generous breasts was all it took to send blood rushing to his groin. When she spoke to him, her sultry voice rendered him tongue-tied. It was impossible that she found him attractive.

      “As I’ve told Papa, I don’t intend to marry. I would never risk inflicting my mother’s madness on Kristina. You’ll need a wife. I’m stepping down as heir in your favor.”

      Mouth agape, Lute grasped Johann’s arm before he had a chance to escape. “I refuse. It’s not my birthright. The notion is lunacy. You’re not mad.”

      “It’s in my blood,” Johann replied, smiling wryly at the unintended irony.

      “What’s in your blood?” his stepmother asked as she came around the corner from the kitchens.

      His gut clenched. Blythe Von Wolfenberg had always loved him as her own son and he wished with all his heart she was indeed his mother. Arguing with her grieved him, but…

      “I am renouncing my title in favor of Luther,” he declared.

      His stepmother frowned, laying a hand on his arm. “This is about your mother, isn’t it?”

      He clenched his jaw, determined to keep his resolve, but allowed her to draw him back into the parlor.

      Lute followed.

      Their father now stood with his back to a hearty fire, arms folded across his chest, seemingly oblivious to the hiss and spit of the pine logs. He glowered at Johann. “You are being unreasonable,” he growled once the servant had withdrawn.

      His stepmother rolled her eyes. “That statement doesn’t help matters, Dieter.”

      Lute flopped down into an armchair. “I refuse to accept the title and all the responsibilities that go with it. If you’re determined, you’ll have to pass your inheritance on to Konrad.”

      Johann folded his arms, exasperation tightening his throat. “That’s not an option, and you know it. Our little brother is determined to enter the Church. He aspires to become a bishop.”

      Lute grinned. “Now, that’s lunacy, if you ask me.”

      “Boys,” Blythe scolded, “don’t forget my brother was a monk.”

      Lute scoffed, a twinkle in his eye. “I hate to say it, Mama, but consider how long Uncle Aidan lasted in the monastery.”

      Johann was tempted to laugh at the perplexed expression on the faces of both his parents, but then his father smiled and it was relief to see his good humor return.

      “Lute is right,” his father admitted. “Aidan soon discovered he needed the love of a good woman.” He walked to his wife and put an arm round her waist. “Just as I did.”

      Blythe snuggled into her husband. Johann envied the deep and enduring love they shared but it was his destiny to lead a solitary life. Perhaps he should be the one entering the priesthood. The notion sent chills rushing up his spine.

      He moved to the spot his father had occupied near the hearth.

      “If you could see yourself,” Lute remarked. “You look just like Papa standing there. A moment ago the two of you were like twins with your arms folded.”

      “It’s true,” Blythe agreed. “You are your father’s son, Johann. The first time I set eyes on you I saw it, though you were only three.”

      “But there are some who might suggest I was a little mad myself,” his father warned, “kidnapping the wrong woman and then falling in love with her.”

      Mention of the unusual way Dieter and Blythe had met always brought a smile to everyone’s face.

      The knot in Johann’s belly loosened a little. “It’s true I look like you, Papa,” he conceded.

      “And talk and walk,” Lute teased. “You’re like peas in a pod.”

      “Except my hair has more gray,” their father added.

      Johann understood what they were trying to do. “But the fact remains, my mother was mad, and madness runs in families. None of you can deny that. How can I inflict that on a woman who will expect to have children?”

      “Have you asked her?” Lute interjected just as Konrad wandered into the parlor.

      “Asked who what?” their youngest brother wanted to know.

      Their stepmother sent Johann a sympathetic glance. She too knew the studious Kon would pursue the matter like a dog with a bone. It was a relief when Lute came to his rescue. “Johann intends you to be the next count.”

      The lanky nineteen-year-old stopped abruptly, his brow deeply furrowed. “What?”

      “He’s teasing you,” their mother assured him.

      Kon brightened visibly and punched Lute’s arm before escaping to another armchair. He glanced around. “Why is everyone so glum?”

      Their father cleared his throat, locking eyes with Johann. “We’re having a discussion. Johann is worried Kristina will reject his proposal of marriage.”

      “No danger of that,” Kon retorted. “The girl’s smitten with him.”

      “Told you,” Lute said smugly, sticking out his tongue.

      Johann slumped into a chair. “It has nothing to do with a particular person.” But a small inner voice questioned if perhaps he did fear Kristina’s rejection and his mother’s madness was simply an excuse.
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        * * *

      

      Kristina Halden and Sophia von Wolfenberg curtseyed prettily in response to the ancient maestro’s overly formal bow. Once the elderly gentleman had shuffled out of the music room, they collapsed onto the couch in a fit of giggles.

      “I don’t know how I keep my face straight when he breaks wind,” Sophia said hoarsely once she caught her breath.

      Kristina wiped her eyes with a kerchief, then pinched her nose. “He doesn’t realize he’s doing it. You’d think he’d notice the odor,” she said nasally.

      Still chuckling, Sophia retrieved her lyre and carefully returned it to its shelf. “It happens every time he bends his knees in time with our playing. Like he’s a wind instrument.”

      Hilarity gripped them again.

      “Then he scolds when my hammers hit the wrong wires on the dulcimer,” Kristina choked out with a grin.

      It was all wonderfully comfortable and familiar. She and Sophia had been making fun of one music teacher after another since they were children, though they agreed this latest Russian was definitely the most comical.

      The best part about the lessons was that they took place on Friday afternoons and Kristina was allowed to stay at the Von Wolfenberg estate for the weekend. It was a welcome respite.  Her parents squabbled constantly, or pointedly ignored each other. Sophia’s father, in contrast, treated his wife with warm regard and it was evident they were still in love despite being married more than twenty years.

      As an only child, Kristina relished being included in the boisterous but good-natured quarrels of Sophia and her siblings. She and her friend were like sisters and she thought of the boys as her brothers—except for Johann. Her feelings for him had changed as she’d grown. A little’s girl’s shy crush had turned into a young woman’s awkward infatuation. She became tongue-tied and gauche in his presence. He probably deemed her a clumsy adolescent.

      Sobering, she asked, “Where does your papa find these teachers?”

      Sophia calmed too, smoothing her skirts. “I don’t know. Speaking of Papa, he and the others are no doubt waiting for us.”

      The Von Wolfenbergs gathered in the parlor every evening before dinner. Even the dogs were included. Sophia’s father was a renowned breeder of hovawarts, though only two were kept as family pets. Sophia had told her the story of a hovawart named Vormund saving her father’s life long ago during Cologne’s revolt against Emperor Heinrich.

      Kristina looked forward all week to the gathering, basking in the back-and-forth banter of her friend’s family.

      Once the dulcimer had been covered to protect it from dust, they made their way arm in arm to Sophia’s chamber. They washed their hands and checked each other’s hair for wayward strands. Collapsing onto the couch in fits of laughter tended to play havoc with a girl’s coiffure.

      Sophia suddenly frowned. “Let’s make a pact,” she said, taking hold of Kristina’s hands. “We must promise to remain friends after we marry.”

      Kristina’s throat tightened. The ongoing argument in the Halden household was about the choice of a suitable husband for her now she was seventeen. She swallowed hard. “Have your parents made arrangements for you?”

      “Nein,” Sophia replied. “They are allowing me a say in whom I marry.”

      “You’re lucky,” Kristina whispered.

      Her friend shrugged. “It’s all to do with Johann’s mother. My father was forced to marry her because they were betrothed as children. I told you she was mad, didn’t I?”

      Kristina’s heart went out to Johann. “Ja. It must be difficult for him.”

      Sophia eyed her. “It does seem to preoccupy him more and more these days, though I’m sure he has no memory of her.” She winked. “He needs a  loving wife to take his mind off it.”

      Heat rushed up Kristina’s neck and she feared her face must be as red as a winter beetroot. “Ja. Will he be at dinner tonight?” she asked, trying to sound nonchalant as she tucked a wayward lock of hair into place.

      Sophia squeezed her hand, a peculiar glint in her eye. “If you married Johann, we would be true sisters.”

      Kristina studied her feet, lest her friend discern her dismay. “He doesn’t even like me.”

      “You don’t see it, do you?” Sophia asked softly.

      “See what?”

      Sophia put her hands on her hips. “Johann is four and twenty. He has always been the most mature and thoughtful of my brothers—confident, intelligent, well-spoken. Much like Papa in fact.”

      Kristina looked into her friend’s eyes. “I agree, so⁠—”

      “He is all those things, until you enter a room. Then he turns into a stammering idiot.”

      A spark of hope flickered to life in Kristina’s heart. “Do you think he likes me?”

      Sophia shoved her. “You’re not listening. Johann is in love with you, just as you are in love with him.”

      Thrown off balance, Kristina opened her mouth to protest, but what was the point? Sophia knew her too well. “Is it so obvious?”

      “For a long time,” her friend replied. “But you have to tell him how you feel.”

      “I never know what to say. I start to sweat. Most unladylike, and, worse still, I want to throw myself at him.”

      “My mother would say that’s a sign of alchemy between soul mates.”

      Kristina gaped. “You discuss such things with your mother?”

      “Of course. My second given name is for my grandmother Agneta FitzRam, who drowned in the White Ship disaster sixteen years ago. She was very open in discussing such things with her daughters, and my mother has made sure I know what to expect when I marry.” Her face reddened. “She’s told me ways to please a man, for example, er—in the bedchamber.”

      Kristina grinned, suddenly filled with an urgent desire to learn how to please Johann. He was well muscled, broad shouldered and tall. She had grown up without brothers, but had often conjured vague images of Johann without clothes. She feared she’d never be woman enough for the man of her imagination.  “I might have to come to you for advice.”

      Sophia beamed back, a finger pressed to her lips. “It will be our secret!”
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        * * *

      

      Johann paced the hallway outside his sister’s chamber. He teetered on the verge of leaving several times, his gut churning. He might be condemning Kristina to a life of torment. The sound of female laughter eased his misgivings, but they returned in full force when the door opened and two red-faced females halted abruptly, gaping at him. His mind went blank except for an overwhelming compulsion to tuck the errant blonde curl behind Kristina’s ear.

      I’m possessed.

      Sophia was the first to recover. “What are you doing here?” she asked, her sly grin letting him know she was fully aware of the reason for his presence outside her chamber. Even his little sister recognized his infatuation.

      Kristina’s blush deepened, so perhaps it was of no importance that his own face was on fire. In fact, his entire body burned. What was it about this woman?

      “I came to escort you ladies to the parlor,” he said lamely, stiffening his shoulders.

      Sophia eyed him as though he were an imbecile, which he conceded was appropriate. “I don’t need my brother to escort me to the parlor in my own home,” she replied, “though it’s only good manners for you to accompany Kristina. I can’t imagine why it has taken you so long to think of it.”

      She swished off in a flurry of silk skirts, nose in the air.

      Kristina leaned back against the door frame, looking as nervous as he felt. “Guten abend, Johann,” she murmured shyly.

      “Good evening, Fräulein Kristina,” he replied. “Did you have a good lesson?”

      He berated himself inwardly. Her music lessons were important, and he was proud of her skill on the dulcimer, but why couldn’t he tell her of his feelings, his fears?

      The knot in his gut loosened when she beamed a big smile and he caught a trace of her perfume. He inhaled deeply. Lavendel.

      “I love lavender⁠—”

      “Meister Grigor is like a wind instrument⁠—”

      “Sorry,” they exclaimed at once.

      Emboldened by the smile, he reached for her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “I am not usually at a loss for words,” he rasped. “Only with you.”

      She pressed her warm fingers against his, ever so slightly, but didn’t withdraw them. “I have the same problem with you.”

      Encouraged by a hint of longing in her blue eyes, he said, “It’s strange. After all, we’ve known each other since we were children.”

      “But we are no longer children,” she replied in the sultry voice that never failed to arouse him. “And you’ve never kissed my hand before.”

      He itched to blurt out a request to kiss her lips, but there was the topic of madness to discuss before things went any further. “There is a matter we must speak of,” he said, sounding too desperate for his own liking.

      His heart plummeted when she looked him in the eye and whispered, “I don’t care.”

      He gaped like a fish out of water.

      “That wasn’t what I meant,” she added hurriedly. “I do care…about you.” She averted her gaze, chewing on her bottom lip. “A lot.”

      He’d dreamt many times of taking her into his embrace and begging her to become his wife, but…

      He cursed his mad mother’s legacy. Dread seeped into his veins. Kristina knew. The happiness that seemed within his reach might yet be snatched away. “You know,” he said hoarsely.

      “Ja. I’ve known for years,” she said softly. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He swayed, but caution still rooted his feet to the planked floor. “Your parents…”

      She took a step towards him. “They are snobs. The prospect of their daughter becoming a countess…” Her voice trailed off and she averted her gaze. “But I am being forward.”

      She was too close, the faint aroma of her excitement too much for his beleaguered senses. Was it possible she cared for him?

      He put his hands on her waist and drew her closer so her breasts brushed against him. He was careful to keep her away from his arousal, lest it alarm her. It was an effort to resist the temptation to brush his thumbs over her pouting nipples.

      Her eyes widened and to his great delight and relief she stood on tiptoe, curled her arms around his neck and molded her breasts to his chest. With a cat-like whimper she surrendered, thighs to thighs, belly to belly, hips to hips. He was certain she was a virgin, yet she seemed instinctively aware of what the hard flesh pressed against her signified. Perhaps his intuition that she was a woman of passion had been right. The notion did nothing to stem the need surging in his rute.

      He inhaled deeply. “I’ve wanted to hold you like this for a very long time,” he rasped.

      “Kiss me,” she whispered. “I’ve waited forever.”

      He bent his head and touched his lips to hers. Their welcoming warmth thrilled him. He nibbled her lower lip, biting gently. Still whimpering, she swayed backwards against the doorframe, pulling him with her. She opened her mouth, then flicked her tongue along his lip. He sucked it, elated when her tongue mated with his.

      His knees threatened to buckle when she in turn sucked his tongue into her mouth. He recognized in a moment of blinding clarity that this woman was his destiny. “Kristina,” he rasped when the need to breathe broke them apart, “be my wife.”

      She leaned her forehead against his. “You are the only man I have ever loved, Johann. I will marry you.”

      Despite his euphoria, doubt raised its ugly head once more, but he had to be sure she understood the risks. “God willing, our children will be whole and healthy,” he said.

      “We will love them anyway,” she whispered.

      He cupped her bottom and pressed her to his arousal, elated that doing so felt completely natural. His heart swelled with the certainty that the years ahead would be filled with closeness and trust, in and out of the bedchamber. “You are wise,” he said.

      “And patient,” she added.
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        * * *

      

      Kristina didn’t know what to expect when Johann squeezed her hand reassuringly and led her to the parlor door. She’d entered the cozy room many times before, but always as Sophia’s friend. Would the Von Wolfenbergs consider her a suitable wife for their eldest son?

      He leaned over to whisper in her ear, his warm breath sending tendrils of desire up her thighs and thence into a very private place. “They already love you,” he said, nibbling her lobe. “But not as much as I do.”

      She’d always believed Johann would be a patient and loving husband, but this was a side of him she’d only imagined. She saw him through different eyes, at once confident and overwhelmed by the certainty that he would be an ardent lover. Perhaps Sophia’s advice wouldn’t be needed. She and Johann would learn how to please each other. Now they’d admitted their feelings, the long pent-up desire seemed to be in full control of her body. Even her nipples tingled.

      Hoping the lust in her loins wasn’t apparent on her face, she entered the parlor.

      Count Dieter stood with his back to the fire. His frown disappeared when he saw them. “I see you have good news, my son,” he said to Johann with a broad smile.

      The man she loved puffed out his chest, filling her with pride. “I intend to ask Kristina’s father for permission to marry her.” He glanced at his stepmother. “If no one in this family has any objections.”

      Sophia squealed, scrambled out of her chair and hurried to embrace Kristina. “Sister,” she sobbed.

      Kristina’s throat constricted and she was in tears by the time the entire Von Wolfenberg family gathered in a happy cluster around them, all voicing their joy.

      Johann’s father kissed her on both cheeks. His stepmother hugged her, as did Lute. Kon politely brushed a kiss across her knuckles and smiled his congratulations. Sophia clung to her all the while bouncing up and down, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Lute and Kon punched Johann playfully until their father waved them away and gave his eldest son a bear hug.

      Lastly, Johann went into his teary-eyed stepmother’s open arms.

      Even the hovawarts wanted to be in on the celebration. Armond and Amara sniffed Kristina’s feet, as if something about her new standing had changed her scent. The notion sent heat rushing to her face.

      A polite cough brought everyone’s attention to Manfred. “Dinner is served,” the elderly manservant intoned.

      Count Dieter led the way into the dining room, but Johann grasped Kristina’s hand and held her back. “I should warn you,” he rasped, pulling her close so they were nose to nose. “I am quite mad.”

      She rose to the bait. “Someone has stolen your wits?”

      He chuckled. “Exactly.”
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      Kristina twirled around the chamber in the elaborate satin wedding gown. The kneeling seamstress sank back to inspect the hem.

      Perched on the edge of her bed, Sophia feigned a pout. “The blue of purity becomes you. I’m jealous.”

      “Your turn will come soon,” her best friend said with a smile.

      Sophia frowned. “You’ve been in love with my brother forever. I haven’t even met anyone I like.”

      Kristina took both her hands. “It’s true I’ve loved Johann for years, but it took your meddling to get us together.”

      Sophia grinned. “Everyone in this household has known for a long time you and Johann were meant for each other. You were both too much in love to see it!”

      “Mayhap you’ll meet someone special at the wedding,” Kristina said, preening in front of the oval mirror.

      Sophia shrugged, suddenly remembering recent unsettling news. “I wish Dukes Friedrich and Conrad Staufen weren’t coming.”

      Arms raised, Kristina stood still while the seamstress unlaced the gown’s fastenings. “That’s my parents’ doing, I’m sure. They weren’t discrete about whom they invited. My father claims the Staufen brothers have reconciled with the Emperor.”

      Sophia slid off the bed to help the servant and her apprentice lift the gown over Kristina’s head. “Perhaps they have,” she replied, “but it took a bloody war to bring that about. The Staufens can’t be happy about losing.

      “Four bitter enemies intend to be at your wedding; on the one side the Emperor and our Duke Heinrich of Saxony, on the other Friedrich and Conrad Staufen.”

      Kristina sighed resignedly, donning a day gown over her chemise. “Look on the bright side. It’s not every girl who’s honored by the presence of three dukes and a Holy Roman Emperor at her wedding.”

      Sophia tied the sash of her friend’s dress. “Emperor Lothair is obligated to come. He might not have won the throne without my father’s support.”

      Kristina nodded as the seamstresses left with the heavy gown. “Johann is very proud of your father’s role in the victories at Welfesholz and Andernach, and you have a brother who was named for the Emperor.”

      As if mention of his imperial namesake conjured him, Lute poked his head around the door after tapping lightly. “All clear?” he asked with his usual grin.

      Sophia flew at him. “You can’t come into my chamber, Luther Caedmon Von Wolfenberg.”

      He caught hold of her wagging finger. “I came because I knew you’d want to hear the good news. I saw the seamstresses leave and assumed the fitting was finished.”

      Pouting, Sophia yanked her finger out of his grip, but curiosity got the better of her. “News?”

      Fiddling with the cuffs of his tunic, Lute strutted into the chamber and pecked a kiss on Kristina’s cheek. “Are you pleased with the gown, soon-to-be-sister?”

      Kristina giggled her approval of the frock.

      Sophia fisted her hands at her sides. “I’m aware you enjoy taunting me, bruder, but what is your important news?”

      He sank down into the cushions of the settee, covered a yawn with the back of his hand, then announced, “Dukes Friedrich and Conrad aren’t coming after all.”

      Sophia and Kristina flopped down on either side of him in a flurry of skirts. “That’s a relief,” Kristina exclaimed.

      “We can’t breathe easy yet,” he replied with great seriousness. “They are sending an envoy to represent them, so Papa will still have to tread warily.”

      Kristina pouted. “As the future count, Johann will be distracted too.”

      Lute patted her hand. “Praise be to the saints I don’t have to worry about political games. Did I ever thank you for marrying my half-brother?”

      Kristina elbowed him. “A thousand times.”

      “Seriously,” he insisted. “Can you imagine me as a count? I’d be known far and wide as Graf Luther the Laughable!”

      Sophia poked him. “I’m aware Johann threatened to cede the title to you because of his fears of passing on his mother’s madness, but Kristina soon convinced him she wasn’t concerned.”

      “Exactly,” he replied with a wink and a shrug. “Johann will become graf, our saintly brother Kon will enter the priesthood, you’ll marry. As for me…”

      Sophia felt a pang of pity for her happy-go-lucky brother. “You’ll find your rightful place,” she said, linking arms with him. “Besides, the way things are, I’ll probably never marry. We’ll grow old together, two crotchety old crones.”

      Lute extricated himself from the settee, grasped her hand and pulled her up. “Nonsense. You’ll see. At the wedding you’ll have many eligible men pursuing you. You’re the only daughter of an influential graf.”

      “That’s what I told her,” Kristina said.

      Sophia chewed her bottom lip. Young men she’d never met were en route to Wolfenberg for the wedding, but the notion of a pack of suitors made her nervous. However, if one of them swept her off her feet…

      Then she chuckled. Such things only happened in the poetry of the Frankish troubadours.
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