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Sarah stiffened as the wagon jostled, and
gritted her teeth as she was smacked into the side once again. The
ropes binding her wrists and ankles chafed something dreadful, and
her back was beginning to ache from the number of times she’d been
smashed up against the wagon’s inner walls. She took a deep breath
through her nose to try and ease the headache starting between her
eyes, but it didn’t help very much.

“No’ what you expected, Cherie?” the guard
from his corner of the wagon. He looked comfortable, with his back
pressed into the corner and his feet planted wide so that he didn’t
slide all over the place. A half-eaten apple dangled from one of
his hands, and Sarah’s stomach rumbled. She hadn’t eaten in
hours.

If she could have responded to the guard,
she would have started by spitting right into his wide, pockmarked
face, but since he’d stuffed a gag in her mouth after tiring of her
constant complaints, retaliation was not an option.

In answer to his question, this was
certainly not what she’d expected. Oh, she knew not to
expect genteel manners from the French; after all, England and
France had been at each other’s throats since nearly the dawn of
time, and Sarah knew her father certainly wouldn’t have shown her
any hospitality had their situations been reversed. But as a royal
prisoner of war, Sarah had expected to be shown a little more
courtesy than being trussed up like a pig for Christmas Dinner and
shoved into the back of a wagon with little more than ruffians for
company. At the very least she’d expected to be fed more than once
a day.

But then again, perhaps the French army was
in a hurry. She certainly couldn’t blame them—after all, they had
just captured her, Princess Sarah of the House of
Plantagenet, daughter of King Edward, ruler of England, and they
were still in English territory. They probably were rushing to the
coastline as far as their legs could carry them so they could usher
her onto a ship and send her off to the mercy of King Pierre.

Sarah had certainly not expected to be taken
prisoner. She had been travelling out to one of the royal homes
located in the countryside when her carriage had been waylaid, the
driver and servants slaughtered despite the heavy guard that had
been accompanying her. From what Sarah had deduced by listening in,
these soldiers had planned this ambush for months. They had somehow
figured out when and where she was going to be and had set
everything up perfectly to catch her at her most vulnerable.

Sarah sucked in an unsteady breath—she
wasn’t afraid for herself, but for her father. There were few
people that knew, but King Edward’s health was waning, and she knew
that the war was already taking a heavy toll on his body. When news
reached him of her capture, he would undoubtedly be put under more
stress and grief than was wise for his body to handle.

She would need to find a way to escape, and
in order to do that she was going to have to trick the guards into
believing that she was docile and meek. The less resistance she had
to put up with, the easier it would be. Her father had taught her
to be nothing less than resourceful, and she would not disappoint
him. She refused to be remembered as the Princess who lost England
the war by virtue of her capture by the French.

So, instead of struggling against her gag in
a vain attempt to hurl some well-placed insults at the guard, she
lowered her lashes demurely, and then rolling onto her back to
stare up at the sky. The grey clouds were lightly smeared with pink
and red, like blood on a sheepskin, hinting of the sunset that she
was unable to see. She sighed, letting the air escape through her
nose. Her last England sunset for God knew how long, and she was
missing it completely.

It was nightfall by the time they came to a
halt. Sarah knew they had reached the shore by the tangy salt in
the air she had learned to equate with the sea since she was a
small child.

“Time to be getting off English soil,” the
guard mumbled, stretching out the ‘e’ with his thick accent. He
lumbered to his feet, then hefted her over his shoulder as though
she were nothing more than a sack of meal. Sarah sucked in an
outraged breath and then swung her legs, catching him in the
midsection with her foot. He grunted a little, and then laughed as
he gripped her legs tightly with one arm and patted her bottom with
her other hand, causing her to stiffen up.

“A feisty mademoiselle, are you not? I think
the rumors about English women being dull is not so true, eh?”

As he carried her across the sand, she
remained quiet. She certainly didn’t want to aggravate the French
so much that they decided to kill her before she even reached their
shores.

Despite her dislike for the man carrying
her, she couldn’t help but fist her hands into the back of his
shirt as he climbed the rope ladder, his muscles flexing as they
bore her weight without difficulty despite the extra strain on his
body. She thought she heard him chuckling over the sound of the
surf crashing against the ship’s planking, and gritted her teeth.
He was probably doing this to scare her deliberately—she knew there
was a perfectly good pulley they used to haul up lifeboats, which
they were doing in order to transport the loot they had made off
with after the attack on the town.

They made it up to the deck without
incident, and her would-be chauffer headed straight for the poop
deck, where she could hear several men talking. He strode over to
the helm and abruptly dumped her on the ground at the feet of two
of the men. As she glared up at them, she deduced from their
clothing that this was the Captain and First Mate.

The two men looked down at her, the First
Mate with interest, the Captain with a mixture of horror and
outrage in his eyes. His head snapped up to the guard who had
dropped her so unceremoniously and a string of unintelligible but
very irate French burst from his mouth. A heated exchange followed,
the Captain sounding downright furious, the guard defensive and
then apologetic. He knelt down and undid Sarah’s bounds, then
helped her to her feet.

Rubbing her wrists ruefully, Sarah tossed
her head, sending her mane of wheaten hair flying down her
shoulders. “For a time I thought you barbarians were never going to
let me out of these restraints.” She put on her best supercilious
airs, raising her nose into the air and managing to look down at
the Captain, who was a foot taller than her.

The Captain’s whiskered cheeks flushed
lightly, his eyes sparking, but he inclined his head slightly.
“Apologies, mademoiselle, for the harsh treatment my crew member
has given you.”

“I would accept, except I feel it would be
traitorous to accept anything less than my freedom from you.”

“Alas, that is the one thing I cannot give
you.” The Captain gave her a small, almost apologetic smile, and
Sarah blinked. She hadn’t expected him to be so… friendly? She
wasn’t sure that was the right word, but he appeared to hold no
enmity toward her despite the fact that the majority of the French
held no love for her father. “My first mate will show you to your
accommodations, where you will stay without incident for the rest
of the voyage. I do not wish to bring any harm to you, but my men
have been told to use whatever force is necessary should you try to
escape.”

“I’m afraid I’m not a very strong swimmer,
so I’ve no choice but to heed your command.” A lie, but it was
better to let them think she was as helpless as possible. The more
docile she appeared, the less the guards would pay attention to her
when the time did come for her to escape. Of course, she
would be in Pierre’s castle by then.

“Very well. The First mate will show you to
your quarters.”

 


****

 


Sarah spent the voyage in a small cabin with
no windows and a locked door. A guard brought her meals and emptied
her chamber pot three times daily, and took her out for a few
minutes a day so she could be allowed some fresh air. It was not
nearly enough, but she relished the short time she was given and
breathed in the salt air greedily, enjoying the view despite the
sweaty and smelly crewmember breathing down her neck. She’d caught
the lecherous looks from various crewmates more than once, and
tried not to shudder in revulsion at some of the particularly ugly
ones—she supposed they couldn’t help themselves, since they didn’t
see much of women while out at sea.

She spent most of her time lying on the
small, lumpy cot they had given her, alternately dozing and
plotting as she bided her time. The crewmembers were always busy
with their tasks, and the ship was hit by more than one storm
during the voyage, so she didn’t see much of anyone.

It only took three days to complete the
voyage, but by the time they’d docked in France, she was nearly
ready to chew off the door in an attempt to relieve herself of the
tedium. She’d bitten her nails to the quick and worried the threads
at her hem to extinction as she’d turned over various escape routes
and possibilities through her mind—which were admittedly not many.
She had never been to the French court, and knew little of what to
expect. How would they treat her? What would they expect of her?
Would they put her in a little cage, or into the hands of some
sadist intent on torturing her for information? The thought of the
latter had made her wonder more than once whether or not it would
be wise to simply jump overboard and take her chances with the
sea.
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