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			Chapter 1

			The German Confederation

			February 1848

			The first lash robbed her of breath.

			The second granted her freedom.

			If he’d go so far as to have her publicly flogged, she owed him no further loyalty. Any obligation remaining from their betrothal contact ended here, in this moment, with this lash.

			Morally, she was free.

			Now all she had to do was escape the bastard and make him pay.

			As the second stroke landed, fire replaced the shock, and a hot slick of pain bloomed across her back. The coarse linen shift that a spying maid had forced her into provided no protection. It offered little modesty, either, from the uneasy crowd Kurt had gathered inside the castle gates to witness her punishment. She gritted her teeth and refused to cry out. A rough rope bound her wrists above her head to the flogging post. As her knees buckled, the binding made her perversely glad; she doubted she could stand upright on her own.

			Before arriving at this godforsaken pile of German stone, she—Lady Lenora Trevelyan, eldest child to the Duke and Duchess of Sherbrooke, third cousin to Queen Victoria’s German consort, His Royal Highness Prince Albert of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha—had never been struck in her life. Now, in her three months at Schloss Rotenburg, she’d lost count of her bruises.

			At first, before her parents had returned home to England, Kurt hadn’t hit her—or “corrected her,” as it pleased that smug worm to call his slaps and blows. He claimed it was for her own good, of course, to teach and prepare her for her life as his Prinzessin and mistress of Rotenburg. She must carry out her duties perfectly, he’d hiss, tightening a grip on her arm until she knew she’d wear a band of purple bruises for a week. Or he’d strike out in sudden fury at some perceived failure of hers—she’d forgotten the name of one of his sainted ancestors in the castle’s gloomy portrait gallery, or made a minor grammatical mistake in her German, or not shown proper courtesy to a visiting Bürgermeister.

			Tied now to the flogging post, she lost count after the third blow. She’d seen the long leather strap when the stable master, shamefaced, had bound her with muttered apologies and handed the lash to a muscled groom more accustomed to cracking it around stubborn horses than using it to beat highborn ladies. Now she could barely feel the individual strokes as they landed, only the waves of hot agony clenching her back and shoulders in a vise grip of pain.

			Through the red haze blurring her vision, she saw Kurt standing nearby. Next to him, his sanctimonious toady minister prattled the Bible proverb of the virtuous wife whose price was far above rubies. The gleeful, twisted pleasure Kurt took in her pain radiated off his stork-like form like a sickening stench. She bit down on her lip and gathered her hatred of her fiancé like a babe to her breast.

			It was all she had left to get her out of this hell.

			When Kurt finally held up a hand to signal the groom to cease, her labored breath echoed in the silent crowd. She knew the townspeople didn’t approve of the public beating their prince had commanded for his foreign betrothed. No more than they believed his story that she’d agreed to a religious flagellation in humble preparation for becoming his pious and obedient wife. But Prince Kurt von Rotenburg-Gruselstadt ruled the castle and town with an iron fist. None would risk their lord’s wrath to stand up for her.

			Kurt stepped to the front of the dais. “Lady Lenora bears her trial most nobly,” he announced to the crowd. “Her embrace of her suffering does honor to a bloodline that unites the highest noble houses of England and Germany.”

			That bloodline, she knew well, was why he’d chosen her. The prig made no secret of his disdain for any born below the upper aristocracy. The Holy Roman emperor himself, Kurt often delighted to inform her, had conferred the title of Prinz upon the House of Rotenburg-Gruselstadt in the previous century. Her own background had led the matchmakers to judge them a perfect pair: her father’s ancient ducal title intermingled, like that of so many English peers these days, with noble blood from her Prussian princess mother.

			No one had thought to mention that her fiancé had the temperament of a petulant demon on a bad day in hell.

			As Kurt stalked toward her, she forced her knees to straighten. She was done being afraid of this man. He pulled back the torn linen shift to inspect her back. Despite her resolve not to cry out, she gasped as the frayed edges stuck to her skin.

			“Beautiful work,” he murmured into her ear. “This is what a woman should look like. Chastised to a man’s authority, marked to her proper place.”

			Her stomach heaved as he brushed deliberately against her hip, to let her feel his hard arousal.

			He laughed. “You will look stunning on our wedding night, my dear bride.”

			It was her one saving grace, that he enjoyed the anticipation of taking her virginity too much to attempt it before their nuptials. She’d been spared that, although the sick games he played with increasing frequency were bad enough.

			He trailed a gloved hand down her back. His dark eyes gleamed as he paced in front of her and held up a finger, his white cotton stained with her blood. He leaned in closer and stroked the glove down her cheek. “Ah, yes, very beautiful, meine Liebe.”

			She drew a shaky breath, about to spit in the devil’s face, but he read her intention and grabbed her jaw in a punishing grip.

			“Now, now, Lenora!” he mocked. “Remember, you are to be an obedient and submissive wife. You wouldn’t want another lad like young Franz to suffer for your disrespect, would you?”

			The sweet-tempered lad who helped in the stables had been an early favorite of hers—a dangerous mistake. If the past three months had taught her anything, it was surely the lesson that defiance and her damnable pride would get her nowhere.

			She needed a new strategy, starting now. “You win, Kurt.” She cast down her eyes and shuttered her hate deep inside. “I will fight you no more.”

			His self-satisfied chuckle spilled like acid over her wounds. “I knew I’d bend you to my will.” He turned away to address the crowd again, motioning for the stable master to release her bonds. “My lady has passed her trial and proven herself worthy. When she becomes Prinzessin of Rotenburg-Gruselstadt on Midsummer’s Eve, all will rejoice.”

			The gathered townspeople and servants shifted, and unhappy mutterings rippled through the crowd.

			Kurt snatched the lash from the groomsman and cracked it heavily against the raised wooden floor around the lashing post. “Silence!” he commanded. He jumped down into the crowd, which backed up hastily to part for him. “You, blacksmith!” he roared, pointing the lash at a giant of a man at the back of the crowd near the castle wall, not far from the smithy shed. “Come here!”

			As the stable master worked at the knots binding her aching arms, Lenora lifted her head to see what fresh hell Kurt had in mind. The huge man approached slowly at his lord’s command. A heavy leather apron wrapped his front, and longish dark hair fell across his face. Massive coiled muscles roped his arms.

			Lenora shuddered.

			The smith stopped in front of Kurt. “Excellency?”

			His address was polite enough, but he neither bowed nor cast down his eyes. The two men were of a height, which Lenora knew would annoy Kurt. Her fiancé preferred to look down on those around him. And the smith’s trade gave him a strength and physique that far outweighed his master’s.

			“Are you new here?” Kurt demanded, frowning. “I haven’t seen you before. Where is Dieter?”

			“Home for his mother’s funeral, Excellency. I arrived yesterday to help in his absence.”

			Kurt’s eyes narrowed. “See that you do prove helpful and keep to your place. We tolerate no shoddy work at Rotenburg.” With that, he tossed the lash into the dust of the courtyard and strode away. “Smith, carry my lady up to her quarters in the castle,” Kurt ordered over his shoulder. “We’re done here.”

			Lenora knew Kurt intended this order as a final humiliation to her: flogged in public and then made to suffer the sweaty embrace of a lowly servant carrying her through the castle courtyard and chambers. To one of Kurt’s mind, that shame would be as bad as the flogging itself.

			But Lenora had grown up as much in the stables as in the drawing rooms of the Sherbrooke estates. Her parents had taught her to value their laborers. She respected many of Kurt’s “peasants” more than she did her fiancé, although she knew enough to fear them as well. Many of them associated her, the bride-elect, with their lord and his wickedness. She’d seen their fear and hatred of him in the looks they cast at her as well. And the few servants he’d drafted into playing his games of punishment and humiliation made her fear anyone with any allegiance to this twisted man.

			The huge blacksmith reached her side as the stable master stepped back from releasing the last bindings. Her shoulders screamed in protest as her hands dropped heavily to her sides. She tried to grab onto the post to steady herself but couldn’t seem to get her arms to move. She would have fallen had not the smith reached out to steady her. His large callused hands were gentle around her upper arms. Her vision filled with corded neck and massive shoulders, a dusting of dark chest hair through the open collar of a rough work shirt, and—when she looked up—a scruffy dark beard and piercing blue eyes.

			“I’m fine,” she managed to gasp.

			He raised one dark eyebrow. “Meine Dame is far from fine. Pray allow me to assist as Prince Kurt bids.”

			“I don’t need your help.” She pushed away from him, swaying on her feet. She wasn’t bothered by Kurt’s snobbery. But this smith was a man, and a giant and powerful one at that. She couldn’t stomach another male touching her, thinking to control and direct her, even if at another’s command. His scent was already all around her. Strangely, it wasn’t the acrid sweat of a man who worked with fire and bellows, but a clean and musky smell.

			“I can walk,” she insisted. “But I will take your arm. You may escort me.”

			Dear Lord! Truth be told, even speech was almost beyond her. Her breath came in short pants as she focused hard on staying upright. She managed to give the smith a careful nod, worthy of her duchess mother, she thought fleetingly, as she reached out a shaky hand to lay on his forearm. She noted that the arm was as thick around as a heavy tree branch; she easily imagined him lifting the forger’s hammer and bending metal with limbs like these.

			He met her gaze with a hard stare that was long and bold for a village blacksmith. “As meine Dame wishes.”

			Stepping down off the wooden dais into the courtyard almost undid her. The motion jarred her back into spasms of misery. A sickening wave of nausea and vertigo threatened to drown her. She clenched the smith’s arm and waited for the spasm to subside into something like a low molten boil. The long forecourt stretched ahead of her, bustling with blacksmith shed, stables, dovecote, armory, storehouses, and a dozen other active outbuildings. And then there were the castle reception chambers, main hall, and two flights of stairs to traverse before arriving at the guest wing where she was housed at the end of a long corridor in the chambers of honor.

			She tried to put one foot in front of the other, but it seemed stuck, as if in mud.

			A gripping cold began to spread through her limbs. Blackness gathered from the edges of her vision. “Smith, don’t let me fall,” she whispered. Her voice sounded far away, even to her own ears. “I don’t want them to see me fall.”

			“Meine Dame has no need to worry.” The words came back to her, soft as a cloud. “She is safe with me.”
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			Lenora regained blurry awareness as they entered rooms she recognized as her own—the gilt and crimson reception chambers and private bedroom suite where her life had become an increasing hell these past three months. She lay cradled in the arms of the smith, who was walking very boldly and issuing commands to the nervous, scuttling maids. Some soft bunched fabric cushioned her in his embrace, but the fire in her back roared to life again as fuller consciousness returned. She drew a deep gasping breath just as his eyes snapped to her face.

			Such eyes.

			She fixed on them as to a lifeline through the nauseating pain swamping her. Eyes a clear piercing blue like the brightest summer sky, but somehow so cold. And weren’t they far too knowing for a simple blacksmith?

			“Who are you?” She breathed out the question.

			“A friend,” he answered shortly, stopping out of earshot of the servants as a maid hurried to remove the coverlet from the tall bedstead.

			A friend? But why, then, that cold fury in your eyes? “I have no friends here.”

			“Do you have a dagger?” he asked. “That makes a fine friend. Or has that despot taken all such things from you?”

			“Long ago.” She’d mourned her throwing knives—fine old friends, indeed—but Kurt even cut her meat at meals now and took care not to allow her anywhere near the dinner knives.

			As a pair of maids scurried to lay down extra sheets and bring over a basin of water, the smith turned her in his arms toward the wall and pulled from his deep apron pocket a silver-handled dagger in a scrolled leather sheath. “Let this be your new friend. And may it provide you some protection.” He slid it surreptitiously behind a row of poetry volumes on her bookshelf.

			She frowned, struggling to think past the pain. Who was this blacksmith who offered weaponry and took such liberties of address when no one else could hear?

			Before she could form a question, he brought her to the bed the maids had readied and laid her gently on it.

			“God keep you, meine Dame.” He did bow then, deeply, as he hadn’t before to Kurt. “And may we meet again, under more pleasant circumstances.”

			He turned and left. She felt a deep cold grip her again and realized it had been held at bay while she was in his arms.

			Her lady’s maid Frieda approached, the older one who spied for Kurt. Lenora had tried in vain for weeks to have her replaced. The woman bore scissors and a self-satisfied smirk. She lifted the blades. “To cut away the shift, Dame Lenora. I’ll try not to cause you too much more distress.”

			Hard shivers began to rack Lenora’s frame, ripping further trails of pain down her back. But the blood of a Prussian princess and a British duke ran in her veins. She would survive.

			And, by God, she would find a way out of here, back home to England.

			She closed her eyes and thought of bright blue summer skies.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Lenora’s first step had been to heal.

			She’d waved off the laudanum Frieda had tried to give her. The hot pain befuddled her enough without the mind-numbing effect of the opium. Besides, she knew better than to trust the maid’s motives.

			For the first few days after the flogging, Kurt left her blessedly alone, giving her time to hatch a plan as she lay in bed. From the servants’ reports, his ill humor seemed for once directed not toward her but instead toward the growing signs of a rebellion brewing in the principality. Broadsides had appeared on the Gruselstadt town gates announcing a rally for democracy and a united Germany. A new movement for people’s rights was apparently sweeping through Europe. Even Kurt’s tiny corner wasn’t immune. Frieda complained that two grooms and a footman had deserted their posts and run off to join a militia band fomenting rebellion in the countryside of the principality.

			Lenora thanked God for the distraction.

			The first time she’d tried to leave Kurt had been a week after her parents had departed Germany following the celebration of Epiphany in the New Year. Kurt had revealed his true colors almost as soon as they’d left. In response, she’d ordered her trunk packed and a carriage brought round to the Schloss front entrance. The servants had simply stared at her, frozen.

			This time she would have to be more clever.

			All she had to do was make it to Frankfurt. The city lay to the west of the principality of Rotenburg-Gruselstadt and served as capital for the German Confederation. The Federal Assembly met in Frankfurt, and the British kept an ambassador there. She’d met Lord Durham when he’d hosted her parents for a formal dinner at the ambassadorial residence upon their arrival in Germany. How long ago had it been now? She shifted restlessly in her bed, her back on fire. Dear God, it seemed a lifetime ago. Surely, if she could reach Frankfurt, the ambassador would grant her protection, help nullify her betrothal, and arrange her passage home.

			She’d assisted with enough legal matters at the Sherbrooke estate to know the betrothal contracts were rendered void by Kurt’s behavior. Her father, the Duke of Sherbrooke, had carefully drafted the contracts with his solicitors to ensure her every possible advantage within the marriage. The Trevelyans mightn’t be the most loving family—British aristocracy were not renowned for their demonstrative affection—but she knew her father would be deeply affronted by Kurt’s treatment of his daughter and would never allow the marriage to go ahead. If Kurt hadn’t cut off all her mail, she’d have been able to inform her parents weeks ago of the man’s abuse. Instead, Kurt’s letters to the duke and duchess were already laying out the story he’d delighted in telling her was his plan: With the recent political upheavals, typhus was starting to break out in Germany. Sadly, it would be impossible for her parents and their retinue to return for the summer wedding.

			Once she could get out of bed without her knees buckling, she began stealthily to gather supplies. The smith’s dagger remained safely hidden on her bookshelf, thank God. Just thinking of the blade gave her courage and made her feel less alone. Her memories of the man were vague—huge, hulking, with a disquieting, simmering fury, but she recalled also something reassuring about a summer sky. When she’d inquired, none of the servants seemed to know much about the smith. And with the return of Dieter—the castle’s regular blacksmith—from his mother’s funeral, the man had disappeared. She didn’t expect she’d ever see him again.

			Odd, the pang at that thought.

			She shook off the sense of mystery—and, foolishly, of loss—and set about squirreling away supplies. As part of her act of newly re-formed obedience to the role Kurt wanted her to play, she asked to take on the task of mending the servants’ clothing—contrition for her pride, she murmured to Frieda, eyes cast down. She knew the lady’s maid would report the request to Kurt. When the basket of frayed shirts and ripped breeches arrived in her room, she gloated as she stitched—and surreptitiously stuffed deep under her mattress two mismatched sets of stable boy’s clothing, along with heavy woolen stockings and a warm padded vest.

			When several of the oilcloth greatcoats used by the groomsmen arrived for hemming, one of her worst worries was allayed. The problem of the winter temperatures plagued her. Spring was starting to come on, but it still dipped down to near freezing at night. The days weren’t much better, with the drizzling gray weather they’d had the past fortnight. Snow had even fallen last week. Barring a deluge, the greatcoat should keep her fairly dry. With her other layers, she could hope to stay warm enough to survive the voyage to Frankfurt.

			Food—some apples, hard cheese, walnuts, and flat bread—proved easy enough to store away in hiding caches as she hobbled about her room. When the maids greeted with skeptical glances her request to the kitchen for dried sausage, she merely lifted her chin. “My mother, the duchess, always recommends dried meat to invalids,” Lenora said imperiously. “It is well known in England as easier on the digestion during periods of recovery from illness or affliction.” 

			Money posed more of a problem. Kurt had long ago taken away her pin money. And he insisted on keeping her jewels in a locked coffer in his room. He’d given a key to Frieda, but Lenora had learned early on that the woman did nothing without her master’s permission. Frieda wore the key on a chain around her neck, keeping it on even under her nightdress as she slept. “So you needn’t worry your pretty head about losing it, my dear,” Kurt had simpered as he’d explained the arrangement to her. It had taken all of her ingenuity last month to pilfer three of her own gold wrist bangles from the jewelry case when she’d needed them for poor Franz. She still had one of the bracelets left, hidden in safety. For this escape, she doubted she could get ahold of any more of her jewels. She’d have to content herself with scraping together a handful of coins.

			Most important, she needed transportation away from the Schloss. Ideally, something fast, discreet, and reliable. She considered somehow buying passage on a coach and train to Frankfurt, but feared she’d be recognized on so public a means of conveyance. With the democracy demonstrations rising up across the German Confederation and, according to reports she’d heard, across much of Europe as well, she feared that transportation had become unpredictable. A horse would be faster and safer—if she could get one. She had no compunctions about stealing a good mare or gelding from Rotenburg. Kurt held enough of her dowry to pay for a stable of fine horses many times over. But the stables were well guarded, and stealing the tack to saddle the horse in silence in the dark posed an insurmountable problem.

			She spent a day darning housemaids’ stockings in the window seat of her sitting room before the solution came to her. A sympathetic under-maid, whom Lenora had gifted with some cast-off clothing in the past, agreed to carry a note to young Franz’s father, Herr Steinberg, in the town of Gruselstadt outside the castle. In it, Lenora begged a favor: the purchase of a horse in exchange for the last of her own stolen gold bracelets. Herr Steinberg and his wife had promised her aid in return for having delivered their boy to safety. Franz still tortured her sleep—her worst shame in this whole horror of an engagement. When Kurt had discovered her fondness for children, he’d immediately used it against her. She’d smuggled Franz out of the castle two weeks ago with the wine merchant and the pair of gold bangles, back to some cousins in Imsbach, so Kurt wouldn’t find him at his parents’ lodgings in town. It was that act of rebellion that had cost her the flogging in the castle courtyard. But it had been worth it. She hated having to ask the boy’s parents to take further risks on her behalf, but saw no other way to make good her escape. She needed a horse—nothing fancy that would attract attention on the road, but a beast sturdy and fast enough to get her to Frankfurt before she could be caught.

			Her last hurdle involved her guards, as she’d come to think of Frieda and the strapping country girl, Inga, who served as Frieda’s assistant. Early on, Kurt had insisted the two maids sleep in her chambers, “to assist with my betrothed’s every need and keep her company until I myself should have the honor of that task,” he’d said, the lying blackguard. She had to steal a moment of privacy in her water closet to grind sleeping herbs into a fine powder for Frieda and Inga’s small ale. The herbs should keep them soundly slumbering through her escape. Lenora thanked her learned mother for insisting that a lady’s training should include traditional herbal medicines. As the duchess often said, “Modern medical quackery is so often imprecise and ineffective in its treatments.”

			Ten days after the flogging, the night of the new moon held the castle and town in deepest dark—perfect cover for an escape. Lenora’s back still ached fiercely, but her broken and bruised skin had healed sufficiently for her to ride. It would have to be enough.

			At midnight the Gruselstadt town clocktower beat out its chimes to the pounding of her heart. She crept out of bed and dressed swiftly in the chill, pulling on the men’s clothing she’d stuffed into hiding. The castle lay in deep shadows. The dagger’s location behind the books she knew by quick feel. Strapping the dagger round her waist helped quell some of her fears. Working as silently as she could, she retrieved the sturdy satchel she used to collect herbs and dried flowers and filled it instead with her provisions for escape. After adding a few personal items—her silver comb, the last letter from her parents—she slung the satchel over her shoulder and tied to her belt her meager purse of coins. She wound her night braid around her head, secured it tight with hairpins, and pulled on the boy’s cap she’d filched from the pile of mending. The plainest and smallest of the greatcoats added warmth and camouflage to her ensemble; it would serve as ground cover and blanket as well, for wherever she could find shelter on the road. 

			If Kurt found her on this escape attempt tonight, he might well kill her. He’d become hard to predict, now with revolution threatening to break out. On his last visit he’d been infuriated with the people’s presumption of daring to ask for freedom and more rights. “Don’t those ingrates know their place?” he’d snarled. His temper rode at hair-trigger levels, but he’d been so busy quelling protests and attending meetings with other worried nobles that his visits had been mercifully few. He seemed content with her act of meek compliance and her claim that she had come to accept his rule. Why shouldn’t he believe her? In his mind, he held absolute rule by right of emperor and God over all souls at Schloss Rotenburg and throughout the rest of his principality.

			The conceited fool. One could ride from one end of Rotenburg-Gruselstadt to the other before lunch. Kurt’s territories were miniscule in comparison to the Sherbrooke duchy held by her family. The title of Prinz of which he was so arrogantly proud was far overblown by British standards; in England, his land holdings and status were more on the level with those of an earl. The difference was that Kurt held sovereign power over his subjects. But therein lay the problem as well: Such absolute rule of a prince over a small division of territory was out of step with modern notions of democracy and the people’s desire for a united Germany. The time when petty tyrants like Prince Kurt could rule was fast coming to an end.

			Lenora had no intention of being his last victim.

			By the time she’d slipped through the castle halls and down the back stairs to a seldom-used entry onto the kitchen gardens, a nervous sweat dripped down her back. The darkness of the night aided her escape, but also forced her to a painfully slow pace. She slid the heavy door bolt, careful not to make a sound, and thankful for once that Kurt’s ridiculously strict standards meant the bolt slid silently from its latch. 

			She knew the castle routines well enough to be familiar with the location of the night watchmen. This route, while taking longer to reach the rendezvous point with Franz’s father, was the most deserted. She had only to pass the head gardener’s cottage bordering the orchards to make it to the far gate. The cold night air hit her as she padded by the tidy beds lying fallow and heavily mulched for the winter. But her stomach clenched at the light of the lamps burning in the cottage.

			Herr Blumthal, the head gardener, was awake.

			A woman’s laughter coming from the stone cottage froze Lenora to the spot. The middle-aged widower had guests as well! And then, by the further sounds coming from the cottage, she realized Herr Blumthal entertained but one guest and that the two of them were involved in an activity more intimate than mere conversation. Even in the dark, Lenora blushed. As she inched around the corner of the ivy-covered building, she distracted herself by the thought that their activity proved an excellent cover. Hopefully the lovers were too otherwise occupied to notice her passage. 

			But the sounds of their pleasure saddened her as well. She’d come to Germany with a young woman’s hope to find love with her fiancé. She had dreamed of a happy partnership like that shared by her parents—perhaps not a grand passion, but a solid union based on respect and affection.

			Yet love had failed her. Now she expected she would never marry. The story of her failed betrothal was bound to leak out back in England, should she ever—God willing—make it home alive. Her reputation would be ruined, even without the full truth of how Kurt had beaten her and forced her into the debasement of his bedroom games.

			She paused by the wall, listening despite herself. The woman moaned with obvious delight. Herr Blumthal, whom she knew as an orderly gardener dedicated to his flower beds and topiary, seemed quite the lover.

			“Helga, ah, Schöne.” He repeated her name lovingly, even reverently. Lenora’s eyebrows shot up. The only Helga with whom she was acquainted at the castle was Helga Stanfeld—the head upstairs housemaid, a widow whom Lenora had always taken to be a staid and quiet woman.

			She blushed again, ashamed with herself for listening, but fascinated all the same. These two good souls had found each other and, by the sound of it, shared great enjoyment together.

			What would that be like, to be intimate with someone by choice and with such pleasure as the result? Lenora could no longer imagine anything of the sort forming any part of her fate. She knew no man would ever touch her without her remembering Kurt’s pinching grip, his loathsome sneer as he forced her to her knees, his sick excitement when he’d twist her arm high behind her back. “This is what it means to be a wife, to be my princess,” he’d said, laughing wickedly. “Do you like it?”

			The very thought of ever being intimate with another man made her shudder.

			And yet . . . here were the good Widow Stanfeld and Herr Blumthal.

			He groaned, and Helga matched him with lusty cries of her own, invoking the good Lord and the four Evangelists.

			Something else stirred within her, a strange echo of Helga’s pleasure. Curiosity and a peculiar yearning. Not for Herr Blumthal, certainly, but . . . for a man of her own one day? Confused by her feelings, she backed away from the house wall.

			And straight into a stack of garden trowels. They clattered noisily as she stumbled and caught herself on a bench.

			A dog began to bark from within the cottage’s enclosed yard. “Hush, quiet!” she hissed, fear spiking cold and sharp across her skin.

			Another dog in the distance took up the call with a deep growling bark.

			She began to run. Around the corner of the garden shed lay the path to the orchard gate. But as she rounded it, the pale blur of a gray dog emerged from the night, closing in fast from the direction of the stables.

			She looked around wildly, near blind in the dark. The violent staccato of her heart hammered in time to the dogs’ angry barks. Were she caught now, it could mean her death.

			She reached into her satchel, rifling desperately for the dried sausage, but the beast was upon her, jumping up with snarling jaws. Before its teeth could close on her arm, she threw the meat at it. When the dog pushed off her to lunge for the food, her purse strings snapped as the dog’s nails tangled with the leather ties at her waist. Her bag of coins tumbled into a clipped hedge. She froze for one frantic moment. Without her money and only partial food stores, what chance would she have to traverse Germany on her own as revolution raged?

			But when she reached into the hedge for the purse, the dog looked up from the meat and snarled.

			She took off at a run, sending up a desperate prayer of thanks when the animal didn’t follow.

			She made it through the orchard gate just as the barking started up again. Male voices from the direction of the garden and stables began to take up its chorus.

			“Meine Dame, are you followed?” The worried whisper came from Herr Steinberg, Franz’s father. He held the reins of a shaggy horse. Her spirits sank at the dim outline of its swayed back, but it had four legs and a saddle. It would have to do.

			“Not yet, but I must go quickly, as must you. Here”—she thrust the last gold bracelet at him—“with my thanks.” With a few more hasty words, Herr Steinberg hoisted her into the saddle. She rode off into the night as fast as she dared along the dark forest path.

			Her heart beat a panicky accompaniment to the farm horse’s hooves. Her plan was already in jeopardy. The remaining food in the satchel wouldn’t last more than a few days. Without money, she’d have to beg or steal for more. And the alarm might already now be raised about her escape.

			But she’d slipped the castle and Kurt’s grip. Not for the world would she go back. She’d die before letting him imprison her again.

			Before she let any man have power over her.

			[image: ]

			A cold rain drizzled down her neck. For days now a steady rainfall had added to her misery on the roads and to the danger of her escape. For despite the drenching skies and frigid temperatures, the countryside seemed on fire.

			Everywhere she rode, people gathered at rallies in favor of freedom, civil rights, and unity. From the news she picked up, the trains and mail coach barely ran. The universities and newspapers were shut down or operating under heavy censorship. Skirmishes between revolutionaries and the ruling forces popped up everywhere with gathering speed. Even the small hamlets that she deemed safe enough to enter hosted speeches by local leaders calling for a unified German nation. Flags in the black-red-gold tricolor of the revolution bore the inscription Deutschlands Wiedergeburt—“Germany’s rebirth.” Broadsheets, melting in the rain, covered signposts everywhere. Springtime of the People, they boldly proclaimed, with demands for voting rights and more freedom for the press and the universities. Militiamen galloped past her, shouting at her to join the cause. She yelled back an excuse about being on a commission for her master and trembled with relief when they rode on.

			Overall, the commotion provided excellent cover in the long week following her escape. She traveled toward Frankfurt on a crisscrossing path to avoid the worst areas of conflict, as well as to throw off any pursuit. Few people proved curious about a slim boy on a shaggy horse. She bedded down at night where she could, in deserted hunting cabins or under rocky overhangs, keeping the horse with her for warmth. Her biggest problem was food. By the end of four days, the remaining provisions she’d packed were gone. She risked only quick stops in the smallest villages, bartering for food and asking for directions. She got little enough for her comb on one village baker’s strong suspicions that a messenger boy would have no reason save thievery to carry a lady’s silver comb. She’d accepted the loaf he’d offered and slunk out of town.

			And then, posted at a crossroads, she spied another broadside that turned her blood cold. It bore an excellent likeness of her, copied from her engagement portrait, under her name in bold letters: Lady Lenora Trevelyan, British Fiancée of Prinz Kurt Von Rotenburg-Gruselstadt, Kidnapped by Revolutionary Outlaws! And under the drawing, in bolder letters yet: Reward in Gold for the Lady’s Safe Return to Schloss Rotenburg. She looked around furtively, nausea churning her stomach, before ripping down the broadside and stuffing it in her saddlebag.

			She rode on, alone, in the freezing rain. 

			Around noon on another day with nothing to eat save a raw turnip stolen from a bin outside a farmer’s barn, the pounding of hooves came at her fast around the bend ahead. A big cavalry horse passed her on the narrow road before the rider pulled up short. The bay reared and snorted as the officer, wearing the tricolored armband of the revolutionaries, turned his mount back into her path.

			“Boy, stop! I would speak with you,” the rider commanded in German.

			She tried to rein her horse around him. “Sir, I ride on an urgent matter for my master,” she said over her shoulder, pitching her voice low and mimicking the German diction of the castle servants. “I dare not dally.” 

			The officer maneuvered his much larger horse across her path. “You ride from Bielstadt, don’t you? You can take a moment to tell me how goes the uprising in the village.”

			She kept her face averted and pulled up the collar of the greatcoat. “I traveled around Bielstadt, sir, through the woods on a shortcut. I have no news of how the village fares.” Town gates and crossroads now all displayed the broadsides of her portrait with the reward for her return. She’d taken to avoiding them whenever she could.

			“No news at all? What of Lady Lenora from Rotenburg? Have you heard aught of her disappearance?”

			Her heart began to hammer. “No, I know nothing of her.”

			The man laughed. “You’re a poor liar, boy,” he said. “You’re turning red as a beet. Come, tell me what you’ve heard. Has she been found? Was it really the revolutionaries who captured her?”

			“I know naught!”

			The officer advanced his horse closer to her. He frowned, gazing intently at her face. “What’s your name, boy?”

			Her horse shied when the militiaman’s arm suddenly whipped out. He ripped the soaked cap off her head and pulled roughly at her braid. Her hair spilled from its pins, and the braid uncoiled to slap against her back.

			A laugh shook his frame. “Well, what have we here?”

			She tried to spin her mount into a fast turn, but he grabbed at her reins. Her smaller horse whinnied in alarm as the well-trained cavalry horse slammed into it. She pulled her dagger from its sheath. He seized her wrist and twisted hard, staring at her for a long moment. She was immobilized, unable to move or pull away, panting with fear and the pain radiating down her arm.

			“Lady Lenora, I presume?” he asked. “Daughter of the British Duke of Sherbrooke? Fiancée to Prince Kurt von Rotenburg-Gruselstadt? The kidnapped bride?” He narrowed his eyes. “Or are you perhaps a runaway?”

			Then he grinned with triumph. “Either way, we have you now.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			In the dusk of that afternoon, her captor led her horse into a militia camp after a hard gallop on muddy roads in the rain.

			Her stomach ached and her head swam after a day with little food. The leather thong of her reins cut off circulation to her hands where her wrists were lashed to the saddle. The collar of her coat had come askew, and cold rain soaked the back of her shirt to her still-bruised skin. Her secret was out, her identity discovered. She’d fallen into the clutches of an enemy camp as all of Germany blazed in rebellion and revolt.

			Her father’s voice came to her: Bit of a pickle, isn’t it? A bubble of hysteric laughter caught in her throat. Dear Lord, the duke’s dry reserve and her safe English home seemed a lifetime away.

			A group of four heavily armed militia officers stepped forward from the campfire where they’d been warming themselves.

			“Becker!” called out a tall one in scarlet. “What’s this you’ve found on the road? Have you taken to kidnapping boys?”

			The men were all huge, hulking, clothed in leather jerkins and swirling greatcoats, with swords sheathed at their sides and guns in their belts. She sat silent and ignored on her horse as her captor dismounted and revealed her identity to his comrades. The moment allowed her to study their group. Tents scattered the field of the encampment, with a pack of hobbled horses grazing off to one side. The rain had finally stopped, and smoke rose from where groups of a few dozen men sat at campfires, eating, talking, and laughing in the gathering dusk.

			She’d seen numerous such bands in the past week: a ragtag pack of German rebels. No reason to be cowed, she tried to convince herself. She straightened her spine and kneed her horse forward into the knot of men. “I demand to speak with your leader,” she said. When they ignored her, she raised her voice: “If you men are at all true to the principles of freedom and rights for which you fight, you will not hold me against my will.”

			The militiamen turned toward her. Laughter burst from the one who’d towed her from the Bielstadt Road—Becker, they’d called him. “See that, men? She’s a fit mate indeed for Prince Kurt, issuing her commands!”

			A beefy one with arms like corded tree trunks pulled his dagger and cut loose her hands. He dragged her roughly from the saddle and pushed her to the ground by their fire. “Join our campfire, Fräulein. You’ll find our hospitality in exact proportion to the care doled out by you aristocrats to your peasants.”

			“Halt!” She scrambled to her feet. “You claim to be the new order! Bringing justice to Germany and fighting for freedom! Is this how you inaugurate your precious democracy, by threatening abuse toward an innocent and defenseless woman?”

			“Marie Antoinette lost her head last century, just like her king,” the beefy one said, sneering. “If you choose to bind yourself to scum like Prince Kurt, you must be no different—and no better—than him.”

			It was on the tip of her tongue to disavow her fiancé—although he was surely no longer even that. Kurt’s pride wouldn’t tolerate her betrayal. But she was uncertain enough of the situation to hold back. Perhaps her status as bride-elect of Rotenburg-Gruselstadt held some possibility of protection for her. 

			Becker walked to the fire and spooned himself thick stew from the pot hanging there.

			Her mouth salivated at the smell—Lord, she was hungry. 

			He glanced over his shoulder at her. “And somehow I doubt you are defenseless.” He turned his attention back toward his fellow militiamen. “She fought like a she-lion when I discovered her on the road. Look what she pulled on me!” Becker drew her dagger from its scabbard tucked in his belt and used it to spear himself a chunk of meat from the stew.

			“Prince Kurt’s broadsheets claim you were kidnapped by rebel brigands while delivering charity baskets in the countryside,” Becker continued, chewing heartily. “Is that true, or another one of his lies? Why were you alone on the road when I found you?”

			She hesitated. The truth might help her with these men, but they also mightn’t believe her, nor care to champion her cause against Kurt. They may well hate the prince as much as she did, but sharing a common foe did not make them her allies. They certainly showed no gallantry in their behavior so far.

			“I will answer all your questions, gentlemen, but I should like, if I may”—she sketched them a mocking bow—“the privacy to change into dry clothing and then to share in a bowl of your excellent-smelling stew. And since you know who I am, I would appreciate knowing to whom I speak and who leads your militia band. I am not unsympathetic to your cause and may even be able to help you.”

			“You, help?” the tall one scoffed. “How?”

			She decided to test the waters of an alliance. “I know Schloss Rotenburg well and am familiar with the castle routines and personnel. I could provide valuable information in any action you might plan in the area.” It mightn’t be much of a bargaining chip, but it was as much as she dared venture at the moment.

			They stood in a silent semicircle around her, five hulking and armed soldiers. Then they laughed in her face.

			“Let’s let her get cleaned up for Wolfram,” said Becker. “He can decide what to do with her.”

			“Is this Wolfram in command here?” she asked.

			“Ja, the Freiherr is out scouting,” answered the husky one, crossing thick arms across his chest. “He’ll be back soon. Save your demands for him. The Black Knight has a heart chivalrous enough to be bent by a pretty woman’s plea.”

			His sneering tone wasn’t lost on her. Pretty she was not. Her brown hair, always the bane of her toilette with its willful corkscrew curls, was a frizzled mess that could be nesting squirrels by now. Mud caked her clothing and skin. She stank of sweat and wet wool and her own wretched fear.

			“I think we should have some suggestions ready for der Wolfram,” piped up the taller man.

			“Good idea, Müller,” said the beefy one. “We could just kill her and send back her body to Rotenburg. With a note, perhaps—compliments of the Black Knight himself.”

			 “Nein, Horwitz, too quick,” answered the one they called Müller. “And remember, she’ll be worth something in ransom. I say we send her back to Prince Kurt for the money, but let the men use her for a few days first.”

			Horwitz laughed, his barrel chest booming. “Ja, let’s send her back with the smell of it on her. A fine humiliation for both of them!”

			“She’s a drowned rat now,” said another who sported a brutal scar across his left check, “but I lay money she’s got fine curves and soft skin under those boy’s rags.”

			“Let’s have a look!” piped up the youngest of them.

			She couldn’t tell if they were serious. They were certainly laughing enough for it to be a cruel joke, but she’d seen atrocities enough on her ride this past week to give credence to their words. People were wild with fury for change. They sought a new life without the oppression of the old feudal system still clinging to the land. After what she’d seen of Kurt’s ways, she couldn’t blame them. But nor did she want to get caught in the deadly revolution sweeping the country.

			Her moment to battle—to escape—was now, before their leader Wolfram returned.

			Her thoughts spun wildly. Surely she could outwit these rowdy brigands. Then she saw her chance: a sword, a light one, lying against a saddle by a tree.

			She pounced on it. The well-polished weapon unsheathed easily, and she took her stance with her back to the tree. Fencing was an unusual sport for a woman, but she had four younger brothers and indulgent parents. She’d learned enough. The hilt felt good in her grip. 

			She’d hold these men off or die trying.

			Becker recovered first from the surprise that had left the men’s mouths hanging open. “Our scruffy she-cat has claws, boys. Look out!” he said, laughing.

			“Johann, why don’t you take her on?” suggested the scarred one to the young man with them. “You fight like a girl anyway; maybe she’ll have half a chance.”

			So very amusing, she thought bitterly as they all laughed. She wished to God she had her throwing knives. She would take them out like rats.

			Johann drew his sword and advanced. She took his measure: overconfident, swaggering, careless. A slim, pimple-faced youth—a boy, really—arrogantly assuming she knew nothing. She waited, drawing him in closer, then flicked her wrist in three quick twists to send his sword clattering to the road. Some footwork and a lunge brought her sword tip to his throat. But when he stared at her, more shocked than scared, she hesitated. 

			She’s never killed a man before. He looked of an age with her youngest brother, Nicholas. Although she wanted to run him through, her stomach rebelled. Stupid time to develop nerves, Lenora! Men had no such compunctions. How did they do it?
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