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CHAPTER ONE
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"Call her Loreley," the woman whispered, "for surely she has brought me to ruin."

She fell back on the meager workhouse bed, eyes fixed to a sight none could see. Lusty cries emerged from the infant, but her mother heard them not. One of the girls bathed the newborn. "What a tragic name for a pretty babe. The spirit of the Rhine, who calls sailors to their deaths."

On the birth records the midwife wrote:

Lora Ley Lentz

b. April 12 1872

Mittelstadt, German Empire

She wrapped the baby in a warm blanket. Rain chilled the air, and it was a long way to the orphanage.

––––––––
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When Lora was old enough, authorities sent her to a state-run residential school.

Behind the school ran a branch of the Mittelstadt River. As she grew into her teens, she often went to the shore to watch the frogs, birds and little fish, and river weeds waving lazily in the hazy sunlight below the surface.

She found a cove downstream from the old wooden bridge, with tall trees and tangled shrubs, where she could get down to her underclothes and wade into the river and the water's cool embrace.

It was well above her head in the middle. She didn't know what lay beneath the glistening surface but had an urge to walk right across, immerse herself into the cool depths, open her eyes to a strange underwater world. Walk across the river and keep right on walking. Walk until she could walk no longer.

"Lora!"

She turned, dreading a schoolteacher, and relaxed when one of her friends appeared down a faint path through the woods. Adele dodged between trees, caught her apron on overly friendly brambles and cursed.

Lora chuckled. She sat on a smooth warm rock, shoes and stockings cast aside, and wriggled her toes in the water. In the clear shallows, tadpoles tickled her feet, soft as silk.

Panting, Adele plopped beside her on the rock, apron hem ripped and bonnet askew. Wayward blonde curls clung to her flushed neck.

"Put your feet in the water," said Lora. Her eyes twinkled deep blue. "It will cool you down."

"Just for a sec." She looked around. "You'll get me in trouble."

"No one ever comes here." Lora helped Adele out of her ankle boots and before long they sat together dangling their feet in the river. Curious minnows lingered on the edge of vision. "Want to go swimming?"

"Ick no." Adele made a face.  "There are weird things in there."

"Fish and tadpoles?"

"Remember Berthe who vanished this spring? Into the river."

"Maybe she just ran away. It's a tempting idea."

"Don't talk like that."

"Why not? It's true." Lora stretched and lay back on the rock, closing her eyes. A wry smile lingered on her lips. "We haven't much to look forward to, have we?"

"Better than some girls," said Adele. She nudged Lora. "Don't get too familiar with that rock. We have an appointment at three."

Lora squinted at the sun. It was just after one. "What appointment? Sacrificial selection?"

"The committee chooses girls for employment."

"Oh, today's the day. Well, I don't want to go."

"You said you don't like it here. If you're chosen you live at your employer's house."

"Won't like it there neither."

"Either. No wonder Frau Krasp's always after you."

"She thinks grammar's a religion."

"Helps secure a good position."

Lora sat up, briefly dizzy. "As a scullery girl or housemaid!"

"Well, what do you want? Be born into money or be happy if someone takes you on." Adele pulled her feet from the water, shaking off the drops. The hot sun would quickly dry her legs.

"I'd rather be a prostitute. At least I could work my own hours."

Adele laughed. "Sure, until you get pregnant and syphilis."

Lora began to unbutton her dress. "Unlace this corset, will you?" She swept her long hair forward and looked over her shoulder at Adele.

"What are you doing?" her friend cried.

Lora clicked her tongue. "Just want to jump in the water a minute. It's so hot."

"But the committee ... "

"Plenty of time. Hurry up!"

Adele pulled the laces. "And then come back to the school right away. Promise!"

Lora shrugged. "Sure." She wriggled out of the corset and petticoat and stood in her chemise and bloomers, twisting her long auburn hair into a topknot. "You have any pins?"

"Nothing that will hold up that mop. Want your bonnet?" It lay by the rock.

Lora let her hair fall loose. "Never mind." She stepped onto a rock shelf and the water murmured round her ankles, then down to the sandy river bottom, where it came up to her knees, dampening the edge of her bloomers. She smiled at Adele, and walked into the river.

––––––––
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Max and Marcus crawled under the wooden bridge, a routine check for rust and decay. It was a job they could count on each year. The river wound around town, flowing into various streams and bays, and beneath four bridges. This one went to the girls' school and as such was dubbed the School Bridge.

Max nudged his friend and pointed upstream. "Look at that."

Marcus blinked. The sun turned the water into liquid gold, and walking into the brilliance was a girl. Water swirled and sparkled around her hips, then her waist, as each measured step took her deeper into the river. The water lifted her long hair, sunshot with copper. "What's she doing?" Marcus whispered.

"Probably one of the girls from the school." Max nodded up toward the road.

"But she's beautiful! Why is she walking into the river?"

"Hot today. She's probably truant."

"Well, I won't tell on her."

"Me neither," said Max. "Makes the work all the more pleasant, don't you think?"

The girl's hair floated around her as the water reached her chest.

"Max," said Marcus in alarm, "you don't think she means to drown herself, do you?"

Only her head and shoulders were above the surface now. Weeds caressed her legs and warm river silt oozed between her toes. She hadn't meant to do it, but now she couldn't stop. She heard Adele squeal at her from the shoreline but the sound was distant, unreal.

Water lapped her chin. The sun blazed. She took a breath. Her eyes, dreamy, saw the wavelets rise and shimmer as they closed over her nose, then her eyes fell shut and the water traveled up to her forehead, and still she walked, until it finally closed over her head, and her underclothes drifted around her like river plants, and her long hair flowed with the languid current. Gently, she opened her eyes.

Sunlight slanted rays of gold into the clear green water around her. Flecks of silt and plankton swirled together and winked in the light. Water plants waved, a hidden forest of tendrils and leaves. A large bass darted by, and she smiled.

Her chest hurt as her lungs clamored for air, but she wanted to see more of this underwater realm. She turned in slow motion and noticed a shape tangled in the water weeds. It moved back and forth with the river's drift. Lora swam toward toward it.

As the current turned the thing, a face stared at her with holes for eyes. Fingers like claws extended, ribbons of flesh peeling from bones to flutter down into the depths of the green river.

Lora opened her mouth to scream and it filled with water. The river bottom fell away beneath her feet. She choked in panic, and pushed upward as hard as she could, arms thrashing, and her hand broke the surface. Someone shrieked, from far away.

Her ears throbbed. Her lungs screamed in pain. She swallowed water and her eyes blurred. Her pulse pounded through her body and she began to sink again, and her hand slipped below the surface as she lost the will to raise it.

She barely felt the fingers encircling her wrist, the strong arm around her waist, pulling her up from the depths. She must have lost consciousness. Next thing she knew she was lying on the forest floor, spewing out mouthfuls of water, with a man astride her midriff and three anxious faces staring down at her.

"She'll be okay," said the man with a thankful smile, sliding off her.

"Oh, Lora!" Adele threw her arms around her friend and lay next to her, stroking her wet hair. "Don't ever do that again!"

"What happened?" she said hoarsely.

"Just rest," said the man. "I'm Marcus." He rose, gave a little bow and indicated his companion. "This is Max."

"Marcus jumped in and saved you," said Adele. "They were working under the bridge."

"Oh," said Lora in a small voice. "Thank you." She should have looked more closely before wading into the water. If she'd seen the men she wouldn't have done it.

And she wouldn't have seen -

Alarmed, she struggled to sit up. Adele helped her. "Lora, take it easy. What's wrong?"

"Berthe," she breathed. "I found her."

––––––––
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They pulled the remnants of the girl's body out of the river on the far shore. Bloated, discolored, staring without eyes, it lay a lump of sodden flesh in a tattered shroud. The girls were confined to the school but several crammed up against a third floor window, whence they could witness the grisly find.

Frau Krasp the Headmistress identified the body. She shielded her eyes with a gloved hand, tottered as if to faint, and nodded vaguely. A gentleman offered an arm to steady her.

"You see," Lora hissed, "it's Berthe. I told you." She'd dressed hurriedly, pulling her dry clothes over damp chemise and bloomers, and now she was clammy and uncomfortable. Wet stains appeared in patches.

"But what happened?" whispered Monika.

"Did she drown?" said Gretchen.

"Was she murdered?" said Inga.

"Was it nixies?" came a small voice, as one of the younger girls joined the group.

"Nixies! Go on, Elsie." Scattered laughter.

"You don't believe that, do you?" said Lora.

"They pull you in and drown you," Elsie insisted.

"Just stories to frighten little girls," said Adele and made a sudden menacing move. The girl jumped back with a shriek and laugh.

Monika turned from the window. "Sh! It's not funny."

"No," said Lora with a shiver. "It's not."

"You almost drowned too," said Elsie. "In almost the same place. You sure it wasn't nixies?"

Lora shook her head. "I almost drowned when I saw - " she waved a hand toward the distant scene "- that, floating in front of me, and I swallowed water and panicked." She rolled her eyes. "So call me stupid. But I didn't see no nixies."

"Any," said Adele.

"Any what?"

"Nixies."

"Didn't see none."

Adele sighed.

"Lora Ley Lentz!" The girls turned as one, guilty for being caught. Frau Schmidt wasn't interested in their subterfuge. She crooked a finger. "Lora. Come with me. The police want to talk to you."

Lora groaned.

Frau Schmidt sniffed. "Better change first. You're soaked and smell like river muck."

"Not as much as Berthe," Lora muttered, as she headed for the stairs.

"I beg your pardon?"

"Nothing."

In the room shared with another girl, Hilde, she stripped off her wet clothes with relief, and put on dry underwear. A gray day dress ensemble hung in her closet, and another in brown. The school had no official uniform but frowned on flashy colors. gray it was.

Frau Schmidt helped her with the chemise and corset and Lora tied the excess laces in front; then, her overskirt, smock apron and bonnet. Her waist-length hair was frazzled and tangled, and she shoved it up under the bonnet. Later she'd spend torturous hours combing out the knots, but now time was ticking.

"Let me," said Frau Schmidt, who had a flair for such things. She pulled a couple of thick strands of hair from beneath the bonnet, made a center part, tucked the rest up and turned Lora to the plain oval mirror. "There, now you look almost like a respectable young lady."

"I'm perfectly respectable."

"Yes." Frau Schmidt pursed her lips. "Let's go, we've kept Officer Reiker waiting long enough. Remember him?"

"Um ... " Her footsteps slowed. "Maybe he's been waiting too long. Maybe he left."

That shred of hope flew away when Frau Schmidt opened the front sitting room door. Reiker paced back and forth on the braid rug, and stopped when he saw them. "Come in, ladies. Come in." As if it were his sitting room. "Fräulein Lora Ley Lentz," he said with a smile, "why am I not surprised to find you in the midst of this?"

Lora fell into an overstuffed chair and waved a hand. "What do you want, Reiker?"

"Lora! Your manners," gasped Frau Schmidt.

At the same time Reiker laughed and said, "Charming, as always. Just a few questions."

Frau Schmidt seated herself. A young lady should never be alone with a gentleman, even the police. She nodded at Reiker to continue. What was his first name? Horst? That was it.

"What do you want to know?" said Lora. "I went swimming. There it - she was. That's all."

Reiker pulled a notebook from his inside pocket, stained black with ink where his fountain pen leaked. Lora giggled. He threw the pen into a bucket, sat at the desk and dipped a quill into ink. He scratched the date at the top of the page. August 08 1887.

"How old are you now, Fräulein Lentz?"

"Fifteen," she said. "Why?"

"You'll soon be taking a position, I assume."

Lora shrugged. There wasn't much room for debate.

Reiker looked at her in silence for a moment, then scribbled something down. He changed the subject. "So, what encouraged you to go swimming?"

"It was hot. It's still hot."

"Why there?"

"Why do you think? Privacy." Irritated, she scuffed her shoes on the rug. "I didn't know those guys were working under the bridge."

"Guys?"

"Merde, didn't anyone tell you anything?"

Frau Schmidt shook a finger. "Don't swear, Lora! Even in French." She turned to Reiker. "I'm afraid they were sent away. Headmistress doesn't approve of unmarried men on the premises ... unless," she hasted to add, "they're here in an official capacity. Such as yourself." She smiled and blinked her eyes at Reiker. "Their names were ... " she thought for a moment and shook her head.

"Marcus and Max," said Lora. "Marcus jumped in and saved me."

Reiker wrote it down. "Last names?" he asked without hope.

"How should I know? Find out. That's your job."

Frau Schmidt shot her a look for disapproval.

"Indeed it is," he said, "and I shall. Meantime, tell me. How well did you know Berthe?"

"She's - she was - a year ahead of me in school. So not very well. Can I go now?"

Reiker gave her his most professional smile. "Indulge me, Fräulein."

An inkling of dread crept into her bones.

"When she disappeared we searched that river. We covered the whole area downstream from the bridge. How did you know exactly where she was?"

"I didn't! I opened my eyes underwater and saw her. That's when I almost drowned."

Reiker wrote some more. He looked Lora in the eye. "Tell me about the fight you had with Berthe ... the day before she disappeared."

The feeling of dread increased. Her heart pounded. "We didn't ... we didn't have a fight," she whispered.

"That's not what I hear. Wasn't it some minor dispute over housekeeping duties that escalated into violence?"

"Okay, yes, we did have a fight. It was stupid and we forgot about it. And it wasn't violence, I just ... just pushed her, that's all."

"Shoved her hard enough to knock her down."

Lora crossed her arms. "Not my fault she's fragile."

"Fräulein Lentz, you've been in trouble before. Truancy. Sneaking out of school. Writing rude sayings on public walls. Starting a fire in a privy. Stealing."

"Stealing? I picked an apple from a tree."

"In a private orchard."

"Well I didn't know it was -"

"While shirking school duties."

"A lot of people do it," she said with a toss of her head. "That farmer's miserly and mean. He didn't have to report me."

"Nonetheless. It's on your record, Fräulein, along with everything else."

She crossed her arms. "Well I did it only the once. You act like I'm a hardened criminal."

"Is that your goal in life?"

She huffed in disbelief, and didn't answer.

"So," said Reiker. "After attacking Berthe you handed her an olive branch."

"Well I didn't mean to hurt her. So yes, I asked if she wanted to go swimming down by the commons riverbank. We're allowed there, you know. Once our chores are done. She was supposed to meet me at the bridge but she never showed up." Lora shivered. "Til today."

Reiker nodded and wrote more. He glanced up. "So, you were on the bridge with Berthe - "

"No! She didn't show up. I thought she was still angry."

"That's your story?"

"That's what happened." Why so many questions, she thought. To make me incriminate myself? "I had nothing to do with her death."

Reiker looked surprised. "Didn't say you did."

"Can I go?"

He inclined his head. "Certainly, Fräulein Lentz. I have enough information for now."

Without a glance at Reiker, who rose cordially, or Frau Schmidt, Lora stood, smoothed her smock apron and departed with as much haste as possible while still being cool.

As the heavy wooden door closed behind her, Reiker turned to Frau Schmidt. "Be sure she doesn't leave the premises. I'll need to talk to the other girl. What's her name?"

"Adele," said Frau Schmidt. "Adele Kempler. They're best friends." She reached for a bell pull. "I'll send someone to get her."

––––––––
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Late afternoon light glowed through the small leaded glass window. With her wire hairbrush, Adele tugged gently on a matted knot. Lora's thick auburn hair was a mess from top to bottom.

"Try my comb," said Lora's roommate, Hilde. "Do you have pomade?"

"You know we're not allowed beauty products," said Lora.

"Yes," said Hilde. "Do you have some?"

Lora sighed. "Third drawer of my nightstand. In the box marked Menstrual Aids."

"I'll get it," said Adele.

Among the three of them the girls patiently began to smooth out the knots and tangles. As they worked, Lora asked Adele, "Did Reiker talk to you?"

She nodded.

"Me too," said Hilde.

Alarmed, Lora said, "What did he want?"

Adele and Hilde glanced at each other.

"Not much," said Adele. "He asked what happened and I told him you walked into the river and found the ... uh, corpse. He asked about the fight you had with Berthe."

Lora frowned. "It was nothing. Ow!" as Hilde tugged too hard.

"Sorry," Hilde said, smoothing more pomade into the knot. "He asked me the same thing. And what you're like as a roommate." She grinned. "I said you snore all night and sing all day."

Lora laughed. "I do not snore."

"Maybe not all night. And I do like your singing. You have a pretty voice. I can't sing a note."

"You can sing a flat one," said Adele, and Hilde threw a cushion at her.

The girls laughed, then grew quiet.

Hilde said, "He asked me if you were ... you know ... bad tempered."

Lora sniffed. "I have no patience for fools like him, that's all. Does he think me mad?"

"We know you're mad." Hilde smiled briefly, then sighed. "I can't say what he thinks."

"He asks an awful lot of questions."

"He's paid to ask questions."

"True. But he asks them about me. And he knows things, too. He was asking questions before he even talked to me."

"Ahhh," said Adele, running her fingers through a section of thick rippling hair slick with pomade, finally freed from a tangle of knots.

Lora raised her hand to touch it. "Oh, that's so much better. You're both angels." She grinned. "Only ninety-nine more knots to go."

"We're getting there, said Adele. "I'm tempted just to cut all this hair off."

"Don't you dare!" cried Lora. "Took years to grow this long."

"It's gorgeous," said Hilde, who had natural curls of gold.

"It's too dark and medieval," said Lora. "Yours is prettier."

"If you want blonde we could put ammonia on it," said Adele.

Lora gasped. "Remember Tania who did that once? All her hair fell out."

"True. But it grew in a lighter shade. Didn't it?"

"No thanks," said Lora. "Anyway I've been combing in lemon juice, and the sun gives it highlights."

"Oh yes," said Adele, "it was like copper when you went into the river."

Her words hung in the air.

"You're not going out tonight, are you?" Hilde said.

Lora's eyes sparkled. "Of course I'm going."

"After all that's happened? You're supposed to stay here. You'll be in so much trouble!"

Lora smiled. "Only if I get caught."

––––––––
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Max and Marcus finished for the day. By the time they unhitched the team, groomed, fed, watered the heavy horses and turned them loose in pasture, the sun dipped near the horizon.

"Dinner?" said Max. They were at his place, having a beer. Marcus lived further down the road, in town. From just outside came the squealing of kids and their mother's voice in soft firm tones. Max said, "Anika can lay an extra place."

"Thanks, but I'm expected home for dinner," said Marcus. "Dad has something to say."

"He hasn't griped at you for a while. He's due."

"Maybe he plans to kick me out," Marcus said hopefully. "I'm nineteen, after all. I wouldn't mind a place of my own. Nothing fancy, just ... " he shrugged. "They get on my nerves sometimes. Dad treats me like a baby."

Max patted him on the back. "They all do that. I've got a wife and three kids and my mother still asks if I wash my neck. Tell them you saved a girl's life today, that might earn you some dignity."

"Yes. I wonder how she's doing."

Max shrugged. "Guess she had a scare but she'll be all right."

Marcus nodded and knocked back the rest of his beer. He got to his feet. "I'd better go. Thanks for the hospitality, Max."

"Anytime. Let me know what happens."

Marcus stepped into the golden light of late afternoon. He waved to Anika and the kids. As he walked toward home, he thought of Lora Ley and this day of strange adventures.

Would he see her again? He and Max had left the school in haste as a schoolmistress shooed them away like a pair of flies with their noses in the sugar bowl.

The road broadened into a street lined with graceful elm trees. In the distance Marcus saw lamplighters starting their rounds. A pretzel vendor called to passersby. Boys swept the streets. Squirrels scampered. Life hummed around him.

And he could think only of that girl.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Lora rubbed cooking oil into the window hinges and unhooked the latch. The window swung open without a sound. She dropped to the ground. She'd done this many times before and made sure the lawn was earthy soft and free of potentially cracking sticks beneath the window. Her heart hammered with excitement as she hurried along the side of the building, holding her skirts down so as not to rustle.

The bridge was the challenge. Painted white, it drew the eye at night. And if a cart came along with lights there was nowhere to hide. Fortunately it wasn't well traveled after dark because it led to the school. The night shift was already in, and no one expected visitors.

She had to be quiet and fast. She slipped into the shadow of a wooden beam. The river was silver smooth beneath the bridge. Frogs sang greetings to the night. A splash in the midst of the river made rippling circles.

Like a fleeting thought she skimmed across the bridge, familiar with the beams and boards and telltale creaks. On the far side she scurried down a dirt embankment and into the shadow of the big old oak stretching friendly branches forth. Strong arms encompassed her and she started to scream then saw it was Wolf, and they sank together laughing beneath the tree. His dark blond hair fell over his face. He pushed it aside and regarded her with glittering green eyes.

"You made it." He hugged her.

"Almost didn't," she whispered as she wrapped her arms around her neck.

"Why?" He kissed her. "What happened?"

"Let's go somewhere." She nuzzled against his shoulder, loving the feel of him, the vibration in his chest when he spoke.

"Sure. Down by the river?"

She drew back in alarm. "No!"

Wolf raised an eyebrow. Lora was white as marsh mallow, her eyes haunted in the darkness. "Okaaay. How bout that bush lot where we made the campfire?"

He sensed her relief.

"Perfect," she said.

He grinned, teeth flashing white in the night, and helped her to her feet. The bush lot was down a deer path, and after a short walk the vegetation thinned into a small clearing. The charred remnants of their last fire lay scattered in the dirt. Wolf nudged them with his foot.

"I'll get more firewood," he said. "You can open this." From his leather satchel he pulled a bottle of Pinot Noir and a couple of chipped ceramic cups. Lora took the bottle with an eager smile. "I don't have a corkscrew ... here." He handed her his pocket knife. His name was carved on one side in curly script. "Wait til you see what else I got."

"What?"

"Let's get the fire going first." He slipped into the trees and rustled about. Lora heard a hefty crack of wood. She sat on the log beside the fire pit, put her tongue between her teeth and started working on the cork in the weak glimmer of moonlight. The knife was sharp and by the time Wolf returned with wood, she'd carved out the stopper and begun pouring the wine.

Soon the fire crackled merrily and they sat together in its ruddy glow. "Prost," said Wolf. They clinked cups and drank. "Full bodied with a complex bouquet, from the finest vineyards in Burgundy."

Lora laughed. She took off her bonnet and used both hands to shake out her long tresses. She'd combed the pomade through evenly, and her hair gleamed all the way past her waist. Wolf reached out and stroked its rippling length, his fingers gliding through the lush strands.

"Good wine," she said.

"Should be. I liberated it from one of the best cellars in town." He slipped an arm around her waist, and Lora nestled closer to him. "And ... " he held up a small tin, "some of my roommate's prescription. You roll it like a cigarette or put it in a pipe."

"Weed?" she clapped her hands.

"You get the prize, sweetheart. Don't have a pipe, hope I remembered papers." He stood up and patted his pockets. "Yeah." He sat down and began to roll, awkwardly because he didn't smoke cigarettes. Lora lit the joint with a stick from the fire, inhaled and collapsed into a coughing fit.

Wolf rescued her wine before it spilled, and set it aside. "You okay?" He sank down beside her. She waved a hand and coughed some more. Wolf grinned. "Don't take so much at once."

"Right." She held it tentatively to her lips and inhaled. It was sharp and sweet like cut hay, and burned into her lungs.

They talked and drank and laughed and Lora realized she was high only when her legs wobbled on the way to the bushes for an interlude of discretion. When she returned she giggled and fell into Wolf's arms. He kissed her mouth, gentle and teasing. A familiar tingle darted through her, vibrant, urgent. She loved his closeness, the warmth and scent of him. He rolled on top of her and nipped her neck.

"So what about it," he breathed as he pressed against her thigh.

"I dunno," she sighed.

"Come on, Lora. We've been going out three weeks. You want me to wait forever?" He began to unbutton his shirt. The firelight flickered on his chest and she fell in love all over again.

"But it's too soon."

"What, too soon? The age of consent is fourteen. You're fifteen. So ... ?"

Lora sat up to answer, but her words dwindled when she saw the flicker of light through the trees, and heard footsteps approach through the underbrush. "Someone's coming," she hissed.

Wolf jumped up. Through the trees came the muzzle of a very large shotgun. Carrying the shotgun was an angry grizzled farmer. Lora groaned inside. The farmer set down the lantern without taking his eyes off them, and leveled the shotgun.

"Just what I thought," he said. "You rotten kids, think you can just party it up on someone else's property? Not mine, that's for sure." The fire flared briefly as he peered at Lora. "So it's you. The apple thief."

She didn't know what to say. Her thoughts came from far away.

Wolf held up his hands and smiled. "Very sorry, mein Herr. We'll just put the fire out and -"

"Not likely," snorted the farmer. "I'm sick of you kids stealing apples and starting fires, doing who knows what depraved acts of lust on my property. My cart's just at the road and we'll all go for a nice ride to town to see the police. Maybe they can explain things better than me." He gestured with the shotgun. "Put out that fire. You carry the light, girl."

Lora looked at Wolf. He nodded. "Best do as he says." With his foot he scattered the embers.

She picked up the lantern. A candle burned within, swimming in melted wax.

"Let's go," said the farmer. "You know the way."

Lora turned and hurled the lamp at him. He tried to avoid it but wasn't fast enough, and the gun muzzle jerked up and the lamp shattered against it. The farmer shrieked as hot wax hit him in a rain of burning globules. The shotgun fired into the night. For a moment she just stared, then Wolf grabbed her hand and propelled her into action. They ran through the trees, grabbed by wayward twigs, scratched by brambles, seized by prickly burrs. Wolf pulled her and she ran blindly, a hand raised to protect her face from slashing branches. They emerged not far from the farmer's cart. A patient horse blinked at them.

"Come on!" Wolf leapt atop the cart and helped her aboard. He flicked the reins. The horse ambled genially. He flicked the reins again, while Lora looked back, knowing they'd left the farmer behind but expecting him to appear at any moment. "Move it, horse," Wolf snapped and slapped the reins. The horse accelerated to a lethargic trot.

Finally they reached the bridge, and drove past to a country side road and an old tangled vacant lot. There Wolf stopped the horse and helped Lora from the cart.

She was shaking. He held her. "Shhh."

Frogs croaked. They were near the river.

She tried to hold back her tears but they came anyway and wet the front of his shirt. He stroked her hair. Where was her bonnet? He rolled his eyes. Great. They'd left it at the fire. Along with his knife, the wine and evidence of their presence so obvious even the police couldn't fail to find it.

Wolf unhitched the horse. It wandered to the nearest grassy patch and grazed. At the rear of the lot the weeds were high and thick. Wolf and Lora made a place to sit down. The grasses were over their heads. No one could see them from the road.

Lora sniffled. "We're doomed."

"Cheer up, darling." He put a hand under her chin and smiled into her eyes. "We'll think of something. We can get out of this."

Fresh tears began. "Wolf, you don't understand!"

She told him about her midday dip in the river, the horror of finding the body underwater, the intrusive arrogance of Officer Reiker. When she finished, he was silent.

"Well," he said finally, "that sure beats my day."

"What are we going to do?"

"We're both screwed," said Wolf. "You're already in trouble, I'm on probation. By tomorrow morning all the authorities will know and we'll both be shoveling crap at reform school in different towns."

She clung to him as if he were the only reality. "We could run away. Go north. Anywhere. We could take the farmer's cart. One more crime doesn't matter now."

"That horse moves like a stoned tortoise. Maybe I can trade it for a faster one." He hugged her and kissed her mouth. "Don't let it make your blue eyes red, babe."

"I have a little money saved," she said. "From the school allowance. Not enough for a place of our own but we could share with someone else."

"We'll have to," said Wolf. "Cities are overwhelmed with people from the land. Sometimes three families live in row houses too small for one. Landlords make a killing."

"Just for a little while. We'll find work," she enthused. "Save up and get our own place. Even if it's a dump."

"Your beauty would turn any dump into a palace," he said.

She kissed him. "Flatterer."

"It's true. You drive me crazy, you know?"

"Not a long drive," she teased.

He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. In his strong embrace she felt safe, as if all this trouble would disappear like magic. He stroked her hair. "Think you can go back to the school? Get your stuff?"

"I don't have much. A change of clothes ... ugly brown thing ... guess I'll need that. And of course the money."

"Once we're settled," said Wolf, "I'll buy you a dress every color of the rainbow. Skirts and hats and jackets too. And jewels to match. You're my princess."

She smiled and gazed into his eyes. "I love you, Wolf."

"I love you too, babe."

Had it been only three weeks since they first met? She felt they'd known each other forever. He made her feel special. As an orphan she knew little of love. Already she could not imagine life without him.

It was almost midnight when Wolf tethered the horse to a tree and walked Lora back to the bridge. She gazed across with trepidation at the school rising up against the night sky. Her home for so many years. She wouldn't even think of it again. But she'd miss her friends.

Resolve grew within her. What was to be would be. Imagine the big bustling cities of the north. She knew only this mid-sized town, and had taken a few trips to Frankfurt. Adventure was waiting to happen. She lifted her chin. "I'll pack and get out again fast."

Wolf nodded. "Wait for you by the oak." He squinted at his pocket watch in the darkness. "We'll have to go to town. When the bars close we could make a good trade for that horse." He looked around. "You know, I could do this faster myself. Can you hide at the school and sneak out with the shift change at dawn?"

She shook her head. "What if they already know? That farmer could have gone to the police by now."

"Maybe, but you know they'll wait til morning. A couple of kids like us aren't worth chasing around at this time of night."

"True. They probably have a dice game going."

"And you know Reiker wants the job. He starts early but we'll be gone, like that!" he snapped his fingers.

"I won't sleep all night," she said, and hugged him again. Then she ran across the bridge, her footsteps light, and up the embankment to the school.

––––––––
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"It's about time!" whispered Hilde as Lora eased through the window. Lora tugged her skirt free of a snag and landed inside without a sound.

"I had to cover for you," said Hilde. "Headmistress came to check. Told her you took a sleeping draught."

Lora glanced at the lumpy shape beneath her blankets. "Can't believe she fell for it."

"Me neither. See that clump of hair we had to cut out earlier? I kind of tucked it in where your head might be. My mind's been going in circles. Where were you?"

Lora hesitated. How much did Hilde need to know? "Oh ... just with Wolf." She reached under her bed and pulled out her battered leather suitcase. From the wardrobe she took her brown daytime ensemble, an extra petticoat, bloomers and corset, a demure bonnet of indeterminate color. From the third drawer of her dresser she got a tin marked "Hemorrhoid Ointment" with close to sixty Marks inside. Enough for a couple of months if they were lucky. Swiftly, she pinned up her hair.

"You're running away," said Hilde.

Lora looked at her sharply.

"Don't worry, I won't tell anyone. But why?"

"The more I tell you, the more you have to hide. Best not to say nothing."

"Do you need help?"

Lora wrestled with her bulging suitcase. "Yes. Sit on this." Hilde sat on the case while Lora forced the clasps into place. They barely held.

The money wasn't much. Lora thought of the silver in the locked glass cabinets downstairs. The silver came out only for special guests. Would anyone miss a salad fork, a couple of knives? She could easily tuck them into her skirt pockets or under her bodice.

"Be right back," she said as Hilde wrung her hands and started to speak. Lora slipped into the corridor. Dark and quiet, that moody feeling when everyone has gone to bed but the night watch, when eerie shadows whispered round the rooms.

Her steps made no noise on the thin rug as she crept toward the curving wood stairway and down the stairs. The silver cabinet was in the parlor, just quick run down the hallway. The parlor door creaked and she stopped stock still, holding her breath as the pounding of her pulse subsided. Then she gave a silent sigh of relief and slipped into the room.

She peered through the beveled glass panes of the cabinet, but it was too dark to see. What could she carry with ease? Cutlery ... maybe the small gravy dish. The little doors were locked but Lora didn't pause. Wolf had taught her to pick a lock.

She removed a pin from her hair, bent it and inserted it sideways into the cabinet lock, a flimsy piece of work that would probably break with a sharp tug anyway. She was satisfied to hear a faint click, and the cabinet door swung open.

In haste she took the soup ladle and gravy dish and a couple of knives. Clutching them to her chest she started to close the door.

A light flared and she shrieked, turning in panic to stare into the unpleasant face of the night manageress, Frau Schweiger. The woman bent over her with forbidding bulk and grabbed Lora's arm. The silver made a terrible racket as it tumbled to the floor.

Lora opened her dry mouth but could think of nothing to say anyway. She closed it with a snap. Frau Schweiger pulled her to her feet. Lora twisted out of her grasp.

"Get to your room, little thief," the manageress thundered. "We'll discuss this in the morning."

She ushered Lora up the stairs and along the hallway, and pushed her into her room. Hilde clapped a hand to her face and sat heavily on her bed.

The night manageress glanced at the swollen leather suitcase. "Planning a trip, I see. Things do not always go as planned, do they?" She looked at Hilde. "Are you in on this, Fräulein?"

"She doesn't know," said Lora.

Hilde shook her head in agreement.

"You'll have to sleep in one of the guest rooms. This girl is detained until morning. Go on, hurry up!"

Hilde pulled on her dressing gown, snatched a few necessities and scooted out. Frau Schweiger closed the window fully, latched it and put a hand on her hefty hip. "Now listen to me, Fräulein. There will be a security watch under the window and outside this door tonight. Any more problems from you and I'll chain you to the bed like a beast. Understood?"

Lora sank onto the bed and nodded, studying the scuffed hardwood floor. What could she say? What could she do? Caught red-handed. Enough to send her to a rehabilitation facility. Jail. Pray it would only be reform school.

Frau Schweiger hefted the suitcase off the bed with one hand. When Lora tried to protest she snapped, "Sure, and let you hide whatever else you've stolen." She jabbed a finger at Lora. "You're in a lot of trouble, young lady."

She slammed the door behind her as she left. Lora heard the rattle of her enormous ring of iron keys. Frau Schweiger had a key for every door in the school. One of them turned in the lock, and Lora buried her face in her hands. What have I done, she silently cried. Almost set a man on fire. Stole a horse and buggy. Caught stealing silver. Caught trying to flee. The prime suspect in an unsolved drowning. Locked up like a career criminal. How did it all go wrong?

I just wanted a swim.

She took Hilde's comb from the dressing table. Hers was packed in the suitcase. As she combed through her long lush hair she began to sing. Earthy and ethereal all at once. She closed her eyes and let the sound envelop her. Vibrations soothed her mind, taking her into a whirl of bright tones and sultry depths.

It was her only escape.

Out in the corridor, the security guard leaned against a scuffed wood column. He listened to the captivating tones, and drifted in and out of dreams.

True to her words, Lora Ley did not sleep at all that night.

––––––––
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Dawn brought apathetic light.

She hurt all over.

Would Wolf be waiting for her even now? Wondering if she'd changed her mind, got scared?

If only I could be with him, she thought. In his arms, everything seems right.

Time dragged.

At 8:03 by the battered mantle clock, the key turned in the lock and the door swung open. She took a step back.

"Come on," the security guard said. "Frau Krasp wants to see you."

Lora shuddered. The Headmistress opted for governance through fear. "Is Reiker there?"

"I was told to bring you to her office. I'm not paid enough to know anything else."

Reiker would be there. With a shiny new fountain pen. Gloating. She was sure he already had the background stories. Did they know about Wolf? And the angry farmer? Or just the silver she tried to purloin? So stupid, she thought, taking that chance. Now I've lost everything.

"C'mon, Lora," said the guard. He gave her a look of pleading. "Don't give me trouble."

She sighed. "All right, Matt. Guess I owe you that." He'd covered for her more than once. There was nothing he could do now but follow orders. She went with him into the corridor, down the sweeping staircase and into the West Wing where Frau Krasp kept her offices. Voices came through the door. Before Lora could hear what they said, Matt turned the bell knob and a rattly chime sounded. The voices inside fell silent.

"Come," said the imperious tone of Frau Krasp.

She sat behind an enormous cherry wood desk polished to a sleek glow. From the golden leather chair beside the desk, Officer Reiker rose and inclined himself slightly as Lora entered. She ignored him and curtsied to the Headmistress.

Lora kept her eyes lowered. Meeting the eye of Frau Headmistress Krasp could be cause for war. Frau Krasp nodded curtly to the security guard. "You may stay by the door." To Lora she said, "Fräulein Lentz, be seated." She gestured to a hard wooden chair in front of the desk.

The chair wobbled slightly as Lora sat. Her feet didn't quite reach the floor. Making the accused uncomfortable was a common tactic of the police. She hooked her heels behind the chair rung. Not what a lady would do, but what did it matter?

Frau Krasp tapped her fingertips together. "Lora Ley, how long have you been with us?"

"Don't know," she said.

Frau Krasp snapped, "Look at me when I speak to you. Don't mumble at the floor."

Lora lifted her chin and fixed her smoky blue eyes on the thunderous face of Lady Doom. "I don't know," she repeated.

"Almost twelve years," said the face. "Your mother died in a workhouse giving you life. You came here from the orphanage when you were four. And in all those years, Lora Ley, the state has fed and clothed you, educated you, given you options so you needn't end up in the workhouse yourself. Yes?"

She nodded.

"Answer."

She shifted on the hard wooden chair. "Yes, Ma'am."

"And how do you pay us back? With the gratitude and humility befitting your station? Oh, no. Sneaking out after dark. Consorting with boys. Drinking. Drugs. Trespassing. Lighting fires. Attacking an honest farmer! He has burns on his hands. Stealing a horse and cart."

"Not much of a horse," said Lora.

The Headmistress stared at her for a moment. Did Lora not understand the gravity?

Reiker cleared his throat. "We caught your boyfriend by the bridge. Seems he traded that horse for a fast trotter."

Lora's eyes widened.

Reiker flipped through his smudged notes. "A certain Wolfgang Weber, yes?"

She half rose in alarm and almost fell as her heels jammed into the chair rung. So much for looking calm and collected. She extricated her feet. "Where is he?" she cried. "What have you done with him?"

Reiker snorted. "Just be thankful people under eighteen can't be tried in adult court anymore. That boy has a list of crimes a Prussian mile long."

"It was me," she blurted. "It was all me. I threw the lamp. I stole the wine and drugs. I lit the fire. It was my idea. I stole the farmer's horse and cart. I did it all."

"Yes." Officer Reiker smiled. "That's what your boyfriend told us."

She blinked. "What?!"

"Oh, Lora, Lora Ley." He sighed. "There's no honor among thieves. He's on probation. He ratted you out."

"He what?"

"For a shorter sentence at the juvenile facility."

She jumped up. "You're lying! Wolf wouldn't - " Her head whirled. She pressed fists against her temples. "He wouldn't!"

"Fräulein Lentz, no hysterics, please," said the Headmistress. "If you can't control yourself we'll have to do it for you."

She stared in disbelief from Frau Krasp to Officer Reiker. She sank slowly back down on the wobbly chair.

"We found sixty Marks in your suitcase." Frau Krasp held up the tin marked Hemorrhoid Ointment. "Where did you get it?"

"Saved it," said Lora.

"The allowance you get from the school is a pittance. How could you save any money?"

"It took three years," Lora cried.

Frau Krasp snorted. "Don't be foolish. We'll keep this as evidence."

"But - "

"Now," continued the Headmistress, "whilst we've always aimed to instill in our girls qualities of virtue, humility, a gentle nature, we seem to have failed with you. Not for lack of trying. In any case, it pains me to say we can no longer keep you here. Some of the girls have already fallen under your influence.

"You'll be leaving for Reinholdt Reform School for Girls today. A judge will decide your sentence." Frau Krasp hefted herself to her feet. "That is all."

––––––––
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She was back to her room with the suitcase, minus sixty marks. It was after nine o'clock when she finally heard the key in the lock once more. She hoped briefly for breakfast but received two security guards instead. She didn't know them.

One gestured. "Let's go."

She stepped back. "What are they going to do to me?"

"Someone asked for you, that's all we know."

"What someone?"

"A gentleman. Doorman didn't say his name. Stranger." He beckoned again and took hold of her elbow.

She shook free. "No. Don't want to."

He reached for her but she slithered around him like a snake of air. His companion was faster. He grabbed her arm, yanked her toward him and took hold of both her wrists, holding them behind her back.

"No!" She kicked and they cursed, but the thick metal cuffs snapped onto her wrists, effectively binding her hands behind her. That man was from the reform school. She knew it. And she would not go without a fight.

––––––––
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He stood by the fireplace mantle in the reception room, top hat doffed. Frau Schmidt sat at the desk. Such a handsome gentleman, spotless in a suit of charcoal linen, every wavy blond hair in place. He had to be twenty years younger than she. Frau Schmidt blinked her large eyes at him regardless.

"More coffee, Herr Müller?"

"You're too kind."

She poured and smiled at him. A racket in the corridor got their attention. Sounded like someone kicking the door. Voices raised in altercation.

"Shall I?" said Herr Müller, indicating the door.

"You're too kind."

He strode to the door and swung it open to behold the caterwaul outside. Two security guards, with limited success, attempted to subdue a stormy girl. He stepped aside and motioned them in. The guards pushed the girl forward and she tripped and fell to the ground. She struggled to sit up.

"Allow me," said the gentleman, holding out his hand. Then he noticed the cuffs. "Take these off her," he said to the security team. "We're not barbarians."

They obeyed and Lora rubbed her wrists, staring up at the young gentleman. Again he offered a hand. She took it, and got to her feet.

"Have you forgotten me already, Lora Ley?" he smiled.

Enlightenment slowly dawned. Now she knew him. The last time she saw him, he was clad in commoners' clothes and soaking wet.

"Where are my manners," said Frau Schmidt. "Fräulein Lora Ley Lentz, let me introduce Herr Marcus Müller."

He took her hand and kissed it, his gaze never leaving her face. She looked into his eyes and smiled despite herself.

"Charmed," he said.

Lora bobbed a little curtsy.

Wild as a rabid dog, thought Frau Schmidt, now suddenly a lady.

"We have a position for you," said Marcus, "if you'd like to have it."

Frau Schmidt leaned forward. "As a maid. It's in your best interests to take it, I'd say."

"Apparently I'm going to reform school," said Lora.

"Not if you take this position. It's in town," said Frau Schmidt. "Herr Müller is willing to be responsible for you in the ways of civil behavior and any court dates required. For the attempted theft of silver we'll consider some leniency. And if you take this position the farmer will drop the charges."

Marcus smiled. It had cost him several hundred Marks to convince the farmer to drop the charges.

"She's a bad one," the farmer had said, shaking his head. "Nothing worthwhile can grow out of a rotten core. Rotten, I tell you."

Marcus just counted out the money and didn't reply.

Now, his driver stashed Lora's suitcase in the hatch while Marcus helped her into the buggy. Lora arranged herself on the bench, her gray ensemble especially dingy in contrast to the rich red leather, the yellow wheels that peeked up at the sides, a convertible top and team of two white horses with braided tails. She didn't know what to say, but a thousand questions drilled through her head.

Who is he, really? she thought.

What does he want with me? He saved me from drowning, that doesn't mean he has to be responsible for me. Just for the courts of course. And I don't have to go to reform school, sang a refrain in her head.

He could have any girl. Adele would love the job. Why me, thought Lora. But I don't have to go to reform school. I hate dusting furniture and folding towels. I don't want to be somebody's maid.

But I don't have to go to reform school.

The buggy moved smoothly into motion.

For a moment she thought of jumping out and running away.

She smoothed her skirts and clasped her hands in her lap. A smart woman knows when it's time for action, and time to wait. Lora leaned back in the soft red bench. She regarded Marcus from beneath her eyelashes. Maybe he expected her to show a certain gratitude for saving her – twice. What if the job was just a front?

The buggy clattered over the bridge, and onto the road to town. A police wagon parked by the riverbank. Lora turned her face away. They passed the big oak tree. How many times had she met Wolf here? She lost count. Always such joy, love's ardent kisses, the rising heat of passion. She stared at the spot behind the oak tree where lovers only yesterday had played. There was no sign of anything at all.

Had he really betrayed her, as Reiker said? Why should she believe Reiker? He'd say anything to get to her. The police played people against each other all the time. He told us you were the ringleader. So best come clean. She told us where you hid the money. So best confess.

Reiker's a jerk, she thought. I don't believe him. Wolf loves me. I know it.

She tossed her head and smiled at Marcus. "So you're a gentleman," she said. "I thought you a simple handyman."

"Trust me, there's nothing simple about a handyman," he said. "Max is a good friend. We grew up together. I help him on a job now and then."

"Thank you, Herr Müller," she said. "I appreciate this more than you know."

He inclined his head and smiled back.

Sucker, she thought.

August 08 1892

Mittelstadt, Germany

"Which do you prefer, darling?” She held up a wallpaper swatch. “The blue or green?"

"Blue green," said Marcus. "To match the changing colors in your eyes." He grabbed her around the waist. "We're getting married next week. No time for redecorating."

She fell into his lap, laughing. Her arms went around his neck. His mustache tickled her cheek. "Frau Marcus Müller. Frau Lora Ley Müller." She tasted the words on her tongue. "I would never have imagined."

Marcus rented apartments on the other side of town. There, he and Lora cohabited in mortal sin at least until next Saturday. Whether any of the family would appear at the wedding was a point of question, but Lora and Marcus didn't care. They were in love.

He had always been a gentleman. When they arrived at the family home he personally showed her to the loft quarters she'd share with two other maids. The job paid room and board and an expense allowance of three Marks per month. It was a generous arrangement. Many positions paid only room and board, and staff living quarters were dismal.

The loft was bright and airy, and smelled of fresh linen. Her bed was a single wood four-poster and she had her own wardrobe. Marcus put the suitcase on the bed and flexed his fingers in mock agony. "We have rocks here, why did you bring your own?"

She laughed, and he grinned. He had an easy, quick smile.

There was no privy, and the maids shared chamber pot duty and cleaning chores. "You'll like Astrid and Kristi. I'm sure you'll meet them later. They'll fill you in on household schedules and what needs doing. Any questions?"

"Yes," she said with a tilt of her chin. "You've rescued me twice, Herr Müller. What brought you to the school? How did you know? And what do you ... expect of me?"

Marcus bowed briefly. "No fear. All I want from you is a job well done. My father instructed me to hire a maid from the girls' school and naturally I thought of you. My mother usually does such things but she's on a tropical tour."

"So why me and not someone like Adele, who isn't any trouble?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Just thought you'd enjoy it here. But Lora, if you don't like the arrangement just say the word. I take you back to the school."

"No," she cried, then composed herself. "It's a fine arrangement. Really, Herr Müller. Thank you." She curtsied quickly.

"I'll leave you to unpack, then," he said. "And Lora, in private, you're allowed to call me Marcus."

"Yes, Herr Müller," she said.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Müllers lived in refined comfort. Marcus' father Olaf made a small fortune in stocks and securities as the German Empire grew from a divided group of ragtag regions and kingdoms into a nation moving on swift wheels of progress in only a few short years. Those who invested wisely grew wealthy, and entrepreneurs got rich quickly on the backs of vibrant new ideas. Those who clung to the old ways soon fell behind.

Now Olaf sat at his writing desk, toying with a fountain pen. He shook it, watching ink splatter and create abstract patterns on blotting paper.

His youngest son would be married in a few days. Certainly, she was an attractive young woman. Charming, even, more so than when she first arrived as a recalcitrant child five years ago. But a servant? How could Marcus even consider marrying a servant? And when Olaf made his displeasure known, Marcus took apartments on the other side of town, presenting Lora as his housekeeper so they could indulge their immoral pursuits.

What a shame, thought Olaf. Usually such a bright lad. What had this girl done to turn his head? Marcus needed to learn there were women for fun and women for marrying, and they weren't always the same.

He sighed, and his gaze fell on the RSVP. They intended to do this thing, regardless of what others thought. Emma was in Switzerland climbing the Matterhorn and could be reached only sporadically through telegraph. She wouldn't have approved of the girl, at all.

"Send her back," Emma would have said. "She'll steal my jewelry."

Which would have been prophetic of her, as Marcus one day caught her with her hand in his trousers, and not the trousers he was wearing. She knew how to play him. She burst into tears and said she needed money for women's medication.

Not only did he forgive her, he gave her a raise and, instead of a good thrashing, told her gently if she ever needed money she could come to him. Foolish boy. Well, let him live and learn, thought Olaf. Experience is the best teacher. If she tried to steal anything else, he never heard of it.

A knock came on the door. Olaf's study didn't have a door bell as he couldn't stand the strident noise. "Enter," he called, and grinned when his eldest son came into the room.

"David! Did you look over the charts I gave you? And the stock options?"

David ran a hand through his hair. "Getting bug-eyed. Just taking a break."

Olaf held up the RSVP. "You going to this cursed thing?"

"What are you doing? Did you get hold of Mom?"

"Yes. Says she's not planning to cut her expedition short just because Marcus gets himself hot for some Schlampe."

"I take it she doesn't approve."

Olaf laughed. "And what about you?"

David shrugged. He was two years older than Marcus, learning the functional aspects of the family fortune. As eldest son he did his duty, but it wore on him. What he really wanted was to write novels. When he mentioned it his father changed the subject, so he accepted his fate. It's just the way things were done.

"Dad, he's been in love with that girl ever since he set eyes on her. He has a medical degree in psychiatry now, seen other parts of the world and still adores her. Who knows. Maybe they're meant for each other."

"It's not unknown for young gentlemen to have affairs with servants or others of lower social standing. He doesn't have to marry her. What about that Fräulein Ursula von Hintenberg? The baron's daughter. She has eyes for him. She's of good family."

"I doubt Marcus is about to change his mind now, Dad."

"And then there's Fabrio the cloth merchant's daughter, whatsername, Antonia. Flashing her legs at Marcus all night at the garden party."

"He doesn't like her. Says she's shallow."

"Of course she's shallow. Buy her sparkly things and she's happy. But they'd have handsome children, eh!"

David laughed. "Lora's pretty." Just yesterday he had (by chance) found himself on the other side of town, and happened (by chance) to walk past the building where Marcus and Lora lived. Oh, she was not just pretty. She was exquisite.

Seated on the balcony one floor above, Lora would have seen him had her eyes not been closed. She was mystical, a Rossetti painting come to life. Long rippling hair fell over her shoulders and pooled around her on the marble bench. Languidly she brushed her hair with an oval hairbrush, and as she brushed she sang, a soft yearning melody that captured him like a stag in a net, and he stood on the dusty sidewalk staring up at her, as the notes of her song made his heart race.

It was a secure neighborhood. An officer approached and bowed slightly. "Can I help you, Sir?" He could see by his attire that David was not one of the drunken miscreants he normally threw off this street, but it was his job to know everything.

David closed his mouth, which he hadn't realized was open. The ethereal melody from above had stopped. On the balcony, the marble bench was empty.

He tipped his hat to the officer, bade him good day and continued on his way.

Now he said to Olaf, "I'll go if you go, Dad. Wish them well, at least."

"What about your sister Mirabel?"

"You know she's fuming. Says you worked so hard to get us up the social ladder and Marcus is flouting it all with - "

" - some Schlampe."

David held up his hands. "That's what she said, Dad."

Olaf chuckled. "Your sister hasn't exactly made the best choice of suitors herself, has she?"

"Good thing she didn't marry any of them. Course, now she's occupied with Emil and says if he ever leaves her she'll be an old maid."

"She's twenty-one," said Olaf. "What a dramatist." He waved a hand. "When is this happy event?"

"Next Saturday. Fill yours out and I'll drop them by."

"You bringing a lady friend?" Olaf asked in hope.

David shook his head. Until he knew the business like clockwork, he wouldn't get mixed up with women.

That was just asking for trouble.

––––––––
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The life of a servant could be harsh, but Lora was used to early mornings and chores of all kinds, from dicing vegetables to waxing floors, all worked into the grueling school day. At least now, her formal education had ceased.

Astrid and Kristi were kind to her. At first she was terse, suspicious. They helped her alter a maid's uniform to fit. Why? What did they want? They were always optimistic. Why so cheerful? What were they hiding?

She kept in touch with Adele for a while, but her friend's stories of happenings at the school meant less with each passing week. Lora felt that part of her life slip away, and was not sorry to leave it behind.

Astrid was the downstairs maid and Kristi the upstairs maid, and Lora worked with them both on different days, and also helped in the kitchen if needed. Olaf gave lavish dinners for colleagues and investors. Lora learned quickly, and their upbeat demeanor was catching. Later she'd realize she spent some truly happy times then.
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