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*
 
On October 31, 1517, the Protestant Reformation began by Martin Luther’s hand. Soon after, European Christians were killing each other at an unprecedented rate in the name of religion. Witch-hunts plagued the continent. And while these ghastly affairs took more than a century to gain traction across the ocean in North America, the European progenitors of these events found themselves often focusing on far different targets—werewolves.
 
This story depicts one such actual werewolf investigation and trial—a particularly infamous one that took place in Germany, the birthplace of Martin Luther and the Protestant Reformation. 
 
So although some characters and events are fictional, the subject matter is not.
 
*



PART I
The Case of Dorothea Gabler 



CHAPTER ONE

HEINRICH

1588 – Near the town of Bedburg, Germany
 
It had been some time since Investigator Heinrich Franz had inspected a murder scene, and he relished the opportunity. As he removed his black gloves to inspect the body, a tingle ran down his spine.
The victim’s body was situated near a tree, tucked away from any trails or passing eyes.
“Our killer wanted to make it difficult to identify the victim, but not to find her,” Heinrich said to his right-hand man and bodyguard, Tomas. 
He crouched over the body. Her exposed entrails had been dragged around the trunk of the tree, separating her legs from her torso. Her right foot was missing three toes, and her left arm was missing altogether. Her mangled face was a canvas for flesh-eating insects. He could only tell the victim was female by the tattered blue dress she wore and the stringy blonde hair plastered against her head.
Heinrich glanced at the dress. Maybe it will help to identify her, he thought, and then looked at her face. Because that certainly won’t.   
Heinrich prodded beneath the dress, but found no signs of defilement. The stench of decay was not yet overwhelming, but still strong enough to offend his keen nose.  
“She’s been dead for less than twenty-four hours,” the investigator said. He turned to the frightened farmer standing behind him. “And you found her when?”
“This morning, sir.” The farmer held a grimy cap close to his chest. “I was walking my dogs when the wind brought her smell right to me. Then I saw crows circling—”
“I didn’t ask how,” Heinrich said, “just when.” 
The investigator circled the tree and bent down to examine the torso with a magnifying glass. Flies and maggots crawled over her body and through her deep cuts. Heinrich put a finger to one of her small, exposed breasts. It was cold and clammy. 
“She was killed in broad daylight, sir?” the farmer asked. 
Heinrich ignored the man. He pocketed his magnifying glass, stood up with creaking knees, and wrestled his hands back into his gloves. “Judging by the size of her breasts and feet, I’d say she was no more than fifteen years of age.”
“Just a child,” the farmer murmured. He started fidgeting with his cap, and then stammered. “There wouldn’t perhaps be any kind of . . . reward for finding the body, would there, sir?”
Heinrich gave the man an icy glare and spat on the grass. Heartless swine, he thought, shaking his head. Trying to profit on the death of a child. He started pacing in front of the farmer, and then stroked his chin and twirled his thin, wispy mustache. He stared at the man’s fat, doughy face. He was middle-aged, with a patchy gray beard. His eyes were soft, and he looked harmless, but Heinrich knew that appearances never made the man, nor told the whole story. 
“The real question I have,” Heinrich said, “is what was a young girl doing out here alone, so far from any roads?”
“Perhaps she was lured here?”  
The investigator eyed the farmer. “A fine observation,” Heinrich said with a disingenuous smile. Then it vanished. “My next question is what were you doing out here so far from the trails?”
The farmer scratched his scalp, and then his face slowly distorted and his mouth fell open. He stammered some more. “Y-you can’t believe that . . . that I . . .” he trailed off. “I told you, sir, I was leading my dogs—”
Heinrich nodded and Tomas came to the farmer’s side and grabbed his arms. The farmer shouted and squirmed and tried to break free.
“You can’t do this, sir! I came to you only trying to help!”
Yes, trying to help your purse.
Tomas looked pale and queasy as he wrestled with the farmer.
“Take him to the jail,” Heinrich ordered. “I’ll be by a bit later. Find out whatever you can.”
Tomas nodded and turned away.
“And Tomas,” Heinrich added. The soldier spun on his heels, and Heinrich stared into his eyes. “Whatever means necessary.”
Tomas nodded again. “What are your thoughts, sir?”
Heinrich sighed and put his hands on his hips. “I’m thinking the Werewolf of Bedburg has returned.”


 
 


The search for the Werewolf of Bedburg had gone cold over the previous two years. Prior to that, the terrible beast rampaged across the German countryside for a decade, unopposed.  
When he vanished, no one knew why.
There hadn’t been any definitive sightings since. Sometimes a peasant clamoring for fame would claim to have seen the beast, and it would stoke the flames of fear around Bedburg all over again. The sightings were always unfounded—a Protestant minority trying to scare the Catholics, or the other way around.
This latest discovery, however, could not be ignored. In the past, Heinrich had seen wounds as grotesque as those on the latest victim.
Finally, the hunt was on again, and Heinrich felt the hair stand on the back of his neck.     
He made his way back to the town of Bedburg, and decided to postpone his interrogation until the morning, to let the farmer stew in the dank cellars of the jail for a while. 
The investigator decided to stop in at the local tavern on the eastern side of town. He meandered through the muddy roads of Bedburg until he came to a stone building with a brick-tiled roof. As he arrived, the sun was setting behind the trees to the west. He opened the front door and was greeted by a stale wave of heat across his face.
Inside, the place was bustling. Travelers and peasants and tradesmen alike sat at circular wooden tables, drinking, laughing, and telling stories to each other as they ogled the passing bar wenches.
A large hearth was lit on the left wall, and the bar was located opposite the hearth. Heinrich took a seat at the bar, next to a broad-shouldered man. He took off his gloves, rubbed his eyes, and ordered a mug of ale. Within seconds of sitting, a short-skirted, redheaded girl with freckles dotting her nose sashayed over to him and gave him a coy smile. She opened her mouth to speak, but Heinrich waved her off before any words came out. She frowned and stormed off to a nearby table.     
“If you don’t take her, I might have to.”
Heinrich faced the big man sitting next to him. He had a leathery face, and a long, dark beard. His tunic was ragged, and he had scars on his thick arms. The most telling sign was his eyes—the hardened eyes of a man who had seen many horrors in his life. Heinrich deduced that the man was a soldier.
“Have at her,” the investigator said.
The man let out a raspy, rumbling noise that sounded somewhere between a laugh and a battle cry. He took a large pull from the mug in front of him, belched, and then stuck out his hand. “Georg Sieghart,” he said.
Heinrich paused, stared at the man’s bear-like hand, and noticed an iron ring around his fourth finger. He took Georg’s hand—the man had an iron grip—and said, “Heinrich Franz.” Then, with his chin, he gestured to the ring on Georg’s hand, and then to the redheaded girl nearby. “What would your wife think of that?”
A smirk formed beneath Georg’s long beard, and he shrugged. “She wouldn’t mind. Haven’t seen her in some time.”
He looked at Heinrich’s hands, noticed a similar ring, and said, “Is that why you resist the temptation?”
“You could say that.”
Georg lifted his mug. “To chivalry,” he said with a smile.
Heinrich bumped mugs with the man and took a large gulp. “Have you just returned from warring?”
Heinrich spoke of the Cologne War, which had ravaged the state for nearly seven long years.
“How did you know?”
“It’s my job to know. You haven’t seen your wife for some time, and you sit like a soldier.”
Lines formed on Georg’s forehead. “How does one sit like a soldier?”
Heinrich looked Georg up and down. “Slumped shoulders, but still with a disciplined posture. You hold your mug with both hands, as if it’s going to run away, and your eyes dart around, looking for the nearest threat.”
Georg frowned. “You’ve known me for two minutes, and you gathered all that? What are you, a Protestant spy?”
Heinrich looked over his shoulder and then leaned in conspiratorially. “I’m the chief investigator of Bedburg,” he said in a low voice. 
Georg frowned. After a moment, he grinned, and then he clapped Heinrich hard on the back and let out another deep belly rumble. “Well, Investigator Franz, you are only half right. I was a soldier, but not any longer.”
“Wounded? Discharged?”
Georg finished his ale, and then he leaned close to Heinrich. “Deserter,” he said with a straight face. “But don’t tell your lord.”
Heinrich couldn’t be sure if the man was being serious. “And you’re Catholic?”
“Of course. Born Jesuit. But I’ve killed enough Calvinists and Lutherans to last a lifetime. The Protestants may be heretical fools, but from what I’ve seen and done, I’m not too sure we’re much better.”
Heinrich leaned back in his stool, somewhat startled at Georg’s bluntness. “Those words can get you killed around here.”
Georg stared at Heinrich and frowned. “Should I be worried you’re goin’ to squeal on me, Investigator Franz?”
Heinrich paused. Then he smiled and patted Georg on the back. He decided he liked this man. We need more people like him—not afraid to say what they mean—men with conviction. “No,” he said. “We need people with spines like yours. Our country is being overrun by gutless sods and rodents.”
“That doesn’t sound very Catholic of you, Investigator Franz.”
Heinrich eyed the large man. “Who said I was Catholic?”
Georg’s face lost its color. It wasn’t until Heinrich began chuckling that Georg’s face lit up. The big man grinned and said, “What are you investigating?”
“I’m trying to find the Werewolf of Bedburg.”
“Ah. I heard the beast has returned.”
“How? The newest victim was just found today.”
“It’s my job to listen,” Georg said with a wink. He stood from his chair, stretched his thick arms, and groaned. “Word travels fast.” He gave Heinrich another hard slap on the shoulder, and then began to walk toward the door of the tavern. “Have a good night, investigator.”
Heinrich looked over his shoulder and called out, “What are you here for, Georg Sieghart?”
When the big man reached the door, he turned and had a mischievous grin on his face. “You’re here to find the werewolf? Well, I’m here to kill him.”
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
GEORG
 
 
Georg strolled half-drunkenly to an inn near the tavern. As he clomped through the muddy roads, he looked up and smiled at the yellow moon that lit up the cloudless sky. The usual commotion of horses and people was replaced by an eerie silence. The townsfolk stayed indoors and shuttered their windows, frightened of the word that a killer had returned to their town.
As he stumbled along, Georg wondered if he’d said too much to the investigator. In hindsight, he realized it wasn’t smart to blab about deserting his military post to a complete stranger.
It’s the alcohol’s fault.
Georg also couldn’t tell if the man was being truthful when he said he was the chief investigator for the lord of Bedburg, Lord Werner. If he was telling the truth, then Georg figured he’d see more of Heinrich Franz in the future. Also, it meant that the investigator would be his rival in the search for the killer.
Since leaving the army, Georg had followed the werewolf’s bloody trail, first from the city of Cologne, and then west, to Bedburg. He thought he was closer to finding the beast than anyone else was, but then the murders stopped happening, and the trail went cold.
Now everything had changed.
He came to the small inn and wandered inside. A crackling fire warmed the lobby, and an elderly clerk stood near the far wall. Next to the clerk was a staircase that led up to the bedrooms.
“Claus,” Georg said with a nod.
“Welcome back, Herr Sieghart. Find what you were looking for?”
“Always and never,” Georg said, shrugging. He disappeared up a staircase and went to his small room. When he plopped himself on his hard cot, his brain started swirling.
I’ll need to find more work if I’m going to pursue this beast, he thought, laying his head down. And I’ll need . . . he started, but darkness found him before he could finish his thought.
  
 
 
 
He had a horrible dream that night—the same nightmare he’d had nearly every night over the last few months. It always started differently than the time before, but always ended the same.
This time, he was in a dark village. Owls hooted from nearby trees. The rank odor of burning hair, wood, and flesh reached his nose. It lingered like an unwanted lover.  He could hear screaming and shouting coming from nearby houses.
This was a Protestant village, and the people here were poor farmers and peasants. More importantly, these people worshiped the teachings of Martin Luther.  
Georg fought for the city of Cologne and for the Catholic prince-elector, Archbishop Ernst of Bavaria. He was joined by Spanish troops, and the poor Protestants in this village were his enemies.      
Men and women and children burned, and their death-woes pierced the sky as ashes billowed and choked the night air. Many of the women were burned as witches—without trial or proof—and their children for being spawned from demons. The men were forced to watch their women being raped by the Spanish soldiers, before their own throats were cut. The bodies piled high. Then, to scare off other reformers, the village itself was razed.
Then the dream took a familiar turn.
Georg was ordered to kill a mother and an infant she carried. There could be no witnesses to this awful, senseless massacre. Georg hesitated. Staring at the horrified mother, he was reminded of his own wife and unborn child. What crimes could these two possibly have committed? Why must they die? 
And just before swinging his blade, the nightmare adjusted to his life at home, returning from the war, and the horrors he found there . . .
 
 
 
Georg jolted awake with a gasp. He was covered with thick sweat. He looked outside his small window and saw that the sun was rising. He decided he’d attend early Mass to try and find solace from his perpetual nightmares. 
Hunting the werewolf had become the only escape from the life he once led. But sleep brought out the worst in him, as if God was telling him that he’d never be forgiven for the atrocities he’d committed.  
After a quick meal of boiled eggs, Georg left the inn and headed to the nearby church. The early risers were preparing for their hard day ahead. Men pushed wheelbarrows to and from the farmlands, and cattle were set to graze the pastures. People kept to themselves.
The church was located in the center of town, easily accessible for all. It was one of the grandest structures in Bedburg, and had a huge, golden cross fixated on its pure-white gable, and a stained-glass front door.
People of all sorts attended Mass: old women trying to find answers for their sickly children; starving farmers; worried soldiers. Usually, Bishop Solomon ran the morning Mass. He was an old, Roman Catholic parish leader who gave enthralling sermons, issued indulgences, and gave confessions to the congregation. But today, a young man—no more than twenty years old—took his place.
The priest was Father Dieter Nicolaus. He had short-cropped hair, a black cassock, and a friendly, smiling face. His sermons were delivered in a calm demeanor, without the spitfire rhetoric or flying hand gestures that were trademarks of Bishop Solomon.      
After saying opening prayers, Father Nicolaus gave a sermon about the evils of false prophets—such as Martin Luther—and of the murder from the day before.
“Remember, brothers and sisters, Satan comes to us in many forms—hidden, as he were, in the dark fur of a cowardly beast. A killer. A creature of the night, fueled by black magic. The poor girl from yesterday has been identified as a good, pious Catholic. Don’t let her terrible death falter your belief in God. Let it strengthen your resolve. For He is everywhere.” 
The priest put his hands on the pulpit in front of him and cleared his throat. “The Protestant devil seeks to destroy good Catholics by any means necessary. In this case, he’s sent us a terrible message: Believe in our evil teachings, or a horrible death will befall you. But do not fear, brothers and sisters. We will fight on, we will find this beast, and we will defeat him. God will show us the way. We will find our way through this tragedy, as we have before, and we will prosper in His glory!”
With his final proclamation, the congregation cheered and hollered. The speech seemed to give the scared townsfolk a renewed sense of faith. The smart priest had managed to link the murder of a young girl with the supposed tyrannies of Protestant practices. Georg wondered if the Lutherans and Calvinists spouted similar ideas—that the werewolf was an instrument of God, sent to punish the Catholics for their choice of faith.
After his sermon, Father Nicolaus shook the hands of his people, and then Georg walked up to him. “A riveting sermon, Father Nicolaus.”
“Thank you, my son.”
Georg was somewhat irked by a man half his age calling him son, but he let it go. “I was wondering if I might have a quick word?” he asked. “Nightmares have haunted me for too long, and I was hoping you could help me.”
“Absolutely,” the priest said. “Come to the confessional.”
Georg followed Father Nicolaus to the back of the nave, and entered the booth. “Bless me father, for I have sinned,” he began.
“How long has it been since your last confession?”
“Four months.”
“And what would you like to confess?”
“I’ve killed many people in the name of God—innocent people. It has made me weary and detached from my faith. My family is gone. Can God still love me after all I’ve done?”
After a short moment of silence, the priest spoke. “A crisis of faith is common in every man, my son. Remember that God is everywhere, and He loves everyone. Obedience and perseverance are cornerstones of our faith. If you repent, He will forgive. The war you fight is a war on God, and you fight on the side of the righteous. Never forget that.”
Georg nodded and let the words mull over. He was told to recite the Hail Mary prayer ten times, and then he thanked the priest and left the church.



CHAPTER THREE
DIETER

 
 
Father Dieter Nicolaus clasped his hands behind his back and watched as Georg Sieghart left the church. Then he turned and noticed a woman dressed in a habit and veil standing next to him. The nun was a middle-aged woman with a stern face. Her hands were folded near her stomach, and she was frowning beneath her white veil.
“Sister Salome,” Dieter said, bowing to the nun.
“Father.” The nun kept her eyes on Georg Sieghart as the big man walked through the stained-glass doorway, out into the sunny morning. 
“I hope that man returns to Mass. He is a troubled man, with a troubled soul,” Dieter said.
“A common sight in these troubling days,” Sister Salome added.
“Indeed.” Dieter stroked his chin, and faced Salome. “But he has a different air about him than most. He is not anxious, just conflicted. I’d like to learn more about Georg Sieghart. Where does he come from? What are his ambitions?”
“Do you believe he’s a threat to the congregation, Father?”
Dieter was shaking his head before Sister Salome finished her sentence. “No, no, nothing like that. But I know every person who attends Mass—from the innkeeper to the tailor’s son—yet I know nothing of him.”
Sister Salome bowed and stared at the tiled floor. “I will find out what I can, Father.”
The nun shuffled away toward the back of the nave, and disappeared down a hallway. Dieter followed her down the hallway, walked past her, and came to a large, oaken door. He knocked on the thick door, and a voice from inside said, “Come.”
Inside, an elderly man with a sagging face and feathery, white hair around the crown of his head sat behind an elegant table. The man wore a purple sash over his black cassock, and a large cross hung from his neck. He scribbled on parchment, and didn’t bother to look up from his desk as Dieter entered.
When no introduction was forthcoming, Dieter said, “Your Grace, I would like to speak with you.”
“So what’s keeping you?” the old man asked, still writing.
“It is about my sermon—”
“A very eloquent sermon.”
“W-well, thank you, but it was quite uncomfortable, too.”
Bishop Solomon sighed and finally looked up at the priest. His eyes were graying, his back was hunched, and his cheekbones were leathery and pocked from age. “What was uncomfortable about it? You aren’t there to hold the hands of the people. In times such as these, it takes some words of distress to stir the townsfolk.”
Dieter rubbed his temples. “I suppose this was different because I’ve paired tragedy against those we disagree with. It doesn’t seem right.”
Bishop Solomon snorted and said, “It is very right, my son. This attack was surely the work of Protestant monsters. Do you not find it odd that the killing comes just as the Cologne War slows to a crawl?”  
The bishop stood from his chair. The bones in his body creaked as he came to his feet. Resting one hand on his table for support, he said, “We are winning this war, Dieter, and our enemies are trying to promote this tragedy to justify their own perverse, heretical agenda.”
Dieter couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Does this man truly believe that? 
The priest cleared his throat and tried to find the right words. They came a moment later. “But do you really think a werewolf is the source of this girl’s death? Has anyone ever seen one of these monsters?”
“I’ve seen the bodies of the victims, Dieter, and not just this girl’s. No man could have inflicted such terrible wounds, by God’s mercy.” The bishop made the sign of the cross in the air. “And there have been witnesses, trials, executions. Yes, I very much believe that there is devilry at work here. And it is not your job to doubt . . .” the bishop trailed off, and then stared straight at Dieter with his piercing gray eyes. “Tell me, do you believe in God?”
Dieter scrunched his face. “Of course, Father. What kind of question—”
“And have you seen him before? In the flesh?”
Dieter opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it when he noticed Bishop Solomon’s scowl. 
“Well, what’s your answer, Dieter?” the bishop asked. He didn’t wait for a reply, but instead raised a finger to the sky. “Your job is to relay God’s message to the laymen, and to offer guidance. Never forget that.”  
Dieter wanted to say something—to argue—but he bit his tongue. He thought that comparing werewolves to God in the way Bishop Solomon had was a fallacy. But he also knew better than to argue with his superior. 
The bishop waved off Dieter with a skeletal hand, and then he sat back down. He picked up his quill and looked down at his parchment. “Go to the market and feed the poor, my son. Clear your mind of this, and please don’t come back with this nonsense again. Despite your vanity, you will preach the sermons that God wishes you to.”
 You mean the sermons that you wish me to. Dieter clenched his jaw and stared at the top of Bishop Solomon’s head. Anger welled inside, but he managed to say, “Yes, Father.” Then he spun on his heels and left the chamber. He went to the altar at the back of the nave, gave a short prayer, and then stormed past the pews and out of the church. 
Outside in the cool morning, Dieter’s frustration quickly subsided. Though the bishop’s words stung—comparing Dieter’s skepticism about the werewolf with a lack of faith—he was a man of the cloth, and not one to hold grudges.
Perhaps the bishop is right—do not doubt what you do not know. Dieter wanted to know the identity and motivations of the Beast of Bedburg just as much as anyone. He hoped those things would eventually come to light, but knew he needed to be patient in the meantime.
As the Bible taught that God was omnipotent, it also taught that Satan was perverse—he brought evil and monsters into the world, and drove men mad with lust and depravity. The killings around Bedburg and Cologne over the last few years were proof of that. The entire war between the Catholics and Protestants was proof of that.
So much senseless death, Dieter thought. And for what? 
As he ruminated, Dieter made his way from the church, down a small hill, and headed toward the heart of Bedburg. The sun seared the early morning fog and its rays burst through the clouds. Dieter marveled at the grand sight. Smiling, he passed by several tradesmen and farmers, and nodded to each one of them. Most of them returned with a nod of their own.
Dieter felt great satisfaction in his familiarity with the people of Bedburg. But as he made his way into the center marketplace of town, he saw someone whom he did not recognize. 
While the farmers were setting up their tents of grain and fruits and vegetables, and the tradesmen set up their wares, and the butchers shouted their prices for their fresh meats, she stood out from all of them. 
She was a beautiful girl in a pristine white gown, with curly hair the color of the sun, and fair skin that made her look angelic. She carried herself with grace and elegance, and Dieter stopped moving when he laid eyes on her. In a place full of dirty peasants—hands blackened from hard labor, tunics crusted with week-old filth—she seemed so out of place. She was a diamond in a field of coal, and Dieter was shocked that he’d never seen her before. 
The girl skipped over to a fruit vendor and looked into a crate of apples, then rummaged through the crate, squeezing each one. Dieter felt the urge—the desire—to speak with her. As a shy priest and a man of God, he couldn’t ever remember feeling that need before. And it happened so fast.
Dieter found himself walking in her direction before his mind realized what it was doing. He couldn’t control his legs. His robe swept the dirty ground as he neared her, and he almost tripped over his own feet.
Once beside her, he cleared his throat. “H-hello, young lady.”
The girl faced him. She smiled and had big, sad eyes. Dimples formed on her cheeks as she smiled, and Dieter’s heart could have stopped right then and there.
“Good day, Father,” she said, and curtsied. 
“May I?” Dieter motioned toward the apple she held. His hands fidgeted as he reached out. 
The girl was slightly taken aback, but then she nodded. “Of course.”
Dieter felt the apple and stared into her blue eyes. She was probably no more than sixteen years of age. “You don’t want this one,” he said, and placed the apple back in the crate. He poked around for a moment and found two apples that felt firm. He handed them to the girl and said, “These two will do,” and smiled. “They’re just ripe enough.”
“Thank you,” she said. Her hand grazed Dieter’s as she took the apples, and the hair on the priest’s arm stood on edge. “You are very adept at apple-picking.”
Dieter felt his face turn as red as the fruit he’d just handed over. “Er, well, I must be . . . for my vocation,” he stammered, and immediately felt stupid for saying it. Then he gained his composure and cleared his throat again. “In fact, I was just about to go feed the less fortunate. Would you like to accompany me?”
The girl raised her eyebrows. “What a coincidence. I was just headed to do the same.”
Dieter paid for the apples for the girl, and then the two walked to a grain-seller and bought two loaves of brown bread. They walked toward the southern outskirts of town, side by side.
“My name is Dieter Nicolaus,” the priest said as they walked down the muddy road. 
The girl held folds of her white dress in her hands, so the edges wouldn’t drag in the dirt. “I’m Sybil Griswold,” she said with a shy smile. “Pleased to meet you, Father Nicolaus.”
Coming to the edge of town, Dieter and Sybil saw poor and homeless citizens gathering for their morning soup-and-bread routine. The southern end of town—near the farmlands—was where the unluckiest people in Bedburg stayed: the homeless, the mind-addled, the weak, and the decrepit. 
When the poor folk saw a girl in a white gown and a man in a black cassock headed in their direction, with food in their hands, it must have seemed like a miracle. Dieter and Sybil were immediately swarmed and surrounded by tens of groaning, aching townsfolk. They all reached out and tried to touch and take the food, but Dieter organized them into a line. He was used to this process, and it made his heart and soul swell whenever he could help the people. Of course, he’d never done so with a beautiful angel by his side.
Within minutes, the food was all gone, and the poor folk dispersed. While handing out the bread, however, Dieter learned much about Sybil.
She was the daughter of a well-to-do farmer, living just outside town. “Not far from where we are, in fact,” she’d said. Dieter could hardly believe it, seeing as that she looked like a queen’s daughter.
She was also sixteen years old—as he’d guessed—four years younger than he.
“Why have I never seen you in church before?” Dieter asked as he handed out the last chunks of bread. “I would surely recognize your face.”
Sybil looked to the ground. “My father doesn’t attend church, so I don’t either. We’re usually working the land while Mass takes place. Today he let me go into town for a treat because this season has been good to us.”
“Even on holidays? Specials occasions?”
Sybil shrugged.
Dieter frowned. “Does your father work you hard?”
Sybil had a blank look on her face. “Not any harder than the other boys and girls.”
“And boys?”
Sybil glanced at Dieter. “What of them?”
“A pretty girl like you—you must have them lining up at your door.”
Sybil shook her head profusely and blushed. “No, no, father doesn’t allow that,” she said, turning away.
Dieter stared at Sybil with a stern look in his eye. He decided that he would have to meet her father. He could tell that Sybil felt uncomfortable talking about him, and Dieter wanted to find out why. Not that it was any of his business, but he felt compelled, for some reason.
After handing out blessings to the poverty-stricken folk, Dieter offered to walk Sybil home. He didn’t want her walking alone, and her farm wasn’t far from town. She accepted, and before long they were in the grassy, hilly countryside.
Sybil’s estate was huge, and standing outside the front door of her house was a middle-aged man with his arms crossed over his chest, looking quite displeased.
 



CHAPTER FOUR
SYBIL
 


 
 
Peter Griswold frowned and said, “Go inside, Sybil.” He was a stout man with a deep voice. His skin was dark and leathery from years of laboring in the sun. He was also missing his left hand. 
“But father—”
“Inside, young lady.”
Sybil groaned and stormed past her father. She looked over her shoulder and took one last glance at Father Nicolaus before disappearing into the house. 
The interior of the house was built of stone and wood. Besides the main cooking room, there were four separate chambers: two small rooms where Sybil and her younger brother slept, Peter’s larger quarters, and a small washroom.
Sybil’s brother, Hugo, poked his head out from behind his door. “Are you in trouble, Beele?” he asked. He was an irreparably shy eleven-year-old, with a shaggy head of brown hair and big, almond-shaped eyes.
Sybil faced him and smiled warmly. “No, Hue, everything is fine.” Despite his nervousness, Sybil loved the boy more than anyone else in the world. 
When she heard muffled voices coming from outside, she crept up to the front door and put her ear to the wood. Sybil knew her father was a stern man, and she hoped Peter wouldn’t be too hard on the priest. Father Nicolaus seemed like a kind, gentle soul. 
“What do you think you’re doing, priest?” she heard her father say.
“Sir, it’s not safe for a girl to walk home alone. You should know that. Have you not heard of yesterday’s murder? A girl younger than your daughter was found dead, not far from here,” Father Nicolaus said.
Murder? Sybil thought. Her heart started to race. She knew she lived a sheltered life—But how have I not heard of such a thing? 
“I will take care of my daughter,” Peter said.
“You can’t protect her when you aren’t with her,” Father Nicolaus snapped. A long pause followed. “Look, sir, I am a man of God,” the priest began again, calmly. “We fed the poor and I walked her home. There was no ill intent.” Another pause, and then, “Are you a man of God, sir?”
Sybil could hear her father groan, and then he must have decided to stay quiet.
Father Nicolaus spoke again. “Are you a Protestant?”
“No,” Peter said, “of course not. My family wouldn’t last a day in this town if that was the case.”
“So why have I never seen your family at Mass?”
“What I do with my family is none of your business, priest. I don’t answer to you—”
“No, you only answer to God, as we all do. Don’t you want to save your soul?”
Peter scoffed. “I’m busy trying to teach my children work ethic and the realities of life. We have no time for God in our daily work.”
Sybil gasped and put a hand over her mouth. Even she knew what a bad thing that was to say to a priest. 
Father Nicolaus sounded undeterred. “We all have time for God, Herr Griswold. He is all around us, after all. If I see your family at Mass in the coming days—which I hope to see—let’s see if I can’t change your mind about giving glory to God, even in your day-to-day routine.”
Peter grumbled a few more times, and it seemed as though the conversation was coming to an end. Sybil sprinted away from the door and into the living quarters, where she sat down on a chair and grabbed a spindle and thread. 
A moment later, Peter stomped into the house. He put his hands on his hips and glared at Sybil. After a long moment, he asked, “Where did you meet him?”
“At the marketplace,” Sybil said. “He helped me pick out apples.”
“I want you to stay away from that boy.”
Sybil’s eyes narrowed. “He’s not a boy, father. He’s a kind, harmless man, and a priest.”
“No man is harmless—not even a priest—especially not when my daughter is involved. You don’t see the way men look at you, Sybil, because you’re young.”
Sybil stood from her chair, crossed her arms over her chest and stuck her nose up at her father. “He was just being nice. It isn’t like he was trying to court
me.”
The air seemed to leave Peter’s lungs, and he pointed a thick finger toward his daughter. “Don’t even say that word—court.”
Sybil threw her arms in the air. Her voice raised an octave as she said, “I’m not a little girl anymore! I can’t stay here forever, and you can’t protect me forever!”
“You’ll stay here as long as I say.”
Sybil tried to stay angry, but then her bottom lip began to tremble. She looked down at the ground. 
Peter walked over to her and put a hand on her slender shoulder. He kneeled beside her, so they were at eye level. He tried to soften his voice and said, “Beele, I’m your father. It’s my job to protect you. You don’t know the terrible things that men are capable of, especially to a beautiful girl such as yourself. I would be lost if anything ever happened to you. You know that, right?”
Sybil nodded as tears welled in her eyes. “Is that why you lied, then? To protect me?”
Peter’s neck jerked back.
“You lied and said we weren’t Protestants. Why?”
Peter scratched the back of his head with his only hand. “So you were eavesdropping,” he said with a sigh. “There are things you don’t understand about the world—” 
“Then make me understand!”
“Our people are not safe here, Beele!” Peter snapped. “Don’t you see why we hardly ever venture into town? The Catholics hate us, they’re winning the war, and they control the town. A few years ago it wasn’t like that, but now it is, so we must be discreet.”
“Father Nicolaus doesn’t hate me,” Sybil said in a low voice, still pouting with her arms crossed.
“Father Nicolaus doesn’t know you. And he surely doesn’t know you’re a Protestant.”
“No, but he knows we don’t go to church. Can’t he assume why?”
“He can’t do anything without proof,” Peter said. He stood to his full height. “Now, come, enough of all this. Let’s start dinner, and tomorrow we’ll begin the day fresh.”
As he walked away, Sybil kept her eyes on him. She was a curious and observant girl, and she could tell by his body language that there was something else nagging at her father.
Why doesn’t he mention the murder that Father Nicolaus spoke of? He says he wants to protect me, but isn’t that something I should know about?
 
 



CHAPTER FIVE
HEINRICH
 
 
Karl Achterberg howled in agony as the fifth fingernail from his right hand was forcibly removed with rusty pliers. The farmer whimpered and collapsed to the ground, clutching his hand. Blood seeped through his fingers and down his forearm. He pissed himself, and the urine pooled at his feet.
The torturer, Ulrich, was a big man with a purple scar running down half his face. He grinned, seeming to take a grim satisfaction in his work. 
“Quash that smile from your face,” Heinrich said to the punisher.
Ulrich frowned. “Is it so wrong to take pride in what I do, investigator?”
Heinrich shook his head. He’d kept the farmer in jail over night. Now it was morning, Heinrich was a bit hung over, and the man’s screeching was giving him a piercing headache. 
While Heinrich had been imbibing with his new acquaintance—the huntsman Georg Sieghart—a distraught mother had come to the coroner’s chambers. She recognized the dead girl’s tattered blue dress and identified her as Dorothea Gabler, the woman’s daughter. Then she promptly fell unconscious at the grotesque sight of her beloved child. Dorothea was fourteen years old, and the daughter of two tailors.
Her mother had no idea why Dorothea would have been so far out in the countryside—their home was near the town. 
The girl had gone missing two nights ago. Heinrich figured she was killed last morning, and discovered that afternoon by the farmer, Karl Achterberg.
Heinrich was certain that this farmer knew more than he was letting on. The interrogation had gone on throughout most of the morning, however, and Karl hadn’t said much. The investigator contemplated using more severe interrogation techniques, as removing fingernails was more painful than permanent, and not very efficient in this case.
“Tell me something I can use, Karl, and this will all stop. Tell me something, and you can go home to your wife and son.”
The heavyset farmer glared at Heinrich with a look of horror, as if wondering how the investigator knew of his family. He whimpered.
“Very well,” Heinrich sighed. “Tomas?”
Heinrich’s right-hand man walked into the cell. He tugged at a rope, and two large hunting dogs were led into the room, leashed together. 
“Your prized hounds, Karl. If I open them up, are you telling me that I won’t find the remains of Dorothea’s missing left arm in their stomachs?”
Karl sputtered and his jaw dropped. “I . . . please,” he began, and trailed off.
When no more words were forthcoming, Heinrich turned to Tomas. “Kill them.”
Tomas hesitated and arched his brow at the investigator. Then he unsheathed a knife from his belt and held it to the throat of one of the dogs. 
“Wait! Wait!” Karl shouted. “Please, don’t kill them! I’ll tell you what I know.”
Heinrich nodded to Tomas, who sheathed his knife with a sigh of relief.
“Maybe now we’ll get somewhere,” Heinrich said. He took a seat on a stool in front of Karl. 
Karl choked on his own spit and swallowed hard. His bloody hand trembled, and his eyes darted around the room. “There’s a man—a neighbor of mine. H-he’s a Rhenish farmer. He’s quite wealthy and well-known throughout—”
“His name?”
“Peter. Peter Griswold. Some people call him Peter Stubbe behind his back.”
“Why?”
“He’s missing his left hand. No . . . his right.” The farmer shrugged. “He’s missing a hand.”
Heinrich nodded, crossed one leg over the other, and rested his chin on one of his fists. “Continue.” 
“He’s an evil fellow, my lord. I swear it. He practices black magic and rituals and steals off into the night. I’ve seen it, as God as my witness, I’ve seen it!” Karl Achterberg began to sweat from his forehead, brow, and from other unseemly places. 
“Where does he go at night?” Heinrich asked, cocking his head to one side.
“I’ve never followed him, my lord. But he does evil things in his home. Ask around, and you’ll see I’m not lying.”
“What kinds of things does he do, Karl?”
“Evil things.”
Heinrich felt his piercing headache return, and he breathed deeply to control his temper. 
“He beds his own daughter, my lord,” Karl said, as if he noticed the frustration on Heinrich’s face. 
Heinrich’s eyebrows went high. He leaned in toward Karl, his face getting so close that he could smell the farmer’s foul breath. “Incest is a grave accusation, Karl. Have you witnessed this act before?”
Karl tried to look away. His eyes darted around some more. “N-no, I haven’t, my lord. But I’ve heard the stories! I’m not the only one who’s heard them.”
Heinrich breathed hard through his nose and studied the farmer’s trembling face—his beady, sunken eyes; his perspiring neck and forehead; his fat, sagging jowls. 
After a long pause, Heinrich abruptly stood and turned away from the man. “Is there anything else I should know about Peter Griswold?”
“O-one more thing, my lord. He secretly follows the teachings of Martin Luther.”
Heinrich spun around and faced the farmer again. “A Lutheran, you say? My dear Karl, why didn’t you begin with that?” He smiled, turned to his bodyguard, and clapped Tomas on the shoulder. “I believe we should go talk with this man, Tomas. Don’t you?”
Tomas nodded. “And what about the dogs, investigator?”
“And what about me?!” Karl whimpered.
Heinrich looked at the punisher. “Lock him up, Ulrich.”
“But you said I could go home, my lord! Please, I’ve told you what I know!” Karl pleaded.
Heinrich ignored the wailing man and walked at a brisk pace out of the jailhouse. 
 
          
 
Heinrich ate a quick lunch to ease his headache, and then he and Tomas took two horses from the jail and rode south, toward the farmlands just outside of Bedburg.
It was midday, so they traveled hard and fast down the muddy, winding trails of Bedburg’s main thoroughfare. As they reached the edge of town, gray clouds began to swirl overhead. They made their way into the hilly countryside, asked around for directions to Peter Griswold’s estate, and found it easily enough.
For a farmer, Heinrich decided, Peter Griswold had a large estate. There was a pasture with grazing cattle, a stable and barn behind the main house, and an extensive field of crops. His nearest neighbors were acres away, to the west and east. Heinrich assumed one of those neighboring estates was Karl Achterberg’s.
A man was outside of the main house with a rake in his hand, finishing the day’s chores. As Heinrich and Tomas approached, the man stood tall and leaned on the rake. Even from a distance, Heinrich could notice his left hand—or lack thereof. Heinrich and Tomas dismounted a fair distance away, and led their horses toward the house. 
The big man threw down his rake and ambled their way. He stopped them at the edge of his fields, and crossed his arms over his chest. “Can I help you?” he asked, sounding annoyed.
Heinrich took off one of his black gloves and held his hand out. He smiled, and said, “Hello, Herr Griswold. I am Investigator Heinrich Franz, and this is my associate, Tomas.”
Peter hesitated, looked at Heinrich’s hand as if it carried a disease, and finally took it. His grip was suffocating. “To what do I owe the pleasure, investigator? It’s nearly nightfall.”
“We are investigating the murder of Dorothea Gabler. I’m sure you heard of her brutal murder from yesterday?”
“Who hasn’t,” Peter said. “It’s a tragedy. Though you said it was the Gabler girl? I didn’t know that. Sybil will be devastated.”
Heinrich paused and studied the man’s face. It was blank—expressionless. “Indeed. Sybil is your daughter, I’m assuming?”
Peter nodded.
“Were they friends?”
“Somewhat. They were close in age.”
Heinrich slipped on his black glove and put his hands behind his back. “Well, so that I don’t waste your time, I’ll get right to it.” He cleared his throat. “We have some disturbing reports that might implicate you, in some way, to young Dorothea’s death.”
The farmer’s face tightened. “What in God’s good graces are you talking about?”
“Well, I’ve heard that you might be a practitioner of . . . what was it again, Tomas?”
“Black magic, my lord.”
“Right. Black magic. I’ve also heard that you are a follower of Martin Luther, which, as you know, is quite frowned upon these days.”
Peter shook his head. “You have some gall to make those accusations, sir. Where do you people get off? I don’t practice magic—of any kind—and I don’t follow Luther, goddammit. That’s the second time someone’s accused me of that today.”
Heinrich put a hand forward. “Please calm down, sir.”
“Calm down?” Peter shouted. “Where do you get your lies from? Who is trying to tarnish my good name? I am a loyal citizen of Bedburg, and I have a reputation to uphold.”
“Your accuser’s identity is part of our ongoing investigation,” Heinrich said, looking down at his own boots. “But you said someone else called you a Lutheran today? Who might that be.”
Peter opened his mouth and looked to the sky, as if thinking. “Dieter . . . something or other,” he said. “The young priest. He walked my daughter home this morning.”
Heinrich reached into his tunic and produced a piece of parchment and a quill. On the paper he had written Dorothea, and now he drew a line next to the name and wrote Sybil Griswold – friend, and Dieter – priest. 
Peter scratched the stubble on his chin, wrinkled his forehead, and after a long pause he started nodding. “Ah, I see what’s going on here.”
Heinrich cocked his head to the side. “Sir?”
“This is that slippery snake Karl Achterberg’s doing, isn’t it?”
Heinrich shared a look with Tomas, but the soldier just shrugged.
“What if it is?” Heinrich pried.
“That devil has been after me for as long as I can remember.”
“Why is that?”
“Because he thinks I dishonored him,” Peter said. “Why would I ever want to mix my land with his tiny farm? He’s a disgruntled fool.”
Heinrich twirled his wispy mustache in his fingers. “What do you mean by ‘mix your land,’ sir?”
“He’s my neighbor.”
“I’m aware.”
“With all due respect, investigator, have you been living in a tree?” Peter sighed heavily. “Everyone knows how desperate he was to marry his sod of a son to my beautiful daughter.”
Heinrich looked down at his parchment and started writing. “He wanted to arrange a marriage between his son and your daughter? How long ago was this?”
“About a year ago. And yes, with that marriage he’d have been entitled to half my farm. That rat. Sybil is far too precious to me, and my family is doing fine without that fool. And now he uses that incident to spout outlandish claims about me. Really, Herr Franz, a practitioner of black magic?” Peter started to chuckle.
Heinrich closed his eyes and frowned. He rubbed his temples and thought, Damn these farmers. Did Karl Achterberg really believe he’d be able to frame this man over his petty marriage dispute? I should harvest that man’s organs.  
The investigator cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to waste your time, Herr Griswold. But one last question, before we go, if you don’t mind. Where were you two nights ago?”
Peter looked past Heinrich and stuck out his lips. “I was at the marketplace with my daughter, ‘til late. We were selling some vegetables.”
With that, Peter Griswold bid the investigator a good day, and went into his house.
Heinrich watched the farmer enter the house. He caught a glimpse of a fair-skinned, blonde girl peeking from the door as it was closing.
“What do you think about these farmers, Tomas?” Heinrich turned to his bodyguard.
Tomas shrugged. “I don’t know, sir, I’m not an investigator.”
“Humor me.”
Tomas stepped from one foot to the other, and cleared his throat. “I’d say they’re deceiving you, my lord.”
Heinrich nodded. “I’d say you’re right, my good man.”
An hour later, Heinrich was back at the jailhouse, staring at a bloody table of matted fur and intestines. In front of him, Karl Achterberg’s hounds were carved open, and Heinrich peered inside their open stomachs. 
Since Karl Achterberg had sent Heinrich on a wild chase, the investigator reneged on his deal.
He didn’t release the man’s dogs. 
Unfortunately, it was for naught, as Dorothea Gabler’s missing left arm was not in either dog’s stomach.



CHAPTER SIX
GEORG
 
 
As night fell on Bedburg, Georg Sieghart looked up to the cloudy sky and realized that winter was fast approaching. A cold wind swept through the city, and light rainfall speckled the ground, turning the streets muddy and damp. Georg wrapped his large wool overcoat tightly around his body as he slogged through the roads, sniveling.   
Even with the bad weather, the big man had a smile on his face for the first time in ages. It was a smile that even rain couldn’t wash away. He put his hands in his pockets and felt the cold reassurance of silver coins jingling against each other. 
As he neared the tavern for his nightly consumption, the last stragglers of the day emptied the roads and shuttered their doors and windows, preparing for the inevitable storm. Georg rounded a decrepit building and listened to his boots slap against the muddy road. He dipped into an alley with an awning overhead, and was dry for a moment. As he reached the end of the alley, he narrowed his eyes and felt his heart drop to his stomach.
If nothing else, Georg Sieghart was a tracker and a hunter, and he knew when he was being followed.
It was the faint sound of another pair of boots slogging through the mud, slightly out of sync with his own. It came from behind him, at a hurried pace. 
Georg made sure not to give himself away. He kept his same stride and stared forward at the wet ground. Then he abruptly changed his course and started zigzagging around buildings, cutting corners sharply. 
The wind and rain drowned out the footsteps from behind him, and he rounded the corner of another building and put his back against the wall and nestled his head against the cold stones. He unsheathed a long knife from his belt, and waited with bated breath as his heart thumped in his chest. 
After a long moment, the footsteps grew louder.
Then the footsteps stopped, and all Georg could hear was the rain falling against the mud, and his own heart beating faster and faster in his ears. Adrenaline coursed through his veins, and he breathed deeply, three times.
Holding his breath, he leaped out from the corner to face his pursuer, dagger held taut in his hand. 
A dark, hooded figure stood motionless at the other end of the building, just ten paces away. He was a small man, but Georg couldn’t make out much more than that.
They both stood silent, with the rain dripping down their bodies.
Then the hooded figure jumped away and sprinted off to the left, away from Georg’s sight and around the side of the building. 
Georg took off running after the man, reached the end of the building, and sidestepped cautiously around the corner. 
He was met with nothing: no sword-point waiting to run him through, no hooded figure. It was as if the person had vanished into the rain. More likely, he had disappeared in the maze of labyrinthine alleyways and roads. 
Georg’s mind raced as he decided if it was worth giving chase. He sighed, waited for another moment, and sheathed his knife. For now, he just wanted a drink to celebrate his day.
He’ll know where to find me, Georg thought. 
As he walked the rest of the way to the tavern, he couldn’t help but glance over his shoulders, eyes darting in all directions. But he didn’t see the hooded figure for the rest of the trek.
 
 
 
 
A tidal wave of warm, stale air sailed into Georg’s face as he walked into the tavern. The place was already bustling with commotion and lively patrons. On a night when a storm was imminent and the working men didn’t want to return to their wives and families, this was clearly the place to congregate. 
The fireplace was lit along the left wall, and men surrounded it and rubbed their hands to dry off and warm their bones. The tavern’s round-tables were occupied with drunks, and they all seemed to fancy themselves as master storytellers. The barmaids and wenches perused the tables and sat on laps, whispered into ears, giggled at the drunken, stupid jokes, and put up with getting their rumps slapped as they walked away. 
All in all, it was a regular night at the tavern.  
One woman that caught Georg’s eye wore a short skirt that showed off her pale thighs, and her corset was wrapped tightly around her slim body. Her fiery red hair bounced on her slender shoulders as she sauntered over to a table of three men. 
As if on cue, one of the men slapped her behind as she walked by, and the redhead immediately spun and kicked out viciously, striking her heel straight into the man’s chest. The man gasped, lost the air in his lungs, and plummeted off his chair, hitting the wooden floor with a thud.
The other two men were taken aback, shocked, and then they quickly broke into a fit of laughter. The fallen man tried to act angry, but he was too flustered, and his friends were laughing too hard, so he just ended up looking embarrassed and ashamed as he struggled to his chair. The redhead said something to the emasculated man, and the man nodded glumly, his eyes cast downward.
Georg had met the redhead the other night, and he’d grown to like her. “Ah, sweet, vicious Josephine,” he said to himself, chuckling.
“Are you going to stand in the doorway all night, or are you going to drink? Come on and close the door. It’s colder than my mother’s teats out there.”
Georg turned to the voice, which came from the bar. He smiled. It was the same strange investigator from the night before.
“Ah! It’s the spy,” Georg said, walking over to the bar with a grin on his face. He slapped the investigator hard on the back, and the thin man coughed. “How are you this evening?”
Investigator Franz controlled his cough, and then looked Georg up and down, as if studying his goofy smile. “I’m assuming not as well as you,” he said.
Georg took a seat next to the investigator, reached into a pocket, and slammed a handful of silver coins on the table. “Next round is on me.”
Investigator Franz took a sip from his mug, raised his eyebrows, and then made his hands into a steeple on the table. “Ah, empty pockets one day, buying rounds the next. A true soldier of fortune. Where does such fortune spring from?”
“From the well of blood, my friend. Skinned myself three wolf pelts and a pair of antlers today,” Georg said with a smile. “So I’m out of poverty—at least for the next few days.”
Investigator Franz looked shocked. “You trapped the wolves yourself?”
Georg made a face that seemed to ask, Is there any other way? “Of course,” he said. “The tanner gave me a fair deal for the hides.”
“And you were alone?” The investigator’s face was creased with wrinkles. He started twisting his thin mustache. “What about the beast?”
“What about him? What do you think I was out there looking for?”
Heinrich paused, opened his mouth, and then closed it. He raised his mug of ale. “You are a braver man than I, my good hunter.”
A moment later, the barkeep, Lars, walked over to Georg and presented him with a mug. His eyes lit up when he saw the silver coins in front of the hunter. Lars was a tall, light-skinned man with short blond hair, and a beard to match. Georg flung the barkeep a silver coin, and Lars went back to his conversation with a stout man sitting on the other side of Investigator Franz.
Georg took a long pull from his mug, belched loudly, and then wiped some drops from his beard. “So, how goes the investigation?”
“I can’t talk about that,” Heinrich said. “It’s ongoing.”
Georg shrugged, and both of the men were quiet for a time, people-watching and drinking their drinks. 
Obviously wanting to get something off his chest, Investigator Franz finally said, “I’ve hit a couple dead leads. But I have some others.”
Georg wasn’t convinced. He smiled, drained the rest of his ale, and said, “How much would I have to pay you to stop chasing the werewolf?”
Investigator Franz frowned and stared at the hunter.
“You are my competition, after all,” Georg clarified.
“I can’t do that.”
“Can’t, or won’t?”
“Both. I work for Lord Werner, Georg, and can’t stop until this . . . thing is found and killed.” He stopped and looked around the tavern. “Why are you so obsessed with this creature, anyway?” He nodded toward the silver coins sitting in front of Georg. “It seems you can make a good living trapping and hunting.”
Georg grunted. “I could make a living, but where’s the glory in that? Imagine being the man who butchered the Werewolf of Bedburg. He’d be a hero.”
“I plan on being that man,” Investigator Franz said.
“Not if I find him first.” 
Georg could feel the investigator’s eyes boring into him. He suddenly felt tired, and he stared down at his empty mug and said, in a low voice, “I have a personal vendetta with the beast, you could say.”
Lars walked over and put another drink in front of Georg.
“Ah,” the investigator said, “so the truth comes out. A vendetta—how so?”
Georg groaned, and then looked past Investigator Franz. “That Josephine sure is a fiery one, ain’t she?”
The investigator turned and gazed at the woman. He shrugged.
Georg stared at another girl, smiled, and then looked at Heinrich “Want me to buy you one of them?” he asked, nudging his chin toward a busty brunette. “My treat. Have a little fun. I’ve got the money.”
“No, that’s quite all right. Save your money.”
Just then, the big man sitting next to Investigator Franz and conversing with Lars stood from his chair. People turned in his direction when he spoke with a booming voice. “How can you say that, Lars? The man is a staunch Catholic! Sigismund will do great things for Poland. You just watch.” He ended his spiel by thrusting a finger toward Lars. 
“International politics, how great,” Georg muttered to the investigator, shaking his head. King Sigismund III, the newly crowned king of Poland, faced frequent Protestant incursions, and his support amongst the Catholics was a hot topic of debate.
But as Georg drank his ale and minded his own business, Investigator Heinrich Franz suddenly spoke up. “Well, what about Saul Wahl?”
A wave of gasps swept through the tavern, and all eyes were on the big drunk, and Investigator Franz. The angry man looked as though Heinrich had just spit in his mug. “You mean the Jew? Saul Wahl, the One-Day King?”
Investigator Franz nodded. “One and the same. Jew or gentile, a man’s leadership should not rest on his religion, no?”
Georg put a hand on the investigator’s shoulder, and whispered, “Heinrich, I don’t think this is a good—”
“And what are you, some blasphemous heathen?” the loud drunk said. “The pope is our voice, in polity and sanctity. Anyone who says otherwise is a heretic and a cur, you filthy Jew-lover.”
The large man’s nose nearly touched the top of Heinrich’s head, and his stale breath pushed past the investigator. 
“I’m not a Jew-lover,” the investigator said, “I am simply a man.”
By this point, most of the conversations in the tavern had paused. People were backing away from the two men. The drunk Catholic was twice the weight of the investigator, and nearly a head taller.
“Want to find out how much of a man you are?” the big man asked, cracking his knuckles.
Investigator Franz shrugged and sighed. He started to turn away from the man, and said, “It’s no matter—”
And then he was flying to the floor, away from his stool, with ale cascading over his head. The punch sent the investigator crashing to the ground, in a heap.
More gasps came from around the tavern.
The big man drove his foot into Heinrich’s side, who was gasping for air and writhing in pain.
Georg’s eyes went wide, and he grabbed the nearest hard object: his clay mug. He clenched the mug hard and slammed it into the side of the big man’s head. The mug broke into a thousand pieces, and the dazed inebriate went slack and flew into a nearby table, sending more mugs crashing to the ground. Ale spilled from the tables like small waterfalls.  
Blood seeped from the big Catholic’s head, and he was silent. Investigator Franz choked for breath, slowly bringing himself to his knees. 
Georg stood between the crumpled Catholic and Investigator Franz, the handle of his clay mug still resting in his raised hand.
Heinrich got to his knees and started to say, “I sh—I should arrest . . .” and then he broke into a coughing fit. 
Georg helped him up by his arm. “No, no, friend,” he said. “I think it’s best if you get out of here. Sleep it off, eh? You’ll be fine in the morning.”
Investigator Franz looked dazed, and his eyes were wild with anger. He stumbled into a stool, nearly fell onto another table, and made his way to the door. Before leaving, he declared that, “You’re all criminal fanatics!” and he pointed at each and every person in the tavern, one by one. “Letting your religious ridiculousness dictate y-your . . . your conscience.”
Georg slapped himself on the forehead. He helped push the investigator out of the tavern, and Heinrich went stumbling out into the rain. 
When Georg turned to go back in for another drink, the redheaded bargirl, Josephine, was standing in front of him. She glanced at the dazed Catholic man on the ground. 
“That man is vermin,” she said.
“Which one?” Georg asked.
Josephine looked up at him. She was prettier than he’d even recognized—sparkling green eyes the color of emeralds, big red lips, soft freckles dotting her nose. She smiled, and dimples formed on her rosy cheeks. “Both of them,” she said.   
Georg grinned dumbly back at her.
“That was nice of you to protect your friend, tree-man.” She grabbed him by the arm, and ran her soft hand down his rough forearm. “Though it was foolish of him to thrust himself into other people’s business.”
“He was drunk.”
“Well, he should learn his place and not get into fights he can’t win.”
“I think he believes he can win every fight.”
Josephine chuckled. It was a soft, airy laugh—sweet and sour at the same time. 
Georg pulled at his beard and shrugged. Then he grinned again. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”
She nodded toward the stairs at the back of the tavern, and then smiled with her big red lips. “Come on, tree-man. My business is one that I won’t mind you . . . thrusting into.”
Georg stuttered and stammered and lost all motor control. Josephine led him by the hand, practically dragging him, and they stepped over the dazed, prone Catholic, and vanished up the stairs.



CHAPTER SEVEN
DIETER
 
 
The next morning was dreary and gray. Rain kept falling and fog swirled through the streets. Father Dieter Nicolaus expected the weather to deplete his congregation at Mass. He’d become the regular minister, taking the aging Bishop Solomon’s place, who seemed increasingly frustrated with life in Bedburg. 
The bishop sealed himself away in his lavish chambers for nearly all hours of the day, presumably writing letters to other members of the diocese about the growing discord and insolence of the Lutherans and Calvinists in his city. While they remained subdued and quiet for the most part, the Protestant numbers seemed to be growing, in secret.
For Dieter, it seemed like only a matter of time before some kind of civil revolt took place in town, despite Castle Bedburg being a major hub for Catholic mercenaries in the region. Dieter feared what kind of bloodshed would result from an uprising, and it was his job, he felt, to quell the violent rumors that he heard from his people. He was a man of peace, and it was his duty to pass that notion onto others.
It was becoming harder and harder for the young priest to continue preaching the hate-filled sermons that Bishop Solomon made him preach. If anything, the sermons decrying the Protestants only seemed to strengthen their cause, and made them more rebellious. 
There had been peace in Bedburg for nearly a year, but Dieter feared that peace was coming to an end, which is why he decided to reach out to Bishop Solomon before Mass. He hoped to change the old man’s thoughts—or at least his public stance—on the hateful sermonizing.
As he walked through the empty church with his hands tucked beneath his robe, a young, shaggy-headed boy—just on the cusp of adolescence—ran out from the hallway that led to the bishop’s chambers. The boy’s eyes were red-rimmed and cast downward as he stormed past Dieter, toward the doors of the church. 
The young adolescent was an altar boy, one whom Dieter recognized. The priest gave the altar boy a concerned look as they passed each other.
What is he doing here so early, before the first light of dawn? Dieter wondered.
Dieter shook his head and turned the corner to the hallway, continuing toward the bishop’s chambers. As he turned the corner, Sister Salome was walking toward him, and they both hopped backwards to avoid running into each other.
“Sister,” Dieter said with a nod.
“Father,” Salome said, a solemn expression on her face. “I have the information you requested.”
Dieter cocked his head. “Information?”
“About the hunter, Georg Sieghart.”
“Ah, yes. I’d nearly forgotten about him.” Dieter hadn’t been able to stop thinking about Sybil Griswold over the past day, and it was quite a distraction. As much as he tried, he simply couldn’t get her out of his head. “What have you uncovered?” he asked.
“Before he was a hunter, Herr Georg Sieghart was a pikeman and arquebusier in the Spanish Army of Flanders,” the nun said. She had her hands clasped behind her back. 
“He looked as though he had a military background,” Dieter said, rubbing his chin. “Where was he stationed?”
“He was a mercenary fighting for the Duke of Parma, Alexander Farnese. He fought in and around Westphalia, and together with Farnese he fought at the Battle of Werl against Martin Schenck, a general of Cologne’s former archbishop.”
“He fought against the Calvinists?”
Sister Salome nodded. “He was involved in numerous campaigns and battles, and helped raze many Protestant villages—including ones filled with women and children.”
Dieter frowned and ran a hand through his hair. He felt somewhat perturbed at Sister Salome’s ability to speak about the most disturbing things in such a matter-of-fact way. “So he is troubled for a reason. I can see why he’d question his faith.”
“Moreover,” Salome continued, “he deserted his army for unknown reasons. Upon returning to his family farm near Cologne, he discovered his wife and unborn son brutally murdered . . . supposedly by the Werewolf of Bedburg.”
Dieter sighed. “God have mercy. Do you suppose it’s true?”
Salome shrugged.
Dieter narrowed his eyes on the nun. “How did you come about all this information, Salome?”
“Herr Sieghart frequents a tavern, and the barkeep there is a rumormonger of sorts. Lars, as he’s called, will tell you anything for the right price. He says that Georg Sieghart comes to the tavern nearly every night, and when he’s drunk enough, he either takes a . . . lady to the rooms upstairs, or he leaves to a nearby inn.” 
“So he enjoys drinking and whoring,” Dieter muttered. “Not surprising for such a man.”
Sister Salome nodded. “He is a sinner of the flesh, Father.”
“And a conflicted sinner, at that.” Dieter massaged his temples. “You give me much to think about Sister. Thank you for your hard work.” The priest gently put his hand on the nun’s shoulder, and Salome nodded and shuffled away. 
Before she could get too far, Dieter called out, “One more thing, Sister. Are you sure he’s a Catholic? If he deserted his post, can we be sure that he isn’t a Calvinist or Lutheran spy?”
“I’m unsure,” Salome said. “All I know is that he fought for Archbishop Ernst of Cologne, in General Farnese’s army, and he was a Catholic while under the archbishop’s employ.”
Dieter nodded, and Sister Salome disappeared around the corner of the hallway. The priest shook his head. By God, his family was killed by the same beast that ravages Bedburg? How horrific . . . and how coincidental. How can he know it was the same killer? 
Dieter peered around the corner of the hallway and noticed that people were beginning to fill the pews. He’d have to wait for another time to plead with the bishop about changing his sermon’s rhetoric.
Despite the dismal weather, Dieter was happy to see that it looked like his church would be full, even though everyone seemed to share a solemn look on their cold, wet faces. It had been three days since Dorothea Gabler’s murder, and there seemed to be no leads.
The people are scared, Dieter thought, and rightly so. They fear for their lives, for their children, for their families. The beast, after all, only seems to target good Catholics. How can I explain that to this congregation? How can I ease their suffering and terror? 
Perhaps the bishop is right. These people need a renewed hope—they need to know what it is they’re frightened of.
Dieter squinted and gazed around the room, noticing many familiar faces: the regular tradesmen and farmers who came every morning; the hunter, Georg Sieghart, sitting near the back; the arrogant investigator standing next to Georg, his arms crossed over his chest, a fresh bruise on his face. The investigator and hunter spoke casually with each other, as if they were acquaintances.
Dieter’s eyes lit up.
Sybil Griswold walked into the church, albeit without the rest of her family. As the priest looked closely, he noticed something strange about the young woman. Her face was not bright and radiant as before, but instead narrow-eyed, angry, and maybe even sad. 
The look alone made Dieter’s heart sink.



CHAPTER EIGHT
SYBIL
 
 
Before arriving at church, Sybil had been furious as she slogged through the muddy streets. Before the sun’s first rays broke through the morning horizon, she sneaked out of her house, despite her father ordering her to stay away from Father Nicolaus.
She knew the consequences of her actions. Her father would be livid that she traveled alone in the morning, and even angrier that she disobeyed him. But she didn’t care. She wanted someone to talk to.
How could my own father lie to me? Sybil thought. She understood why he withheld information from Father Nicolaus and the investigator, but why to his daughter? She hated being treated like a child and being kept in the dark.
It took three whole days before Sybil learned the victim of the murder was Dorothea Gabler. She cried hot tears, and they mixed with the cold, spitting rain on her face. The sun began its ascent as she neared the church.
Sybil felt she needed to find out why her father was getting so caught up in lies: once to the priest, once to the investigator, and now once to her. Dorothea was my friend! We grew up as neighbors! I have the right to know what happened to her. 
The religious lies made sense—any Protestant practices were stigmatized within the community, and could ruin Sybil’s family. But why had Peter lied to the investigator about being at the market on the day of Dorothea’s death?
And why implicate me, by saying I was with him? Doesn’t father know that it will only be a matter of time before the investigator realizes that no one can validate his story? And then what?
 
 
Sybil sat through Father Nicolaus’ sermon with her knees drawn up against her chest. She tuned out much of the sermon, and she felt guilty for it, but her thoughts wouldn’t stop swirling around in her head. 
Besides, she caught the gist of it: The Protestant devils brought the beast upon the Catholics, to test their faith, during a time when the Catholics needed their faith most of all. They needed to be strong, resilient, and obedient to God.
It was depressing for Sybil. Her people were being demonized for something she had no control over—something she might not even believe in—and she was surrounded by people who leaned on every word Father Nicolaus told them. 
I hope he doesn’t truly believe the things he’s saying . . . they’re awful! 
This wasn’t the same gentle, kind-hearted man she had met at the marketplace.
After the sermon, Father Nicolaus came to Sybil with a warm smile on his face. His smile quickly turned into a frown when he noticed her sad expression.
“Sybil, I’m glad you made it to Mass. Are you well?”
“I am fine,” she said with a shy shrug. 
“I wish your father and brother would have attended, too.”
“I don’t think my father would have liked that much. And besides, he doesn’t even know I’m here.”
“You came without his permission?” Father Nicolaus asked, putting his hands on his hips. 
In response, Sybil crossed her arms over her chest. “I am my own woman, Father.”
Father Nicolaus began to say something, but then closed his mouth. He smiled, and rested a hand on Sybil’s shoulder. “That you are. But it sounds like you didn’t enjoy my sermon.”
“Enjoy is hardly the word I’d use, Father. It was all so . . . harsh, if I’m being honest.”
The priest sighed. “I appreciate you being honest, Sybil, and I suppose you’re right. I could have toned down the fire and brimstone—”
A big man with a thick, dark beard appeared behind the priest and tapped him on the shoulder. Sybil recognized him from Mass. He had been talking to the investigator before the sermon.
“Father,” said the big man, with a throaty voice, “I was hoping for another confession today. My nightmares still haunt me.”
Father Nicolaus faced the man. “O-of course,” he said, “right this way.” Then he turned to Sybil. “If you’ll excuse me, my dear.”
Sybil nodded, and the priest walked toward the confessional booth, near the altar. The big man followed him. 
Sybil gazed around the church, and noticed that most of the congregation had left the building or were busy talking with one another in soft whispers.
In the corner of the room, she noticed the dark-clothed investigator eyeing her.
That must be the same man who visited my father last night.
The man seemed to be inspecting everyone in the congregation, and he was holding and writing on a small piece of parchment. 
Sybil stood up and walked to the man with her shoulders held high. The investigator ignored her, until she cleared her throat loudly. “Excuse me, sir,” she said. “Are you the investigator who came to visit my home yesterday?”
The tall man had a wispy mustache and a perpetual frown. He had day-old stubble, a purple bruise on the left side of his face, and he looked down his nose at Sybil. “And who are you?”
“My name is Sybil Griswold. I’m the daughter of Peter—”
“Yes, yes, I figured that out.” The investigator’s eyes narrowed, and he tucked his parchment inside his tunic. He looked her up and down, this time with a little less condescension in his stare. “My, you are a pretty thing, aren’t you?”
Sybil’s face flushed, and the man stuck out a gloved hand. Sybil shook it and curtseyed. 
“Investigator Heinrich Franz,” said the man. He gave her an exaggerated bow, and said, “What can I do for you, Frau Griswold?”
“Well,” Sybil began. She felt her throat go suddenly dry and hoarse. “I wanted to t-talk to you, if you could be bothered. I overheard you talking to my father yesterday.”
Investigator Franz gave her a humorless smile. “A little eavesdropper, eh? What is it you want to say to me, girl?”
“It’s what my father said to you, sir. I don’t think he was being entirely truthful, and I want to know why.”
The investigator’s eyes squinted. “Why is a good place to begin, Frau Griswold, for establishing a motive.” The investigator continued to smile. “It seems that you’d make a fine detective, young lady. Please, continue.”
Sybil’s face was still red, and she stared at the tiled floor and started fidgeting. She put her hands behind her back so the investigator couldn’t see them. “It’s about what he said—about being at the market with me three days ago, before Dorothea’s death.”
Investigator Franz sat down at the nearest pew and nodded, his curiosity obviously piqued.
“Well . . . he lied. And I know it’s not right to lie. We weren’t at the market that day.”
“Where were you?”
“He was out for most of the day—I’m not sure where.”
Investigator Franz rolled his eyes.
“But,” Sybil continued, “I was at my farmstead . . . with Dorothea Gabler.”
The investigator tried to hide the dark look that overcame him, but it wasn’t very convincing to Sybil, who could almost see the cogs turning in his mind. “You were with the murder victim?” he asked. His voice became harsher and less cordial, and he reached into his tunic, as if ready to pull out his parchment. “That doesn’t bode well with me, Frau Griswold.”
Sybil shook her hands in front of her face. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. Dorothea was my friend! She was my neighbor. We were playing at my house while my father ran errands. I don’t know why he would say otherwise.”
Investigator Franz started twirling the ends of his mustache. “People who lie about things, no matter how small the lie, have something to hide, Frau Griswold. So, tell me, is there something your father is trying to hide from me?”
Sybil paused, then slowly shook her head. This was not going how it originally sounded in her mind. “N-no . . . I don’t believe so. My father would never harm anyone.”
The investigator stared at her, or, rather, through her. “Tell me what happened next, my dear. When did Dorothea leave your home? This is important.”
Sybil pursed her lips, thinking hard. “She left before sundown. But the odd thing is, as I watched her leave, she didn’t go in the direction of her family’s estate.” 
Investigator Franz leaned closer to Sybil’s face as he pulled incessantly on his mustache. “Where did she go?” he asked, his voice suddenly sounding giddy with excitement.
“She went toward my other neighbor’s homestead.” Sybil looked into the investigator’s dark eyes. “She was headed toward Karl Achterberg’s family farm.”
Investigator Franz leaned back in his pew and took a deep breath. 
Just then, the front doors of the church swung open with a crash, startling everyone in the room. All eyes turned to a wide-eyed, frantic man with disheveled hair. He looked as though he’d just seen Satan himself. 
“Please, God, oh sweet Lord! Come quick! Mercy on me—mercy—someone come! There’s been another murder in the countryside!”



CHAPTER NINE
HEINRICH
 
 
For the first time, Heinrich felt he had a solid lead on the Dorothea Gabler case. He wasn’t sure why Sybil Griswold would come to him with questions about her father, but he attributed it to her being young, curious, and apprehensive. His head spun as he tried to figure out what it meant that Peter Griswold had lied about his whereabouts during the day of Dorothea’s murder.
After he parted with the girl, he drew a triangle on his parchment and wrote the words Gabler, Griswold, and Achterberg on the points, to signify that the families all lived near each other.
Heinrich, Tomas, and Georg Sieghart took three horses and rode south from Castle Bedburg, into the country and toward the newest crime scene. All the while, Heinrich felt like his brain was trying to leap out of his skull. He tried to create a timeline for the Gabler murder.
If what Sybil said was true, then on the day of the murder, Dorothea and Sybil were together at the Griswold house. Peter Griswold was absent, and he was certainly not at the marketplace, as he’d claimed, nor was he with his daughter. 
Sybil was also best friends with the murdered girl.  
So, what motive would Peter have of killing his daughter’s friend, and in such a gruesome way? It doesn’t make sense—unless lust was involved.
Lust and depravity are always possibilities in cases like these.
Before sundown, and before she was killed, Dorothea Gabler ventured from the Griswold estate to Karl Achterberg’s estate.
Why in the world would she do that? What was her connection with the Achterbergs? There’s some familial connection between the Achterbergs, the Gablers, and the Griswolds that I’m missing.
And was Karl Achterberg at home when Dorothea arrived? If not, where was he? Maybe someone in town can shed some light on the farmer’s whereabouts. 
It appears both Karl Achterberg and Peter Griswold were absent from their respective houses when Dorothea was alone in the country . . .
Heinrich knew that Karl Achterberg and Peter Griswold were not on good terms. That created animosity, but not necessarily a motive for killing Dorothea Gabler, for either of the men.
I need to know more, Heinrich thought, shaking his head. He felt a rush of anger swell within him, because he’d released Karl Achterberg, and now he had no further evidence to arrest him with. 
 
 
 
It was Josephine. Her mangled corpse was on display just a few miles from where Dorothea Gabler’s body had been found. 
As Heinrich looked around the open landscape with his arms crossed over his chest, he asked himself, What is so special about this location? The land was hilly and green, with cloisters of trees dotting the horizon. It was a decidedly plain region, but in the distance were woodland areas—possibly where a murderer might choose as a base of operation. 
Does one of those woods hide the secret to these killings?
Josephine’s body was just as gruesomely damaged as Dorothea’s had been. Her red hair was damp and stringy, plastered on her forehead. Her emerald eyes were staring up at the gray sky, horrified looking, and her red lips were parted in a silent scream. Her throat was torn out, but her limbs weren’t dismembered like Dorothea’s had been. Her half-naked body had been exposed to the rain and wind, giving her skin a shiny, alabaster appearance. A gaping wound around her stomach told an even darker story.
Heinrich kneeled close to the body and removed a glove from his hand. Her skin was ice cold. “She’s been dead since last night,” Heinrich said.
Georg stood over the body with his head slumped, looking as though he were about to weep. “Poor, poor girl,” he mumbled. “She was so sweet. Too sweet for this dark world.”
Heinrich continued his analysis. “She’s still in one piece, which leads me to believe the murderer was in a hurry this time.” Heinrich looked over his shoulder, and noticed a dirt road nearby. “Close to a trail . . . unlike Dorothea. It’s as if the murderer wanted her to be found.”
“Why?” Georg asked. “Didn’t you say the same thing when looking at Dorothea?”
Heinrich shrugged. “Perhaps to make a statement? ‘No one is safe out here.’ That sort of thing.”
Still crouched, Heinrich leaned closer to the body and inspected the most alarming wound: a cavernous hole in her stomach. He gagged when he stuck his head closer—the stench was unfathomable, and her intestines had been removed. 
But that wasn’t the worst part of the discovery.
Heinrich replaced his glove and his knees creaked as he stood. “I’m afraid,” he said with a deep sigh, “that Josephine was pregnant.”
Georg gasped, made the sign of the cross over his chest, and turned away from the body. “Oh, Josey. Good God. How can that be?”
Heinrich turned to Georg. “Given her profession . . .” he began, but then cleared his throat when Georg narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure how far along she was, but the fetus was ripped from her body.”
Tomas bent over and vomited on the bloody grass.
Georg threw his hands in the air. “God have mercy. Should we assemble a search party? I could track the infant down.”
Heinrich scratched his head. “I’m afraid there’s no way a premature infant could have survived the harsh weather from last night, if it had been alive to begin with. It’s a lost cause, Georg. I’m . . . sorry.” Then he tapped his chin. “Also, there aren’t any tracks, which is . . . odd, to say the least.”
“Are you saying a ghost committed this murder?”
Heinrich shook his head. “I’m saying that our killer wants to make a statement, but is still trying to hide. He will strike again.”
What do these two murders have in common? Heinrich thought. Both were young, virile women, unmarried and traveling alone. But one was a young farmer’s girl, the other was a prostitute . . .  
The investigator turned to Georg. “Do you know if Josephine was Catholic?”  
Georg nodded. “I heard it only in passing. She told Lars last night that she planned on going to Mass this morning, and wondered if the barkeep wanted to accompany her.”
Heinrich’s brows went high on his forehead. A new suspect . . . but why would a barman kill his biggest moneymaker and asset? It also made no sense—a running theme in this investigation. “A tavern owner and a prostitute attending Mass together . . . do you find that strange?”
Georg gave Heinrich a pointed look. “Everyone has to make a living, investigator. That doesn’t mean they can’t be pious and repentant at the same time. I would say a barkeep and a harlot have many reasons to atone for their sins. More than most.”
“Perhaps.” Heinrich made a clicking sound with his tongue. There was something else nagging at him, and he felt hesitant on bringing it out in the open, but it needed to be said, and he would judge the reaction carefully.
He inspected the brown-red grass surrounding the body. Who would better know how to conceal his trail than a hunter and tracker? 
Heinrich stared at Georg. “And what about you, Herr Sieghart?”
Georg cocked his head to the side. “What about me?”
“When I left the tavern last night, I saw you hurry upstairs with this woman. You were the last one seen with her.”
There was a momentary pause, and then Georg’s eyes went wild, and he let out a primal growl. He flew toward Heinrich before the investigator could prepare, and cocked his arm back. His fist smashed into the investigator’s jaw, and Heinrich went skidding to the ground. 
Heinrich’s head hit the grass hard and a bright light tore through his vision. He tasted blood.
“You cur,” Georg shouted, standing over the investigator. He thrust a finger down at Heinrich, who spit blood on the grass and rolled to his back, groaning.
Tomas was on Georg within moments, ripping his sword from its sheath and pointing it at the hunter’s neck.
“That drunk fool from last night was right,” Georg continued, ignoring the sword at his throat, “you’re nothing more than a rotten cur. Do you have an ounce of shame in that skinny body?”
Heinrich waved Tomas off. “Shame?” he croaked. “I seek the truth, hunter, and nothing else. I will do whatever it takes, ask whatever I must, to get it. I am an officer of the law, you boar!”
“Your law be damned,” Georg said.
“Your God be damned!” Heinrich propped himself onto his elbows. He massaged his jaw and gingerly opened and closed his mouth. “That’s the second time I’ve been struck in as many days, and it will be the last.”
“Not if you keep flapping your unruly tongue.”
Heinrich helped himself to his feet. He was dizzy, and could feel another bruise forming on his jaw.
Heinrich knew it was a foolish thing to have said, but the logic was simple. Every investigator worth his salt knew that there was a direct correlation between how a man reacted when accused of something, and his guilt. The more angry and defensive a man became when accused, the more likely he was innocent. A guilty man would have deflected and quietly shown the shame on his face. An innocent man would, well, punch the accuser in the face to defend his honor and virtue.
“I apologize,” Heinrich said at last. “I had to see how you would react. And you . . . well, you played the part well.” The investigator massaged his jaw again.
“Played the part? Are you mad? This isn’t theater, investigator. Two women are dead. I could have loved Josephine. She reminded me of my wife—all fire and beautiful passion.”
Heinrich squinted. That was the first time Georg had spoken about his family, even when Heinrich had pried for that information. The investigator decided he would have to learn more about Georg’s family, if only to help strike Georg from the suspect list altogether.
“And what about you, you smarmy rodent?” Georg pointed at the investigator. “You saw me go upstairs with Josephine last night. What else did you do? Who’s to say that you didn’t wait for her to leave and kill her yourself.”
Heinrich shrugged. “I went home to sleep off my drunkenness, as you suggested. And what motive would I have of killing this whore?”
Georg stammered, opened his mouth, and stared at the grass, as if he hadn’t thought his allegation through. “She wasn’t a whore,” he mumbled, turning away.
After a lengthy silence, Heinrich walked up beside the hunter and put an arm around his shoulder. “Tell me,” he said, “something that might lead me in the direction of Josephine’s killer. I can’t help if I have no leads.”
Georg shrugged away the investigator’s arm. “Well, I didn’t want to say anything last night, but . . .”
Heinrich leaned closer with glinting, eager eyes.
“Someone followed me to the tavern last night. I never caught the culprit, or saw his face, but I did give chase.”
Well, that’s a foolish thing to omit, Heinrich thought. Why would someone follow him? What’s Georg’s importance in Bedburg? 
The investigator spit more blood on the ground. “See if you’re followed again tonight, on your way to the tavern. Don’t take pursuit, but let me know if you were tailed. If we’re lucky, we can trap this miscreant.”
Georg shook his head. “That’s not going to work. Lars doesn’t want you coming in and riling up his patrons, threatening them with arrests. It’s bad for business.”
Heinrich sighed and put his hands on his hips. “Well, are you still flush with funds from your hunt, or are you in need of money, my good hunter?”
Georg stared at the investigator and then nodded and looked down at the ground, as if he was ashamed. 
“Then I have a proposition for you,” Heinrich said. “What if I were to pay you to be my . . . liaison? Lars seems to be quite the back-alley tongue-flapper. What if you were to feed me information? For Josephine’s sake.”
The hunter pulled at his thick beard and shrugged. “I don’t see any harm in that.”
“Good,” Heinrich said with a smile, and then slapped the hunter’s back. He reached into his coat and came out with a handful of silver coins. “Then your first order of business is to find out what you can about Karl Achterberg’s family.”
“The farmer? How will that help Josephine?”
“One thing at a time, my friend. I believe all of this is connected, and that Dorothea Gabler’s killer will lead me to Josephine’s.” The investigator nodded, and then strolled over to his horse. He started to mount, then turned to Tomas and motioned toward Josephine’s body. “Tomas, clean this up. I don’t want the public seeing this.”
Tomas nodded.
Heinrich eyed Georg. “Meet me at your inn tonight with whatever you find out.”
“How do you know where I stay?”
“It’s my job to know,” Heinrich said with a smirk. 
“And where are you going?”
“To find answers, my good hunter.”
  
 
 
An hour later, Heinrich Franz was at the doorstep of Karl Achterberg’s house, which was built on the bottom of a hill less than half a mile from Peter Griswold’s estate. Both houses were just a few miles from the two crime scenes. 
Peter Griswold had not lied when he said that Karl’s farmland was much smaller than his own, and they were such close neighbors that a marriage between Karl’s son and Peter’s daughter seemed like a good idea for the Achterbergs. Heinrich could understand Peter’s reluctance to forge such a familial alliance: Karl’s home was built in a windswept nook, at the bottom of the hill. His fields looked desperate, and his cattle looked malnourished.  
Light drizzle started to come down during Heinrich’s northern ride from Josephine’s murder site. He shivered and pulled his coat tight as he walked up to the door. He knocked.
The door swung open and a middle-aged woman appeared in the frame. She was big, round at the stomach, with frumpy brown hair and a sullen look on her pocked face.
“What is it?” she asked, staring at Heinrich from head to toe. She crossed her arms over her formidable chest, and frowned. 
“Are you Karl Achterberg’s wife?” Heinrich asked, and then peeked at the parchment in his tunic, “Frau Bertrude?”
“What’s it to you? If you’re looking for my husband, he’s not here.”
“No, no, I’m not looking for him. I wish to speak with you and your son. I am Heinrich Franz, chief investigator to Lord Werner of Bedburg.” He thrust his hand out and gave his best fake smile. Bertrude stared at the gloved hand as if it were a snake waiting to strike.
Over Bertrude’s shoulder, Heinrich could see a young boy poke his head up, trying to see who was at the door. He was perhaps thirteen or fourteen, and was a frail thing, despite his hefty mother. 
“Ah,” Bertrude said, “so you’re the man who mangled my husband’s hand.”
Heinrich cleared his throat. “Er, well, not directly. I simply seek the tru—”
Bertrude held her palm up. “Save it. I don’t care what you do to that worthless fool.”
“Worthless?” Heinrich asked with raised eyebrows. The rain started to pick up, and the investigator motioned toward the living room. “May I?”
Bertrude paused and then shrugged, stepping away from the doorway. Heinrich walked inside, which was warm but sparse. There were two closed doors at the end of the living room, and a hearth in the left corner. In all, it appeared that the Achterbergs hadn’t had company in quite some time.  
“So . . . where is your husband, if I may ask?” Heinrich rubbed his hands together.
“Do I look like his watchdog?” Bertrude sat down on a chair next to the fireplace.
Heinrich frowned. His patience was already wearing thin with this sour country bumpkin. “No,” he said flatly, “you look like his wife. And wives usually know where their husbands are.”
“Not me. Maybe he’s hiding from you.”
Heinrich couldn’t tell if the woman was smirking or passing gas.
“What do you want with me and Martin here? It’s nearly time for supper.”
“I don’t smell anything cooking.” Heinrich noticed a pot in the corner of the room, but it wasn't even set to boil.
“It’s nearly time for supper,” Bertrude repeated.
Heinrich sighed and struggled to pull off his wet gloves. “I’m here on the matter of Dorothea Gabler’s death.”
“I thought that little sapling’s case was resolved. Isn’t that why you let Karl go?”
“Resolved?” Heinrich said. “Not in the least.” He walked closer to the fireplace and reached his hands out to warm them. “Your estate doesn’t seem in the best of conditions.”
“Should I blame Karl for that, or you, for imprisoning him?”
“I beg your pardon?”
Bertrude waved at the investigator. “It’s no matter . . . Karl is a spineless man.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“Never mind,” Bertrude said. “He can’t support us, even in this dung heap. Like you said, our estate isn’t in the best of conditions.”
After a moment of silence, Heinrich turned to look at the boy, Martin. His eyes seemed strangely sad and tired at the same time. When Heinrich looked at him, Martin made sure to quickly stare at the ground, as if finding something interesting on the floor. 
A bitter mother, a missing father, and a downtrodden boy, Heinrich thought. I don’t need to be an investigator to know a broken family when I see one. Perhaps Dorothea’s murder has something to do with it. 
“I’ll get to it, then,” Heinrich said after the lull in conversation. He reached into his tunic and pulled out his piece of parchment and his quill. “It’s come to my attention that the day before Dorothea’s murder, she was seen at this house.”
Out of his peripheral, Heinrich saw young Martin’s eyes shoot up, as if shocked to hear that revelation.
“Who told you that?” Bertrude asked quickly—almost too quickly.
“Sybil Griswold,” Heinrich said.
Bertrude scoffed and waved off the investigator. “Ever since our failed marriage between Martin and her, that little harlot has had it out for my family.”
“Mother,” Martin said in a shy voice, speaking for the first time. “Don’t call Sybil a harlot. She’s my friend.”
“Keep quiet, boy,” Bertrude snapped.
Heinrich faced the boy and asked, “Sybil Griswold was your friend? Even after you weren’t able to marry her?”
 “It wasn’t her fault,” Martin said with a shrug. “My father and her father don’t like each other.”
“I’ve heard,” Heinrich said. “But you do like Sybil?”
Martin blushed. “Well, not like that.”
Heinrich twisted his mustache. He decided to try a different approach. “Was there someone else who you had feelings for, Martin?”
“Don’t answer that, Martin,” Bertrude said.
The boy wrapped his hands behind his back and kicked at the floor. Heinrich could tell the boy was eager to say something. Martin slowly began to nod, and Heinrich thought he saw tears forming in the boy’s eyes.
“Dorothea,” he said.
Bertrude growled. “Martin, not another word, you little heathen.”
Heinrich scribbled fiercely on his parchment. He had Sybil’s name written next to Martin’s, but he slashed through Sybil and wrote Dorothea above it.
The boy never wanted to marry Sybil in the first place. Did Dorothea have the same feelings for Martin as he did for her?  
 As if reading Heinrich’s mind, Martin’s voice rose in volume and he said, “Why, mother? You know it’s true! I loved Dorothea!”
Bertrude struggled, but she stood from her seat and pointed toward one of the closed doors at the back of the house. “Go to your room right now, boy!”
Martin scampered off, and then Bertrude turned her motherly wrath on Heinrich. “I want you out of my house. Now! I won’t be answering any more of your questions.”
Heinrich had a few choice words to say, but Bertrude cut him off. “I said now! Or I’ll pummel your skinny hide so badly that even God won’t recognize you.”
Heinrich opened his mouth to speak, but decided he’d been pummeled enough over the past twenty-four hours, and that his face had no more room for bruises, so he turned and left.



CHAPTER TEN
GEORG
 
 
Following Josephine’s death, a palpable hysteria swept through Bedburg. Her murder struck the community in a much different way than Dorothea’s had: one was an innocent girl, the other was a beloved, beautiful woman, despite being a harlot. That fact only boosted her popularity with the lonely men of the city.
One thing that became clear following Josephine’s death was that no Catholic was safe, and it scared the folks of Bedburg. The fact that Dorothea’s murder was no closer to being solved pushed that sense of fear and uncertainty to a fever pitch.
As Georg made his way through the streets of Bedburg, he watched as peasants, merchants, and nobility alike spoke in whispers, walked a bit faster, and constantly looked over their shoulders. Laymen and priests preached on the open streets, damning the killings as works of Satan.
Georg strolled along the Erft River and passed Castle Bedburg, where the tone was more reserved than in the heart of town. Soldiers held worried looks and clutched their spears with white knuckles. One man was in the corner of the keep, vomiting from a hangover. Another soldier spoke softly to a comrade, saying, “I just saw her three nights ago—she was such a lovely lass.”
The other soldier smiled. “The lovely lass with the lovely ass.”
Georg felt a flash of anger flow through his body. He clenched his fists and kept walking away from the men, heading east toward the tavern. 
It was nearly twilight when he arrived, and the streets were all but empty. It seemed Josephine’s murder had enacted a self-imposed curfew throughout the town.
While the people outside the tavern were scared and nervous, inside the tavern was a different feeling altogether. The attitude was stuffy and angry and rebellious. Fists pounded on tables and voices shouted over each other. One man stood on his stool with a frown and yelled, “We have to do something about this! This damned monster took one of our own!”
A chorus of yells followed in overwhelming agreement.
Another man stood from his table and raised his mug. “Revenge for Josephine!”
“Our wives and children and families won’t be safe until the Beast of Bedburg is dead!” said another.
Georg stared at the grim faces in the crowded tavern and shook his head. Give fearful men some stiff drinks and they all become heroes, he thought. But he couldn’t blame them. He felt the same as the rest of the drunks.
He ambled to the bar and met the eyes of Lars. The barkeep came over to him and laid his hands on the table. “A right damn shame,” he said, handing over a mug to the hunter.
Georg nodded. “She was a fine woman.” He jutted his head toward the other people in the bar, who were now cheering and shouting their undying love for the fiery redhead. To Georg, it seemed that everyone had some compliment to say about the woman, but they all neglected to mention the darkest detail: that her unborn child had been torn from her. 
Perhaps no one wants to take that responsibility—that their possible child has been taken from them . . . or perhaps they do not know. Surely that sly investigator only lets information slip when he wants it to.
Another man shouted an empty claim of revenge, and it finally sent Georg over the edge. He turned and faced the ravenous crowd, and bellowed, “And what, exactly, do you valiant knights have in mind? How do you plan on finding this monster and exacting your vengeance?”
The commotion came to a dead stop, and all eyes turned to Georg. A few of the men stammered, but then looked down, around, and any direction away from the large hunter. What they needed to do was clear, but how was a different question entirely.
One man stepped forward. He had been the first to stand on his chair and lament. He was about as tall as Georg, more stout, and had an eye-patch covering his left eye.
Georg pinned the man as a soldier. He knew the type—the swagger, the deep frown, the dark eyes—much the same way as Investigator Franz had pinned Georg when they first met.
“I propose we stage a hunt,” the man said in a deep, gravelly voice. “If Lord Werner is going to sit and dawdle, then it’s up to us, the people, to quell this madness.”
People started nodding their heads and murmuring. Soon, the murmurs rose to shouts once again.
It seems the knights have found their king.
The man grinned and gazed around the room. “Tomorrow, then, in the morning, we go hunting! Bring all the firepower we can muster—pitchforks, torches, rakes—anything we can use.”
“You don’t think a hunt will raise alarm with Lord Werner?” Georg asked.
The man faced Georg. “I hope it does! We can claim it as a hunt to mark the beginning of winter and the end of autumn. Isn’t that what this town does every year?”
Georg had to admit that the man was quick on his feet, and he had conviction. He reminded the hunter of . . . himself. Perhaps the man’s idea wasn’t as foolish as it sounded. But Georg still couldn’t help but play devil’s advocate. “So we hunt as many wolves around the country as we can find, and hope that one of them turns into a man once it’s killed?”
The man frowned. “Do you have a better idea, Georg Sieghart?”
Georg raised an eyebrow. This man knows me? He eyed the soldier from head to toe, and after a pause he stretched his arms out wide. “I suppose not.”
More cheers erupted from the crowd. 
The man with the eye patch smiled and sauntered over to Georg. “And it’s not a wolf-hunt, Georg. It’s a witch-hunt.”
“How do you know me, soldier?”
“How could I not?” The man clapped Georg on the shoulder. “Everyone knows Sieghart the Savage. Do you not remember me?” The man frowned, said, “I’m hurt,” but then smiled again and stuck out his hand. “Konrad von Brühl. We fought together at the sack of Westphalia.”
Georg nodded slowly and shook the man’s hand. “A bloody battle,” he said, “but no one calls me Sieghart the Savage anymore, and I’d like to keep it that way.”
“Fair enough. But it is true—you were a madman on the battlefield . . . and off.”
“That time has passed.” Georg looked to the ground and felt suddenly uncomfortable.
“Will you join us tomorrow?” Konrad asked.
Georg stayed silent for a moment, but finally nodded. “I will, but if you’ll excuse me, I have ale to drink, and I’d rather drink it alone.”
Konrad held his palms up in surrender. “Be the loner,” he said. “You always were.” Then he walked away to tend to his flock of eager comrades.
Georg watched Konrad walk away, then drank three mugs in succession. He turned to the blond barkeep. “You’re a praying man, are you not, Lars?”
Lars washed out an empty mug with a rag, then threw the rag on the table. He shrugged. “I tend Mass when I can, sometimes before I open up here, sometimes after. Why do you ask?”
“Can you tell me anything about the Achterberg family?”
Lars walked toward Georg and stared at the hunter. He rested his elbows on the table, leaned forward, and made a steeple with his hands. “I might,” he said, and then his gaze went to the empty table between them.
It took Georg a moment to realize the implication. He reached into his pocket and slid a couple silver coins across the table.
The barkeep nodded. “What is it you want to know? I’m not sure I know anything that isn’t already public knowledge.”
“Tell me what you can, maybe as far as five days back.”
Lars stroked his chin. “You’re here for that damn investigator, aren’t you? About the young girl’s murder?”
“I’m here on my own accord. Is my money not good here?”
Lars sighed, tucked away the coins, and put his hands on his hips. “Well, what’s there to know? They’re Catholic. Karl was accused of the girl’s murder, and then released. But everyone knows that.”
“What about Karl’s family?”
Lars hesitated and scratched his scalp. “Well . . .” he said, trailing off. “I’ve seen his son at church. He’s an altar boy. A bit too old to be one, if you ask me.” He leaned closer to Georg and whispered, “I can only imagine what that old bishop uses the poor boy for.” 
Georg furrowed his brow. “An altar boy? Is there anything you can tell me about the family on the day of Dorothea’s death?”
“Let’s see,” Lars said, taking his time. “Five days ago . . .” he began, and then his face lit up. He eyed the table again. 
Georg groaned and slid more coins to the barkeep.
Lars hungrily pocketed the coins and cleared his throat. “Like I said, I either go to church early or late. Sometimes in the earliest hours of the morning I see the altar boy there. It’s as if he sometimes stays the night.” Lars shrugged. “Maybe he’s forbidden from traveling at night, with all these murders taking place.”
Georg started growing impatient. “And on the day of Dorothea’s murder?”
Lars drummed the table with his fingers. “I think . . . ah, yes, five days ago you said? I do remember going for an afternoon prayer, before opening up here. The boy was being dropped off at the church, by his mother.”
Georg leaned forward. “Did the mother stay with him throughout the day?”
“Oh, no,” Lars said, “only for a short while. She left after a quick prayer, but the boy stayed.”
Georg knew he was onto something, but he didn’t know what. It would take a more powerful mind to add up these clues, someone whose “job it is to know.” But he felt a sense of pride and worth just by getting possible clues from the greedy barkeep.
“Much obliged, friend,” Georg said after a pause. He handed another coin to Lars and said, “For your troubles.” 
Lars nodded to the hunter, and his eyes gleamed as he palmed the coin.
Georg stood from his stool and left the tavern, heading toward the nearby inn.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
DIETER
 
 
In the early morning hours, Dieter Nicolaus plodded around the outside grounds of the church, sweeping away leaves that had gathered from the rain the night before. Then he tended the communal gardens, which he’d planted himself.
He was proud of his gardens. On the western wall of the church was a floral arrangement, with vibrant roses, fire lilies, and pink houseleeks. These were rugged flowers that would be tested by a difficult winter. On the eastern side of the church was the vegetable garden, full of beans and rye and wheat, that would help feed the church staff and Bedburg’s poor community.
He smiled at the gardens, and then looked to the sky. It was an overcast morning, and would likely stay gray until the skies turned white with snowfall. Wrapping his robe tight around his body, Dieter made his way to the front of the church. Due to the changing seasons, he expected a big turnout at morning Mass.
He heard a faraway voice, and then turned and looked down the hill from the church’s doors. Strangely, at least ten people were gathered near the base of the hill, surrounding a single man.
The man was thin, robed, and had long hair and a dark beard. He stood atop an overturned fruit crate, and his hands were gesticulating toward the heavens, as if beckoning God. 
Curious, Dieter walked down the hill. He frowned when he realized what he was witnessing.
“We are all sinners, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters! Salvation can only come through His word, through righteousness of the Holy Spirit. No man, in his fallen grace, can lead you away from sin—only God can! And not everyone is assured a place in heaven, whatever you may have been told.
“Do not place your faith in the idolatries of Man, and the pope! You cannot buy your atonement, but must work faithfully, through Scripture, and through the teachings of Jesus Christ. But fear not, my brethren, for once you are saved, you will always be saved. Read the teachings of Martin Luther and find the truth. Escape from the road of eternal perdition, which you are sure to travel down if you are led by Man, and not God.”
Dieter felt his ears go hot. It wasn’t that a Protestant was preaching at the base of his church that angered him, but the fact that people were listening to him—Catholic faithful—nodding their heads. And this man was in the open, unafraid, speaking with sincerity and enthusiasm.   
Who is this man, and where does he come from? Dieter wondered. Are things so dire that people would listen to him, unafraid of retribution from Lord Werner and Archbishop Ernst? Is Bedburg losing its Catholic faith right under its nose? 
Without listening to the man any further, Dieter shuffled back up the hill and burst into the empty church. He sprinted toward the back of the room, passed the altar, and stormed down the hallway leading to the bishop’s quarters.
He rapped at the door, hard, and a voice from the other side called out, “Hold.”
Dieter shifted impatiently from one foot to the other. He could still hear the preacher’s booming voice from outside.
After an agonizing moment, the voice said, “You may enter,” and Dieter obliged.
Bishop Solomon was at the end of the room, rising from his bed and tightening his robe. The same distraught altar boy from the day before stormed by Dieter as the priest entered.
“We have a problem, my lord,” Dieter said after the boy brushed by him. “There’s a man outside, preaching—”
Bishop Solomon raised his hand. “Yes, yes, I know, my son.” He clasped his hands behind his back and meandered over to his oak desk. He looked down at the table and sifted through a stack of parchments. “There’s a Lutheran preaching in our courtyard.”
Dieter nodded. “Who is he? Where did he come from?”
“Where? I don’t know. Sister Salome tells me that he’s a traveling pastor named Hanns Richter.”
“What’s he doing outside of our church, my lord?” Dieter spoke with a bit more flare than he’d intended.
The bishop slowly looked up from his table. “What do you think he’s doing? He’s undermining our faith, of course.”
“Shouldn’t he be stopped?”
Bishop Solomon nodded. He lifted a piece of parchment from the stack. “We are not to take action until this takes place. It’s the archbishop’s orders,” he said, tapping the yellow paper with his fingers. He held out the parchment to Dieter, who mouthed the words as he read aloud.
 
It is with a joyous heart that I say, Bishop Solomon of Bedburg, that I will be sending a group of Jesuit priests to aid in your continued quest to rid Bedburg from the scourge of Martin Luther’s and John Calvin’s followers. As their numbers grow and their rebelliousness builds, I ask that you not partake in any ill-thought measures to reproach these sinners—either violent or peaceful—until my men have arrived.  

Archbishop Ernst 
 
“So he’s sending us Jesuit missionaries . . .” Dieter’s voice lowered.
Bishop Solomon nodded. “You read the same thing as I, did you not? The Jesuits are highly educated and persuasive. I fear what they might accomplish, and I fear that things will get worse before they get better.”
Dieter handed the letter back to the bishop, scratching his head. “Why do you fear what they might accomplish, my lord? Is this not a happy announcement? We will have reinforcements to turn back the tides of rebellion.”
Bishop Solomon sneered and waved a hand at Dieter. “Don’t you see what this is?” he said. “I have worked years to quell any uprisings, nearly since the Cologne War first broke out. I came from Cologne to bring back the rightful faith—and I have succeeded, have I not?”
“You have,” Dieter said, but was still confused.
“And now, at the first sign of trouble, the archbishop wishes to send his men into my domain—the place I’ve worked so hard to maintain. He wishes to take my glory and be the savior of Bedburg.”
Dieter cocked his head and fumbled his words. “But . . . isn’t it God’s glory, Father? That is what you’ve always preached.”
Solomon narrowed his eyes at the young priest. “You are young and naïve, my son. But it’s no matter, there are other things we must attend to. Sister Salome tells me that you’ve had her keep an eye on that barbarous huntsman. Why is that? Is he a threat?”
“Georg Sieghart?” Dieter asked, taken aback by the quick change of subject. “I wanted to find out more about our congregation. There was no ill intent.”
“Salome tells me that his family was killed by the Werewolf of Bedburg, and that he is here seeking revenge.”
Dieter nodded.
“Well, then he is a dangerous man. Revenge is a dangerous motivator.” The bishop began pacing around his table, and then wagged a finger toward Dieter. “I would like you to keep an eye on him a bit longer.”
“Why, my lord?”
“To see if revenge is his true motive,” Bishop Solomon said. “What if he holds deeper secrets? Do you not find it coincidental that these murders began reoccurring as he came into town?”
Dieter scratched the stubble on his chin. “I suppose. But how would we account for the murders that took place before he arrived?”
“Do we really know how long he’s been here?” Solomon asked. “And why are we so sure there’s only one murderer? What if our killer is conspiring with others? Maybe talk to that nosy investigator—he seems to always have an opinion on things.”
Dieter bowed. “Very well, my lord. Is there anything else? I must prepare my sermon.”
“One last thing,” the bishop said. “It’s come to my attention that a large group of men are going on a hunt following Mass—to bid autumn a farewell, and to ‘take matters into their own hands,’ as they see it.”
“What matters, my lord?”
Bishop Solomon shook his head. “Don’t you listen, boy? The same things we’ve been talking about—wolves, beasts, monsters! They want justice for those dead girls, and I don’t blame them. So give them a powerful sermon, Father Nicolaus. Outshine that Lutheran mongrel and give our people something they can cheer for. It is your words that could sway the opinion of our congregation back in the right direction. Don’t let me down, and don’t let that pastor damn our faith’s righteousness.”
 
 
 
“Remember, my friends, that this monster killed two of our own—two of our beautiful faithful! I look in each of your faces and see courage. I see the same courage that Jesus showed in the face of utter diversity.” Dieter paced back and forth on his platform. He made sure to stare at each person’s face as he moved. 
He was pleased that Sybil had returned, and she looked beautiful in a blue dress. He passed over her face the longest, then moved on to Investigator Franz, who lingered in the back of the church; to the barkeep Lars; to Georg Sieghart and his new patch-eyed friend; and to everyone else. 
“Be the Children of God that I know you can be. Salvation is nigh! Bring justice to our dead, and allow their souls peace in Heaven. Show the might of your Catholic faith, and strike down the monsters who would do us harm.” Dieter raised a finger in the air and stopped pacing, turning to face the congregation. “Don’t rely on the false promises and lies of outsiders,” he said, looking around the room for Pastor Hanns Richter. The Lutheran was absent.
“You are stalwart Christians, so remember to be resilient, obedient, and righteous in your resolve. Through your actions and remorse, and His teachings, you will repent and be saved. So go on this hunt with God’s steely virtue in your heart, and don’t slay this beast for your own namesake, but for God’s glory!”
Dieter ended his sermon on a triumphant high note, and was pleased to hear a round of cheers from the room. He could tell the men were antsy and bloodthirsty. Nothing he said would have changed that, so instead of damning the hunt, he encouraged it, encouraged the killings, and thanked God for the people’s bloodlust.
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
SYBIL
 
 
After Father Nicolaus’ sermon, the congregation cleared from the church in a hurry. Every man leaving had dark grins on their faces, eager for the morning hunt. Sybil sat in a pew with her hands folded on her lap, waiting for the church to clear out.
A few people stayed—mainly the women giving confessions to Father Nicolaus, and those too young to hunt. One of them was Sybil’s friend, Martin Achterberg. The altar boy was the first of three people to give penitence, and as he walked out of the confessional, Sybil stood from her pew. 
Martin faced the ground, and as he passed by Sybil he looked up with big, tearful eyes. “Hello, Beele,” he said, wiping his wet cheeks.
Sybil smiled warmly. “How are you holding up with everything, Martin?”
The boy remained silent for a long moment. Finally, he said, “I-I’ve got to go, Beele. It’s nice to see you coming to church.”
As the boy walked past her, Sybil turned to watch him leave the church, and started fidgeting inside a pocket of her dress. As she turned, Investigator Franz came from a corner of the room and stormed past her, toward Father Nicolaus. The investigator pushed past the next parishioner in line and started talking with the priest. Sybil furrowed her brow and crept forward, curious about what they were talking about.
Investigator Franz pointed a finger in the priest’s chest. He seemed angry, or in a hurry, or both. Sybil sat in a pew next to the investigator and priest so she could listen to them talk.
“. . . You need to tell me, priest. What did that boy just confess to?” the investigator asked in a low voice.
The priest raised his arms in surrender. “You know I can’t do that, investigator. His confession is between him and God, and no one else. I can’t, in good conscience, forsake that boy’s trust.”
Investigator Franz stamped his foot on the tiled floor, and kept waving his finger at Father Nicolaus. By his body language, Sybil could tell he was becoming increasingly frustrated. 
“That’s rubbish. I am a man of the law, priest. You need to tell me if he confessed to knowing a crime. I am trying to keep this town safe, goddammit!”  
Father Nicolaus took a step back. “Please, Herr Franz, this is a house of God. Heed your words! You know that God, and God alone, is above the law. That boy’s repentance is between him and God.” The priest motioned to the elderly woman Heinrich had pushed away. “Now, please, I have confessions to take.”
The investigator growled like an angry dog, spun around, and stomped down the aisle toward the stained-glass doors. When he reached Sybil, he stopped and towered over her. Sybil had her head bowed, as if in prayer, but as the investigator’s shadow loomed over her, she slowly looked up.
“I must speak with you, Frau Griswold.” Investigator Franz had his hands on his hips. “It will only take a moment.”
Dieter saw what was happening and called out from the confessional. “Please, investigator, leave my congregation alone. The girl has done—”
Investigator Franz held up his palm and cut the priest off, without looking in his direction. “Just a few questions. Nothing more.”
Sybil stood and folded her hands in front of her stomach. “Y-yes, my lord?” She glanced at the investigator’s narrow nose and thin mustache, and her face burned. 
“Your father denied the marriage between yourself and that altar boy who just walked by you, correct?”
“Who, Martin?” Sybil said.
“I saw you speak with him as he walked by. So you have some sort of relationship with him, correct?”
Sybil nodded sheepishly. “What are you getting at, if I may ask, my lord?”
“I’ll ask the questions,” the investigator snapped. He hunched over and put his hands on his knees, so that he was eye level with Sybil. 
The investigator’s bruised face was only inches from hers, and Sybil could feel his warm, stale breath on her cheeks. His dark eyes darted around her face, as if he were searching her soul, trying to find something. It took all of Sybil’s nerves to keep from recoiling from the man.
“Despite the failed marriage,” Heinrich said at last, “did you have feelings for Martin?”
“What do you—”
“Did you love him?”
Sybil finally did recoil from the man’s gaze, and nearly tripped on herself as she took a step back. Her cheeks flushed.
“W-what? No! Martin is just a friend of mine.”
Investigator Franz studied her for a long moment, and then stood to his full height. “Dorothea Gabler was your friend as well, correct?”
Sybil nodded.
“And she was a friend of Martin’s, too?”
“Yes,” Sybil said, “we were all friends.”
“What was their relationship like? They were a bit younger than you—closer in age to each other—correct?”
Sybil’s eyes went to the floor and she hesitated.
“Frau Griswold?” Heinrich probed.
Sybil’s face shot up, and her eyebrows were scrunched. She narrowed her gaze at the investigator. “It was no secret that Dorothea and Martin had feelings for one another,” she said. “I wanted them to be happy. I don’t care about our difference in ages. And now poor Martin seems so sad! It’s heartbreaking.”
Sybil sniffled and wiped her nose with her forearm.
The investigator waited for a moment, and then reached into his tunic and came out with a piece of parchment and a quill. He wrote something in it, and then patted Sybil on the shoulder. “Thank you for your cooperation, Frau Griswold,” he said, and then turned and took off at a brisk pace toward the exit of the church.
Just then, Father Nicolaus approached Sybil and put his hands gently on her arms. He shook his head. “What did that insufferable man say to you, my dear?”
“I-it’s nothing, Father. Nothing important.”
“Please, call me Dieter.” The priest smiled and put his palm forward. “Come, will you walk with me?”
Sybil nodded, gave her best half-smile, and took the priest’s hand. They sauntered down the aisle and through the stained-glass doors, out into a crisp morning full of bright, white clouds that stretched to the horizon. From the hill of the church, the day seemed so peaceful, despite the howling men that were headed toward the town’s gates.
Dieter led Sybil to the western side of the church, where they came upon a luscious grove of flowers that lined the church wall. 
Sybil couldn’t help but smile, but it was a sad smile. She stared at the lilies and roses and poinsettias, their colors vibrant and luminous, and she faced the priest. 
“Did you do all of this?”
Dieter nodded. “There’s a vegetable garden on the other side of the church, too.” Pride echoed in his voice. He watched Sybil lean in to the roses and smell them, but when she came away from them, her bottom lip was trembling. 
Dieter frowned and said, “Do you not like them?”
Sybil shook her head. “N-no, it’s not that. They’re stunning. It’s just that . . . it reminds me of my mother. My mother had rosebushes, and I loved them as a child. She died giving birth to my brother, Hugo, and my father let the roses die with her. He said that there was better use of the land . . .” Sybil’s voice trailed off, and she sniffled again.
Dieter put a hand on her back. “I’m so sorry, Beele, I did not know. It’s a shame that such beautiful things can bring back such painful memories.”
Sybil faced the priest with red-rimmed eyes, but she was smiling. “Not painful memories . . . bittersweet ones. And as long as these flowers can add a little brightness to people during these dark times, that makes me happy.”
Sybil started thinking about how Father Nicolaus had called her ‘Beele,’ her nickname that was only used by her friends and family. She started to blush, and then said, “Oh, I almost forgot! I have something for you.” She grinned and rummaged through the front pocket of her dress. When she lifted her hand, she held an amulet. The amulet was a pair of wooden crosses, nestled side-by-side, hanging on a thin brown thread. She handed it to the priest, whose mouth was slightly agape. “I made it,” she said, “from oak.”
Dieter opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out. He gently took the necklace, clasped his hands around it, and brought it to his chest, over his heart. 
“Do you like it?”
“It’s the most precious gift I’ve ever received,” he finally said. “Honestly.”
Sybil smiled from ear to ear. “It’s to show that, even though people may have different beliefs and values, all Christians should be able to get along.” She shrugged. “That’s what I think, anyway.”
“You are wise beyond your years, my dear. I love it. But why make this for me?”
Sybil shrugged. “I was hoping for a favor in return.”
Dieter stared at the girl’s fair face, and noticed that the innocence he’d come to love was replaced by a mischievous grin. “Wise . . . and cunning,” he said. “Name it.”
“I was hoping that you could teach me to read and write.”
The priest hesitated. “What would your father think of that?”
“He doesn’t need to know. You could teach me at the church, or somewhere else. It could be our secret.”
Dieter grimaced. “I don’t know, Bee—”
As if on cue, a booming voice from the front of the church reverberated through the hillside. “Sybil!” it called.
“Uh oh,” Sybil said.
Peter Griswold rounded the corner of the church and growled. “What are you doing with my daughter, priest?”
Dieter managed to clasp the amulet in his hands, behind his back, just before Peter noticed. “I was showing Sybil my gardens, Herr Griswold.”
Peter’s eyes narrowed. “I told you to stay away from her,” he said, tugging at his dark beard. Then he faced Sybil and said, “And I told you the same, young lady. Let’s go. We have a visitor, and you’re going to help cook.” He turned and stomped away.
Sybil took one last look at Dieter, and then started to leave.
Before she could get far, Dieter took her arm and leaned in close. “Yes,” he whispered in her ear, “I’ll do it. I’ll teach you.”
 
 
 
Sybil sat at the dining table with her brother, her father, and their guest, Pastor Hanns Richter. The man was as thin as a twig, with long brown hair and a beard that made him resemble Jesus Christ, which Sybil assumed was intentional. She glanced at her steaming bowl of potatoes and eggs, and then turned her gaze to the Lutheran pastor.
“You aren’t to be seen at that church again, Sybil,” Peter said, ripping off a chunk of bread from his plate. “Do you understand? I won’t have you disobey me again.”
Sybil looked back down at her plate and nodded meekly. “Yes, sir.”
“Adolescent inquisitiveness,” Pastor Richter said, and then eyed Peter. “It often leads to disobedience. If I were you—”
“And who are you, pastor? You’re not my father,” Sybil spat. She frowned at the holy man. “And isn’t it dangerous to be seen with you?”
Peter paused with his bread just inches from his open mouth. He threw the bread down onto his plate, and said, “By God, did I not teach you manners, girl? Hanns is our guest, and my friend. You won’t speak to him that way.” He shook his head and pushed his plate away. “In fact, take your food and go to your room. You too, Hugo.”
Sybil and Hugo began to protest, but Peter held up his palm and turned away from them. The two children slid off their chairs and disappeared into Sybil’s room. 
Inside, Sybil held her ear against the door, ignoring her bowl of food. 
“You aren’t supposed to eavesdrop, Beele. Father told you that already,” Hugo said.
Sybil put her index finger up to her lips. “Shh,” she said.
The doors in the house were paper thin, something Peter didn’t realize.
Pastor Hanns Richter spoke first. “It’s been four years since Archbishop Gebhard was deposed by Ernst, in Cologne. Ever since, our people have lived in fear, Peter. Once Ernst replaced Lord Adolf with the Catholic Lord Werner, here in Bedburg, I knew I’d have to take action. I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to arrive.
“The battle rages, Peter, in every principality in Germany. We haven’t lost. Even Queen Elizabeth of England has given our people financial support. The Catholics have Spain, and King Philip, however, and that is worrisome. But Philip is still embattled with the Dutch, which gives us an opportunity around Cologne. It’s a small window, but it’s there. All eyes are focused on this pivotal moment in history, Peter, and by God’s strength, we will come out the victors.”
“Amen,” Peter said. “But what are you getting at, Hanns? Is the fight coming here, to Bedburg?”
“I’m afraid there’s a strong possibility that it is,” Hanns said. “But I am here now, so we don’t have to hide like rats in a cellar. Enough is enough. I will vocalize our faith, we will join our English allies, and we will take back our rightful outposts and cities.”
“Tread lightly, my friend,” Peter said. “It is still dangerous for us. Bedburg Castle is a garrison for Catholic soldiers. Lord Werner is no tyrant, but he will only be pushed so far. If our brothers and sisters come out of hiding now, I fear that it will result in terrible losses.”
“Yes, but we must gain morale. We are in hiding, but we can’t be for long. From Bavaria to Münster, Lutherans are fighting—in every corner of the Roman Empire. We’ve even gained alliance with the Calvinists in some regions. It’s only a matter of time before the fight comes here. But I need your help, Peter.”
Sybil heard her father sigh loudly.
“I am a simple farmer, Hanns—”
“You have influence with the Bedburg Protestants, my friend. They hold you in high regard.”
“Even so, I’m no fighter. I don’t wish to participate in violence. I am simply trying to live my life the best I can, for me and my children.”
“So you would be overrun, living your life in fear for the rest of your days? That pains me to hear, Peter.”
“I’m sorry,” Peter said, sounding tired and defeated. “But there are people here who share your vision, Hanns. I can introduce you to them. Perhaps you can stir their emotions like you did in front of the church this morning.”
“Your aid would be greatly appreciated, my friend,” the pastor said. “That is all I can ask. If you could introduce me to these people, I would be indebted to you.”
“I can introduce you tonight.”
“Thank you. You are a good man, Peter Griswold.”
Sybil leaned her back against the door and slid to the ground. She tucked her knees into her chest and thought, What are you involving yourself in, father? 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
HEINRICH
 
 
Heinrich felt a tingle run down his spine. His leads were starting to add up, and he felt hot on whatever trail he was headed down. Sybil Griswold had given the investigator more than she knew: She corroborated Martin Achterberg’s story and confirmed that he and Dorothea Gabler had intimate feelings for one another.
The night before, Georg Sieghart had given Heinrich more information. Martin, though fourteen years of age, was Bishop Solomon’s chief altar boy, and he often stayed long hours at the church, including the day of Dorothea’s murder. Martin’s mother had dropped the boy off and then left. 
Heinrich played the newest timeline in his head. After leaving Sybil Griswold’s house, Dorothea went to Martin Achterberg’s, hoping to meet with the boy. But Martin’s father was the only person there. 
Heinrich tapped his chin. He let Sybil leave his sight, and then sped out of the church, trying to chase down Martin, who had hurried out after giving Father Nicolaus his confession.
Martin’s confession is the key piece to this puzzle, Heinrich thought. I can feel it.
He pushed through the stained-glass doorway with both hands, and Georg Sieghart was waiting outside.
The hunter startled Heinrich. “Where are you going in such a rush, investigator? Are you not joining the rest of the men on the hunt?”
Heinrich rolled his eyes. “You barbarians have your fun,” he said. “I have leads to follow.” The investigator squinted and looked over Georg’s shoulder, where a large man with a patch over his left eye was standing. Heinrich had seen the man sitting next to Georg during Father Nicolaus’ sermon, but other than that, he’d never seen him before. The investigator gave Georg a curt nod, and then took off down the hill.
“Investigator!” 
The voice came from behind Heinrich, as he reached the bottom of the hill. Frustrated and annoyed, Heinrich spun around and faced his guardsman, Tomas.
Heinrich sighed. “Not now, Tomas, I have matters that need taking care of.”
“But sir, Lord Werner has summoned you.”
The investigator grunted. “I said not now. The lord will have to wait.”
Tomas readjusted the helmet on his head. “Where are you going? I’m supposed to accompany you until you go to the castle.”
Heinrich cleared his throat and was about to say something. Then he paused and narrowed his eyes at the guard. “Fine then, come, come,” he said, waving Tomas forward. 
The two made their way through the winding dirt roads of Bedburg, and passed by the center marketplace. All the while, Heinrich’s eyes darted around buildings and wagons and people. At the southern end of town, he finally noticed Martin Achterberg in the distance, hurrying toward the farmlands outside Bedburg’s walls.
“Halt, boy!” Heinrich called out.
Martin’s body went taut and he froze in his tracks. Then he decided to keep walking, as if he hadn’t heard the voice calling his name.
“I said stop, boy, or I’ll have you arrested!” Heinrich shouted.
The threat was enough to make Martin turn around. His face was red and his eyes were wide open. 
Heinrich put his hands on his hips as he neared the boy. An unbearable stench caused him to gag, and he realized they were standing next to the town’s leather tanner. “I have a few questions to ask you, Herr Achterberg, concerning Dorothea Gabler.”
“I’ve told you everything I know, my lord,” Martin said.
Heinrich frowned and looked down his nose at the boy, trying to seem as authoritative as possible. “I think you’re lying,” he said, “and I hate liars. At the very least, I think you’re keeping things from me, which is also bad, if not worse.”
The boy started trembling like a nervous wreck. “What do you mean, sir? I-I’m not keeping anything from you.”
Heinrich crossed his hands over his chest and slowly started pacing in front of the boy. It was, of course, another tactic designed to scare Martin. “Yesterday, when I was at your estate and mentioned that Dorothea had come to your house the day of her murder, you seemed . . . surprised.” With that last word, Heinrich stopped in his tracks and faced Martin.
The boy looked at the ground and started shaking his head profusely. “N-no, no, I wasn’t surprised.”
The investigator leaned forward and with one finger he lifted Martin’s face by his chin, so they were looking eye to eye. “I said I don’t like liars, Martin. You didn’t know Dorothea had been by your house . . . because you were at the church, with Bishop Solomon.”
Martin started fidgeting, turned his head away from Heinrich’s hand, and opened his mouth.
“Think carefully about your next words, Martin,” Heinrich said.
The boy kept shaking his head, and then his shoulders slumped and he sighed. “No . . . I didn’t know she had come.” He looked up at the investigator, and the rims of his eyes were wet. “Why would my parents keep that from me? How did you know I was with the bishop?”
“It’s my job to know,” Heinrich said. He bobbed his head from left to right, debating if he should clarify what he meant. “And I have witnesses who place you at the church.” The investigator coughed and cleared his throat, and then put his hands behind his back. “Your father, Karl, was the only one present at your house when Dorothea arrived.” Martin started to open his mouth again, but Heinrich cut him off. “I know that because your mother took you to church.”
Martin slowly nodded. “I guess so,” he said with a meek voice.
Heinrich wagged a finger in Martin’s face. “No, son, I know so.” Then the investigator raised his voice and said, “And just what do you think your mother found upon her return to your estate?”
Martin shrugged and took a step back.
“I’ll tell you, Martin. Your mother found your father and Dorothea alone.” Then Heinirch said, “In bed, perhaps?” to test the boy’s reaction.
The tears kept welling in Martin’s eyes. “No! That’s not—that can’t be true!” he shouted, and started clenching his fists.
Heinrich took a step back, somewhat alarmed by the boy’s sudden outburst. He stifled a smile because his claim had the effect he desired. Martin was rattled. He would say anything. And the fact that he had responded so angrily gave Heinrich all the firepower he needed. The investigator felt a tinge of remorse for picking on such a youngling, but that remorse quickly faded.  
“The girl you loved betrayed you, Martin. You know, in your heart, that it’s true.”
Martin bent his knees, as if he were about to lunge at Heinrich.
Tomas took a step forward. 
“Why are you doing this to me? Just leave me alone!” Martin screamed.
He’s ready to explode, Heinrich thought. 
“Tell me what you confessed to at the church!” Heinrich shouted, raising his gloved hands above his head. 
“It’s between me and God!”
“Tell me!”
People walking by started to look at the adolescent and investigator yelling at each other.
Martin shut his eyes tight and clenched his jaw. His teeth clamped so hard together that Heinrich could hear them grind. 
Martin growled, and then blurted out, “I think my mother did something bad!”
Ah hah! Heinrich immediately thought, pleased with himself. But then his mind whirled and he scrunched his brow. That is not what he had expected to hear. His mother? he thought. 
Heinrich started to speak, but then stopped. “Thank you for your cooperation, Herr Achterberg.”
Tears were dripping down Martin’s cheeks, and his eyes were still shut. “Can I go now?” he growled through gritted teeth. 
Heinrich thought for a moment, twirling his mustache. “No,” he said at last, and then turned to Tomas. “Arrest the boy.”
The soldier’s eyebrows rose. He leaned in to whisper in Heinrich’s ear. “For what, sir?”
“We’ll figure that out later. Just do it,” Heinrich whispered back.
Tomas shrugged and walked toward the boy.
“W-wait,” Martin said, taking another step back. “What have I done? I’ve told you everything you wanted to know!”
“I know you did, son, and I thank you for that. You will be all right.” 
Heinrich turned away from the boy and leaned toward Tomas’ ear again. “Take him to the jail, put him in the second room, and wait for me. I’ll be there shortly.”
As Heinrich walked away, he could hear Martin’s sobs, until the regular noises of the town drowned them out. He left Bedburg through the southern gates and made his way to the Achterberg estate.
When he arrived, he knocked hard on the front door.
“Dammit, boy, what took you so long to get back?” called a voice from inside.
The door swung open and Heinrich stared at the face of Karl Achterberg. The farmer took on a horrified expression, as if he’d just seen Satan.
“Afternoon, Herr Achterberg,” Heinrich said.
“Bah, what are you doing here? Haven’t you hurt me and my family enough?” Karl asked. He was holding his bandaged hand. 
“How is your hand doing?” Heinrich asked.
Karl spat on the ground. “I hope you burn, investigator. Where is my son?”
Heinrich shook his head. “I’m not here for you, Karl,” he said, ignoring the farmer’s question. He looked past Karl and saw the man’s wife sitting on a stool, knitting. “I’m here for her.”
Karl crouched, took a wide stance, and made his hands into fists. “Not until I’m dead and buried,” he said, clenching his jaw. 
Heinrich backpedaled, reached behind his back, and swung his arm around. He aimed a pistol straight at Karl’s forehead. “Easy there, farmer,” he said calmly. “I am a man of the law, and your wife is under arrest.”
All of the color drained from Karl’s face as he stared down the barrel of Heinrich’s pistol. His fists went slack. “U-under what charges?” he stuttered.
“Murder.”
“Nonsense.”
Bertrude groaned and stood from her seat. After a moment, she waddled to the door. “It is nonsense,” she said, “but could you stop being so dramatic, Karl?”
Bertrude allowed herself to be taken into custody, without putting up an argument. 
Heinrich followed the big woman all the way through Bedburg, toward the jailhouse at the northern end of town. Since Heinrich was alone and didn’t trust her, he walked behind Bertrude and held his weapon on her the entire way. Questioning eyes glanced in their direction, but, for the most part, people distanced themselves as the investigator and his suspect walked through the town.
During their long march, Bertrude asked again and again, “What have you done with Martin?”  
Heinrich decided that Bertrude Achterberg was a strong woman. Despite being so sullen and having a broken family, she clearly loves her son. Heinrich thought he might have even felt a bit of admiration for the woman.
“He’s fine,” Heinrich responded, again and again.
When they entered the dark, cold chambers of the jailhouse, they descended a flight of stairs. At the bottom, Heinrich gave his scarred punisher a nod. Ulrich took Bertrude into a cell.
The first room of the jail had four cells, one of which Bertrude occupied. Heinrich walked into the second room—which also had four cells—where Tomas was keeping watch over Martin. The boy was huddled in the corner of his cell, knees against his chest. 
Heinrich leaned in to Tomas’ ear. “Bring the boy to the cell adjacent to his mother’s,” he whispered. “Make sure he’s quiet, and make sure she doesn’t see him.”
Tomas nodded.
Heinrich went back into the first room, and into Bertrude’s cell. Ulrich had laid out a set of sharp tools on a small table, and a tin bucket in front of Bertrude. The woman sat on a steel table in the middle of the room, and her legs dangled above the floor. Heinrich placed the bucket at her feet, while Ulrich stood in the corner of the room, tapping his chin and playing with his torture devices.
Heinrich slowly took a parchment from his tunic, unraveled it, and placed it beside Bertrude.
“What in Christ’s name is that?” she asked.
“A confession,” Heinrich said.
“A confession for what?”
“For the murder of Dorothea Gabler.”
Bertrude grunted and spat on the cold ground next to Heinrich’s feet. “You’re an evil man, investigator. I’ll never sign that.”
Heinrich left the cell and came back with another chair. He placed the chair in front of Bertrude’s table, sat down, and crossed one leg over the other. “Practical? Yes. Truth-seeking? Absolutely. But evil? No, Frau Achterberg.”
Bertrude kept staring at the investigator. Her frown caused her jowls to sag.
“I have all the evidence I need, Bertrude. I’m surprised, really, at your husband’s willpower. I pulled every fingernail from his hand, and yet he still didn’t scream your name. He must love you quite immensely.”
“Karl is a fool,” Bertrude hissed.
“Why is that?” Heinrich asked, tilting his head to the side.
Bertrude stayed silent.
After a long pause, Heinrich pointed at the bucket at Bertrude’s feet. “You see that bucket?” he said, and cleared his throat. “Well, when it’s filled with ice cold water, and your feet are dipped in, it’s not so bad. Frigid, of course, but survivable. After a long enough time, however, your feet grow so cold that your entire body begins to shake, and then it starts to shut down. Your feet go numb, and before long, your toes are black. In order to keep you from dying, your feet will have to be removed.”
Bertrude seemed unaffected. “And you say you’re not evil?”
Heinrich stood from his chair and raised a finger toward the ceiling. “Or,” he said, and started pacing, “we could place a rag over your face, and pour the cold water down your throat. You’ll think you were drowning, but you’ll live. Your lungs will burn so badly that you’ll wish you were drowning.” The investigator faced Bertrude and smiled. “Isn’t it funny how your body could burn from something so cold?”
“Yes,” Bertrude said dryly. “How funny.” She put her hands on her big stomach and shrugged. “What is it you want from me, investigator?”
Heinrich frowned. “I know that Dorothea Gabler came to your estate the day of her murder. I know that your husband was the only person there, but you must have come home at some point, after leaving Martin at the church. The timeline fits—and God only knows what you witnessed upon arriving.”
For the first time, Heinrich could see the fear start to creep into Bertrude’s stone-cold face. Her expression changed. Her eyes went a little softer, her eyebrows slumped, and her lips started to quiver, ever so slightly.
“If it were my guess, I’d say you found your husband, together with a young, ripe, beautiful girl. Was he violating her? Or perhaps it was consensual?”
Bertrude scowled, and she shut her eyes. “Stop it,” she demanded. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Heinrich began pacing again. “I wonder how that must have made you feel,” he muttered. “I know I would be heartbroken. But your son . . . he was in love with the poor girl. He could never know what happened in your home, could he?” Heinrich’s voice rose as he kept speaking. “No,” he said, nearly shouting. “She had to disappear.” He stopped pacing and faced Bertrude with a confused look. “Is that why your home is so broken—because your husband broke your trust? Because Karl broke your heart?”
Bertrude’s eyes turned hard and steely. Her trembling lips turned into a straight line on her face, and her fear turned to anger. “I said stop it!” she screamed.
“Then tell me the truth, dammit! You or your husband killed that girl! Then you chopped up her body and hid her remains in the wild, to hide your guilt. You can save your soul, Bertrude! Confess and be forgiven in God’s eyes!”
Bertrude clenched her teeth. She was on the verge of an outburst, Heinrich could tell, but she stayed quiet for a long time. She let out a long droning sound.
“Yes,” Bertrude growled at last, “I found my husband with that Catholic whore. But I did not kill her! I only sent her away.”
Heinrich pulled at his lip, and then his mustache. But the Achterbergs are Catholic, he thought. And yet she calls Dorothea a Catholic whore . . . 
Heinrich said, “If you won’t do it for your soul, or God, or your husband, then confess for your son, Bertrude. Confess for Martin’s sake. Do you want your entire family in ruins?”
Bertrude began sobbing, and her anger faded away. “Don’t talk about my son, you devil. N-not my son.”
Heinrich nodded, knowing his evaluation was correct. This woman cares for her son more than anything else. Martin was the catalyst for this entire affair, but it wasn’t his fault. Bertrude will do anything to protect him. 
“Yes,” Heinrich said, eager for a breakthrough. “Martin will be the son of an adulterous father and a murderous mother. He will be stigmatized for the rest of his life. So, tell me, before I dip your feet in the bucket, the truth!”
Bertrude’s sobs turned into wails, and she started shaking. She put her head in her hands, and kept muttering, “Not my son, please . . . not my son.”
After a long moment, she looked up with bleary eyes. “It . . . it isn’t the truth.”
“Ulrich, pour the water,” Heinrich said. “I’ve had enough of this.” He glanced back at the defeated woman and asked, “What will you do, Bertrude?”
The woman’s shoulders slumped, her head sank, and she stared at the ground. She sniffed and wiped her nose and eyes, and muttered something under her breath, but Heinrich couldn’t understand her. 
“What was that?” he asked, leaning closer.
“I said I’ll sign.” 
Heinrich let out a long sigh and put a hand on Bertrude’s shoulder. Then he stood straight and turned to face Ulrich. He nodded to the torturer.
Ulrich pounded on the eastern wall of the cell, and within a few seconds Tomas strolled into the room, guiding Martin Achterberg by the shoulders. The boy was weeping.
When Bertrude looked up from the ground, she stared at her pained, shocked son, and she wailed. 
“How could you, mother?” Martin asked. “How could you hurt Dorothea?”
“M-Martin, it isn’t what you think, son,” Bertrude stammered. She reached an arm toward the boy. “Please, come here, Martin.”
But Martin had already left the room.
“Wait!” Bertrude’s voice echoed in the cell. “It’s not true, son! Please, come back!”
The last thing Bertrude heard from her son was the faint sound of feet, running up the stone staircase, and she wailed as unsettled dirt rained on her from the ceiling. 
 
 
 
An hour after Bertrude signed the confession, Heinrich and Tomas arrived at Castle Bedburg.  
The structure was a brick keep with four towers on each end, and two twisting spires near the front gate. Besides the town barracks, it was the largest structure in Bedburg. Heinrich couldn’t be bothered with the majestic sight. He felt somewhat sour as he walked over the front bridge and through the gates, and he stamped his forehead with a handkerchief.
He strolled through the main foyer and found Lord Werner. Everyone knew Archbishop Ernst of Cologne was the real sovereign of the land, and Lord Werner was his puppet ruler in Bedburg.
Werner was a small man with a nervous twitch. Heinrich chuckled to himself as he approached the lord—Werner’s large head didn’t quite fit his small body, which made the phrase “puppet ruler” even more apropos, at least to the investigator. 
“You summoned me, my lord?” Heinrich asked.
“Yes, some time ago,” Werner said with a thin, annoyed voice. “How go the murder investigations?”
“I’ve just attained a signed confession for the murder of Dorothea Gabler, lord,” Heinrich said proudly, straightening his back. “That is why I was tardy.”
“And what about the other girl—the pretty one?”
Heinrich felt his lungs deflate. “Well, I haven’t found the perpetrator in that case . . . yet.”
Lord Werner stared at Heinrich with discontent, as if the investigator was nothing more than a useless, feeble-minded beggar. “What a shame,” Werner said slowly.
After a moment of silence, Heinrich cleared his throat. “So, you sent for me . . .”
The lord squinted, and then his blank face lit up, and he pointed a finger in the air. “Ah, yes! It appears you will be traveling to Cologne.”
Heinrich raised one eyebrow. “Excuse me, my lord? For what purpose?”
The small man scratched his forehead. “Archbishop Ernst wishes you to escort a group of Jesuit priests back here. That’s what the letter says, anyway.”
Heinrich pointed at his own chest. “Me . . . escort, my lord? Aren’t there people more suited to the task?”
“That’s what I said. But he asked for you personally.”
“There are bandits and highwaymen on the road to Cologne.”
Lord Werner shrugged. “Bring an entourage of soldiers. He asked for you personally, Heinrich.”
The investigator rolled his eyes, away from the lord, so Werner could not see. “Very well,” he said, “how long until I leave with this . . . entourage?”
“Three days time.”
Heinrich pulled at his mustache and sputtered. “With all due respect, my lord, that doesn’t give me enough time to bring our murderer to justice. It will be at least a week until a trial—”
“It’s a shame, isn’t it?” Werner interjected. He stared Heinrich straight in the eyes, as if challenging him. “At least you can leave knowing that your work on the case has been greatly appreciated by myself, and by the people of Bedburg.” Then the lord smiled, as if to stick the blade a bit deeper in the proverbial wound. 
Heinrich felt his body tense up, and his vision narrowed. He frowned, and he sighed. After a moment, through clenched teeth, he said, “Very well, my lord, I’ll set to preparing.”
“Good, good,” Lord Werner said. He turned to leave the foyer, and noticed Heinrich was still standing in place. “That’s all, Investigator Franz. You are dismissed.”
All that work for nothing, Heinrich thought. Stolen.

As he left the castle, he swore he could feel smoke billowing from his ears.
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
GEORG
 
 
Georg was fueled with adrenaline as he left morning Mass. He and thirty men stomped through the misty roads of Bedburg, walking with their heads held high, taking up the width of the road. Merchants, peasants, and women alike stayed out of their way.
The hunt was meant to be a send-off for autumn, welcome winter, and quell the fear that permeated through the town. 
We will find this beast, Georg thought, trying to stay optimistic. He followed behind Konrad von Brühl, who led the large group. 
Most of the men carried firearms—arquebuses and pistols—but Georg had his recurve bow slung over his shoulder. 
“You plan on killing anything with that?” Konrad asked, grinning and motioning to the hunter’s bow. “It’s a bit . . . outdated, wouldn’t you say?”
Georg frowned at Konrad. “It’s more accurate than your hand cannon, and it’s quieter. All you’ll be doing is spooking the wolves.”
“But a bow . . . on horseback?”
Georg stayed quiet. For someone who claimed to have once known him, Konrad clearly didn’t understand how threatening Georg was with a sturdy bow in his hands. 
He will soon see.
The group reached the southern end of town and then cut east, toward the largest stable in Bedburg. Everything had been prearranged—horses of all sizes packed the stalls. Georg picked a black, rowdy destrier named Alptraum, or Nightmare.
“She’s quick, but unpredictable,” the stableman told Georg. “Be careful with her, and bring her back in one piece, or I’ll make sure you don’t leave here in one piece.”
Georg smiled at the man and nodded. He took the reins of Alptraum, hefted his boot on the stirrup, and hoisted himself on her back. The leather reins felt good in his callused hands. He ran his hands over her muscular neck and coarse mane, and then spurred the mare onward. Alptraum whinnied, and started trotting down the road. 
Konrad was beside the hunter a moment later, bouncing on the back of his own brown-spotted steed. “That’s a beastly mare you’ve got there,” he said.
“It takes a beast to hunt a beast,” Georg replied.
Konrad grinned, and the scar running down his face puffed outward.
The group was out of Bedburg and into the open countryside within minutes. One hundred and twenty hooves pounded the wet grass, and Georg could see the first signs of trees in the distance, about a mile east. The riders made their way over crops, up hillsides, and past houses and pastures. 
A single rider came from the eastern trees, heading their direction. The scout made his way to Konrad and slowed his horse. “I’ve found a large den in the middle of the woods, Herr Brühl,” the scout said, motioning over his shoulder. “There’s a pack of wolves just waiting, unaware. I counted around twelve, not including cubs.”
“Lead us there,” Konrad said. He wheeled his horse toward his men and raised his right hand to the sky. “There are wolves in those trees, boys!” he shouted. “One of them could very well be our killer—maybe they all are. Be sure to see if they turn to men when they’re killed.”
A few of the men snickered, but most of the group kept quiet. Their beliefs—while superstitious to some—were very real in their own minds. This hunt was no joking matter. The men were angry and scared from the deaths surrounding their town, and keen on protecting their families from further mourning. The German countryside had always been rife with wolves, but the last few years had seen those numbers multiply. 
Konrad began laying out the plan. “The Peringsmaar Lake lies beyond those trees. If you’ve reached the lake, you’ve gone too far. My scout tells me the wolf den is in the middle of the woods, so it will be hard riding. We’ll come at them from all sides, six horsemen per group, and cut off their escape. If they take off running, we’ll give chase. Understood?”
Men grunted and nodded. 
Georg took a look at the group of men. These were not the hardened, battle-tested soldiers he was used to riding with, but a group of peasants and townsfolk eager to prove themselves. Konrad’s plan is sound for laymen, he thought, but I’m no layman.
He was a trained hunter and tracker. He was hardened and battle-tested. He’d killed much worse than wolves. Georg wanted to say something to Konrad, but didn’t want to undermine the man’s leadership and cause confusion, so he kept his thoughts to himself.
Surrounding the den with inexperienced men and firearms will create a chaotic crossfire. That’s a danger I won’t take part in. No, I think I’ll work alone.
The scout relayed that the den was downhill from a butte, with a small cave nestled at the bottom of the hill. The five groups of men would meet at the top of the butte and set up formation like the points of a star. Konrad placed Georg at the head of five other riders, and Georg was supposed to take his group to the southwestern point of the star. All five groups would charge from the top of the butte and try to trap the wolves in a circle.
After the plan was set, the horsemen took off, first approaching the woods in two groups. As they reached the edge of the first trees, the two groups split off into their five parties. Georg could hear the nervous murmuring of his men as Alptraum trotted into the woods. Many of the men were unaccustomed to riding or hunting, especially through dense woods. 
Georg crossed into the thick foliage of the alder trees and raised his right fist next to his head, ordering his men to stop talking. He pulled on the reins and halted Alptraum.
The men quieted and reined in their steeds behind the hunter. One man nearly fell from his horse.
“From here on, we’re as silent as a group of deaf mutes,” he whispered to his crew. He spurred Alptraum on and brought the mare to a steady gait, maneuvering through the thick alders.
Although it was almost winter, many of the trees still clung to life with branches full of dark green leaves. Georg could hear the constant chirping of insects and birds, the gentle pulsing of hooves on the forest floor. The forest was alive with hidden sounds of nature, and the sounds brought a smile to his face.
After a few minutes of slow moving around trees and fallen branches, Georg spotted one of the other groups in the distance. He realized his own crew was nearing the butte as they started to climb uphill.
The trees and undergrowth cleared a bit, and Georg reached the summit of the hill—the ridge of the butte. He looked over the ridge and noticed a steep decline, congested with dead leaves and dirt. The butte was shaped like a circle, as if a crater had landed in the middle of the woods. It was almost unnatural.
When it rained, the crater would fill like a pool, but it was a dry morning. 
Some boulders at the deepest section of the slope were carved out, and the rock face created a small cave, just like the scout had warned.
Georg looked to his left and right and saw groups of men appearing through the trees, setting up their points of Konrad’s star formation. Before long, the thirty men had the ridge surrounded.
A pack of wolves roamed around the bottom of the butte, in and around the cave. Cubs whelped and whined, and their parents stood guard over them. They appeared feral, hungry, and unaware of the men at the top of the hill.
Georg knew he’d be a fool to think that these beasts didn’t know thirty men were staring down at them, ready to pounce. Wolves have some of the keenest senses in nature, Georg thought, shaking his head. They will flee at the last moment, and create turmoil for these riders. Konrad’s plan is flawed. 
For all the respect he gave the wolves, Georg was disappointed at their sizes. Not a single one looked over seventy pounds—most looked emaciated and gray, their fur clinging to their exposed ribs.
These are not the beasts I’m after.
At the top, northern point of the star, Konrad brought himself to the front of his group. He raised his hand high for everyone else to see. In his other hand, he cocked his arquebus.  
“Weapons ready, boys,” Georg whispered to his men. “On Konrad’s mark, give them hellfire.” He slung his bow from his back and grabbed an arrow from the quiver at his waist. He held the bow and arrow in his left hand, and Alptraum’s reins in his right.
A harmony of sounds rang out as men around the hillside took out their arquebuses, inspected them, loaded their gunpowder, and cocked their matchlocks. 
Konrad’s arm fell, and everyone spurred into action . . . everyone except Georg.
Men raised their weapons and shouted battle cries as their horses raced down the hill toward the wolves.
Georg’s men streamed by him, but the hunter didn’t follow. Instead, he wheeled his horse around and retreated the way he’d come. He circled around the southern end of the butte and back into the trees. 
Rather than get tangled with the rest of the riders, he decided to find his own place—a place he knew the wolves would flee toward. He knew they would flee outwards, in all directions, splitting off from each other to elude their pursuers. He didn’t want to get caught at the bottom of the hill with the rest of the hunters.
Georg had been on enough hunts to know where to be, and where not to be.
As he headed further south, away from the butte, he heard gunfire and shouts pierce the peaceful morning sky. The booming sounds ricocheted off the alder trees.
The hunt was on.
Alptraum cut around alder trees and leaped over high undergrowth. Georg ducked beneath low-hanging branches and gripped his bow. He steered the mare around a slanted hill and burst out of the trees at the southern ridge of the butte.
In front of him sat the Peringsmaar Lake—a wide, circular body of water—with its bank just a stone’s throw away. 
The cacophony of gunfire lit up the woods behind him.
Georg heard a rustling sound in the trees to his left. He craned his neck and lifted his bow to his chin.
Squeezing on Alptraum’s haunches with his knees, he let go of the horse’s reins, and Alptraum stopped in her tracks.
Two wolves vaulted from the trees and sprinted into the clearing, heading toward the bank of the lake. It was a mother and her cub.
Georg closed one eye and took aim, leading his bow in front of the mother wolf. As the wolves gained distance, Georg nocked his arrow and quickly released.
The mother wolf whelped and went tumbling. Georg’s arrow protruded from her side. 
The pup stopped to coddle its mother, confused.
Georg jumped from his horse and ran over to the felled wolf. He unsheathed a long knife and dropped his bow.
The cub sprinted off, back into the trees, and Georg kneeled beside the mother wolf. With a swift cut he put the animal out of its misery. Then he hoisted her on his shoulders, picked his bow up, and tied the wolf to the back of Alptraum’s hind.
Georg was back on the hunt within less than a minute.
Alptraum galloped down the flat bank of the Peringsmaar, away from the commotion in the woods. After a minute of hard riding, Georg found a clearing in the trees and steered Alptraum in that direction.
The mare hurdled over a fallen tree trunk, and Georg found himself back in the dense copse of alders, ducking and weaving through the woods. Each steady gallop distanced Georg from the butte, and he headed further south, hoping to find more straggling wolves. 
He heard a rustling over his shoulder, turned in his saddle, and lifted his bow. He saw a fellow rider in the trees, and Georg let his bowstring loosen. The rider quickly disappeared into the thick foliage, and Georg faced forward. 
His eyes went wide and he ducked just in time to avoid being throttled by a neck-level tree limb.
Alptraum slowed her pace as the woodland became thicker and thicker with alders, making it almost impossible to travel through.
Georg’s heart raced, and he surveyed his surroundings. He found a patch of trees less dense than the rest, and guided Alptraum in that direction. 
He pulled on the reins, and Alptraum stopped in place. He took his bow from his back and drew a single arrow. He narrowed his vision and stared ahead, but could not see anything.
Then he heard a low growling.
Georg held his breath for a tense, silent moment, and slowly let Alptraum step forward.
A large, black wolf shot out from the underbrush, just ten paces in front of Georg. Alptraum whinnied, startled, and shot up on her hind legs, nearly throwing the hunter from her back. Georg gritted his teeth, kicked Alptraum in the side, and steadied the mare. He leaned forward in his saddle and Alptraum snorted and took chase.
This is not a wolf from the same pack, Georg thought. It’s too far removed from the others. No, this is a loner—a large loner. 
It was one of the largest wolves Georg had ever seen—easily one hundred and thirty pounds—and yet it moved effortlessly through the woods, gliding over fallen branches and around tight corners. 
Georg spurred Alptraum over and over, but had trouble keeping pace with the wolf. Trees blurred by in all directions as Georg’s steed barreled through the woods. 
Alptraum jumped into a clearing and the sun glared into Georg’s eyes. He winced, and tried to continue through the clearing. Before he could, Alptraum rose on her hind legs and wailed again, temporarily blinded by the sudden ray of sunlight. As his horse arched its back, Georg held tight to the reins and nearly fell from his saddle, again.
When he and Alptraum regained their composure, Georg saw the black wolf at the other end of the circular glade. The beast vanished back into the alder trees.
Before giving chase, something caught Georg’s eye. He cocked his head to the left and noticed a small log cabin sitting in the back of the clearing. The wooden structure was nestled underneath a large tree, and looked decrepit and abandoned. Tree branches grew in and around the sides of the cabin, making it seem as though the structure was part of the forest itself, growing with Mother Nature.
Alptraum trotted slowly around the eerie house, and Georg glanced at the single window in the cabin. He tried to relocate the wolf’s trail, but shook his head and squinted. 
Georg did a double take and glanced back at the cabin, and swore he saw the face of a woman in the window, staring back at him. 
He felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand on edge, and then he blinked hard.
When he opened his eyes, the window was empty. 
These woods must be getting to me.
He cleared his throat, steadied his reins, and kicked Alptraum into a gallop, through the clearing and back in pursuit of the large, black wolf.
 
 


The sun waned and began its descent behind the horizon. Georg led his tired horse back to the southern end of Bedburg. One by one, other riders trickled in from the woods, including Konrad. 
Georg noticed two dead wolves strapped to Konrad’s brown-spotted steed.
Konrad glanced at Georg, and then nodded slowly as his eyes turned toward Alptraum and the three wolves slung over the horse’s back.
“That’s a big hound you got there,” Konrad said, gesturing to the large black wolf with a nod. “One of the biggest I’ve seen.”
Georg patted the wolf’s corpse and ran a hand through its fur. “Took me nearly an hour to catch him. He was an elusive one. Nearly tumbled off my horse, twice, trying to get him.”
Konrad chuckled. “Well, you did better than anyone else.” He hopped from his horse, handled his reins, and the two walked on foot toward the other huntsmen. “I suppose I should apologize for my words about your rickety old bow.”
“How did the rest of the men fair?” Georg asked.
“Most of them weren’t suited to the task,” Konrad said with a shrug. “About half the boys came up empty-handed. But we caught fifteen in all.”
“Not a bad day’s work,” Georg said. “Hopefully the people will feel safer.”
“Do you think that black one could be our fearsome culprit?”
Georg scratched his head and said, “It’s hard to say. He was alone, which is rare. But as you can see, he didn’t transform into a man when he died.”
Konrad chuckled. “A shame.”
The two hunters reached the rest of the men. Most of them looked ragged and exhausted, with ambivalent looks of disappointment and pride on their faces.
“All right, boys,” Konrad shouted. “A job well done today. Let’s bring these beasts to the tanner. First round’s on me for anyone who wants to join me at the tavern to celebrate.”
A few of the men cheered, but most were too tired to say anything.
“See you there?” Konrad asked Georg.
“In a bit,” Georg said. “I have some other things to do.”
Konrad squinted. “I think your men would appreciate you showing up.” 
Georg frowned. “I said I’ll be there.” He turned and walked away, not bothering to mention that he’d left his ragged group of riders, which was why his hunt was so successful in the first place.
 
 
  
Georg led Alptraum through Bedburg, and the townsfolk gawked as they eyed the dead wolves on his horse’s back. Some of the women smiled at him, and Georg smiled back, while others simply squinted at him. 
On his way to the stables, Georg noticed Investigator Franz in the distance, walking with his guard. 
“Georg,” the investigator said with a nod. He took a look at Alptraum. “I see you had a successful hunt.”
“Could have been better,” Georg said. He yawned and stretched his arms. “What brings you this far down in the slums, investigator? Shouldn’t you be with your noble friends?”
“I don’t have any friends,” Investigator Franz said, although he spoke with satisfaction rather than pity. “I’m headed to the Achterberg estate. I finally have a signed confession for the murder of Dorothea Gabler.”
Georg’s brow narrowed, and he tilted his head to the side. “You’re saying this hunt was worthless? Who was the culprit?”
“Bertrude Achterberg.”
Georg laughed. “That fat old lady? You must be joking. You really think she could be capable of such a grisly murder?”
“Anything is possible with the right tools, my good hunter. And either way, she signed the confession. Now I’m going to retrieve her husband, for adultery. Join me?”
“Sounds exciting,” Georg said sarcastically. Then he shrugged and started following the investigator. “It’s been a busy day, eh?”
“Indeed, indeed,” Investigator Franz said. He seemed strangely chipper, but Georg figured that was the effect that closing a case had on the strange lawman.
After a minute of walking in silence, Georg asked, “What about Josephine? You can find her killer now, right? Do you think she’s still connected with Dorothea—”
“Alas,” the investigator said, cutting Georg off, “I’ve been ordered by Lord Werner to travel to Cologne. I am to escort some priests back here. It’s utterly ridiculous, but I’ll be back soon. And then, you have my word, I will bring the whore’s killer to justice.”
Georg eyed the investigator with a frown. 
Investigator Franz rolled his eyes. “I’ll bring the lady’s killer to justice,” he said. “My mistake.” He poked his head toward the wolves on Alptraum’s rear. “What will you do with those?”
Georg glanced at the corpses. “I figure I’ll sell the hides of the two smaller ones. The bigger one, though, I think I’ll have him stuffed and mounted. He could be our actual killer, you know.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure.” The investigator didn’t elaborate, and the two men kept walking in silence. 
Finally, Georg broke the peace and quiet. “I ran across a strange thing today, during the hunt.”
Investigator Franz eyed the hunter.
“Remember how you said the woods might house the beast, as a base of sorts?”
“I do.”
“Well,” Georg said, spitting on the ground, “I came across a cottage in the woods. It was an old, broken-down thing. But the strangest part—and I might be going mad—is that I swore I saw somebody inside, even though the place looked completely abandoned.”
“Interesting,” the investigator said.
“I think I’ll go back sometime and see what’s going on there.”
“Unnecessary, Georg. We have our criminal. Leave the poor hermits alone.”
Georg shrugged. “Well . . . for peace of mind. Got to follow up any and all leads, right investigator?” He looked at Heinrich and winked.
A small smile crept on the investigator’s face. “Whatever you say, my good hunter.”
The trio reached the end of Bedburg’s roads, and made their way to the hillside estate of the Achterberg family. When they reached the front door, Georg noticed that it was slightly ajar.
He shared a look with Heinrich, and they both furrowed their brows. 
“Karl Achterberg, this is Investigator Heinrich Franz. I must speak with you.”
The investigator motioned for Tomas, and the soldier nodded and stepped forward. He unsheathed his sword, nudged the door open, and then Heinrich and Georg came to his side.
Tomas’ mouth dropped open.
“Dear God,” Georg stammered.
Martin Acterberg stood at the end of the room with a bloody knife in his hand. He faced the men with a wild, crazed look in his eyes. “He stole my love from me,” the boy said through clenched teeth. 
Karl Achterberg was at the boy’s feet, surrounded by a pool of his own blood.



PART II
The Devil’s Instrument



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
DIETER
 
 
Father Dieter Nicolaus sat at a small table, hunched over a German translation of the New Testament. In one hand, he clutched the wooden amulet Sybil had given him, while his other hand traced over the text of the Gospels. The hearth next to his table was dark, the windows of his lodging were shuttered. A single flickering candle on his table was the only light in the cold room.
He eyed the amulet in his hand, feeling the rough edges of the two crosses, and smiled. 
He heard a sound, and his gaze shot over to the front door of the room as it creaked opened.
Sybil’s face poked into the doorway. 
Dieter smiled again and waved his hand at the girl. “Come in, come in.”
Sybil tiptoed into the room, quietly closed the door behind her, and crept across the length of the living room. She sat in a chair next to Dieter. 
Dieter first noticed her clothes: a dark blue gown and woolen overcoat. But he frowned when he noticed her eyes darting around, a worried look on her face. 
“What troubles you, my dear?” 
“I’ll admit,” Sybil said, whispering, “I don’t like meeting here.” She cast her eyes downward, and Dieter followed them to the floorboards in the center of the room. The dried blood of Karl Achterberg still stained the floor.
A week had passed since Bertrude Achterberg’s confession and arrest, and Karl Achterberg’s death at the hands of his son. The house had been vacant since. The events gave the room an eerie, ominous feel, especially in the dead of night. 
Still, Dieter and Sybil had met at the house nearly every night since Karl’s death and Martin’s arrest. The priest taught the girl to read and write by poring through the Bible. 
Dieter felt guilty for making Sybil uneasy. “It’s the only place I could think of that’s close enough to your estate so that we don’t alert attention, my child.” He placed a hand on her slender shoulder.
“Please, call me Beele, Father.”
“Then call me Dieter.”
Sybil’s eyes were big and frightened when she faced him. “I know it’s a good hideaway, being outside of town . . . but people died here. The werewolf lived in this house!”
Dieter gently squeezed Sybil’s arm. “Don’t believe everything you hear, Beele. I don’t believe Bertrude Achterberg is capable of being the beast that everyone in Bedburg fears.”
“But isn’t this house cursed?” Sybil asked.
“Some might believe that, depending on their superstitions. But if we’re seen sneaking out at night together, that could be a much worse omen for us. I would hate to see anything happen to you.”
Sybil’s gaze went back to the floor, and Dieter thought he saw her blushing.
“Besides,” the priest continued, “this house will be blessed soon, and all will be forgiven and forgotten.”
 Sybil lifted her head. Dieter was smiling. “Do you really believe that,” she asked. “What will happen to this house?”
“Well, the estate will go to the church. Bishop Solomon will absolve this place of past sins, and, if we’re lucky, this place will become a house of worship.”
“Hopefully after the blood is removed . . .”
Dieter’s smile turned into a frown. He paused for a moment, said, “Come now,” and moved his hand from Sybil’s arm. “Let’s continue where we left off,” he said, and looked down at the Bible.
“All right, but I fear I don’t have much time.”
Dieter craned his neck to the side. “Does your father know you’re here?”
“Of course not . . . but he left home earlier than usual. He might come back earlier, too.”
Dieter nodded firmly. “Then let’s get on with it.” He looked far off, past Sybil, into the darkness behind her. “Tomorrow is an early start for me as well.”
She must have noticed his distant stare. “What’s tomorrow?”
Dieter sighed. He’d hoped to avoid dark topics with the girl he felt so dearly for. “Tomorrow is Bertrude Achterberg’s execution, Beele. As a priest, I must speak to the people and the condemned before she is . . . well . . . it is going to be a gruesome affair. Please do not come, Beele. My heart would shatter.”
Sybil stayed quiet for a long time. Then she startled Dieter by lunging and wrapping her arms around him. “That’s horrible,” she said. 
She rested her head on the curve of Dieter’s neck. He could feel tears running from her eyes down his shoulder, and her warm breath against his neck. 
Dieter shuddered, felt his throat go tight, and the hairs on his neck stood on edge. 
Sybil tilted her head back to look at his face. “Are you all right? Are you cold?”
Dieter shook his head fervently, but struggled to speak. He was not cold, but the opposite—his body tingled with fire. “N-no, no,” he finally stammered.
Sybil ran a hand from the small of his back up toward his shoulder blades. 
“P-please,” Dieter said weakly.
Sybil ignored his protest and massaged his back for what seemed like eons. “You’ll be fine tomorrow,” she said after finishing her massage. She moved her hand away from his back, but then leaned close to him and planted a wet kiss on the side of his cheek. “For good luck,” she said, grinning.
Dieter’s mind went dizzy and his cheeks turned cherry-red. He hurried to face his Bible, and flipped rapidly through the pages as if he were looking for a specific page.
Sybil chuckled.
“R-right,” the priest said, trying to calm his racing heart. “Let’s get on with it.” 
 
 
 
The next morning, a spitting rain woke the quiet town. Dieter stared at the stained-glass doors of the church, looking at his reflection in the windows. His eyes seemed sunken, the edges wrinkled by crow’s feet. He sighed, knowing he looked nothing like an exuberant, youthful twenty-year-old.
He’d walked Sybil home the night before, gotten hardly any sleep, and spent hours praying, readying himself for this day. He was tired—physically and spiritually. His mind was conflicted and confined, both for the vitriol he was forced to preach to support his faith, and for the heartache he felt toward Sybil Griswold.
They were becoming close—too close for a Catholic priest and a beautiful young woman. But he couldn’t stop his wandering mind, body, and soul. His years of training did little to prepare him for an actual encounter with such an alluring girl. The words he recited about resilience, chastity, obedience . . . they were just that. Words.
He tried to believe and live his life by those words, wholeheartedly, but they did nothing to prepare him for when he was in Sybil’s presence.
“Father?”
Dieter shook his head, snapped into reality, and turned to face the somber nun, Sister Salome.
“The bishop would like to see you in his chambers.”
Dieter nodded and then whisked past her, down the aisle. He hurried into the hallway and veered toward the bishop’s oak doors. 
The doors swung open, and Bishop Solomon stood in front of Dieter, hands clasped behind his back. His thin, white hair looked as though it could be plucked from his round head.
The bishop was frowning and studying Dieter’s face. He groaned and said, “How are you doing, Father Nicolaus? You do not look well.”
“I am fine, Your Grace. A bit tired, but that is all.” Dieter took a moment to stare at the wrinkled face of his superior, and came to the same conclusion. The bishop did not look well—not sickly, but angry.
“And yourself, Your Grace?”
Bishop Solomon waved a hand in Dieter’s face and shuffled into his room. He retreated to his oversized desk, and opted to sit on one of the edges of the desk, rather than his chair. “I am dismayed at losing my favorite altar boy. Martin Achterberg was a fine young man. It’s a shame his mother was an instrument of the Devil. Martin had promise.”
“An instrument of the Devil, Your Grace? Do you truly believe that?” Dieter immediately regretted speaking so fast and questioning the bishop’s words. 
The bishop shot Dieter a dismissive glance. “Someone who could commit such horrid atrocities? Truly, I do believe that, Dieter. Have you not seen the same confession that I have? It reads like a vile transcript from the lips of Satan himself.”
Dieter stayed quiet for a moment, hoping to skirt the subject altogether. “What will become of the boy, Your Grace?” 
“Martin?” The bishop groaned again and stood from his desk. He shuffled around to his chair and plopped onto it. His eyes seemed suddenly distant and unfocused. “Well, he did kill his father. Poor boy—his fate is clearly not an ecclesiastical matter. I assume he will suffer the trials and tribulations of the menial courts.” He spoke with a bite in his tone, as if he didn’t approve of the altar boy’s providence, nor the competency of secular law.
“Anyway,” he continued, shaking his head and waving his hand. “Are you ready for today, my son?”
“Ready?” 
The bishop nodded. “In the few years you’ve been here, you haven’t had to conduct a public ceremony of this nature. It can be quite trying on the spirit, but just know that God is always in your heart.”
Dieter opened his mouth to speak, but then checked himself. He cocked his head and hoped he wouldn’t regret what he was about to say.
“Is there something wrong?” Solomon asked.
“Well, Your Grace, it’s just . . . when you speak of Him always being in my heart, I do have a question that is a bit removed from Bertrude and Martin Achterberg, if you don’t mind.”
The bishop raised his eyebrows, and his forehead wrinkled. “Speak freely, my son. What is it you wish to ask?”
Dieter found that he was fidgeting, and he tried to speak as delicately as possible. “I was wondering, Your Grace, how one as holy as yourself—filled with God’s wisdom—could go so long to avoid any . . . earthly desires.”
Bishop Solomon chuckled, unexpectedly. But to Dieter, it did not seem to be a happy chuckle. “Is it repentance you seek, Dieter?”
Dieter shook his head and felt his face redden. “N-no, Your Grace. These are just some of the things I ponder throughout my day.”
The bishop cleared his throat. He leaned forward in his chair and folded his hands on the desk. “What are the three powers of the soul, my son?”
“Memory, intellect, and will,” Dieter rattled off without thinking.
Bishop Solomon nodded. “You have always had the memory to learn, and the intellect to question, Dieter. That is good.” He raised a finger. “But willpower . . . you must have the willpower, in your heart, to resist temptation. Eve was unable to, and look what happened to her.” The bishop chuckled, despite himself. “Temptation is a hallmark of a pious man, Dieter. But perseverance and obedience are hallmarks of a righteous man. Do you understand?
“The evangelical counsels decree that we must endure voluntary poverty, perpetual chastity, and entire obedience. It is your entire obedience to Him that allows you to resist temptation and remain perpetually chaste. Your obedience will help lead you to salvation, my son. That is why God is both our Lord and Savior, is it not?”
In Dieter’s eyes, the short speech came off as utterly contrived, scripted, and somewhat condescending. It was as if these were words the bishop told himself when he woke up each morning. Dieter wondered if the bishop had a single thought on the matter outside of Scripture.  
Still, Dieter did not rebut. It’s best not to argue with my superior about the tenets of Christianity, he decided. Dieter had his own ideas—these were the same tenets that he grew up studying, after all. He just wished the bishop had a more human oration to help him overcome his conflicted mind.
While Dieter remained quiet and contemplative, Bishop Solomon’s eyes narrowed on the priest. “Now,” he said, “when you question my belief that Bertrude Achterberg is an instrument of Satan, do not forget that she broke no less than four Commandments.” His tone was darker than before. 
“I can see your mind is elsewhere this morning, so I’ll forgive your inane remarks,” the bishop continued. He cleared his throat and shook his head. “Nonetheless, this shows that you are not ready for such a spiritually trying occasion. So I’ve decided, just now, that I will speak to the public congregation this morning, and to the condemned woman. You are relieved of your duty—so go get some rest.”
Dieter’s mouth dropped open. He was speechless, and before he could respond in any way, the bishop looked down at a stack of papers on his desk, and said, “Is there anything else you wish to ask me, my son?”
Dieter’s shoulders slumped. “No, Your Grace.”
“Then you’re dismissed,” Solomon said. The bishop looked up from his stack of papers. “And I think, in the future, that you should come to your own conclusions when regarding canonical tenets, especially when you learned those tenets as a child.”
 
  
 
Dieter stood on the raised platform alongside Bishop Solomon, Lord Werner, and an out-of-town magistrate whom Dieter had never seen before. Dieter glanced to his left, at Bishop Solomon, and felt a pang of anger. He felt guilty for the contempt he felt toward the bishop, but that guilt quickly dissipated. As usual, the dour bishop had belittled him, and Dieter had had enough. 
He tells me he welcomes my questions, to speak freely, and then chastises me like a toddler when I ask them, the priest thought. Questioning my teachings is supposed to be commendable, but how can I question them when I’m met with such patronizing responses? Dieter shook his head. Perhaps that’s the last time I ask the bishop for his opinion. 
Dieter looked further down the line, to the magistrate. He was Baron Ludwig von Bergheim, a burgomaster and chief barrister for Bedburg and other nearby towns. He was a tall, serious-looking man with tight lips and a beaked nose. While Dieter, Bishop Solomon, and Lord Werner let the rain fall on their shoulders, the baron had a guard holding an umbrella over his head.
Dieter faced the crowd below the platform. The event was being held in the public square—usually the marketplace—and the crowd was quickly growing in number. No less than a hundred townsfolk had come to witness the day’s event, even with the rain drenching them.
Executions were the most entertaining events that most folk witnessed in their monotonous lives, and Dieter recognized many of the faces in the crowd. He sighed and frowned when his eyes passed over Sybil’s face toward the back of the congregation. She stood next to her father, and Peter had his thick arms wrapped across his chest.
A large wooden cross stood in the middle of the crowd, on a raised scaffold. The townsfolk made a circle around the cross and helped toss soggy kindling around it. A hooded executioner stood at one end of the platform.
Baron Bergheim stood forward and silenced the murmuring crowd. He produced and unraveled a scroll, and read off the charges that faced Bertrude Achterberg. He spoke sternly, enunciating every charge with a rolling finish—adultery, murder, blasphemy. Each new charge brought a loud hiss from the townsfolk. 
After reading off the charges, the baron backed away, and Bishop Solomon walked forward to the edge of the platform. He raised his right hand high into the sky and, on cue, two guards started walking through the crowd. They came from the furthest end of the square, walking through at least eight rows of shouting townsfolk. Bertrude Achterberg shuffled along, in the middle of the two soldiers. Her tunic was filthy, her face distraught, and people threw lettuce, vegetables, and even rocks at her as she was led through the angry crowd.
Bertrude and the guards neared the wooden cross in the center of the square, and the woman fought back with every ounce of strength, squirming in the grasp of the guards. She wailed and writhed as she was led up the stairs and to the cross. Some of the people in the crowd started laughing at the spectacle.
The guards strapped her to the cross and bound her hands behind her back. People cheered as she screamed.
“Bertrude of the family Achterberg!” Bishop Solomon yelled. “I hold in my hand your signed confession!” He raised the parchment high over his head, and the crowd cheered even louder. 
“This is a confession of a most loathsome nature, in which you knowingly carried out the evil deeds of Satan!”
The crowd booed and hissed.
The bishop’s voice became a screech, piercing through the rain and the raucous horde of people. “You have been charged as a murderer and sorceress, wherein you used Satan’s black magic to lure and devour an innocent girl! You’ve been charged as a succubus—a wretched adulterer—wherein you broke your Heavenly vows and forced your beguiling wit on the husband of another woman!”
If that was in the confession . . . I never saw it, Dieter thought, scratching his head.
“And, perhaps worst of all, you have been charged as a witch, a seductress who used your own son and indoctrinated him into your evil ways, forcing the innocent boy into murdering his own father!”
Of course, Dieter thought, nodding slowly. The bishop’s using his fancy for Martin to proclaim the boy’s innocence, even during his own mother’s execution. Perhaps this is why the bishop wanted to give the speech in the first place.  
“It isn’t true! None of it is true!” Bertrude wailed. “I killed no one! I seduced no one!”
But the people weren’t listening. The bloodthirst of the crowd was absolute and unrelenting. Nothing could sway the mass opinion that she was evil—a true instrument of the Devil.
“Repent, and let the power of Christ save your soul!” the bishop screamed. “You cannot save your body, but you can save your spirit! You can save the soul of your son! Do not bring your son with you into the depths of the abyss, witch!”
Bertrude would not give up. Her cries became inaudible, and she was racked with heaving sobs. Before long, the throng of watchers grew restless.
“Strip her, and show us the Witch’s Mark! Show us the Mark of Satan!” Bishop Solomon announced.
The executioner walked up to Bertrude and tore off her filthy gown, exposing her large, naked body. He pointed to her collarbone, where a big black mark that looked like a mole—or a burn—was visible.
The crowd gasped, and their frenzy grew louder.
“Then let it be done,” the bishop said, “and let your cursed ways die with your body and your soul.” 
Solomon nodded, and Ulrich the executioner produced a burning torch. The flames whistled and licked at the rainy sky, sending clouds of steam billowing into the air. 
The executioner touched the corners of the kindling, and within moments the flames were at the feet of Bertrude. The woman cried out in agony and looked to the sky as the acrid smell of burning flesh met with the crisp rain.
As the fire engulfed her body and the cross, her bloodcurdling cries could be heard throughout Bedburg, ricocheting off buildings. As her skin blackened, her cries turned to wheezing gasps, and the echoes of her howling could still be heard. The crowd loved it. They cheered and hollered and clapped.
But Father Dieter Nicolaus bowed his head and turned away, before the ghastly image could become tattooed on his mind for eternity.
 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil’s eyes were clenched shut throughout the execution. As she gripped her father by the waist, tears trickled down her cheeks. Peter put his arm around her and brought her close. After the execution, he pushed her to arm’s-length and she opened her eyes and stared at his stern face.
“That woman was evil, Beele. Her punishment was just. It’s okay to weep, but know that her soul might be saved in the afterlife,” Peter said.
Sybil shook her head and wiped the tears from her face. “That was awful, father! How can you say those things when you barely knew the woman?” She stole a glance to her side and saw the embers of Bertrude’s corpse. She quickly regretted looking. The body was a crisp, blackened shell. “She was Martin’s mother,” Sybil muttered. “We knew the Achterbergs, and now that family is gone.” 
“That is why you must be careful in everything you do, Beele. We aren’t safe in this town—do you see that now?”
“But the Achterbergs were Catholics! If they aren’t safe here, who is?”
Peter stood to his full height and looked away from his daughter. Sybil followed his eyes. Two men approached. One of the men was the tall, lanky magistrate who had arbitrated the execution, Baron Ludwig von Bergheim. Beside him was a younger, handsome man who had twitchy eyes and a perpetual scowl on his face. The young man had fair hair and wore the linen regalia of a nobleman.
Peter bowed to the men as they approached, while Sybil stared back and forth from her father, to the nobles, and back to Peter again.
“Herr Peter Griswold,” Baron Ludwig said, holding out his hand. Sybil expected her father to shake the man’s hand, but was shocked when Peter bent and kissed his knuckle.
How does father know such esteemed men?
“Lord, it is my honor. That was a fine execution,” Peter said.
Ludwig nodded. “May her wretched soul be damned.” The baron looked down his beaked nose at Sybil. “Is this the girl?”
“It is,” Peter said. “This is my daughter, Sybil. Beautiful, is she not?”
“Pretty, at best,” the shorter man said. He had a rather high-pitched voice, and Sybil realized he was probably close to the same age as she was. 
Peter eyed the noble boy with a frown, and then turned back to the baron. “Will you need a place to sup before the ball, my lord?”
If Sybil was confused before by the exchange, now she was absolutely flabbergasted. What ball? What is going on? 
Baron Bergheim made a hoarse sound in his throat, somewhere between a cough and a chuckle, but from someone who clearly hadn’t chuckled much in his life. “No, no, I’m sure Lord Werner will provide us with more . . . adequate means.”
“Of course,” Peter said, bowing his head. He gritted his teeth while he faced the ground. “My apologies.”
“Then we will be off,” Ludwig said. He turned to leave with the young man and waved nonchalantly at Peter and Sybil. Before he got too far, he shouted over his shoulder, “Make sure she is dressed appropriately, Herr Griswold. That garish gown simply won’t do.”
“Of course, my lord,” Peter said. He crossed his arms over his chest as he and Sybil watched the two noblemen saunter away, into the parting crowd.
 
  
 
Peter ducked and barely avoided the clay mug as it flew over his head and smashed into the wall behind him. “Stop this nonsense, Beele!”
Sybil was already reaching for another plate. “You can’t make me go, father! It’s not fair!”
Although Sybil was angry that her father was forcing her to go to a celebration, she was angrier that she’d miss her nightly meeting with Dieter.
“Johannes von Bergheim is a nobleman’s son, Sybil. He has power and influence, and one day will inherit his father’s entire wealth,” Peter said, throwing up his arms. “It will be fun!”
“Fun?” Sybil screeched, as if her father had never uttered the word before. “They talked about me like I wasn’t even there. I won’t be seen in the presence of that boy for a single minute!”
Peter ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Nobles weren’t raised like us, dear. Wouldn’t you like to be pampered for once? Wouldn’t you like to own land and power—things that I can never give you? I may have some money, but that is nothing compared to what these people can provide. I’m trying to help our family, Beele.”
“You can’t force me to love someone,” Sybil said. She put her hands on her hips and stuck out her chin.
Peter’s mouth fell open and he was momentarily mute. “Love?” he said. “You think this is about love? Don’t be naïve, girl, and stop thinking only about yourself. What about your brother? This is to help our family cement our legacy, for years to come.”
As it was, Hugo was locked away in his room. Sybil imagined the nervous boy was hiding with his head between his legs, scared at the arguing between his father and his sister.
Legacy . . . years to come . . . Sybil’s eyes opened wide. “Wait, wait. Do you expect me to . . . marry that goblin?”
Peter cleared his throat and looked away. “If all goes well . . .” he muttered and trailed off.
Sybil threw the clay plate in her hand and Peter dodged to the side, avoiding the object as it exploded into fragments behind him. 
“I’ll never do it!” Sybil said. She crossed her arms. “I could never love such a pig.”
“You don’t even know the man! Give him a chance, Beele.”
“I’ve seen men like him before, father. He’s the kind of man you warned me about. They’re all the same, remember?”
Peter smiled stiffly and tried to take a different approach. “Wouldn’t you like to be a lady of the court? Our family could have real influence—something that has never been possible! You could have your own handmaidens and servants, with fluffed pillows and silk sheets on your bed.”
Sybil would not relent. She closed her eyes, arms still crossed, and breathed heavily.
Peter’s smile turned into a snarl. “Stop being so selfish, girl!”
Sybil was about to open her mouth to continue fighting, but then Peter dashed in front of her and had a finger pointed at her face. “I’ll hear no more of this,” he growled. “You are my daughter and I am your father. This is bigger than yourself, and hopefully one day you will see that. If not, then I am ashamed to say I’ve raised you wrong.”
Sybil tried to stay strong, but her bottom lip began to quiver and she could feel the tears start to build—a common occurrence in the recent days.
Peter must have regretted his sudden outburst, because he kneeled in front of her and grabbed her small hands with his one big hand. His voice softened. “Do this for your family, Beele. See what it’s like. That’s all I ask. You’ve told me that you’re not a child anymore—that you’re a woman. Well, then be strong and prove it.” 
 
  
 
Bedburg’s nobility didn’t host ballroom celebrations often, especially during winter. Only the rich and affluent—and their suitors—were welcome. Most of the townsfolk lived quiet lives, were too poor to afford fine dresses and suits, and were too busy to partake in the frivolities of court life.
The official occasion was to celebrate the successful hunt from the day before. Lord Werner, not wanting to be outdone or appear uninformed, retroactively decided to host the event to show his support of the hunt—a hunt he’d never known was happening.
The ball was a means to quell the hysteria overtaking Bedburg, and to give the people a night of laughter, drink, and dance.
Sybil was certain she wouldn’t partake in any laughing, drinking, or dancing. She wore the only fine thing owned by her father: a silk, purple gown that had belonged to her mother. A horse-drawn carriage picked her up from her estate and took her to Castle Bedburg. Other girls were in the carriage—daughters of lords and officials—and they all frowned, scoffed, and turned their noses at her. 
Sybil longed to rip off her gown and flee to the Achterberg’s cold, dark house, where she knew Dieter waited for her.
The carriage let Sybil and the other girls off at the front gates of the castle. She’d never been inside, or even seen the castle, and it was an imposing sight. Torches lit with dancing, colorful flames brightened a carpeted walkway. The noblewomen giggled as they passed by the blue, green, and yellow flames, and made their way to the castle’s front doors.
Sybil stayed in the shadows of the noblewomen. She stared up at the spires and then turned and looked over her shoulder, at the carriage, and debated whether to quit the ball before it even started.
Before she could make up her mind, a high-pitched voice rang out. “Frau Griswold!”
Johannes von Bergheim stood in the large doorways of the castle. He wore a bright turquoise tunic with folded cuffs. His hair was oiled and slicked back. He smiled at Sybil with a snide look, as if to say, No need to tell me how great I look, I already know. 
Sybil thought he looked ridiculous.
The nobleman walked up to Sybil and looked at her from head to toe, like she was a steak dinner that wasn’t quite cooked right. He bobbed his head from side to side, and said, “I suppose that will do. Come.” Then he took her arm in his and walked to the front of the castle.
Inside, Sybil could feel other girls staring and glaring at her. She assumed Johannes must have been somewhat of a prize, and that the girls were perplexed as to why his arm was entwined with a farm girl’s arm. It must have been beyond their understanding, Sybil figured, as it was beyond her own. 
Does father actually know these people?
“Don’t worry, you’ll get used to all the stares,” Johannes said, apparently reading her mind. “It happens every time I attend court.”
Sybil turned away from the nobleman and rolled her eyes. “Is that so, my lord?”
“Don’t call me ‘my lord.’ I’m not a lord until my father is dead. Herr Bergheim will suffice.”
Sybil nodded, and they continued to stroll past a few hallways and into a large ballroom. The ballroom was decorated with lights, flowers, a table of cakes and desserts, and a group of musicians.
Sybil couldn’t believe how extravagant the entire affair looked. Lord Werner must have gone bankrupt putting this together. 
In the center of the room was a wide, circular platform, shielded on all sides by a red curtain. Groups of well-dressed nobles mingled with each other in cliques of three or four. Lord Werner was in a corner of the room, dressed in a flowing gold robe that was ridiculously oversized for his small frame. He held the attention of six nobles and regaled them with a tale that seemed to require wild, lavish hand gestures.
Johannes led Sybil to a large table full of appetizers—shrimp, fruit, fine bread, cakes, wine, and other edibles Sybil didn’t recognize. She felt awkward and out of place, and could still feel the eyes boring down on her from all sides. 
She wondered, fleetingly, what she would become if she married this wretch of a man. Then she shook the thought from her head and frowned as she imagined Dieter alone in that cold room with the bloodstained floorboards, waiting for her.
“Eat something,” Johannes ordered, throwing a piece of shrimp in his mouth. “You could use it—you’re thinner than a tree branch.”
“I’m not too hungry, my lord—er, Herr Bergheim.”
Johannes shrugged. “Fine. Want to dance?”
“I don’t know how,” Sybil said. “And . . . there’s no music.”
Johannes scoffed and shook his head. “You are pretty, girl, but your attitude is quite insufferable. I suppose that comes from being raised on a farm, with the animals.”
Sybil felt her cheeks grow red with anger, and she turned away so Johannes couldn’t see her scowl. As she turned, she faced a tall, elegant woman with a gown that pushed her breasts so far out that Sybil had to back into Johannes, lest she be smothered by the woman’s bosom.
“I still don’t see what father will gain from an alliance with your father, but I suppose there’s a certain freshness to you . . .” Johannes trailed off as Sybil accidentally stepped on his foot. “Dammit, girl, watch where—” and then his eyes moved and he was looking at the tall noblewoman who had approached. He frowned and said, “Ah, Margreth . . . you’re here.”
The buxom noblewoman put her white-gloved hands on her hips. She flipped her long, brown hair to one side, revealing a small mole on her thin neck. Despite the noblewoman’s extravagant gown and hair and physique, Sybil couldn’t take her eyes away from the woman’s breasts, which were at eye level.
Then the woman caught Sybil’s stare and Sybil’s cheeks went beet-red. “M-my apologies,” she stammered, her eyes darting to the red curtain in the center of the room. 
“Who’s the child, Johannes?” the noblewoman asked in a sultry voice.
Johannes motioned to Sybil, and then to the noblewoman. “Sybil Griswold, this is Margreth Baumgartner, the daughter of some lord here in town.” Johannes craned his neck. “What is it your father does again, Margreth?”
Margreth frowned and crossed her arms under her ample chest. “Don’t be a fool, boy.”
Johannes smiled for the first time, and it wasn’t a genuine or happy smile. “Ah, right, the daughter of the garrison commander.” He leaned closer to Sybil and said, just loud enough for anyone nearby to hear, “She wants to marry me, but doesn’t realize my father could buy her father’s entire estate. That, and she’s too old for me.” The nobleman looked back at Margreth with a self-indulgent grin.
Somehow, Margreth managed to frown even more severely, and her lips took the shape of a horseshoe.
Sybil had to keep herself from giggling. This is how the nobles talk to each other? With no respect . . . just . . . pretentiousness and scorn? 
She decided right then that her original assessment was correct: all nobles were the same. If this foul banter is supposed to impress me . . . well . . . it’s doing quite the opposite. 
“She’s wanted my seed for years,” Johannes continued. “But look at that face.”
This time Margreth’s mouth actually dropped open, and she looked astonished. “By God, Johannes, you really are such a little serpent. Don’t forget that one time you were so drunk we—”
Johannes raised his hand close to her face and looked away. “I did forget, Margreth. I was drunk.”
Margreth was about to retort, but then a spoon tapped on a wineglass and everyone turned toward the noise. Lord Werner stood in the center of the room, next to the raised platform and red curtain.
The little lord waved his hands and took an exaggerated bow. “Thank you all for coming on such short notice. And let us all thank Baron Ludwig von Bergheim for his assistance in putting this ball together.”
Eyes turned toward Johannes, since Ludwig—his father—wasn’t present. Johannes’ face held all the glib satisfaction of a toddler who’d taken his first successful shit without soiling himself.  
Ah, so the magistrate put this on. All the staring eyes make sense now, but what is the baron’s connection with Lord Werner . . . and with my father?
Lord Werner continued. “We are gathered tonight to celebrate the hunt from yesterday, and, more importantly, the work of a single huntsman. We believe he is responsible for finding . . . well, I’ll just show you! Without further ado, let your eyes be widened and your minds terrified! I give you, Georg Sieghart and the Werewolf of Bedburg!”
The red curtain plummeted to the ground. In the center of the stage stood the large hunter Sybil had seen before, as well as a huge, stuffed black wolf with fiery red eyes and excessively long claws. The wolf was made to look like it was lunging and snarling at a person.
The entire room of nobles gasped in unison. Sybil heard more than a few wineglasses shatter on the floor. One noblewoman even fainted, falling to the ground with a thud. 
Sybil narrowed her eyes. If this is the Werewolf of Bedburg . . . then why in the world did Bertrude Achterberg have to die? Are people so quick to forget that she was burned alive just this morning? 
“What a barbaric thing,” Margreth said.
“It’s just a wolf, Margreth. And if that’s the Werewolf of Bedburg, then I’m the pope,” Johannes said.
Margreth smirked. “I’m not talking about the wolf, little boy,” she whispered as she leaned close to Johannes’ ear. “That really is quite the man, though, isn’t it?”
Sybil could see Johannes blush and stammer, but before he could say anything, Margreth Baumgartner was sashaying away, hips swaying from side to side.
“That bitch,” Johannes said through gritted teeth. He turned to Sybil. “Don’t become like her, girl. She’s just angry she can’t get what she wants all the time.”
As if the same couldn’t be said about any of you, Sybil thought, but she said, “As you wish, my lord.”
“What did I tell you about—”
“My apologies, Herr Bergheim. I suppose I wasn’t raised any better,” Sybil said sweetly.
Johannes shrugged and nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”
The young nobleman suddenly stared at Sybil with a strange look. He motioned toward another table. “Come now, let’s get some drink in you. I know there’s got to be a vacant room somewhere in this ugly excuse for a castle.”
Sybil felt a lump in her throat, and her heart started thumping. A . . . vacant room? A sheen of sweat started to soak her forehead, and her eyes darted around the ballroom. She caught the eyes of the menacing black wolf, which seemed to be staring into her soul.
The musicians started playing, people started dancing, and everything started moving fast and became overwhelming to Sybil all at once. Flustered, she refused to move to the wine table. Her feet were like bricks. “Uhh, ooh—”
“What in God’s name are you trying to say?” Johannes asked, eyeing her with disgust. “You look like you’re going to be sick. If you are, don’t make a scene in here.”
“My apologies, sir. G-give me a moment, please. It’s nothing, really. I’ll just be a moment.”
“I’ll come with you,” Johannes said.
“No!” Sybil said, a bit too loudly. “I mean, d-don’t bother, Herr Bergheim. You wouldn’t want to be seen chasing after a girl like me, would you? It would seem presumptuous and pitiful, right?”
Johannes mulled that over. “Well, I suppose you’re—”
Before he could finish his sentence, Sybil was sprinting out of the room, down the hallway. She reached the front gate of the castle and burst outside, her heart still reeling. She ran to the nearest carriage and jumped inside. A nobleman was kissing and groping a young woman, and the two giggled incessantly. 
The nobleman stopped and grinned at Sybil. “I didn’t think I’d get lucky twice tonight,” he said, and Sybil yelped and leaped out of the carriage. Her gown caught on a hinge, tore, and she tripped and tumbled to the muddy ground.
She grabbed her torn dress by its hem and helped herself up. All around her were bright lights and bright colors and clothing and people she didn’t recognize and her head and heart pounded and her eyes grew misty and she felt the urge to start bawling. She stumbled to another carriage, crawled in, and shouted to the coachman, “Please, get me out of here, sir!”
“Miss, are you all right? Where to, my lady?”
“Out! Please—just go south!”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
HEINRICH
 
 
On the day of Bertrude Achterberg’s execution, Investigator Franz rode through the western gates of Cologne with Tomas and an entourage of five guards. He was still fuming at that damnable little man, Lord Werner, for not giving him his deserved recognition for arresting Bertrude a week earlier. 
Gazing around, Heinrich noticed that Cologne hadn’t changed much in the years since he’d last been. The city was still a sprawling metropolis with large stone walls to keep out intruders, and buildings and towers many times the size of any in Bedburg. The city was the capital of the region, and it housed more churches than any other city within fifty miles. The Rhine cut through its center, creating a seaside highway that made Cologne the main trading hub of western Germany. 
Where Bedburg was rural and filled with uneducated peasants, Cologne was an enlightened, suburban city of scholars, royalty, and tradesfolk. The city was the the center of civility, and it held a great deal of power within the Holy Roman Empire.
Currently, Ernst of Bavaria was the elector and archbishop of Cologne, to the pleasure of Catholics—the majority—and to the chagrin of reformers. Politicians and wise men thought that Ernst was a placeholder and figurehead without much acumen or military power. But the pope supported him, and that gave Ernst immeasurable influence amongst the citizens.
Heinrich’s meeting with the archbishop was delayed for a few hours while he waited in Cologne Castle. He sat in a plush foyer, annoyed at having to wait, and looked at the gold-plated columns and priceless paintings in the room. 
Staring at a particular painting that depicted an age-old battlefield, Heinrich’s thoughts began to wander. He thought of the political, religious, and military turmoil of recent years that made Cologne such a historically important city within the Empire.
Until recently, the city was a haven for Protestants. The bloody Cologne War, which ravaged the towns and peoples of both faiths over the past five years, changed all of that. 
Even though it was widely believed that the war was coming to an end, Heinrich wasn’t so sure.
Like so many wars, Cologne’s began because of a woman. But while a woman was the root cause of the conflict, power was the obvious motive. 
The city-state of Cologne was one of the seven electorates of the Holy Roman Empire. The leaders of the electorates, called the prince-electors, were responsible for choosing the emperor. Therefore, whichever religious faction controlled the greater portion of the seven electoral seats theoretically controlled the fate of the Empire itself.
Pope Gregory XIII did not favor this balance of power.
It was common knowledge that many electors, both Protestant and Catholic, were bribed to take office in order to control elections. Prior to the Cologne War, which began in 1583, Catholics controlled four seats, a majority. These electorates were the ecclesiastical states of Cologne, Trier, Mainz, and the seat of the Holy Roman Emperor, Rudolf II of Bohemia.
When Cologne’s elector and archbishop, Count Salentin, died in 1577, the power of the Catholic Church was left hanging in the balance. Ernst of Bavaria was put up for election, but many Catholic leaders were skeptical of his ability to counter the growing Reformation. So the electorate chose a different Catholic, Count Gebhard Truchsess von Waldburg, to be Count Salentin’s heir.
Catholics again controlled four of the seven electoral seats, but their celebration was short lived. Count Gebhard fell in love with a woman, Agnes von Mansfeld, who was a Protestant canoness. She held influence over the reformers, and quickly gained influence over Gebhard.
The church realized their dire mistake when Gebhard announced his conversion to Calvinism, a Protestant faction, in 1582. Archbishop Gebhard married Agnes in 1583 and pushed the Reformation on the city-state of Cologne. 
Under his rule, Gebhard established parity for Calvinists in the archdiocese, and the pope demanded his immediate resignation. Gebhard would not uphold the law, which had been established thirty years prior during the Peace of Augsburg. The law stated that if a Catholic elector converted to Protestantism while on the seat, rather than forcing his subjects to convert, the ruler would resign from his position and be replaced by a Catholic.
Needless to say, Protestants didn’t enjoy this law.
Instead of adhering to the Peace, Gebhard pushed Calvinism even further. His election made the electorate a Protestant majority. In 1583, Pope Gregory XIII deposed and excommunicated Gebhard, but the pope died two years later, and Gebhard continued ruling and converting the people of Cologne. Alongside Agnes, Gebhard sought to turn the Holy Roman Empire from an electorate, into a dynastic duchy. He wanted Protestant leaders to rule for generations to come.
Crisis erupted within the Empire. The church chose Ernst of Bavaria—the same man once refused for his apparent lack of ability—to be the new Catholic elector.
Thus, with two competing archbishops vying for the same seat, the Cologne War began. And with it came wanton destruction, pillaging, plundering, and economic disaster for the principality. 
Heinrich shook his head and scoffed at the irony that these two “peaceful” sects would go to such destructive lengths for control.
Recently, after five years of chaos and ruin, Archbishop Ernst began to see things sway in favor of the Catholics. It was still obvious to Heinrich, though, that both Ernst and Gebhard were simply puppet-leaders bankrolled by higher powers that had vested interests in the outcome of the war.
On the Protestant side, those higher powers were Queen Elizabeth of England, Henry III of France, and the Dutch prince, Maurice of Nassau. For the Catholics, the pope sent Spanish troops, as well as Italian and Bavarian mercenaries. Together, both sides desecrated the countryside around Cologne. And now Heinrich was forced to walk into the belly of the beast to speak with Archbishop Ernst, a man he hadn’t seen in quite some time.
“Lord?” a voice called out.
Heinrich snapped out of his reminiscence and looked up at a young, well-dressed courier standing before him.
“The archbishop will see you now,” the man said with a bow.
Heinrich jumped up from his plush seat and followed the man down a hallway. Tomas began to follow, but Heinrich held out a hand to stay the soldier.
The courier led Heinrich down a marble-tiled corridor, to a large door protected by two spearmen. One of the guards opened the door, and the courier led Heinrich into the room. It was a vast, brightly-colored chamber with stained-glass windows built high on the walls. Curtains were pulled open and bright rays of sunlight splashed into the room, forming a rainbow of dancing colors on the floor. 
“My lord, your guest, Heinrich Franz,” the courier said. He disappeared back through the doorway.
“Ah, Investigator Franz, in the flesh,” the archbishop said from the other end of the room. His back was turned, but then he spun around and faced Heinrich. He was a tall, stiff man with a pointed beard and short-cropped hair. He wore a lavish tunic, but looked more like a soldier than an archbishop.
“My lord,” Heinrich said with a low bow.
“I trust your stay in Cologne has been well?”
“I’ve only just arrived, my lord.” Heinrich walked to a small table that separated him from the archbishop, but continued to stand. 
“I hope you’ll stay for a while. I’ve been eagerly awaiting your arrival.”
Heinrich shook his head. “I’m afraid not, my lord. There are pressing matters to take care of in Bedburg. A killer is still on the loose.”
“I’ve heard,” Ernst said. “But I’ve also heard that a woman has been tried and executed for the murders, just recently?”
If you’ve heard so much, then why am I here? Heinrich thought. “Yes,” he said, “it’s true that we’ve uncovered a witch in town, but I don’t believe she’s responsible for all the killings. I do believe she had some connection with the case, however.”
Ernst smiled. “My tireless investigator,” he said, folding his hands behind his back. “I’m assuming you wish to know why I’ve called you here, Herr Franz.”
Heinrich nodded. “Not to question your decision, my lord, but I did find it strange for you to send me to ‘escort’ one of your priests back to Bedburg. I find that others may have been more suitable to the task.”
Ernst offhandedly waved the investigator away. He pulled a chair from the small table, sat, and motioned for Heinrich to do the same. “Of course there are, Heinrich. I chose the word escort to keep your visit vague. After all, we do want to keep the truth of your employment under lock and key, correct?”
Heinrich sat and put his hands palm-down on the table. “Indeed, my lord. What is it you would have me do?”
“I will have you return with one of my finest priests and advisers. He is a Jesuit missionary named Balthasar Schreib, and he is to be my . . . religious ear, in Bedburg. I’ve noticed that Lord Werner and Bishop Solomon are inadequate converters, and Balthasar is not.”
“As you wish, my lord.”
“I also wanted to hear your side of things, in person, from a secular point of view. I have many ears and eyes in Bedburg, but none that I trust as much as yours.”
Heinrich bowed his head and said, “You flatter me, my lord. Do you wish to know about the investigation?”
Ernst scrunched his nose. “No, no, nothing as mundane as that, Heinrich.” Then he stared straight at the investigator with piercing, blue eyes. “I would like to know what you’re doing partnering with Georg Sieghart the Savage, and what he’s doing in Bedburg in the first place.”
Heinrich twitched, just slightly, but the archbishop must have noticed, because he smiled and said, “Eyes and ears everywhere, my friend.”
Heinrich coughed into his hand. “Firstly, my lord, I wouldn’t say I’m partnering with him. I’m using him as a liaison with the locals, for reconnaissance during my investigation. He is a worthwhile tracker, and quite adept at gathering information.”
“What do you know of his past, Franz?”
“I know he fought under the Duke of Parma, Alexander Farnese, against the Dutch. Then he defected, and his family was killed. I’m not sure about the order of those last two—”
“Georg Sieghart did not defect from the army, Heinrich. He was released. Do you know how he gained the name Sieghart the Savage?” The archbishop did not wait for a response. “He was a madman on and off the battlefield, and the same monster that you’re searching for killed his family. He is not put together, and if you’re going to associate with him, be sure not to flap away any of our secrets. He is not a lawman, remember.”
Heinrich nodded. “Of course, my lord. I would never betray any secrets or tell him anything of importance. He is a simple man.”
“That may be true, but I have my eyes on him, and you’d do well to do the same.”
After a brief pause, Archbishop Ernst put his hands on the table and looked away from Heinrich. “What else can you tell me about the state of Bedburg? How do the conversions fair? The Protestant rebellion?”
Heinrich sighed. “I fear you are right, that the Lutherans and Calvinists are growing stronger, and possibly joining forces to combat their common enemy, if you will. Recently, a pastor began preaching in town, right next to the town church. He has the ears of many disgruntled citizens, and he’s been unfazed by any chastisement.”
“That is disturbing indeed,” Ernst said. He started pulling at his pointed beard. “That’s one of the reasons I’ve ordered Balthasar to Bedburg. What about Lord Werner and Bishop Solomon—what can you tell me of them?”
Heinrich breathed heavily and shook his head. “If I am being honest, my lord, you were right about them as well. Lord Werner is a petty, fickle man. He is weak-willed, not emphatic at persecuting the Protestants, or even in his conversion efforts. He has trouble simply holding his position.
“Bishop Solomon, meanwhile, is the most ardent Catholic in town, but he is old, and the young man who might someday take his place is a conflicted priest in his own right.”
The archbishop drummed his fingers on the table and nodded. “I’ve thought the same about Lord Werner,” he said at last. “I should have never elected him. And Bishop Solomon, well, he’s a radical without any real power.” Ernst pointed at Heinrich. “There is something you need to know, Herr Franz. Pockets of Protestant rebels are forming all over the southern and northern regions of the principality, and I fear it is only a matter of time before Gebhard tries to retake the electoral seat. If—or when—he does, it will most likely begin with Bedburg. He will want to set up operations close to Cologne. We absolutely cannot allow the rebels to meet with any fringe sects that might be developing in and around Bedburg. If the Lutherans and Calvinists create communications with each other, that could be catastrophic.”
Heinrich slowly nodded and twisted his mustache, confused as to what he was supposed to do about any of that.
The archbishop’s face gained a sudden hardness, and his eyes narrowed on the investigator. “Don’t forget why I sent you to Bedburg in the first place, Heinrich. Before I will give you what you want, you must give me what I need.”
“Of course, my lord,” Heinrich said. “I am trying to orchestrate my investigation as quickly as possible. I will stop the uprising by bringing the Werewolf of Bedburg to justice.”
“Do that,” Ernst said, “and I will give you your just reward.”
The hardness vanished from the archbishop’s face, and he clapped and smiled. “Enough of this talk, though. Are you sure you won’t stay in Cologne for a bit? There’s a new play in town, I believe penned by the playwright Thomas Kyd . . . The Spanish Tragedy, I believe it’s called. Kyd is an English knave, but it’s quite an exquisite play! The Spanish Armada’s defeat this year apparently brought a great inspiration to the arts.”
Heinrich scratched one of his ears. “I am not a connoisseur of the arts, my lord. And I really should be getting back to Bedburg.”
The archbishop frowned, and he looked somewhat offended. “Well, my tireless investigator, that is fine. But you will sup with me tonight, and in the morning you shall be introduced to Balthasar Schreib. Then you may return to your town.”
The archbishop stood from his chair and slowly walked around the table. “Were your travels here uneventful?”
“Indeed,” Heinrich said.
“That is good, but just be careful of bandits on the road back. It seems vagabonds are sprouting up everywhere these days.”
“I appreciate your concern, my lord,” Heinrich said with a bow.
Ernst chuckled. “My concern is with Balthasar, Heinrich. I don’t want to lose my prized priest before he gets a chance to do his work.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
GEORG
 
 
Soon after the large black wolf was unveiled at the ball, all attention turned away from Georg. He had no qualms about that, as he felt out of place in the roomful of noblemen and women. They were dressed in their fineries, while he still wore his hunting furs and grimy clothes. 
Not a single leader or noble offered him congratulations for bringing down the beast. Georg felt the wolf’s display was a simple ploy by Lord Werner to arrange a celebration, and to stifle the hysteria that had shadowed over Bedburg.
He decided to sneak out of the ball early, and no one tried to stop him. As he exited the front gates of the castle, Georg breathed in the crisp night air and gave a great sigh of relief. Outside, Konrad von Brühl waited for him.
“You look like you could use a drink or three,” Konrad said, nudging his chin toward Georg’s tired face. The patch-wearing soldier and former comrade of Georg’s was quickly becoming a close acquaintance—perhaps even a friend.
Georg pulled at his beard and nodded. “I’m not very fond of being the center of attention.”
Konrad smiled. “You should have thought about that before you brought down the biggest wolf this town’s ever seen.” The man squinted with his one good eye. “I thought you wanted to be known for killing the Werewolf of Bedburg. Your reaction isn’t exactly in line with your words, Georg.”
Georg shrugged. “That thing in there is no werewolf. You and I both know that. And I want to kill the monster for what it’s done, not for the accolades and rewards.”
“This town has changed you, my friend.”
Georg looked at the man’s grizzled and scarred face. That was the first time Konrad had called him ‘friend.’ “Maybe it has,” Georg said, “or maybe I just don’t know what I’m doing here anymore. Could there really be a werewolf out there?”
As the two men strolled away from the gates, Konrad asked, “What do you mean?”
Georg scratched his scalp and shrugged. “Don’t you feel there’s something amiss in this town? What connection could Dorothea Gabler’s, Josephine’s, and Karl and Bertrude Achterberg’s deaths all have with each other?”
Konrad said nothing for a moment. Then he cleared his throat and said, “Perhaps nothing. Maybe you’re looking too much into it. That is a question the investigator must answer, Georg. It’s not your job—you’re a hunter.”
His job or not, Georg couldn’t let the thought go. Something wasn’t right in Bedburg—he could feel it in his gut. Besides, Konrad didn’t know that it partly was Georg’s job to find out what he could, while Heinrich was away on business. 
Why would Lord Werner send Heinrich away right after the investigator uncovered important clues and made an arrest? There’s something Heinrich isn’t telling me.
Konrad could see the slanted brows and scrunched face on Georg. It was the sign of a man in deep thought. “I wouldn’t think too much of it,” he said, placing a hand on Georg’s shoulder. “Stay out of the politics of this town, Georg. Let’s go drink ourselves into a stupor.”
As Konrad finished his sentence, a loud commotion broke out from behind them. Georg spun on his heels and saw a girl in a purple dress tripping out of a carriage. She tumbled, sprawled on the muddy ground, and staggered to her feet. Then she jumped into another carriage and shouted something at the driver.
Konrad laughed. “Ah, young drunk girls . . . they are a shining light in this dark place. Makes me want to drown myself in liquor and find my own light.”
Georg nodded, but was not laughing. He cocked his head to the side, thinking that he recognized the girl. “Go on without me, friend. I’ll meet you at the tavern shortly.”
Konrad opened his mouth to contest, but Georg was already jogging back toward the castle. Konrad shrugged and walked away—heading east—toward the tavern.
The carriage took off down the road and Georg was forced to jump out of its way. As it sped by, Georg saw the face of the girl in the window and was certain it was the Griswold girl. She had tears streaming down her face.
Georg sprinted after the carriage. He knew he couldn’t keep up, but it headed toward the southern, destitute part of town, and a horse-drawn carriage in a place like that would be easy to track. 
He followed the lines that the wheels made in the mud, past the cathedral, into the town square where Bertrude’s execution had taken place that morning. The carriage barreled on toward the farmlands, but when it reached the southern edge of Bedburg, it veered to the right, in the opposite direction of the Griswold estate. 
Georg kept after the carriage, jogged up a small hill, and then he fell to his belly as he looked over the lip of the hill. The carriage had stopped at the Achterberg’s abandoned estate.
Sybil Griswold leaped out of the carriage and ran to the front door of the house. Georg’s eyes went wide as the front door opened and Sybil went inside.
What are you getting yourself into, young lady?
Still at the summit of the hill, Georg craned his neck to the left, west, where he could see Peter Griswold’s estate in the distance. Smoke billowed from a roof-vent, which told Georg that the house was occupied.
Georg couldn’t identify who had greeted Sybil, and the hunter debated going down and crashing through the door to figure out what the girl was doing in a dead man’s house. But the carriage was rounding back in his direction, and he decided on discreetness. 
He stood and sprinted off the road, hiding in a bush as the carriage rolled by.
Then a realization came to him: He didn’t need to go down to the Achterberg’s house to know what was going on in there. He already had a good idea. 
Instead, after the carriage passed him, he ran down the hill and headed in the other direction, toward the Griswold’s estate. 
 
 
 
Georg hid behind a copse of trees and peered at the house of Peter Griswold. It didn’t take long before the doors opened. A hooded man walked outside and Georg immediately knew the man was hiding something—the man looked over his shoulders constantly, and his body language was skittish and fidgety.
The man wore a leather belt, and the moonlight gleamed and reflected off its surface. This was no expert of subterfuge.
Georg followed the man south, further away from the farmlands, and then east, toward a dark line of trees. Lit only by the murky moonlight, Georg realized they were headed toward the same woods where the hunt had taken place.
Georg followed the man through a long expanse of open-aired countryside, and he stayed back a ways, so as not to be seen.
After the man crossed into the dark trees, Georg felt his heart race. This man has quite a pair on him to be venturing into the wolf-infested woods this late at night. 
The shadowy man cut further south, under thick branches and over ankle-high undergrowth, until he stopped, looked around as if he might be lost, and then finally continued on. 
They came to a familiar clearing in the woods, and Georg hid behind a large birch tree.
At the back of the clearing was the same cabin that Georg had stumbled on during the hunt. It was dark and desolate, but the hooded man knocked on the door anyway—two hard knocks, followed by three soft knocks, and one more hard one. 
The door swung open, and a long-haired silhouette greeted the hooded man. Even with the moonlight shining down on the clearing, it only created a shadow for the two, and Georg couldn’t tell who the people were. The long-haired person had a frame that suggested it was a female. 
The two shadows embraced—possibly kissing as they did. Then another lanky body appeared in the doorway, shook the hooded man’s hand, and the three disappeared into the cabin.
Georg heard a rustling sound from behind, like someone had stepped on a brittle leaf. He snapped his head around and saw a small, dark form—also hooded—darting off away from him. 
Georg growled and ran after the figure. How could I let someone trail me again? Georg thought, scowling. I’m a damn fool! Too caught up in my own chase. 
The hunter pushed his way through the dense foliage and trees, forgoing any semblance of stealth. The figure was small and quick and hard to track, so Georg used his ears to keep pace—a skilled tracker’s ears were just as useful as his eyes.
A few times he found himself within ten paces of the figure, trees whirling by on all sides, but then the person would dart off in some other direction. 
Georg jumped over a fallen tree trunk, and the person cut left. 
Bad move.
As the trees grew scattered and scarcer, Georg knew they were headed toward the open countryside.
The hooded man burst through the edge of trees, sprinting at full speed toward Bedburg.
Georg was just moments behind, and when he reached the cool, open air of the country he nudged his bow from his shoulder and reached for an arrow.
“Halt!” he shouted, nocking his arrow. “Or I’ll shoot you square in the back!”
The figure hesitated, but decided it was in his best interest to stop. The cloaked figure was twenty paces away, back still facing Georg, and the hunter crept forward. His knuckles were white against the taut bowstring.
Georg walked within five paces and said, “Show yourself—and do it slowly, man, if you value your life.”
The man turned, but was facing the ground. 
“Unveil yourself.”
The hood went down, and Georg almost accidentally let his arrow fly right into the person’s neck. This was no man, but rather the nun who aided Father Nicolaus at the church. 
Sister Salome had a solemn expression on her face.
“What in God’s good name are you doing out here, and why are you following me?” Georg asked after collecting himself.
“I was ordered to, Herr Sieghart,” the woman said, her voice quivering.
Georg lowered his bow. “By whom?”
“Are you going to kill me?” Salome asked.
Georg shook his head, and Salome took a deep breath. “Who ordered you to follow me?” he asked again. “And what do they want with me?”
“Father Nicolaus, my lord. I believe Bishop Solomon ordered him to watch you.”
“Why?” Georg slung his bow back over his shoulder. “What have I ever done to your precious congregation?”
Sister Salome shook her head. “It’s not what you’ve done, my lord. You are a mystery to us, and the church likes to keep records of everyone who lives in town.”
“Am I a threat to the bishop?”
“He isn’t sure. That’s why I followed you.”
“And what did you see?”
“I’m . . . not sure,” Salome said. Her eyes darted to the left and right.
“Was it you who followed me to the tavern some weeks back, and escaped into the night?”
The nun hesitated, and then slowly nodded. “Please, I wish you no harm. I’m simply following orders.”
Georg sighed and shooed her away with a wave of his hand. “It’s dangerous out here. Return to your church. If you’re smart, you won’t relay what you’ve seen here—whatever that may be. And if I see you following me again, I won’t be as nice as I was tonight.”
Sister Salome swallowed loudly, and her head bobbed up and down. When Georg said nothing more, she turned and ran toward Bedburg. 
Georg shook his head as he watched the nun become smaller and smaller in the distance. “Stupid woman nearly got herself shot.”
 
 
 
Georg made his way to the tavern and huffed as he sat down next to Konrad. He rubbed his temples.
Konrad patted him on the back. “You look even worse than before, if that’s possible. What took you so long to get here?”
“Errands,” Georg said. He sighed and put his hands on the table, motioning for the barkeep. “I found something strange tonight.”
“What’s that?” Konrad asked, taking a pull from his mug. The ale dripped down his chin and beard. 
Georg didn’t mention the nun. Georg believed Salome when she’d said she was just following orders. The church loved to keep tabs on everyone, and Bedburg was no different than any other town or city. 
No, it was the cabin that stuck in his mind. He had so many questions: Who was inside? What was going on there? What purpose did the cabin serve?
Georg knew he would be venturing back into those dark woods some day, and the thought gave him a sharp chill down his spine. 
“Something that might change everything,” he said, mostly to himself. The vagueness in his voice caused Konrad to chuckle, but Georg decided not to expand on his words. He wanted to answer some of his own questions and tell Investigator Franz what he found, first. Though he thought he could trust his new acquaintance, he’d still only just met Konrad. Then he scratched his chin, realizing that he didn’t know if he could trust the investigator, either.
The barkeep brought a mug of ale for Georg. The hunter tilted his head as the barkeep walked away.
“How ominous,” Konrad said, smiling.
“That’s not Lars,” Georg said, motioning toward the barman with his chin. Lars was tall, with blond hair and a twinkle in his eye, whereas this man was shorter and had dark hair.
“Very perceptive of you, Georg.”
“Where’s Lars?”
Konrad shrugged. “No idea, but this man’s ale is just as good as the other man’s.”
Georg nodded and massaged his temples again. What a night, he thought, closing his eyes. He grabbed his mug and took a long drink, wanting to forget—or at least understand—everything that had transpired.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
DIETER
 
 
A loud knock came from the door. Dieter stood from his chair. It was late. He snuffed out the candlelight and crept to the other side of the dark room. He slowly opened the door.
Sybil stood in the way, and a horse-drawn carriage was behind her, wheeling around to leave.
“Beele, I told you no one could know we were meeting here!” Dieter said with a frown. Then he noticed her tattered and mud-caked gown, her distraught face, and red-rimmed eyes. “Good God, what’s happened? Are you hurt?” Dieter stood aside and made the sign of the cross over his chest. 
Sybil stormed past the priest. Dieter followed her, and then she abruptly spun around and lunged at Dieter, embracing him. She nudged her damp face into his chest. “This has been the worst day of my life!” Her thin body shook from silent sobs. “I don’t think I can trust my father ever again.”
Dieter held Sybil out at arm’s-length. “Slow down, Beele. Start from the beginning. What are you talking about?”
So she told him, starting with the image of Bertrude Achterberg’s burnt body that flashed in her mind every time she closed her eyes, then how her father had forced her to go to a ball with the repulsive Johannes von Bergheim, and her eventual escape from the nobleman.
“That man was an utter snob and miscreant. You wouldn’t believe how these nobles speak to one another!”
Dieter sighed and led Sybil by the arm. He sat her down at the table. The candle’s wick still smoked. He took a seat and pushed aside the open Bible. “I’ve known enough nobles to know how they act, my dear. Don’t let them get the best of you.”
“You don’t understand,” Sybil said. “My father expects me to marry this brute! Johannes tried to get me drunk without even knowing me for more than an hour. If my father finds out I ran away, he’ll kill me.”
Dieter’s heart dropped to the pit of his stomach at the mention of marriage. He felt a lump in his throat. “I’m sure there’s . . . something that can be done.” He stared at the Bible sitting at the other end of the table, then back to Sybil. “Your father is only trying to do what’s best for you, I’m sure.”
“And how would he know what’s best for me?” Sybil spat. She shook her head. “No, he’s only trying to help himself. I’ll never forgive that wretched man!”
Dieter’s eyes went wide. “Please, calm down, Beele. You mustn’t say such things. He is your father, and he loves you. I’m sure this feeling will pass.”
Sybil was still shaking her head, and she started fidgeting and biting her fingernails. “I don’t think so.” She stared back at Dieter and her eyes were bright and twinkling. “Don’t you see, Dieter? This . . . feeling I have . . . I don’t want it to pass.” 
Dieter leaned back, and his eyebrows jumped. “What do you mean?”
Sybil struggled to speak. Finally, she said, “What I’m feeling isn’t about my father or that noble fool. It’s about you.”
Dieter was still confused, and his face showed it.
 
Sybil blushed and looked at the floor. Her voice cracked as she said, “I love you, Dieter. You’re the only one who understands me, and who’s been kind to me. I love you, Dieter Nicolaus. And I think you love me, too.”
Dieter coughed and stuttered, unable to find his breath. His heart started to pound in his chest as he was caught thoroughly off-guard. All he managed to say in a small squeak was, “Y-you can’t, Sybil.”
“Why not?” Sybil asked, tilting her head.
“No, no, I mean, I can’t. I am a man of God, Sybil. You are the daughter of a wealthy farmer. The notion is completely unheard of and out of line.”
“So what? Is that supposed to mean that our hearts can’t yearn for each other?”
Dieter still struggled to speak. He took a moment to calm his nerves. “We can’t love each other, Beele. It is against everything I’ve been taught. We come from two completely different stations in life.”
“Damn our stations in life!” Sybil shouted. Her voice grew angry, and she slammed a fist on the table. “Tell me, then. Tell me you don’t love me, and I’ll leave you alone right now—and forever.”
Dieter’s mind swirled, and he felt dizzy. He opened his mouth, but couldn’t find the words—again, those pesky words. He turned to the Bible, ashamed, as if he’d failed, and slowly brought his gaze back to Sybil’s muddied face.
Even under puffy red lids, her eyes looked like pools from a waterfall, waiting to wash him over. Even with her muddy face and makeup, her skin was like the moon—glowing and peaceful. Her hair was like a bright sunflower, waiting for its petals to be picked. Her rosy lips were like the lifeblood that coursed through every man’s veins.
Dieter finally realized what he was feeling as he stared at her for a long while: He cared for Sybil more than anything he’d ever cared for. “I cannot,” he said, bowing his head. “I would be lying if I said I did not love you, too.”
Sybil’s lips slowly curled into a smile. They locked eyes—hers, bright and lively; his, dark and tired. They leaned closer, until their faces were just inches apart, and they could feel one another’s quick breaths. The Bible sat open beneath their chins, like it was living and breathing and staring up at them.
Dieter closed the Bible.
Sybil pushed forward and kissed Dieter hard on the mouth. She grabbed the side of his head and held his face as her soft lips perused around Dieter’s tongue and mouth. 
Dieter could hear Sybil’s heart beating, and he imagined she could hear his, too.
Then he shook his head and forced his lips away from hers, rearing his head back. He groaned and whispered, “We can’t.” But Sybil’s face was too sweet, her eyes too piercing, her lips too inviting. Dieter knew that words would do nothing to save him. He was trapped between his love for Sybil Griswold, and his love for God. 
And Sybil Griswold won.
They embraced in another furious kiss and stood from the table. Dieter wrapped his arms around Sybil and felt every part of her body. 
They clumsily stumbled to the bed at the other side of the room, their bodies still entangled. 
They found the bed and Dieter gently laid Sybil down on her back and grappled with her dress straps. Sybil wrestled Dieter’s robe off.
For a long moment Dieter took in Sybil’s naked body, while she took in his, and then Dieter leaned on top of her, and they locked together.
 
 
 
A few minutes later, they were breathing and huffing loudly, their moment of passion and lust subsiding. They both chuckled. Dieter turned to his side and gazed at Sybil’s body once more. A sheen of sweat had enveloped her. Her small breasts perked toward him. Her wide hips were smooth, like an untouched, snowy mountain slope. Her sunflower hair was tangled and wet against her neck and forehead.
Dieter tried to tell himself that what had just happened was a moment of depraved lust—a lapse in judgment—but he knew that wasn’t true.
Sybil was right: Dieter loved her. There was no way he could reconcile any differently. He’d given into temptation and abandoned his vow of perpetual chastity. But, even though he tried, he couldn’t feel guilty. In fact, he felt relieved in a way—renewed and invigorated. 
Dieter never expected the satisfaction he felt in that moment could, when he least expected, turn to guilt. And that it would come down on him tenfold and threaten to tear down the walls of his morality.
 
 
 
Lying in a dead man’s bed, they slept in each other’s arms. 
In the early morning, Dieter opened his eyes and was blinded by a piercing light coming from the single window in the house. He clenched his eyes shut, and then they shot open wide. He rushed into action, not knowing how long he’d been asleep.
He threw on his robe, almost tripped on the cuffs, and went out into the chilly morning, leaving Sybil to rest soundly. 
No one was waiting outside to crucify him, or even notice him. 
He left the Achterberg estate and traveled through the poor section of town, through the marketplace where it was busy and he’d be less noticed, and up toward his church on the hill.
The Lutheran pastor, Hanns Richter, was giving a loud sermon to a group of listeners at the base of the hill. The pastor’s group was larger than ever before—easily twenty strong. Dieter paid the man no attention and hurried past him.
He opened the doors of the church.
Bishop Solomon was at the pulpit, preaching to a full congregation. Dieter stood in the doorway, dumbfounded, and all eyes turned back toward him.
The bishop narrowed his eyes at Dieter, but continued his sermon, swinging his arms about wildly as he decried the Protestant heretics.
Dieter’s face turned bright red, and he made himself as small as he could. He sat down in the back, near the doorway, next to Georg Sieghart. The hunter smelled of mud and sweat, and his friend Konrad sat next to him. Dieter sighed and gave a slight nod to Herr Sieghart. The hunter simply stared back at him with a deep frown. His eyes seemed to be studying Dieter, and the priest looked away uncomfortably.
He heard the bishop’s words, but couldn’t listen to them. His mind was jumbled, and countless thoughts went through his head. 
He looked around at the quiet congregation. Do they know that I’m as much a sinner as all of them? 
The bishop ended his sermon with a prayer, and then everyone bowed their heads and clasped their hands. Dieter was the only one with his head still up, surveying the churchgoers. He didn’t pray with the rest of the folk, and he finally felt a pang of guilt.
After the prayer, Bishop Solomon excused the room, and the churchgoers stood and shuffled their way out. 
Georg Sieghart did not. As Dieter tried to stand and leave, the hunter grabbed his arm.
“I need to make a confession, Father,” Georg said. 
Is that spite in his voice? Disapproval? Dieter wondered. The priest tried to squirm away, but the hunter was too strong. “Now is not a very good time, my lord.”
“It’s as good a time as any, priest. I need to make a confession, now, and I believe it’s in your best interest.”
Dieter tilted his head. He sighed, and after a pause he nodded. “Very well, let’s go.”
They made their way to the confessional, and Georg started off in the regular way. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.”
“How long has it been since your last confession, my son?”
“A week.”
“And what is the nature of your sin, my son.”
Georg’s voice lowered an octave. “I know a man who’s been dishonest to the people who trust him most.”
Dieter glanced through the small holes in the cage. Georg was staring right at him. “What does this man’s deceit have to do with your sin?” Dieter asked.
“Well, if I were an honest man, I would bring his sins to the ears of the public, and to those above him. If I were a better man, I’d tell everyone of his dishonesty.”
Dieter swallowed loudly and felt a bit unnerved. “What has this man done that is so wrong?”
“He is a holy man, Father, and I suspect he’s given into temptation and broken his vows. I think he’s fallen in love with someone besides God.”
“You say, ‘I think,’ my son. What do you know?”
Georg cleared his throat. “I know my instincts, and I know what I’ve seen—a holy man who has fallen in love with a young lady. Why, just last night I found myself following this young lady to a place where she should not have been.”
“And where was that?” Dieter asked, closing his eyes.
“A dead man’s house.”
Dieter sighed. He felt a chill sweat building on his forehead. “What is it you want, Herr Sieghart?”
The hunter kept staring at him through the cage. “I need to know a few things, Father. If you can help me with these things, I’m sure my drunken mind will forget whatever it thought it saw last night.”
Dieter’s voice turned suddenly hard and vicious. “You may think you know what you saw, huntsman, but you don’t know a thing. I won’t be threatened by the likes of you.”
Georg shrugged. “I guess I’ll just have to see if Bishop Solomon thinks my words hold any weight,” he said calmly. “But you might be right. What do I know?” 
The hunter stood.
Once Georg was out of the confessional, Dieter closed his eyes and massaged his temples. “Wait,” he finally called out. 
The hunter turned and sat back down. 
“What is it you want to know? I won’t have that girl be hurt, Herr Sieghart.”
“I don’t want that either, priest.” Georg paused and leaned closer to Dieter. Then he whispered, “I want to know where her father is going each night. I followed him, too, so don’t deny it. Just tell me what secrets he keeps. I know she must confide in you—I see you two getting friendly every time I come to Mass.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dieter said, bowing his head. Give me strength, God. 
“Very well,” Georg said. He started to rise again.
“What is it you would have me say?” Dieter asked, panic in his voice. “I cannot betray her family.”
Georg banged on the cage with an open palm and Dieter leaped back. “Yes, you can!” Georg growled. “What do you owe them? I don’t care about the girl, fool, I just care about her father. So tell me, dammit, what is he doing sneaking off into the woods every night?”
Dieter crossed himself and moaned. “He’s . . .” Dieter trailed off. His mouth was dry, and he felt faint. “He goes to a cabin in the woods, southeast of Bedburg.”
“I know that,” Georg said, impatiently tapping his fingers on his knee. “What does he do at the cabin?”
“I believe he meets with other people—with Protestants. The pastor at the bottom of the hill, Hanns Richter, I think he’s one of them.”
Georg smiled wryly. “Shameful, Father Nicolaus. You know of secret Protestant meetings and you don’t alarm your own bishop, or the law?”
“It’s for Sybil’s safety.”
“Who are the other people he meets? Who makes up this secret faction of Protestants?”
Dieter shrugged. “Honestly, I don’t know. As God as my witness, that’s the truth. Peter Griswold and Hanns Richter are the only two I’ve heard of, and Sybil doesn’t know either, so don’t go harassing her.” Dieter looked through the holes and locked eyes with Georg.
After a long moment of silence, Georg turned away with a dark smile on his face. “Very well, Father. Say five Hail Mary’s and your sins shall be absolved.”
Dieter clenched his jaw. “Are we done here?”
“Not quite,” Georg said, facing the priest again. “There’s one other thing I’d have you help me with.”
“What?” Dieter asked through gritted teeth.
“You can read, correct?” Without waiting for an answer, Georg continued. “It’s my understanding that the church keeps records of every citizen in Bedburg—detailed records. I would like to look over some of those records.”
“Absolutely not. Those records are only for church officials and lawmen.”
“I’m sure we can make an exception. Besides, as your little nun must have already told you, I’m working with Heinrich Franz, and he’s a lawman.”
Dieter was taken aback at the mention of Sister Salome. How does this man know so much? Maybe Bishop Solomon’s warning to keep an eye on Georg Sieghart was valid after all . . . 
“Who would you like to learn about?” Dieter said in a low voice.
“I’d like to learn more about the Achterbergs and the Griswolds . . . and about Investigator Franz.”
Dieter scratched his scalp. “Why do you want to investigate your own partner?”
Georg stared at Dieter through the small holes in the confessional. “You let me worry about the ‘why,’ Father.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil awoke with the sun beaming through a single window, showering her body in warmth. She stretched her arms, groaned, and turned over in her bed with a smile. Opening her eyes, she saw the imprint of Dieter next to her, but the bed was empty. She ran to the window and peeked up at the sky, and a sense of dread fell over her.  
The sun was far too high. Why didn’t Dieter wake me? Her worry turned to panic as she realized what oversleeping might entail.
Father . . .

 She threw on her muddy gown and burst out of the house. It was the sunniest day of winter, but the air was still cool and biting as Sybil made her way home.
She wondered what kind of chastising her father would give her, but then another thought came to her mind: What if he doesn’t find out? 
She’d never deceived her father, but she felt like a new woman after the night before. For once, she felt independent. Besides, father lies to me all the time. She smiled, and felt a strange sensation through her body. Her heart was light in her chest, and she already missed Dieter. Even though she had no one else to compare him to, she felt that he’d been a kind lover.
As she continued down the winding path that led from the Achterberg estate to the Griswold’s, her elated mind cleared a bit. No, she thought, I won’t deceive father. He’ll just have to understand. I’ll make him understand. I don’t care about titles or land or any of that. I want Dieter—I want a kind man—not a brute like Johannes von Bergheim. I don’t care what that little imp has to offer. If father truly loves me, he will understand that and come around. 
The road bounded up a green hill and she saw her house in the distance. White smoke billowed from the roof. She smiled again. Everything seemed normal.
As she drew closer, she stopped smiling. A carriage was near their fields. Sybil’s father was standing outside, talking to a tall, stiff man.
It was Ludwig von Bergheim.
The baron paid no attention to Sybil as she approached the field. His conversation with Peter ended, and he walked by Sybil and scowled at her as he stepped into his carriage.
As the baron’s carriage whisked him away, Peter watched with his thick arms crossed over his chest. He frowned at his daughter and said, “There’s no point trying to explain yourself, Beele. The baron has told me everything.”
Sybil clasped her hands in front of her ruined dress and stared at the ground. “Are you angry with me?”
Peter sighed. “I’m disappointed, Beele. Those nobles are our best chance at becoming a reputable family, and you’re throwing it away . . . what, on a whim? I never knew you to be so vain.” Peter’s shoulders slumped as he shook his head and walked back toward the house.
“I don’t love Johannes von Bergheim, father, and I never will,” Sybil called out. She felt a stab of guilt, but her confidence was still riding high, and she knew she might not get another chance to speak plainly with her father.
Peter turned and had a sad expression on his face.
“I love Father Nicolaus,” Sybil said, her voice firm.
Peter squinted and trudged toward Sybil. She backpedaled, startled. Peter looked like he was about to snarl, and he leaned in close to her. “That man is a priest, Beele, and not even a priest of our faction. Are you trying to ruin his life, too? He can offer you nothing! If your infatuation with him is ever discovered, he can bring this family down in an instant!” He put his hands on his hips. “Hugo tells me that you’ve been disappearing at night—”
“No different than you!”
Peter’s anger disappeared like snow in summer. He looked as though he was about to try and defend his actions, but then he sighed and said, “I may not be able to stop you, Beele, but I’ve at least smoothed things over with Baron Bergheim. His son was too embarrassed and angry at your little display to show his face, but the baron has agreed to give you one more chance to make things work with his son.”
Sybil stomped her foot on the ground. She realized she was clenching and unclenching her fists. “Make what work? What makes you think I won’t do the same thing next time I see Johannes?”
“Because you won’t be staying at this house if you do.” Peter didn’t speak with the authority of a demanding father, but with the tiredness of someone who had exhausted all options.
“Fine!” Sybil shouted.
“I won’t support you any longer if you won’t help support our family,” Peter added. “Johannes will come after he’s had his pride healed. Luckily, the baron says he has a short memory.”
Sybil was fiery. “Disown me then, father! Kick me out! If you won’t accept my decisions, then I don’t need you.” She crossed her thin arms and looked away, closing her eyes.
“And where will you go, Beele?”
Sybil opened her mouth, but Peter’s eyes looked through her. She followed his eyes and turned. In the distance, another carriage was approaching.
Peter groaned and walked past Sybil. “Let’s see what other damage control I have to do.”
The carriage stopped a few paces from the fields, and a tall, voluptuous woman stepped out. She wore a lavish dress, had her hands on her hips, and looked around her surroundings disapprovingly.
“Lady Margreth Baumgartner,” the coachman introduced, “would like a word with your daughter, farmer.”
The noblewoman strutted past Peter and stared down her thin nose at Sybil. 
“So you’re the little girl who’s trying to make a big show at court,” the woman said.
“I-I’m not trying to do anything,” Sybil said with a shrug. “We met last night, my lady. Don’t you remember?”
“How could I remember something so plain?”
Sybil frowned.
Margreth pointed at Sybil’s forehead and said, “Don’t lie to me, you little whore! I see what you’re trying to do with Johannes.”
“Hey!” Peter shouted, stepping between his daughter and Margreth. “No one calls my girl a whore, do you understand me?”
 Margreth took a step back and nearly tripped over herself. She gasped, and her mouth dropped open. “Stay out of this, old man. Do you have any idea who I am?”
“I don’t care if you’re the daughter of the Holy Roman Emperor himself,” Peter said.
Margreth’s face grew even more shocked. “My father will seize your house, you cur!”
Peter nudged his stubbed hand in her direction. “Back down, woman, and be civil when you’re on my land.”
Margreth ran her hands down her hips, smoothing her dress.
When Peter saw that she’d regained her composure, he said, “Now, who are you?”
The noblewoman crossed her arms over her breasts. “I’m Margreth Baumgartner, you simpleton. My father is Commander Arnold Baumgartner of the Bedburg garrison. Are you really so foolish?”
Peter shrugged. “Simpleton, foolish . . . I’ve been called worse. What is it you want with my daughter, Frau Baumgartner. What did she do to you?”
“She invaded my ball,” Margreth said, pointing her chin up to the sky, as if the celebration from the night before had been held in her honor. 
“She was invited by Baron Bergheim, and the arrangement between Beele and Johannes was set up by the baron and I. So if you have any qualms, direct them at me.”
“She’s trying to steal my man’s heart!” Margreth screeched. “And I won’t allow her! I won’t see her at another ball, do you hear me?” Then she squinted and looked at Peter from head to toe. “You named your daughter Beele?” She grinned cruelly. “I suppose that makes sense.”
Peter crossed his arms over his chest and craned his neck. He stayed quiet for a moment and then said, “I think I’m going to have to ask you to leave, Frau Baumgartner.”
“Why is that, farmer?”
“Because you’re an insufferable vixen, and I have crops to till.”
Margreth’s eyes bulged like they were going to pop out of her skull, and her lungs deflated. Sybil couldn’t help but chuckle.
“Y-you . . . barbaric cretin!” Margreth screamed.
“Still not the worst thing I’ve been called, my lady. Not even the worst thing I’ve been called today, if I’m honest.” Peter shrugged. “With that big, learned mind of yours, you could use some practice at throwing insults.”
Margreth huffed and puffed and her head looked like it was about to explode. “You won’t get away with this, you vile reprobate!”
“That’s a bit better,” Peter said.
The noblewoman stumbled on her heels and nearly tipped over as she turned around. She stomped away toward her carriage, and when she reached it she spun around and thrust a thin finger at Sybil. “Just remember, you little peasant,” she yelled, “I won’t leave this godforsaken town until I have Johannes’ hand!” She spat on the ground and climbed into her carriage. 
“How unladylike,” Peter muttered. He waved innocently to the noblewoman as she rode off in a hot fury.
After Margreth was gone, Sybil eyed the ground, fell silent, and then meekly said, “Thank you.”
Peter frowned and cursed under his breath. “I don’t know what you did, Beele, but we could be in big trouble. We can’t afford to be on the wrong side of the nobility.”
Could this day possibly be worse than yesterday? Sybil thought, and then shrugged. At least yesterday I ended the night in Dieter’s arms.  
“What will we do?” Sybil asked.
Peter turned and walked away from his daughter, toward the front door of the house. “I’ll think of something,” he said, over his shoulder. “I need to talk to some people.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
HEINRICH
 
 
Heinrich left Cologne on horseback, through the city’s western gate. Archbishop Ernst had convinced him to stay longer than he’d planned, but his stay had still been limited to less than a week. He was eager to return to business in Bedburg. His entourage had grown—besides Tomas and the five guards, three Jesuit missionaries also accompanied him.
Two of the missionaries were quiet and somber, and Heinrich never learned their names. The third was a talkative, stout man with a round face, named Balthasar Schreib. Although he was the archbishop’s chief religious representative, the man wore the indistinct robes of a simple monk. Besides the walking stick slung over his back, the Jesuit lacked even the most basic material possessions. 
To Heinrich, Balthasar seemed to be a very pious—albeit annoying—man in his late twenties. The investigator wondered how the man had risen to such a high station at such a young age. 
Heinrich bounced on the back of his steed as it trotted up a hilly roadway, and he stared up at the sunny, midday sky. He hadn’t noticed that Balthasar had come up alongside him, until the priest spoke. 
“A beautiful day,” Balthasar said, smiling.
Heinrich grunted and nodded. He eyed the priest and asked, “Why does the archbishop place so much trust in you?”
Balthasar shrugged. “I suppose it’s because I have a powerful network of priests that travel the area. They give the archbishop much to think about.”
Heinrich twirled his mustache. “So you’re the reason he knows of the Protestant army’s whereabouts?”
“They’re not an army, Herr Franz. They’re a rabble of lost souls. They don’t understand that they have already lost, and that Martin Luther and John Calvin will be forgotten in a matter of years.”
Heinrich shook his head. “You might not be so sure of that after you see Bedburg.”
“I will turn the unbelievers to our true Christian faith, in Bedburg, just as I have done in Cologne. Their heresy will not stand.”
Heinrich shifted in his saddle. Despite his young appearance, Balthasar was full of confidence and vigor. “How will you do that? Through treachery and manipulation?”
If his intention was to offend or bait the priest, Heinrich’s words fell flat. The Jesuit stayed quiet for a moment, and then looked away from Heinrich, toward the surrounding countryside. “No, Herr Franz. I will teach them with forgiveness and understanding. I will show them the error of their ways, and they will listen. The pope is our voice, and anyone else is just an imposter.” Balthasar faced Heinrich with a sly look. “I’m getting the feeling you are not a pious man, investigator. You seem very sure of yourself, but you sound conflicted.”
“Isn’t every man conflicted?” Heinrich asked. “I’m confident in my abilities as a man of the law, and in that I am not conflicted. I’m just a seeker of the truth.” He cleared his throat and continued. “But no, I am not convinced that God is everywhere.”
“Perhaps we can change that.”
“I doubt it,” Heinrich said, smiling. “You won’t have enough time during this trip, and once we’re in Bedburg I’ll be too busy to listen to your preaching.”
Balthasar sighed and said, “You are a strange case, my lord. I’ll give you that. But I am no preacher. I teach through logic and understanding.”
Heinrich slowed his horse and frowned. Either this man was utterly naïve, or utterly cunning. Either way, his disposition was too optimistic for the investigator’s liking. He wanted to get under the priest’s skin, to see who he really was. “Okay, Herr Schreib, answer me this: If you were never taught what to believe, whether by the pope, or Luther, or Calvin . . .” he trailed off and narrowed his eyes on the missionary, “then how would you know who to love or hate?”
Balthasar cleared his throat. “That is where your truth becomes fiction, investigator. It is not a matter of love or hate. I live through God’s tenets, and He lives through me. As a minister, I speak to Him, and He gives me signs, and loves me, as He loves everyone.”
Heinrich felt that the priest didn’t answer his question, but he wasn’t sure how to turn Balthasar’s words against him.
Their steeds reached the top of a hill, and from its apex they were given a glorious, clear sight of the countryside. Even in winter, trees dotted the horizon, grass grew in thick tufts, and puffy clouds moved through the sky. “You just said it’s not a matter of love or hate,” Heinrich said. “Aren’t you contradicting yourself there, when you say He loves you?”
They began to descend the hill after taking in the sight for a short moment.
“Yes, not in the same terms as when you say ‘love’ or ‘hate,’ investigator. I was born with God in my heart. That will never change. In fact, everyone was born with God in his or her heart. It’s just a matter of finding Him.”
Heinrich grunted and spat on the grass. “Bah,” he said, “you were born a suckling pup, just like the rest of us. You’re no better or mightier than any other man, Herr Schreib. I don’t doubt you’re a good man, but that comes from being kind and honest, not because God willed it. That will never change.”
Balthasar made a clucking sound with his tongue. “If I am a good man, it is because I follow Christ’s and God’s teachings. They give my spirit salvation. I am a sinner, Heinrich, as with the rest of Man. But God has given me a holy path to redemption, and I gladly follow it.”
As they descended the hill, Balthasar spread his hands to the land before them. He took a deep breath, and when he exhaled he had a smile on his face. “Tell me, son, how do you explain the air we breathe? Or the water we drink? How do you explain the sun in the sky, which gives us life and warmth, and the moon beside it, giving us peace and quiet? How are we able to learn so much, build such magnificent structures, and converse with each other, unlike any other beast? It is our souls that separate us from animals, investigator, and if you believe Man is responsible for the countless miracles bestowed upon us, without His righteousness, then you are more foolish and lost than I first believed.”
Heinrich felt his ears turn hot. He clenched his teeth and tightened his grip on his reins. After a quiet moment, he said, “We are able to do these things because we learn, through our mistakes. God didn’t plant or sow my crops—”
“But He gave you a bountiful harvest,” Balthasar said, pointing to the sky. 
“The sun did that!” Heinrich said. He was growing impatient and frustrated with the calm priest. This man believes too much. He thinks men are good . . . and that is naïve, foolhardy . . . and dangerous. 
Balthasar still smiled. “And He gave you the sun. Don’t you see? That is what we mean when we say He is everywhere and anywhere. God is within all of us, like I said. Is it just up to you to find Him, and I can help in that search.”
The minutes dragged on, and despite the quiet contemplation and sound of hooves on grass, Heinrich grew more agitated. Eager not to lose an argument, he cleared his throat and said, “So how do you explain all the warring and killing and hatred in life, priest? Why would God allow such things?”
Balthasar was shaking his head before Heinrich even finished. “Ah, the typical approach of a jaded, disheartened man. Men are sinners, investigator. They wage these battles for material things: wealth, land, title—”
“They wage them in God’s name!”
“It’s a farce, Herr Franz! They may claim whatever they want, but these men haven’t actually found Jesus or God. They are lying to themselves. They’ll have to eventually atone for their sins and actions, or they’ll burn in Hell.” Balthasar scratched his chin and stared off into the trees in the distance. Then he tilted his head and gazed into Heinrich’s eyes. His face took on a sudden hardness that Heinrich hadn’t seen yet.
“Heaven is not for everyone, investigator. Especially not the vain, greedy, or depraved. That being said, anyone can be forgiven.”
Heinrich frowned. “Even the murderers, rapists, and liars?”
“Anyone.”
Heinrich turned away from the priest and chuckled. “I think not. It is my job to give the wrongdoers a carriage ride straight to their maker, to be judged.”
“There is much loathing in your heart, my lord. What does that say about you, as a man? You say I am kind and honest because I was born and raised that way.” Balthasar frowned. “Well, weren’t you, too, before being driven by the same things that other men are driven by?”
Heinrich cocked his head and furrowed his brow. “What are you talking about?”
“I believe you can be a good man, like you once were, Heinrich. But you’ve let hatred sully your spirit, and your pride won’t allow God into your heart.”
The group reached the bottom of another hill, and Heinrich looked over his shoulder. The guards and other missionaries had backed off, obviously not wanting to be involved in the debate.
Heinrich leaned close to Balthasar and jabbed a finger in his chest. “Listen to me, priest. I only hate those who would harm or corrupt the ones I love. I am a harbinger of the law, not of retribution.”
The priest scratched his forehead and shrugged. “Weren’t you raised by a religious mother, Heinrich? A woman who advocated for the rights of other women, and who pampered your older brother? Did she not wish for a daughter, to continue her legacy, but got you instead? Did God corrupt your mother, then, for not giving you the love you deserved? Is that why you hate Him so, or why you hate and fear women?”
Heinrich felt an anger swell within his chest. It was a heavy anger, such that he hadn’t felt in years, and his head cocked back in surprise. “Where in limbo did you gather all of that, priest? That’s nonsense.” Spittle flew from his mouth, onto Balthasar’s robe. “You know nothing about me.”
“I know what the archbishop has told me about you, Heinrich. I was his religious ear, remember?” Balthasar’s happy, positive demeanor had suddenly vanished, and was replaced by a grim look. This was not the smiling “man of the cloth” Heinrich thought he was—this was a manipulator full of fire and brimstone. 
If this man can’t win with his silver tongue, he’ll win with his forked one.
“Don’t forget,” the priest continued in a low voice, “that our archives in the church are vast, and our records go far, far into the past.”
Heinrich found himself yelling, with his arms flying about wildly. “Quiet yourself! I said you know nothing of me, priest!”
Balthasar frowned. “I know that when you were young, your older brother drowned, and your father and mother blamed you, and then your father left your family.”
“I’m warning you, hellion,” Heinrich spat. “My father fled because he accidentally killed his friend. He was a coward, and he would not admit to his crime!”
The priest shrugged and raised his hands in surrender. His grim expression was once again changed to indifference and calmness. “Very well, very well, my apologies,” he said as the group reached the top of another hill. “But before I finish, let me pose you the same question you opened with.” The priest cleared his throat. “How would you know who to love and hate, if it weren’t for the things you know and learned growing up as a boy? I learned how to love because of God. You learned how to hate because you lacked faith. I believe you know these things because you feel the love and hatred in your heart and soul, where God resides. These things tear at you night and day, but I have a message, my friend . . . if you let God in, he can ease your suffering. But only if you allow him to.”
Heinrich stared forward, fuming, and Balthasar grabbed his reins and pulled his horse away from the investigator. Heinrich tried to block out the priest’s words, but his mind raced and he knew he wouldn’t be getting much sleep that night.
The same thought kept playing in his mind, over and over: It was God who brought my suffering, you fool. He cannot save me from it. 
“My lord!” a voice called, but Heinrich was still lost in his thoughts. “My lord!”
Heinrich heard hooves from behind and snapped back to reality. He turned in his saddle. Tomas was galloping toward him, one hand holding the reins of his steed, the other gripping an arquebus. He pointed the firearm in Heinrich’s direction.
The investigator’s eyes grew, and he spun forward. 
Five riders approached from the bottom of the hill, screaming toward the group with mad looks in their eyes. They were dressed in ragged clothes, with filthy faces and dirty beards. The missionaries retreated, while Tomas and the five guards rode over the lip of the hill to make their presence known.
Heinrich pulled on his reins and his horse went on its hind legs and reared loudly, pushing the investigator back on his saddle. He reached to the back of his trousers, fumbled with his arquebus, and felt the weapon fall to the ground.
Damn.
The bandits were just as the archbishop had warned—hungry and desperate. Heinrich figured they’d probably only seen him and Balthasar at first, at the top of the hill. But as the six guards swept by the investigator, cannons drawn and arms raised, the bandits scattered in all directions, but kept coming.
Bullets flew and smoke filled the sky.
Heinrich’s horse panicked and started circling, and the investigator searched the ground for his dropped weapon. 
One of the bandits went down with a scream, while one of Heinrich’s guards fell silently from his horse, clutching his neck.
A lone bandit came up from the side of the hill, flanking the group, and headed straight for Heinrich. The investigator’s mouth gaped. He could see the man’s yellow teeth.
The bandit aimed his arquebus at Heinrich. 
A shadow flew by. 
Balthasar had placed himself between the marauder and the investigator.
The weapon fired. 
Balthasar’s horse whinnied and sent the priest flying to the ground. The horse collapsed on him, and Balthasar cried out in pain. 
Heinrich jumped from his steed and rolled awkwardly in the grass. He crawled on his hands and knees toward his firearm, and he came up with the weapon, holding it in both hands. 
The bandit dismounted and pulled a knife from his belt. He ambled toward Balthasar, who was trapped under his own horse.
Heinrich still felt dizzy and disoriented. He leaped past his horse and staggered toward the bandit, whose attention was on Balthasar.
The priest grimaced and struggled to free his crushed leg from under the steed, but to no avail. 
The bandit was on top of Balthasar, with his knife, pulling his arm back to strike.
Heinrich walked up behind the bandit, pointed his pistol, and blew off the back of the man’s head. Balthasar and his horse were showered with brains and bits of skull. The bandit crumbled to the ground with his knife still poised in the air. 
Balthasar had a terrified look on his blood-spattered face. Heinrich breathed heavily and fell to his hands and knees, beside the priest and dead marauder. 
Three of the bandits lay dead on the bloody hillside, as well as two of Heinrich’s guards. The other two bandits fled, spurring their horses downhill and toward the trees on the horizon. Tomas and his remaining troop gave up the chase and circled back, heading toward Heinrich and Balthasar. One of the other two Jesuits trembled and pissed himself.
“Are you injured, my lord?” Tomas asked, jumping from his saddle. Heinrich was unable to speak, due to the adrenaline, so he simply shook his head. 
With the help of the other three guards, Tomas helped lift Balthasar’s dead horse, freeing the priest’s leg, and then he helped the priest to his feet. Balthasar winced and reached for the staff slung over his back. He leaned on it and then wiped the bandit’s blood from his face. His leg was clearly broken, and Heinrich assumed he’d walk with a limp for the rest of his life.
Still panting, Heinrich faced Balthasar. “So, priest . . . did God save your life right then?”
Balthasar frowned and clutched at his leg. He stared at Heinrich. “I don’t know, investigator . . . did He save yours?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
GEORG
 
 
Georg finished his ale, belched loudly, and pulled at his beard to wipe away the drops that missed his mouth. The barkeep set down another mug in front of him. 
“Much appreciated, Lars,” Georg said.
The blond man smiled. “Anything for the hero of Bedburg,” he said, and walked off to tend to other patrons.
Georg’s eyes locked onto a pair of wide hips strutting away from him. They belonged to a dark-haired beauty, Lars’ newest hire. 
The hunter’s eyes bulged and he faced Konrad, to his right. Despite the dark hair, the woman reminded him of Josephine. It reminded him how quickly someone could be replaced and forgotten. He knew the likelihood of finding Josephine’s true killer was slim, and the sense of urgency in finding the killer was fading more and more every day.
In a pious town like this, who cares about the death of a single woman with a questionable profession? Only me. 
“That woman could make a Moor blush,” Georg said, drawing a hearty laugh from Konrad. He wasn’t talking about the girl with the black hair, though he kept that to himself.
“How does it feel to be a hero?” Konrad asked, looking away from the woman.
Georg leaned forward on the table and looked down at his mug. “I’m no hero.”
“True.” Konrad finished his ale, slammed the mug down on the table, and asked Lars for another.
Georg looked around the tavern. It’s midnight, and loud men still tell their stories and strike drunken deals with people who will never remember the deals tomorrow. Perhaps the hysteria is truly gone. He inhaled deeply. “I did miss this place,” he said.
“You missed the smell of piss and vomit?” Konrad said.
Georg glanced at him from the corner of his eye. “I missed the warmth of the fire, the whispers flying from table to table. I tell you, following shady figures in the middle of the night is no way to spend a winter evening.”
“I wouldn’t know,” Konrad said. He lifted his mug to his mouth. “You said you had something to tell me, about that investigator? Is he one of the shady figures you speak of?”
“He talks big, but I think he’s harmless enough. I saw him get slammed to the ground in here, a few days before you showed up.” Georg tilted his head back and forth. “He’s a strange one, though. I’ve seen him without his gloves on—he wears a wedding ring, but has never been married. He lives here, but has no permanent place of residence in Bedburg. It’s all very odd.”
“Sounds like a slippery fellow.”
Georg nodded. “The church records are supposed to be all-telling . . . I think he’s been hired by outside forces that allow him to keep secrets, even from the church. It’s like he answers to no one here.”
“Didn’t he just travel to Cologne? That could be the place to look.”
The tavern door swung open, and a thin man ambled in. Georg glanced at the man, and then did a double take. “Ah,” he said, “speak of the Devil.” He motioned for Investigator Franz to join him.
“Hey, lawman!” Lars called from the other end of the bar, “I don’t want your trouble in here!”
Heinrich waved the man off. “I’m not here for trouble, I assure you. I’ve seen enough of that today.” He walked up to Georg and put a hand on his shoulder.
The investigator’s eyes seemed far away, like something was troubling him.
“Investigator Franz,” Georg said, “this is my friend, Konrad von Brühl. Konrad, Investigator Heinrich Franz.”
Konrad frowned. “I’ve seen the man,” he said, and then turned back to his mug.
Investigator Franz stared at Konrad’s purple scar that went from cheek to chin, and the patch covering his left eye, and then faced Georg. “Friend?” he said. “I thought I was your friend.”
“You don’t have any friends, remember?” Georg said flatly. He patted the stool next to him, and Heinrich plopped down on the seat. Lars brought the investigator a beer, grunted, and wandered off.
“How was your holiday?” Georg asked.
“It seemed long,” the investigator said, and then sighed.
After a bit of silent drinking, Georg leaned close to the investigator’s ear and whispered, “I’ve gathered some . . . titillating knowledge since you’ve been gone.”
“Titillating?” Heinrich said, “where did a soldier learn that word?”
Georg ignored him. “Remember the Achterbergs?”
“You mean the family whose matron I had burned as a witch, whose patriarch was murdered, and whose son rots in jail for the murder? No, please, remind me.”
Georg frowned and grunted. “You don’t have to be sour.”
Heinrich waved off the hunter. “I’ve had a long day. Had to blow a man’s head off this afternoon while saving a priest, of all people.”
Georg leaned back in his stool. “Not so harmless after all,” he said, drawing a chuckle from Konrad. “Anyway, I learned that the Achterbergs were ex-reformers. They were Protestants less than three years ago.”
“I’m assuming you gathered that from Father Nicolaus and the church records?” 
Georg nodded.
The investigator finished his ale. “Well, I assumed as much when I heard Bertrude Achterberg call Dorothea Gabler a Catholic whore.”
Georg cocked an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you tell me that? Could have saved me some legwork.”
“We aren’t partners,” Heinrich said with a shrug. He looked at Georg’s grimy beard. “And I thought it didn’t matter.”
Georg crossed his arms over his wide chest. He reached for his mug, drained half of it, and said, “Fine, then I won’t tell you what else I learned.” Then he turned away from the investigator.
Heinrich rolled his eyes. “I apologize,” he said, putting his hand on Georg’s shoulder. “For such a big man, you have a surprisingly thin skin. But, please, do tell.”
Georg leaned in conspiratorially. He looked over both his shoulders, and his voice was barely more than a whisper. “That cabin that I found during the hunt . . . I wasn’t just imagining things. I tracked a man going there a few days back, and saw a woman at the door. Not a ghost, but a flesh-and-blood woman.”
Heinrich began nodding.
“And guess who the man was,” Georg said excitedly. “Peter Griswold.”
The investigator’s head shot up from its slumped position, and his weary eyes lit up. “So that’s where he goes at night . . .”
Georg nodded and clapped his hands, drawing a few offended eyes from around the tavern. “He goes just about every other night. I don’t know who the woman is, but I wanted to wait for you to return before barging in. I wouldn’t have the right questions.”
Heinrich slapped Georg on the shoulder and smiled. “Nice work, my good hunter. Maybe we can be partners after all. Were you seen?”
Georg opened his mouth, hesitated, and winced. “Not . . . by them,” he began, “but I was followed, and it turned out to be that damn nun from the church! I gave her a good scare, so we won’t have to worry about her anymore.”
Heinrich scrunched his face. “Why would the church be keeping an eye on you?”
Georg shrugged. “That’s a good question. See, you always have the good questions.”
The investigator tapped his mug of beer and started twirling his mustache. “What would the bishop want with you?” he asked under his breath. Then he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Would you like to go find out who our mystery woman is?”
Georg looked at Heinrich, then his mug, then back to Heinrich. “Right now? This late at night?”
Investigator Franz smiled. “Precisely the best time, my good hunter.”
“But I’m drunk.”
The investigator was already standing from his seat. “And you won’t be tomorrow night?”
 
 
 
Konrad begged to join them in the woods, but Heinrich and Georg left him at the tavern to drown himself in ale. As Georg was leaving, he watched Konrad strike up a conversation with the black-haired woman, and the woman promptly slapped him across the face.
Georg smiled. “He’s a good man, you know,” he told Heinrich as they took off down the road. The night was cold and crisp, and all the townspeople were either asleep, or at the tavern. “He was a comrade of mine when I fought for Alexander Farnese.”
“The Duke of Parma?” Heinrich asked.
Georg nodded.
“Well, I’m sure he’s a good man, but I don’t know him. Also, you need to stop flapping your tongue when you get drink in you. Our partnership is confidential.”
The hunter coughed and waved his hands. “I was whispering. There’s no way he was listening. Did you see how drunk he was?”
The investigator rolled his eyes. “Just tell me what you learned in private next time.”
They made their way south, to the edge of town, and then cut east toward the Griswold estate. The house was dark, and no smoke came from its chimney. At the current hour, everyone was likely asleep. 
They ran past the house and broke out into the open countryside. Before long, they came to the woods, sauntered past the first rows of trees, and Georg took the lead. He led them gingerly through foliage that grew thicker and thicker the deeper they went. He swung at low-hanging branches and cleared the way for Heinrich. A few times, he heard the investigator spitting leaves out of his mouth and cursing.
“Aren’t you afraid of wolves preying on us in here?” the investigator whispered.
Georg craned his neck and whispered over his shoulder, “Are you jesting? I killed the Werewolf of Bedburg. They wouldn’t dare.”
They crept through the woods until they came to the clearing. It had taken them an hour to penetrate the woods. The moon was hidden beneath gray clouds and treetop canopies, and in the darkness the decrepit cabin was nearly impossible to see. 
But Georg knew where to look, and he crouched and led Heinrich forward. 
At the front door, Georg breathed heavily and then knocked: twice hard, thrice soft, and then once more hard. 
Heinrich eyed the hunter with a questioning look.
They heard movement coming from inside, and Heinrich drew his arquebus.
A voice was speaking before the door even opened. “Back already—” the voice started, but trailed off as the woman in the doorway saw the two unfamiliar faces of Georg and Heinrich. She tried to slam the door shut, but Georg’s foot was in the hinge, and he held out a big hand and shoved the door back. The woman yelped and retreated into the house. 
Georg and Heinrich dashed forward.
The woman reached for a pitchfork in the corner of the room.
Heinrich pointed his weapon in her face, and she froze.
That was the first time Georg got a good look at the woman: She was middle-aged, with lines on her face, and gray-black curls that swept to her shoulders. Despite the stone-cold look in her eyes, she still held the beauty of a younger woman.
Staring down the barrel of Heinrich’s arquebus, her brows curved toward her nose. “Who are you?” 
“We’ll ask the questions,” Heinrich said. “Put down the fork.”
She hesitated, but finally lowered the tool and let it clink to the ground.
Georg took a gander around the house. It was quaint, small, with a hearth at one end, a small bed, a stove, and a round table in the center of the room.
“Who are you?” Heinrich asked, tucking his pistol back in his trousers. “What is your name?”
“I’m . . . Katharina. Katharina Trompen.”
The investigator leaned his head to one side. “Are you sure? Georg, does she sound sure to you?”
“Sure don’t,” said the hunter, who was staring into the flames of the hearth.
The woman put her hands on her hips. “I’m as sure as I’m sure it’s night outside.”
“What’s your relationship with Peter Stubbe?” 
“Peter . . . Stubbe?”
Heinrich rolled and cracked his wrist, and then nodded. “Peter Griswold. What’s your relationship with him?”
Katharina took a step toward the table, ran a hand over the wood, and stared at the investigator. “Are you going to kill me? You still haven’t told me who you are, though I guess the big one is Georg.”
The hunter chuckled.
“No,” Heinrich said, “we aren’t going to kill or harm you. My name is Investigator Franz, this is my associate, and now that we’re all acquainted will you tell me what I want to know?”
Katharina cleared her throat. “Would you gentlemen like some food? I have freshly baked bread—”
“Quit stalling, woman.”
“I am a widower, investigator. All right? It isn’t something I’d like everyone to know. I’m sure you understand.”
“I do,” Georg chimed in, and then he walked to the table and took a seat.
Heinrich gave the hunter an ugly look. “And Peter Griswold?”
“He is my friend and . . . my caretaker.”
“Caretaker?”
“I don’t leave the house very much, if you can imagine.” Katharina swept her hands out at her meager cabin, while also alluding to the fact that she lived in a forest. “So, yes, Peter comes to me and gives me food and other things I need. Is that a crime?”
“How long have you known Herr Griswold?” the investigator asked, stroking his chin. He started pacing around the table, and then his face lit up. “And why are you hiding from Bedburg?”
Katharina took a seat across from Georg. “I’ve known Peter for years. And I’m not hiding, investigator. I’m just living. It’s really none of your concern.”
“But it is,” Heinrich said. He clasped his hands behind his back as he paced, and then pointed a finger toward the ceiling. “There are lots of strange things happening in and around Bedburg, and when we see an eerie, secret cabin in the woods, it gives us reason for alarm.”
Katharina sighed, and she ruffled her gray-black locks. “I don’t like my affairs to be noticed by the church, if you must know. If they found out I’ve not been paying taxes, they would take my home. I’d rather not go through the trouble, and, as it is, I’m not causing anyone any problems.”
“She makes a point,” Georg said.
Heinrich stopped in place and nodded. “We appreciate your candor, Frau Trompen. Now, before we’re on our way, let me ask you another question: What do you know of the Protestant rebellion?”
Georg stomped on the ground, taken aback. Any word about the Protestants was new knowledge to him. What did you find out in Cologne, you sneaky rodent? 
Katharina looked at her feet, and then back to the investigator. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”
Heinrich nodded, slowly, and the seconds dragged on excruciatingly. “Very well,” he finally said, smiling. “Thank you for your time. Georg, let’s go.”
Georg stood, nodded to the woman, and then followed Heinrich outside. 
Katharina Trompen stood in the doorway, watching them leave. “Come back any time, boys, and you’ll see I have nothing to hide,” she called out, and then disappeared into her cabin.
“Why didn’t you arrest her for evading her taxes?” Georg asked when they were back in the midst of the trees.
“I want to watch her,” Heinrich said. “We might need her later.”
Georg shrugged. “Well, she seems like a nice enough woman.”
“Nice enough, yes. But she’s also lying to us, my good hunter.”
“How do you know—” Georg began to say, but then shook his head. “Never mind . . . it’s your job to know.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
DIETER
 
 
In the early morning, Father Nicolaus gave a somber sermon to his congregation. He spoke about the trials and tribulations of having a crisis of faith, and how to stay obedient and resilient to God.
Dieter was lethargic, and could tell the congregation knew. Tired words and stutters replaced his usual enthusiasm, and he frowned at the churchgoers after giving his sermon.
Sybil was absent from the crowd, as she had been for half a week. Perhaps she’s finally heeding her father’s words.
Investigator Franz stood in the back of the room, the first appearance he’d made since returning from Cologne. Next to him stood a bald man with a round head whom Dieter didn’t recognize.
After leading the congregation through a prayer, Mass was dismissed, and people shuffled out quietly.
As the church emptied, Investigator Franz walked up to the pulpit, with his bald acquaintance behind him. The man wore priestly robes and limped with the aid of a wooden staff.
“Father Nicolaus,” Heinrich said as he approached, “I give you Vicar Balthasar Schreib, a Jesuit deputy from Cologne. He speaks on behalf of Archbishop Ernst.”
“This is the man you were sent to retrieve?” Dieter asked. He glanced at Balthasar and stayed quiet, before finally bowing to the priest. “Please excuse my rudeness. Welcome, brother.”
Vicar Balthasar smiled and bowed. “Thank you, brother. I’ve been sent to aid in your conversion of the Protestants. Investigator Franz and I have just returned from a discussion with Lord Werner.”
“I’m not much for politics,” Dieter said, “but I hope things went well.”
Investigator Franz started backpedaling. “My work here is finished, so I’ll leave you to it.”
Once Heinrich had left, Balthasar said, “I was hoping for an audience with your bishop, if that’s possible.”
Dieter nodded. “Indeed. Please, follow me.”
Before stepping away from the pulpit, a loud voice from outside caught the attention of both priests. Balthasar looked at Dieter for an explanation, and the younger priest sighed. “That would be Pastor Hanns Richter, a rather vocal preacher of the Lutheran faith. He’s been sermonizing outside of our church for some time now. He’s liked by the public, and is the only man with the gall to speak openly about the values of Martin Luther.”
Balthasar sniffed and frowned. “A heretical act that must be stopped,” he said, “lest he draw the whole town to his burdensome beliefs.”
Dieter nodded. He led Vicar Balthasar down the back hallway, passing Sister Salome as they walked. The vicar bowed to the nun, and Salome bowed even lower, as a sign of respect.
Dieter rapped on Bishop Solomon’s door. He was called in, and Dieter introduced Balthasar. Solomon excused Dieter, and the priest left the room.
Back in the nave, Sister Salome was sweeping the dust from around the pews. Father Nicolaus went to the pulpit and went on his hands and knees in front of a statue of Christ. He clasped his hands in front of his face.
Dear God, he said to himself, I beg You to show me a sign—show me what to do. I’ve not seen Sybil in three days and nights, and I fear I’ve lost her, or worse, that she’s given up on me. I preach about chastity, obedience, and resilience, but You know I’ve failed in this. I am lost, Lord, and I seek Your guidance.

Send me a sign, Father. I love that girl, and cannot hide my feelings much longer. My heart aches. I know I’ve failed You, Lord, but please don’t rebuke Your humble servant. Send me back on the path of righteousness, so that I may serve You with my entire heart, once again. Amen.
“Father Nicolaus?”
Dieter went to his feet and turned. He smiled. 
Sybil stood in the doorway of the church.
The priest looked skyward, said a silent word of thanks, and rushed over to Sybil. She looked distraught and lost, just as he felt. She was holding something under her dress.
“My dear,” Dieter said, resting his hands on Sybil’s shoulders. “Come, let us go to the gardens.”
As they walked outside, Dieter craned his neck and noticed Sister Salome standing, broom in hand, watching as they retreated outside. They went to the flower cloister on the east wall of the church, and Dieter produced his wooden cross amulet from beneath his robes. He smiled and said, “I still wear your gift everyday, Beele.”
Sybil faced the ground. 
Dieter frowned and tried to meet her eyes. “What’s wrong? My heart leaps at seeing you—are you not happy to see me?”
Sybil stared up into the priest’s tired eyes. “I don’t regret what happened three nights ago, Dieter. I hope you don’t, too.”
Dieter stuttered, but then closed his mouth.
“I’ve been absent because my father has insisted I give Johannes von Bergheim another chance at meeting with me. I’ve been in his company for the past two nights, and I don’t know how much longer I can stand it.”
Dieter furrowed his brow and squinted. “Has he harmed you?”
Sybil shook her head.
“I will speak with your father.”
“No!” Sybil said, eyes opening wide. She looked around, aware that she’d shouted the word. “No, please don’t. I told him I love you, but he can’t know about . . . what we did. No one can, like you said. But I came to say I miss you, and to give you this.” She produced a thin booklet from the folds of her dress.
Dieter took the booklet. “What is this?”
“I want you to teach me to read that next. I stole it from my father’s chambers.”
Dieter opened the leather-bound cover of the booklet. The pages were old and weathered. “You know stealing is unacceptable, Beele.” He turned to the first page and read a few lines. Then his mouth dropped open. His eyes darted around, and he slammed the booklet shut. With a hushed tone, he said, “What is the meaning of this, Sybil? This is Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses! I can’t be seen with this! Do you know what would happen if you were caught reading this?”
Sybil put her hands together and leaned closer to the priest. “Please, Dieter, do this for me. I want to learn more, and I know you must be curious as well.”
“Beele . . .”
“Just consider it,” Sybil said. She looked over her shoulder, and then to the roses and lilies. “It’s a winter miracle that they’re still in bloom,” she said, smiling.
Dieter said nothing as he stared at the leather-bound book.
“I must go before my father finds out I’ve been here,” Sybil said. 
Dieter sighed, but before he could say anything else, Sybil rushed into his arms and embraced him, and leaned her head into his chest. After a long hug, she scampered off down the hill, passing by Pastor Richter.
Dieter stood in the doorway of the church, hands on his hips, staring down at the Lutheran preacher. His mind raced. This girl will be the death of me, he thought. But he didn’t care. He still loved her.
“Ah, Father Nicolaus, there you are. Will you join us?”
Dieter turned around. Vicar Balthasar was limping down the aisle with Bishop Solomon behind him. 
“Join you in what?”
“In doing the Lord’s work,” Balthasar said with a wry smile. His round, jovial face looked odd and serious. “And not just the Lord’s work, but also Lord Werner’s.”
Confused, Dieter scratched the stubble on his chin. Instead of asking the vicar to clarify, he followed Balthasar and the bishop and headed out of the church, and then downhill. They came to Pastor Richter, who had a group of ten or so townsfolk listening to his fiery sermon.
Three armed soldiers appeared from the shadows of nearby buildings. The pastor stopped speaking when he saw spears being brandished. The group listening to him silently dispersed.
Pastor Richter stepped down from his overturned fruit crate, and the soldiers kicked the crate away.
The vicar, bishop, and priest surrounded him. 
Vicar Balthasar stood with his arms crossed over his chest, a smug smile on his face. “Pastor Hanns Richter,” he said.
“What do you want?” the pastor asked, frowning. He stared at the spearheads pointed in his direction.
The vicar cleared his throat. “With the power given to me by Lord Werner of Bedburg, Archbishop Ernst of Cologne above him, Pope Sixtus above him, and God above all, I hereby place you under arrest. You are to be placed in Bedburg’s jailhouse, until you are tried.”
All of the pastor’s congregation could hear Balthasar’s loud voice. 
“What is the meaning of this?” the pastor asked. “I am a peaceful speaker. Under what charges am I being arrested?”
“Heresy.”
 
  
 
A shadowy twilight overtook Bedburg, and Dieter sat on a pew in his dark church, surrounded by his own thoughts. He placed his hands on his knees and stared at the weeping statue of Christ’s crucifixion. Over the last two years, since arriving in Bedburg, he’d prayed to the statue nearly every day. He’d been sent by Archbishop Ernst to help Solomon run the church. He never expected that running the church would be so vexing.
Since his stay, he’d accomplished many things: He’d helped sway opinion back to the Catholic faith; he’d grown gardens and flowers, and gave people a renewed hope; he’d preached unforgettable sermons, heard the confessions of hundreds, helped the needy and poor.
He’d fallen in love.
Now, for the first time in his life, Dieter wasn’t sure if the statue of Christ held the same meaning it once had. He doubted his true destiny in life. 
Perhaps this is what God wants, he thought, for me to doubt His word, so that I could find my path back into His loving arms. For the first time, God didn’t have the answers that Dieter sought.
Outside, snow started falling. A cold wind swept ice and fluff against the church’s doors and walls. 
Inside, it was cool and silent. Dieter felt a sickness in his stomach. The few candles that lit the hall flickered, and Dieter shivered and wrapped his cassock tight around his body.
He was alone, wallowing in self-pity, but he knew it didn’t have to be that way. He could immerse himself. It was blasphemy to read the manuscript Sybil had given him, But maybe Martin Luther’s diatribe is the sign I’m looking for. Perhaps that’s what God is trying to show me.  
After praying for the third time that day, Dieter stood from the pew and shuffled down the hallway. He opened the door to his small, quaint chamber. The room had only a bed and a table, for reading and writing. It was more like a jail cell than a room. 
He lit the candle on the table. He sat down, sighed, and produced the manuscript from under his robe. He set the booklet on the table, stared at it, and then ran a hand over its rough, leather cover. To think, that such a small document could hold so much power, and cause so much change in the world. To many, the words in this manuscript hold more power than any length of steel. 
With a heavy heart and soul, Dieter’s eyes hovered over the leather-bound manuscript of the Ninety-Five Theses. Then he took a deep breath, opened the cover, and began reading.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil sat in a massive stateroom with her hands on her lap. She peered around the mansion—one of Baron Bergheim’s private estates—at the high ceilings, carved columns, and beautiful paintings on the walls. Ludwig von Bergheim had one of the largest houses in Bedburg, and it was only his vacation home.
Three housemaids entered and left the room at various intervals, bringing tables for wine and food and other accoutrements. Other than the maids, the house was left entirely to Sybil and Johannes von Bergheim for the night.
Sybil wore a modest green gown that highlighted her fair skin and hair. She’d taken a carriage from her estate, offered by Baron Bergheim. As she sat, tense and uncomfortable, she still wondered what the baron could possibly want with an arranged marriage between his noble son and a farmer’s daughter. 
In front of her luxurious chair was a red, Persian rug, and beyond that a large hearth was built into the wall. The hearth crackled with flames. Johannes von Bergheim stood on the Persian rug, dressed in an exquisite tunic, looking every part the nobleman.
Johannes crossed his arms, staring at Sybil through narrow eyes, and then he tapped his chin. He snapped his fingers, and a servant girl shyly entered the room. “Bring us food and wine,” he ordered. The girl scampered off, leaving Sybil and Johannes alone.
“My father is happy how things have been getting on since our embarrassing . . . mishap. You even look halfway decent for a change.” Johannes stared at Sybil with a sideways glance. “You don’t have the classical beauty of Margreth, but there is some appeal in your common appearance.” The nobleman smiled. “You’re an every-day girl, and though your wardrobe decisions are hideous, they somehow accentuate your prettiness.” He spoke as if Sybil wasn’t sitting right in front of him.
Sybil eyed the ground. “Thank you, my lord.”
“Your breasts could be bigger,” Johannes said with a shrug. “Margreth does have quite a pair, does she not?” He snickered. “Perhaps yours will grow in. You’re still young.”
Sybil’s face turned red. 
Lord Johannes took a seat across from Sybil, next to the fire, and put one leg over his knee. The fire behind him caused his shadow to loom across the entire room. He stared at Sybil, who looked at everything except the nobleman—the patterns on the Persian rug; a painting above the fireplace; her own feet—and then a side door opened. Two servant girls appeared, one holding plates of food, the other with a carafe and a bottle of wine. 
The food plates were filled with boiled quail eggs, snails from France, caviar, fine cheeses, and other delicacies. After placing the food and wine on the table, the servant girls bowed and started to leave.
“Wait, Hilde, come back,” Johannes said, snapping his fingers. The girl who’d brought the wine stopped in her tracks and faced the young lord. She was a bigger girl, but no older than twenty. She looked scared as she stood next to Johannes.
“Yes, my lord?”
“Show Sybil what a voluptuous woman looks like,” Johannes said.
Hilde’s scrunched her forehead. “E-excuse me, lord?”
“Come on,” Johannes said, “lower your dress and show Sybil your breasts. Show her what she has to look forward to.”
Sybil’s heart sank for the scared girl. She sat forward in her chair and said, “Really, my lord, that’s not necess—”
“Quiet,” Johannes said in a dark tone. He looked back at Hilde, whose eyes were beginning to tear up. “Well,” he said, “do you want me to tell my father you’ve been disobedient?”
The servant girl’s eyes took on a distant stare as she quietly slid the top of her dress from her body. 
Lord Johannes giggled, and he grabbed and squeezed at the girl’s exposed breasts. “Ah!” he said, “that’s good, Hilde. A real woman. Now go on and leave my sight.” Johannes slapped the girl’s backside as she hurried out of the room.
Sybil felt disgusted, and she lost any appetite she may have had. How can this spoiled brat get away with so much, without any consequence? Sybil shook her head. That girl was petrified.  
 “I can tell you don’t approve of my actions,” Johannes said, studying Sybil’s face. “But Hilde is my servant, and I can do as I please with her.” With a calmness that suggested he didn’t give the event a single thought, the nobleman said, “I can’t wait to leave this place.” He gazed around at the countless paintings on the walls, and sighed. “Bedburg is such an ugly town.” He stood from his chair and walked over to the food table and picked up a slice of cheese. 
He moved to the wine table and blocked Sybil’s sight with his body. She heard him pour two glasses of something, and then he handed one of the glasses to her.
“I’m really not thirsty, my lord,” Sybil said.
“You will drink,” Johannes commanded. He shoved the wineglass in Sybil’s face, and then took a sip from his own glass. “As I was saying,” he said, walking back to his seat, “I belong with my friends and colleagues. The people here are boring and uncultured. And then there’s that dreaded witch, Margreth.” The lord shook his head. “And you, I suppose. But you must know that you will not be my only woman once we are married. A man like me deserves more.”
A man like you deserves a sword down his throat, Sybil thought. A quiet anger swept over her, and she took a sip of wine to hide her discomfort.
“It’s a nobleman’s job to spread his seed to as many women as possible,” Johannes said confidently, as if he actually believed his words. “Because babies die far too frequently, and I need one to stay alive.” He smiled cruelly. 
“You would father bastard children . . . knowingly?” Sybil asked, shocked. She instantly regretted speaking out.
Johannes frowned and narrowed his eyes. He looked like he was about to spit on Sybil, or on the rug. “Watch yourself, girl. You have no place judging me. I would see that my family’s legacy continues on. You wouldn’t understand that, though. You’re just a commoner.”
Sybil took another, longer gulp of wine, and before long she felt her cheeks getting warm and rosy.
“Are you chaste?” Johannes asked abruptly. “I mean, you must be, the way you ran out on me the other night. You were like a scared lamb.” He chuckled. “Any other girl would pay to have me. I mean, just look at how Margreth groveled at my feet.”
Sybil’s body stiffened, her neck tightening. A thin sheen of sweat formed on her upper lip. You mistake groveling with patronizing, you intolerable wretch. She looked at her wineglass. I’ll need to watch my drinking, lest I speak my mind and really make a mess of things. 
“Well?” Johannes asked, raising one eyebrow.
“Y-yes, my lord. I am a virgin.”
Johannes clapped his hands and smiled. “Good. When we move from here I suspect that your father will help supply Bergheim with pigs. As a bonus, I’ll get a wife who’s as pure as first snow in winter. Perhaps this isn’t such a terrible deal after all.”
Sybil stumbled over the words. “Excuse me, my lord. When we move?”
Johannes drained his wine and stood to pour some more, but then paused. “Of course. You didn’t expect we’d stay in this hellhole of a town, did you? No, you’ll live in one of our mansions in Bergheim. Or perhaps we’ll move to Cologne . . . some place with a learned, civilized people.”
“What about my father? What will he do? What will we do?”
Johannes stopped mid-pour and faced Sybil. “I could care less what he does,” he said. “But as for you and me, what do you think we’ll do? Are you really that shallow? We’ll do what married people do, girl. You’ll father my children, I’ll have heirs, and I’ll join parliament and take care of matters you wouldn’t understand. My father is getting old, and I will take his position someday. Being a married man—even to someone such as yourself—will give me more clout in office.”
“But what if I don’t want to be your housewife,” Sybil said, raising her voice. She looked down at her wine cup. Dammit, she thought, angry at herself for speaking so bluntly. 
Johannes stayed calm. “What you want is of no concern to me. Everything’s already been arranged by our fathers.”
Sybil had the urge to throw her cup on the Persian rug. But before she could get any angrier, her mind started to get fuzzy, and she became suddenly drowsy. It started off as a dull headache, but quickly grew worse and worse.
“Are you feeling all right?” Johannes asked.
Sybil’s vision started to blur around the edges of her eyes, and she knew something was wrong. She’d been drunk before, although not often, but this was something different. Something diabolical was afoot, creeping up through her body. Her tight muscles began to relax, and she heard her cup drop to the ground with a clang. She stared up at Johannes with a confused look, tried to say something, but couldn’t be sure if any words came.
“That took longer than expected,” Johannes muttered to himself. He ambled toward her, and stared into her listless eyes. He grabbed her shoulders and had a dark smile on his face. 
Then he said something, but Sybil couldn’t understand his words. All she could see was his cruel grin, and then her eyes were facing the floor, which was rushing up to meet her, and she slipped into darkness.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
HEINRICH
 
 
Peter Griswold awoke with a start, lying in a pool of his own sweat. His heart raced. Something was wrong. It was the middle of the night, but he could feel it—something was wrong.
The door to his room opened with a creak, and he jumped to his feet. His son, Hugo, stood in the doorway with a frightened look on his face. 
“Father, did you hear that?” the boy asked.
Disoriented, Peter threw on a robe to cover his nakedness, and then he ran and embraced his son. He didn’t know what Hugo was talking about, and he couldn’t remember if he’d been in the midst of a nightmare when he awoke.
“What is it, son? Go back to sleep,” he urged.
Hugo whimpered and shook his head. “I’m scared,” he said. “I heard something.” He held a stuffed doll tight against his chest. Sybil had made the doll for him, and it resembled a horse.
Clank.
The noise came from outside. “Stay here,” Peter said. He wrapped his robe tight, but struggled with his one hand.
Still sweating, Peter left his room. He crept to the front of the house and held his ear against the door.
Ting.
This time it sounded like someone had kicked a bucket. “Dammit,” a voice cursed.
Peter ran back to his room and reached under his bed. He pulled out a long rifle and a few bullets. Hugo was huddled in a corner of the room, wide-eyed, knees pulled up against his chest. 
Peter hadn’t used a firearm in years. He grasped the weapon in his knees and loaded it with his one good hand. He ran back to the front of the house and took a deep breath.
He slowly pushed the door open and walked out into the fields, barefoot. Even though it wasn’t snowing anymore, the night was crisp, and white clumps of soft snow had settled over his crops.
He moved slowly—like a wolf stalking his prey—to the side of the house, where he’d heard the noises coming from.
He raised the rifle and nestled the butt of it against his right shoulder. It quivered against his shoulder because he couldn’t grip the barrel to aim properly. 
He thought his eyes played tricks on him, and he blinked hard. The moon was hidden above a blanket of clouds, and he stared into pitch-blackness. He edged closer to his two barns—one that housed pigs and cows, the other with horses and slaves—and squinted into the shadowy alcoves of the structures. He didn’t see any shapes, and the animals and thralls slept soundly.
Breathing deep, he mustered the willpower to speak. “Show yourself!” he called out, “or I’ll shoot you dead!”
His bare feet were turning numb from the snow, and he stopped moving. He aimed his arquebus in all directions, unsure of where to point the thing.
He heard a rustling, back behind the barns. 
Peter took off sprinting toward the noise. He rounded the side of the barn where the pigs and cows were sheltered. He reached the back of the barn and spotted a silhouette.
The figure was on four legs. Its back was turned to Peter, and a hood covered its face. Peter slowly shuffled toward it.
Abruptly, the figure stood on two legs and took off running, away from the barn and into the darkness.
“Damn you!” Peter shouted. He aimed at the figure’s back, which became smaller and smaller as it ran into the night. Peter’s hand trembled, and he put his finger on the trigger.
He breathed heavily, but couldn’t rally the courage to shoot. Within moments the figure had disappeared into the darkness. Peter sighed loudly and let his rifle fall to his side. He groaned, and then his eyes followed the footprints in the snow.
Whoever—or whatever—had been snooping around his estate was headed back toward Bedburg.
 
 
 
It was morning, and Heinrich Franz hurried away from Castle Bedburg, toward the church. It was a gray, gloomy morning. Townsfolk shoveled snow out of the roads so that they could guide their carts to the marketplace. Heinrich passed a few people he recognized and nodded to them, but few of them returned his nods. The gray clouds and snowy roads made the town seem despondent.
As he kept walking, Heinrich realized that the weather might not have been why people seemed to be avoiding him. He’d become somewhat of a nuisance in the quiet town—always questioning people and causing a ruckus—and while he was in Cologne, his absence had probably been a welcome sight.
It seemed that anyone who talked to the investigator ended up in trouble, so most people wanted nothing to do with him. It was a bad omen for Investigator Franz to be seen at your door.  
He knew his reputation, but shrugged away the thoughts. It’s not my job to make friends, he reminded himself.
He reached the church just before morning Mass, and entered through the stained-glass doors. Father Dieter Nicolaus and Sister Salome were speaking to each other next to the pulpit at the end of the room.
“Investigator Franz,” Father Nicolaus said in a flat tone as Heinrich approached. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”
Heinrich chuckled. “No need to feign kindness with me, Father. I know you hate me.”
“I don’t hate you,” the priest said, “I am a man of God. But I’m also not feigning kindness.”
“Nonsense,” Heinrich said. “Even God hates me.” He saw Sister Salome’s mouth open wide, and he waved his hand. “That’s neither here nor there. I require the aid of one of you.”
Father Nicolaus sighed and nodded to Sister Salome. “I’ll help him, but could you prepare my sermon for me? It should be sitting in my chambers.”
The nun bowed her head and shuffled out of the room, toward the back hallway.
Father Nicolaus put his hands on his hips. “What is it you need?”
“Records,” Heinrich said, reaching into his tunic and presenting the priest with a roll of parchment, “and knowledge. I figured the best place to look for those two things would be the church.”
“Our records are not for public viewing.”
“I’m on official business,” Heinrich replied. He handed the roll of parchment forward.
Father Nicolaus scratched his head as he read the document, and then he shrugged and turned, waving for Heinrich to follow him. “I guess you’ve come to the right place.”
They walked down the hallway, passed the chambers of the priests, nun, and bishop, and came to a small stairwell at the end of the hall. The stairs spiraled down for two flights to a dark, damp room. A torch was perched at the bottom of the stairs, and Father Nicolaus lit it, illuminating the room. They walked to the other end of the chamber, to a closed door.
Father Nicolaus placed the torch on a holder on the wall, and then opened the door. “We don’t allow lit flames in the records room,” he explained. 
“Probably for the best,” Heinrich said. 
The room was dusty and had high ceilings, and columns that held up the roof. Rows and rows of bookshelves were set against every wall. Though the place was dark, a few windows near the top of the ceiling allowed murky light to shine in, and it didn’t take long for Heinrich’s eyes to adjust.  
“The church’s records room holds information on the history of Bedburg, including anyone who’s ever moved or lived here in the last seven centuries,” Father Nicolaus said. “What are you looking for?”
“Records on the history of the Griswold family.”
Father Nicolaus raised his eyebrows, and Heinrich could tell that his muscles tightened. “Peter Griswold’s family?”
“Is there another Griswold family in Bedburg? I’ll need records on his son and daughter as well, whom I’m aware you know quite well.”
“I don’t know them well,” the priest snapped, but his body language and the speed to which he responded betrayed his words.
“It isn’t good to lie in a holy place, Father,” Heinrich said with a wry smile.
The priest walked to a shelf deep in the room, as if he’d pinpointed the location without needing to think about it. He shuffled through some papers, muttering to himself, then pulled several yellow, crumpled pieces of parchment from the shelf. 
“Here is the information we have on the Griswolds, investigator. Can you read? Would you like assistance?”
Heinrich narrowed his eyes at the priest and frowned. He snatched the papers away and said, “I can read, but I’ll need some privacy.”
“Might I ask what you’re inquiring about? Maybe I can help.”
“You’re too eager for your own good, priest. Just give me privacy.”
Father Nicolaus stood upright. “I’ll be on the other side of the room. I’m sure you’ll understand that we don’t allow anyone to read the records in solitude. It’s a matter of protecting the documents and making sure they aren’t . . . modified.”
Heinrich nodded and shooed the priest away with a wave of his hand. He leaned over the first page and started reading. The page told of the first generation of Griswolds to arrive in Bedburg, namely Peter Griswold’s father. 
It didn’t take long for Heinrich to have a good understanding of the family.
Peter Griswold’s father, Ubel, was a Rhenish settler. He’d lived in a rural town called Epprath, near Cologne, before coming to Bedburg. 
The family has never been too far from Bedburg . . .
Ubel died young, of unknown causes. So did his wife. Before dying, Ubel’s wife birthed two children: a son and a daughter. When he was old enough, Peter moved to Bedburg with his new wife, Helena, and his sister. Peter became an influential pig farmer in Bedburg.
Peter had two children with Helena: Sybil, his daughter, and Hugo, his son. Helena died giving birth to her son. Shortly after Helena’s death, Peter’s sister went missing. She vanished, and was thought to have either died during a cold winter, or to have fled the electorate of Cologne, for unknown reasons. She hadn’t been heard of since.
Heinrich kept scanning the pages. His brow perked up when he came to a particular side note: Peter and his family were Catholic converts, and the church believed they still practiced Lutheranism, to this day.
Heinrich squinted as he stared at the side note. The ink was certainly much fresher than the ink on the rest of the pages, like it had been a recent update. 
Other pages showed the Griswold’s yearly tax yield, what they grew and how much of it, and other statistics that Heinrich shuffled into his memory, but had little use of at the moment.
When Heinrich placed the records back on the shelf, he couldn’t help but smirk, though he tried to hide it from Father Nicolaus. He knew he’d just learned valuable information, and was inching closer to the truth he desired.   
 
 
 
 
Heinrich took a horse to the southern farmlands, to the Griswold estate. It was midday, and the sun’s rays finally peeked through the gray clouds. 
To his surprise, a carriage loomed next to the estate. The tall, stiff baron, Ludwig von Bergheim, was speaking with Peter outside the farmer’s house. 
Heinrich spurred his horse and got within earshot of the two. Peter sighed as he watched Heinrich approach.     
“I’m not entertaining guests tonight, investigator,” Peter called out.
“I’m afraid you are, Herr Griswold.” Heinrich dismounted and led his horse toward the baron and the farmer.
Baron Bergheim turned and stared down his narrow nose at Heinrich, and gave the investigator a slight sneer. Then he turned back to Peter and said, “As I was saying, the girl drank quite a bit, but she should feel better soon.”
“And you’re certain of the other thing?” Peter asked, glancing at the investigator.
Ludwig nodded. “My son told me as much. If you’d like, I could send a doctor to check on her.”
Peter frowned and slowly nodded. “That would be fine.”
Heinrich stared at the two, trying to make sense of their conversation. It had become a public story that the magistrate of Bergheim and the wealthy farmer had been brokering a marriage arrangement between their children. Ludwig’s words seemed to confirm that notion.
“Very well,” Baron Bergheim said, nodding to Peter. He spun on his heels, waltzed past Heinrich, and stepped gingerly into his carriage, which wheeled around and took off down the road.
“You shouldn’t have heard any of that,” Peter said to Heinrich once the baron had left.
Heinrich waved at the farmer. “Nonsense,” he said, making a motion of closing his mouth. “Your secret’s safe with me.”
Peter scoffed. 
Heinrich smiled.
“What is it you want, investigator? My daughter is in a bad way, and I must tend to her.”
“I won’t keep you long,” Heinrich said. He clasped his hands behind his back. “I trust the marriage between Sybil and Johannes von Bergheim is going well?”
Peter began to say something, but then he closed his mouth and looked away.
Heinrich gave him a pointed look, as if to accuse him of something that hadn’t even happened yet. 
Peter faced Heinrich. “Rather than pester my family,” he said, “perhaps you could look into the crazed noblewoman who threatened my daughter, and arrest her.”
Heinrich reached into his tunic, pulled out a quill and paper, and scribbled something down. “Crazed noblewoman,” he said as he wrote. “And her name was—”
“Margreth Baumgartner.”
“Ah, the daughter of the garrison commander, Arnold Baumgartner? I’ll look into it.” Heinrich gave his best fake smile.
Peter rolled his eyes and crossed his arms over his burly chest. He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes on the investigator, like he’d just thought of something. “You know, I saw someone creeping around my barns last night. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you, Herr Franz?”
Heinrich scrunched his brow. “Not a clue. But I could look into that as well, if you’d like.” Then his eyes turned cold and his demeanor changed. “However, that brings us to other, more serious matters, Herr Griswold.”
“What might that be?”
“I’ve noticed in my . . .” Heinrich waved his hand in the air, trying to find the right word. “In my . . . inquisition, some odd anomalies about your estate.” Heinrich cleared his throat. “I’m wondering if you could explain some things to me. Firstly, would you agree that you are one of the richest farmers in Bedburg?”
Peter bobbed his head from side to side. “I’ve worked hard to provide for my family, yes.”
Heinrich twiddled his wispy mustache with two fingers. “Then why does it seem that you live so frugally, Herr Griswold? Why, it’s as if you had no money at all.”
“I like to save my wealth, for when things get dire.”
Heinrich began to pace in front of Peter. Anyone who knew the investigator knew that that was a bad sign. He was thinking, or at least pretending like he was. “Understandable,” he said, pointing a finger skyward. “But you’re supposed to have some of the most bountiful fields in the region, with the plumpest pigs.”
“Is that a question, Herr Franz? What are you asking?”
Heinrich stopped pacing and stared straight at Peter with his cold, gray eyes. “Where does it all go? Even from here, it seems that you have barely enough to live on.”
Peter flinched. It was a subtle change in his expression, but something the investigator was trained to notice. Heinrich had seen that change of face hundreds of times, and it always came when someone was cornered. It meant Peter was about to make an excuse, or he was about to tell a lie. 
“If you’re going to arrest me for something, investigator, then do it. Otherwise, we’re done here.”
“No, we’re not,” Heinrich said flatly. “If I wanted to arrest you, I wouldn’t have come alone. I just want to know what you’re doing feeding and funding the Protestant rebellion. That could be considered treason, you know.” The way he said it, so matter-of-fact, sounded like Heinrich was chastising a child.
Peter nearly choked. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Herr Franz. What rebellion?”
“You can play the fool with me, Peter, but you aren’t very good at it. You’re a smarter man than you look, so don’t take me for an imbecile. If you won’t answer me that, then answer me something else—”
“I have a daughter to take care of,” Peter said, and then he turned and began to walk away.
“What is your relationship with Katharina Trompen?” Heinrich called out.
Peter stopped in his tracks, two steps from his doorway, and his shoulders stiffened. 
“Yes, Peter, I know of your secret rendezvous with that woman in the woods. What is she to you? She says you’re her caretaker, but I don’t believe that. Is she a widow? A lover?”
Peter turned and faced Heinrich. His jaw was set and his teeth were clenched. “Why are you talking to her?”
“I’m doing what any good investigator would do, Peter. I’m investigating. So, either talk to me, or find your lover in a difficult situation. The choice is yours.”
Peter thrust a finger in Heinrich’s direction. “She’s not my lover!” he shouted.
“I know she isn’t,” Heinrich said calmly. “She’s your sister. The same sister who’s been missing for years.”
Peter’s jaw loosened and the color drained from his face. His shoulders slumped and he took on a look of defeat, as if all the fight in him had washed away in an instant.
“She . . . told you that?”
Heinrich crossed his arms over his chest. “No, Peter . . . you just did.”
“What are you going to do to her?”
Heinrich shrugged and turned away from the farmer. “I don’t know,” he said, “but I would tread lightly, Herr Griswold.” He walked and hoisted himself back on his horse. Before riding away, he called out and said, “Oh, and I’ll be sure to look into that issue you’re having with Margreth Baumgartner. Have a fine day, Herr Griswold!”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
GEORG

 
 
Georg Sieghart sat in his usual spot at the bar, alone. His listless eyes perused the patrons and women of the tavern while he put back mug after mug of ale. Either Lars or the new barkeep, named Cristoff, had hired two more ladies since the night before. Their names were starting to blur in Georg’s mind. None of the new women had the same fiery attitude that Josephine had possessed, but they all reminded Georg of the lost girl. 
Josephine had opened doors in Georg’s mind that he’d tried to keep closed. She reminded him of his deceased wife, Agnes Donnelly. Both of the women had been redheaded beauties of Irish descent, with radiant personalities. The memories of both women were tragic ones for Georg, and he couldn’t find solace anywhere except at the bottom of a bottle.
He hadn’t been hunting in days. He hadn’t done anything of use in days. His funds were running out. His beard grew in unkempt patches. 
He took a swig from his mug and realized it was empty. He called Cristoff over and ordered a new one. The dark-haired barman stared at him for a moment, then he shrugged and slid a mug in Georg’s direction.
Maybe it’s time I leave this place, Georg thought, pitying himself. Then he shook his head and decided, No, I must find Agnes’ killer. I mean Josephine’s . . . I must find Josephine’s killer, with or without that damn investigator’s help. He slammed his fist on the table and nearly fell from his stool. Keeping his balance with an outstretched hand, his dreary eyes made it to the back of the bar, to the staircase that led up to the bedrooms.
Konrad von Brühl stumbled his way down the stairs, with a stupid grin plastered on his face. Behind him, a dark-haired girl followed and readjusted her corset.
Konrad came up beside Georg and slapped him on the back. He took a seat next to the hunter and ordered a drink.
“How was she?” Georg asked.
“Aellin? Just as good as she was last night, and just as good as she will be tomorrow,” Konrad said, still grinning. 
Georg grunted.
Konrad looked his friend up and down. “You look in a bad way, Georg . . . again. You can barely keep your eyes open. Why don’t you take a break?”
“No . . . non . . . nonsense,” Georg said, struggling to tackle one word at a time. “I’m tip-top.”
Konrad pulled at his beard and said, “You know Josephine isn’t coming back, Georg. What are you waiting for here?”
Georg growled and suddenly shoved Konrad. It was a misguided, weak shove, and Konrad easily took a step back and allowed Georg to go plummeting off his chair. The hunter fell to the ground with a thud, and people in the tavern laughed in his direction.
“Screw you all!” Georg said as he wobbled to his feet. He still held his mug, and he waved it around like it was a sword, showering ale around the tavern.
The door to the tavern swung open, and Investigator Franz entered. He saw Georg flailing about wildly, and he muttered something to himself. Then he walked to Georg, grabbed him by the arm, and helped him to his stool. “Jesus, Georg,” he said, shaking his head.
Georg spun around to face his imaginary attacker. Then his face lit up when he realized who it was. “Ah! Heinrich! My friend without any friends.”
“Can you take care of him?” Konrad asked. “I’m tired of keeping watch on the poor sap.”
“And I’m tired of serving him,” Cristoff shouted from the other end of the bar. “He’s been here all day, and I’m sick of getting showered by booze.”
Investigator Franz nodded and led Georg by the arm, out of the tavern. The big hunter stumbled into a table as he was helped to the exit. The people at the table gave him nasty looks.
“Come on, you big buffoon,” Investigator Franz said, “we have better things to be doing. I’ll take you to the inn first.”
“No, no, no,” Georg muttered. Once they were outside, he closed his eyes. “I’m not as drunk . . . I’m as . . . I’m not as seemly drunk as I am.”
Despite his protests, the investigator took Georg to the nearby inn. He struggled to keep the hunter upright as he made his way to a sofa. He turned to the innkeeper, Claus, and said, “Get this man some strong tea. He needs to sober up in a hurry.”
“Right away, my lord,” the old man said, and he scurried off into another room. 
Heinrich rested Georg on the sofa, and the hunter was snoring before his head even touched the headrest. Claus came back into the room with a teapot, and handed it to Heinrich. The investigator woke Georg and forced the hot stuff down his throat.
“I guess I’ll have to do this one alone,” Heinrich muttered to himself, sighing. He ran a hand through his hair.
“N-no, you won’t.”
Heinrich turned and, to his surprise, Georg was sitting upright with the pot of tea in his hand. 
“This stuff has a . . . strong effect on me,” Georg explained.
Heinrich pulled at his mustache. “Well, those are some welcome words, my good hunter.”
 
 
 
An hour later, Georg seemed like he was ready to join the world of the living again. He groaned and grunted as he stood from the sofa, and he thanked Claus for the tea. Then he joined Heinrich outside in the cold. The moon was at its peak, and the wind bit at his face, sobering him up even more. He kept his arms beneath his massive wool coat.
“So, what is this mission you need me for?” he asked.
“We need to go back to Katharina Trompen’s cabin, and I’m afraid I’d get lost in the woods without you.”
Georg snorted and said, “Bah, why don’t you leave that woman alone? Is it so necessary to bother everyone you meet?”   
Heinrich shrugged. “If I’m doing my job correctly, then yes. And besides, she’s more important than we originally thought.”
“I’m guessing you found a lead today?”
“Precisely, my good hunter. Multiple leads, in fact. That woman is not a poor, widowed tax-shirker. She’s Peter Griswold’s sister.” The investigator said it as if it were the most diabolical thing, being Peter Griswold’s sister.
Georg grunted and said, “So? We’ve all had sisters at one point.” Then he looked to the moon and thought that over. “Well . . . I haven’t had a sister. But what’s your point?”
Heinrich looked at Georg as though he were a toddler. “Peter Griswold is using his wealth and means to aid the Protestants. Now . . . why would he meet with his sister, in the dead of night?” 
The investigator paused for a moment to let Georg think, but the hunter was still a bit drunk. 
“To give her food?”
Heinrich sighed and shook his head. “No! Peter can’t be seen interacting with the Lutherans, because it would ruin his good name. But if he has someone to pass the intelligence to . . . someone who no one knows exists . . .” he trailed off.
After a brief pause, Georg’s eyes went wide. “Like his sister!”
Heinrich smiled and nodded.
“So she’s his, uh . . .” Georg snapped his fingers, looking for the word.
“Liaison.”
Georg clapped his hands and pointed at Heinrich with a smile.
The investigator slapped the hunter on the shoulder. “It’s time we see what this family is really up to.”
 
  
 
Less than two hours later, with the moon waning, Georg and Investigator Franz were watching Katharina’s cabin from a distance. From the tree they hid behind, they had a clear vision into the single window of the house. 
A soft, orange glow illuminated the inside of the cabin. Every few minutes, Georg and Heinrich could make out the silhouettes of people passing by the window. 
“If only we could get closer,” Heinrich whispered.
“We’d be spotted, investigator. Sometimes you have to just be patient.”
Heinrich frowned at the hunter, but they waited.
And waited.
An hour later, the door opened.
Georg was sleeping with his head and back against the trunk of the tree. Heinrich kicked him in the side. Startled, the big man awoke, and wiped drool from his beard.
Heinrich held a single finger up to his mouth, gesturing for the hunter to stay quiet.
The first man to step out of the cabin had the stout body type of Peter Griswold. He turned his back to Georg and Heinrich as he stepped outside, and two other people joined him. 
The first was clearly Katharina Trompen. Peter embraced her and kissed her on the cheek.
The other figure was tall and lanky, but he was standing in the doorway and was silhouetted by the orange glow from inside the cabin.
Then he stepped out into the night and gave Peter a handshake, and his blond hair was unmistakable.
“Is that . . .” Georg started, but trailed off.
“Lars,” Heinrich said, nodding.
Georg grunted. “I was just starting to like him, too.”
Instead of leaving the cabin, the barkeep stayed, and only Peter left the area. The farmer looked over his shoulder and then headed back into the woods, toward Bedburg.
Lars towered over Katharina, and then he embraced the woman and kissed her on the lips, while grabbing her backside with his hands. 
Both Georg and Heinrich raised their eyebrows and looked at each other. 
“What should we do?” Georg asked. “Follow Peter?”
Heinrich shook his head. “Let’s see what plays out here.”
Georg chuckled. “I’m pretty sure we know what’s going to happen here, Heinrich. It doesn’t take an investigator to know that.”
“No, dammit, I mean after.”
So they continued waiting, and it didn’t take long for their patience to pay off. 
The moon was descending over the canopies of the woods when the door opened, and Katharina Trompen exited the cabin and stepped out into the wilderness. She shut the door. 
Lars was nowhere to be seen—presumably still in the cabin.
“Shall we go speak with Lars?” Georg whispered.
Heinrich shook his head. They both watched as Katharina took an unexpected route out of the clearing. Rather than heading west, toward civilization and Bedburg, she headed north, toward the other end of the woods. 
“Where’s she headed?” Georg asked, as if Heinrich knew all the answers. 
“Let’s find out.”
They followed her from a fair distance, through the thick undergrowth and wild birch trees. A couple times they feared they’d lost her in the darkness, but Georg, even in his current state, managed to find signs of her travel—broken twigs and stomped earth—and put them on the right track.  
Katharina made her way north and east, out of the woods and to the western bank of the Peringsmaar Lake. She kept heading north, staying just outside of the woods.
Georg and Heinrich followed her for another hour as she meandered her way around the lake. As the Peringsmaar’s western coast curved northeast, Katharina kept with the shore.
Then she came to a steep hill, on the northern end of the lake. 
Georg and Heinrich struggled to keep pace with the woman, but they eventually reached the top of the hill as Katharina was heading down the other side. 
Georg held his arm out in front of Heinrich as they reached the apex of the hill, and they both stopped. The hunter surveyed the landscape—green and void of trees, except for a small copse of birches in the distance. 
“Good vantage point,” Georg whispered, gesturing to the trees.
They both crawled to the trees, and then Georg brushed aside some branches and crouched. He peered through the branches, and his eyes went wide. 
The southern end of the hill tapered off into a valley with a wide gorge. The trees in the valley had been cleared. In their place were tents—many, many tents. Campfires burned and people loitered around them. The breeze from the Peringsmaar Lake swept away the scent of the campfires, while the high walls of the valley kept the smoke from the woods. Altogether, the camp was hidden from prying eyes, unless you were looking from the top of a hill, like Georg and Heinrich were.
“Damn,” Georg said. “That’s . . .”
Heinrich took a deep breath. “That’s an army.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
DIETER
 
 
Dieter rolled around in his small bed, unable to sleep. His anxious mind had him tossing and turning all night. Finally, during the darkest hours of night, he sat up and breathed heavily. Beads of sweat dotted his upper lip. He stood from his bed and took two short steps to where his black cassock hung from his door. He stared at the robe, and then moved past it, to a brown, hooded tunic.
Dieter wrapped himself in the brown tunic and sat down at his small table. He lit a candle and penned a letter. After writing the letter, he folded the paper and poured hot wax to seal it. He tapped his chin, and then took Sybil’s amulet from his neck and pressed the two crosses into the wax, embossing the letter. 
He stuffed the letter into his tunic, put his amulet back on his neck, and crept out of his chambers. He walked down the dark hallway, into the nave, and left the church. When he was outside, in the cold, empty night, he pulled the hood of his tunic over his head.
I’ll only find peace if I can find answers, he decided. He’d spent the better part of the night reading over the Ninety-Five Theses in his small chamber, in secret. For years, he’d been taught to hate the document, but now he threw his ignorance to the wind.
Through indoctrination and constant pressure, Dieter had been trained to believe that Martin Luther’s diatribe was sacrilegious, heretical, and an act against God. But after reading Luther’s carefully penned manuscript, Dieter started to question his own ignorance.
This was not an unholy, hellbent man. Martin Luther was an opponent to oppression. He was a scholar with, quite frankly, some valid points—ninety-five of them, in fact.
The document caused Dieter’s crisis of faith to become exponentially more dire. 
The young priest could think of only one man who was similar to Martin Luther—one man who had the strength of will to publicly stand up to those he believed were oppressing and manipulating the people.
Dieter made his way north, up a long hill and across the Erft River, into the part of town he visited the least: the district of the gentry and aristocrats. Here, the nobility held their extravagant balls and parties and lived as though they were in an alternate reality, completely unaware—or uncaring—of the struggles of the rest of Bedburg.
Castle Bedburg was in the northern district of town, as were the courts, the garrison, and the jailhouse.
Dieter sought the latter.
The priest looked over his shoulder time and time again, paranoid of anyone following him. It was so late at night that he didn’t see a single soul on the road. It was eerily quiet.
He made his way to the jailhouse, which was nestled away from civilization, and away from prying eyes. 
Two guards stood at the gates of the monolithic, gray structure. They lowered their spears at the hooded man who approached.
“Gentlemen,” Dieter said with a bow.
“The jail isn’t for visiting,” one of the guards said. “What’s your business here so late at night?”
Dieter produced the letter from his tunic and handed it to the guard. “I come on behalf of Bishop Solomon, the religious counsel to Lord Werner.”
The guard snatched the letter and eyed Dieter. He unsealed it, read it, and looked at Dieter suspiciously. “Again, why do you come so late?”
“It’s a matter of discretion, sir.”
“This letter says you want to speak to the Protestant captive. Why?”
“Again, my lord,” Dieter said with a smile and a slight bow, “a matter of discretion. It’s a religious matter.” 
The guard glanced at his comrade, who shrugged. After a long moment of silent inspection, with the jailer watching Dieter, he finally sighed, opened the gate, and handed Dieter his forged letter. “Talk to Ulrich at the bottom of the stairs.”
“Many thanks, my lords,” Dieter said, nodding.
When he entered the jail, he shivered. It was colder inside the dank place than it was outside in the winter chill. Even the torches on the wall did nothing to warm his bones.
Dieter walked gingerly down the narrow corridor, to a set of concrete stairs. At the bottom of the staircase was a wide room, with two jail cells on either side. A man with a badly scarred face sat at the end of the room, with another door behind him. He made no move to stand as Dieter walked toward him.
“My name is Father Dieter Nicolaus, and I’m here on business for Bishop Solomon, to see your prisoner, Hanns Richter.” Dieter handed the scarred man the letter.
“The Protestant?” Ulrich asked, frowning.
“Indeed.”
“Through this door, last cell on the right,” the man said, without looking at the letter. “Have your way with the wretch, but be quick. You have ten minutes.”
Dieter nodded to Ulrich, opened the door, and walked by him. The next room was exactly as the first, with two jail cells on either side. Dieter walked to the second cell on the right and peered in. A man with a long beard sat in the middle of the cell, legs crossed, eyes closed. Rather than being huddled in a corner, or wallowing in misery, the man seemed at peace, as if meditating.
“Pastor Hanns Richter,” Dieter whispered. The man didn’t open his eyes, so Dieter repeated himself, louder.
The pastor’s eyes finally shot open. He squinted at Dieter, and Dieter felt that the pastor looked right through him.
“I’m Father Nicolaus, from the church.”
“I know who you are. You’re one of the men responsible for putting me in here.” The man had a raspy, worn out voice. He also had bruises around his eyes, a cut on his forehead, and welts on his arms.
Dieter shook his head. “N-no, I had no idea. I was not respons—”
“I forgive you,” Pastor Richter interjected. Despite the strong likelihood that he’d never see another sunrise, the pastor seemed strangely calm. “I’ve made my peace with God.”
“I’m glad.”
“You shouldn’t be. I don’t forgive you for my own sake, but for God’s. You are simply a man doing Man’s will—not His. You Catholics must learn that penance is the only path toward forgiveness in His eyes, for the vitriol and hate you spew against my people.”
Dieter scratched his head. “You preached with the same vehemence against my people.”
Hanns shook his head and uncrossed his legs. He stood, slowly, and walked to the bars of the cell. “I spoke against the idolatries of Catholics. I spoke against your leader, who believes he speaks for God.” The pastor coughed. “Any man who thinks he has that much power, who thinks they are a direct voice to God, is surely foolish. You cannot buy yourself out of eternal damnation, priest. But you will never understand that.” The pastor turned his back to Dieter.
“I think I do understand,” Dieter said.
The pastor stopped. “Excuse me?”
Dieter leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. “I think I’m beginning to understand your cause. I’ve read Martin Luther’s work.”
“Have you?” Pastor Richter asked, facing Dieter with a furrowed brow. “Why? Don’t you believe the Werewolf of Bedburg is the work of Protestant devilry?”
Dieter shook his head. “I don’t know what to believe anymore, and that’s why I’m here. I don’t wish to speak about the werewolf, Herr Richter. I believe he’s as much a fabrication of my faith as he is yours. I wish to speak about the tenets of Martin Luther.”
Pastor Richter pulled at his long beard. “Do you now?” he said, and then chuckled. “An open-minded Catholic. Now I’ve seen everything. What is it you wish to discuss?”
Dieter gripped the cold bars. “Your leader was a man, just like the pope . . . but he was firmly against indulgences and pardons. You spoke for him, in public, with danger all around you. Why?”
“Simple,” Hanns said. “We’ve been oppressed for too long, by your pope. Yes, Martin Luther was a man, but he didn’t have the impudence to believe that he was the sole messenger of God. People should hear the truth.” The pastor began pacing in his cell. “Pope Sixtus appoints his nephews as cardinals, without them showing a hint of merit. He sells positions of power to his friends. His acts of nepotism and simony cannot stand. Your church is powerful, and yet your pope believes he collects taxes in God’s name. His actions are egregious and greedy.” The pastor faced Dieter and cocked his head. “This can’t be new to you, can it?”
Dieter shook his head. “I’ve been trained to ignore it all, but I can’t do that any longer. What can I do to help you?”
Pastor Richter paused, and then broke into a deep laugh. “Help?” he said, coughing. “You have no power here, priest. I will die in this cell, or at the end of a rope. But my people will not forget my cause. They will come for retribution—not out of vengeance, but out of love. Your bishop, Solomon, is ridiculed behind his back. The people do not respect him here.”
“I’m aware,” Dieter said. “I hardly respect him any more, either.”
“What are you saying?”
Dieter sighed. He wasn’t sure what he was saying, and his words were coming out faster and looser than he’d planned. He decided to speak from his heart, before his mind could get the better of him. “I wish for a sign. I wish for something or someone to show me which path to follow.”
“Only God can decide that, Father Nicolaus. You will either find a sign through tragedy, or through epiphany. I cannot help you in that.” The pastor frowned and began pacing again. “Besides, like I said, I’m stuck in here.”
“When do you go to trial?”
Hanns smiled. “You’re naïve, priest. Do you really think your bishop and lord will take me to trial? They’ll torture me for any information I might have, and then kill me out of sight from the public. They’ll try to tarnish my reputation and make me forgotten. But they will fail.”
“Torture you for information? What kind of information do you speak of?”
“Nice try, Father Nicolaus,” the pastor said, still smiling. “I’m not convinced if you’re talking to me out of guilt, or if you’ve been sent by the bishop to harass me. I think our time here is done.”
As if on cue, the door of the room opened, and Ulrich showed his scarred face. “Your time’s up, priest. You need to be on your way.”
Dieter raised a finger to the man. “Just one more moment—”
“No,” Hanns Richter said. “The punisher is right. It’s time for you to go home, Father Nicolaus. You don’t belong here.”
 
  
 
Dieter had a renewed energy at Mass the next morning. He was dismayed that Sybil wasn’t in the congregation, but he spoke with an enthusiasm that he hadn’t felt in some time.
Still, he was worried that Bishop Solomon would find out about the forged letter. He felt that the sins and lies he’d been committing were leading him toward some kind of self-discovery. He just didn’t know if what he’d discover was a bad thing, or a good thing.
As the congregation emptied out of the church, Dieter decided he’d go visit Sybil, to see how she was doing. 
Hopefully she still wants to see me.
Before he could get the chance to leave the church, however, Bishop Solomon approached him. “Father Nicolaus,” the old man said, hobbling his way from the back hallway.
Dieter felt a pang of panic rush through his body. “Yes, Your Grace?”
“We are to meet with Lord Werner and Vicar Balthasar at Bedburg Castle.”
“We?” Dieter said, a bit confused.
“Yes, you will come with me, to support my endeavor. But I want you to stay quiet unless spoken to. Understand?” The bishop seemed frazzled, and his thin white hair was ragged and unkempt. As he walked out of the church, Dieter followed him. A carriage sat in front of the church, waiting for the bishop and priest.
Once they were in the carriage and on their way to the castle, Dieter asked, “What, if I may ask, is the reason for our meeting with the lord and the vicar, Your Grace?”
“We’re going to find out what to do with that damnable pastor, my son.”
 
 
 
Bishop Solomon and Vicar Balthasar stood side by side, facing the diminutive Lord Werner. Dieter stood behind the bishop, with his hands folded in front of him, and one of Balthasar’s Jesuit missionaries stood behind the vicar.
In the lord’s room, Werner’s young son ran around ceaselessly, causing a commotion. Vicar Balthasar smiled and waved to the boy. The child was simple, and hardly ever made public appearances. He was clearly an embarrassment to Lord Werner. Some say the boy was God-touched and mad. But since arriving in Bedburg, Vicar Balthasar had taken to the boy, and was teaching him the word of Christ. 
In fact, since arriving, the Jesuit had made short work of turning the tide of conversions in the Catholic’s favor. He was friendly and authoritative, and the people liked him.
Vicar Balthasar took a unique approach with conversion, first dealing with the nobility. He believed that, in order to get the townsfolk involved, one had to begin with the leadership.
Bishop Solomon hated the man, of course. He hated Balthasar’s charisma, and he feared that Balthasar was trying to uncover everything he’d worked so hard to veil over the years. Solomon believed Balthasar was trying to usurp power, and that he had Archbishop Ernst’s approval to do it.
In Dieter’s eyes, Vicar Balthasar was doing just that. He had the ear of Lord Werner—more than the bishop ever seemed to have had.
“Since this is a matter of tolerance and religion,” Lord Werner began, “I would like both of your opinions on Pastor Hanns Richter. What should be done with him?”
Solomon cleared his throat. It was customary to allow the eldest counsel the first opportunity to speak, and Vicar Balthasar made no move to steal that tradition from the bishop.
“If I may, my lord,” Solomon began, “I believe the man is a nuisance to Bedburg, a travesty to the bishopric, and a wart on your good name. He is a hate-fueled, blasphemous bigot, and he must be silenced. We cannot allow such a person free reign in Bedburg, as he aims to denounce the word of Christ and God.” The bishop nodded, seemingly proud of himself for delivering such a succinct oration. 
Dieter raised his eyebrows. Well, he made his position clear in a hurry. 
Vicar Balthasar stayed quiet and calm.
Lord Werner said, “What are you implying, Solomon?”
The bishop stretched his arms out wide, like he was trying to steal all the air from the room. “In order to defeat and silence the Protestant rebels, I believe he should be made an example of. We should publicly denounce the pastor’s claims, and he should be summarily executed for all to see. That is the best way to quell the rebellion, my lord.”
A long silence followed, and Lord Werner tapped his chin.
“What if it doesn’t?”
All heads turned to see who’d spoken out of turn.
“Excuse me?” Lord Werner asked, cocking his head.
“Yes, excuse me?” Bishop Solomon said, pursing his lips and scowling. 
Dieter stepped forward. “What if his death doesn’t quell the rebellion, my lord? Is frightening the public really in our best interest? What if his death does the opposite and stokes the flames, or makes Herr Richter a martyr? We saw the size of the crowds the man was preaching to. Is publicly killing him the best way to silence the Protestants, or will it only serve to bolster their arguments and claims?”
Bishop Solomon gasped, and he had a befuddled look on his face. 
Vicar Balthasar simply smirked.
Lord Werner’s brows went high on his forehead.
It was Vicar Balthasar who spoke next. “I’m inclined to agree with the young priest.”
“Why is that?” Lord Werner asked, facing the vicar.
“Because God is merciful, not vengeful. What better way to show God’s mercy than to act with tolerance? Protestant or not, Pastor Hanns Richter is a man of God, and many of the townsfolk listen to him. It might do us a disservice if we were to kill their only outlet to God, no matter how wrong his views might be, my lord. I believe I can sway his people to our just path—without the need for death.”
Bishop Solomon shook his hands furiously. “And I’m inclined to think that you might be a Protestant yourself, vicar, after hearing you speak in such a baffling manner!” The bishop’s face was bright red as he turned from Balthasar to Lord Werner. “My lord, you can’t really believe—”
Lord Werner stuck his palm out toward the bishop, and the old man was left stammering, with his mouth hanging open. Then Werner turned to the vicar and asked, “What would you recommend?”
“I believe,” Balthasar said, clearing his throat, “if we are to act in good faith and tolerance—that we do not execute Hanns Richter. Showing him kindness and mercy will in turn reflect nicely with the peasantry. The Catholics will seem like the bigger people—turning the other cheek, if you will. If we do that, then we simply allow him to fade away. He will never have the same power in Bedburg that he once had, I assure you, my lord.”
Bishop Solomon shook his head over and over. “A-are you actually implying that we just . . . that we just . . . let him go? Have you gone mad, vicar? What were you even sent here for? Has Cologne rotted your brain?” The bishop’s speeches were much less succinct when they weren’t prepared or practiced.
“Bishop, please,” Lord Werner said.
Vicar Balthasar faced the angry bishop, calmly, and nodded. “I’m not implying it, Your Grace. I’m saying it. I believe we should move for the immediate release and banishment of Pastor Hanns Richter.”
“But you were the man who arrested him, dammit!” Solomon screeched. He faced Lord Werner and said, “My lord, you can’t actually believe this to be a good idea?”
The little lord was tapping his chin, apparently deep in thought. Dieter could see the cogs turning in his mind. 
“You would come across as a peaceful lord, and would regain the favor of the peasantry,” Balthasar said, putting more of his ideas in Lord Werner’s head.
This man is good, Dieter thought. He took my words, which sparked a controversy, and is using them as a breaking point between himself and the bishop. Dieter chuckled beneath his breath. Pastor Richter said I have no power here. Let this prove him wrong.   
“You would come across as weak!” Solomon rebutted. 
“All right, all right,” Lord Werner said, putting his palms forward again to silence the raging bishop. “I am inclined to agree with Vicar Balthasar and Father Nicolaus.”
And just like that, the power that Bishop Solomon had enjoyed for so many years in Bedburg practically vanished, in an instant, right before his eyes. Dieter knew that Solomon would no longer be the religious voice that Lord Werner turned to. Whenever Lord Werner wishes for advice, he’ll think of this moment in time, as precedence. There’s a new voice in Bedburg, and it comes from the mouth of a stout, limping Jesuit—it comes from an outsider.  
“My lord,” Solomon begged, “please reconsider. Hanns Richter is a nuisance and a tyrant. He will spell the downfall of the Catholic faith in Bedburg! And Vicar Balthasar is colluding with him!”
Lord Werner chuckled. “Bishop, you’re being quite dramatic, don’t you think? My mind is made up. We’ll keep the pastor in jail to try and gain information from him. A week from now, he’ll be released, pardoned, and removed from Bedburg. Hopefully his influence goes away with him.” The lord turned to the vicar. “I hope you’re right about this, Herr Schreib, or God help us.” 
“His influence would die with him, my lord, if you only said the words!” Solomon protested. But his words fell on deaf ears.
With a flick of his wrist, Lord Werner dismissed everyone from the room.
Outside the lord’s room, Bishop Solomon fumed. Vicar Bathasar looked smug, and he gave Dieter a nod, before limping away with his staff clacking on the tiled floor.
The bishop’s cheeks looked like two red-hot tomatoes. He faced Dieter, and with all the venom and spite he could muster, he hissed, “That’s the last time I allow you to undermine me, boy. Et consummata sunt.”
You are finished.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil heard voices as she drifted in and out of consciousness. 
“. . . And you’re sure?” said one voice. It sounded like her father’s.
“Yes. She is no longer chaste.” A long pause, and then Sybil slipped back into darkness.
When she awoke, it was the afternoon. A splitting headache rippled through her head, down her back. She felt sore all over her body, especially around her thighs. She blinked a few times and then wiped the muck from her eyes. Sitting up, she held her head in her hands and groaned. She had no idea how long she’d been asleep, and was surprised to find herself in her own bed.
“Father?” she called out. 
Peter barged into the room within seconds. “Beele, my dear, you’re awake!”
“Where’s Hugo,” Sybil asked. She wasn’t sure why that was the first question that came to mind.
“He’s asleep in my room. I wanted to let you rest.” Peter walked over to his daughter and put a hand on her forehead. “You’re still warm, but it seems your fever broke.”
“Fever? How long have I been asleep?” Sybil could hear her head throbbing in her ears, and she couldn’t think clearly. 
“Baron Bergheim returned you late last morning. You slept all day and night. He said that you’d been drinking with his son.” Peter’s voice sounded on edge. “What’s the last thing you remember, Sybil?”
She tried to think. After a long silence, she said, “I remember being at Baron Bergheim’s mansion with his son . . .” she trailed off. “The last thing I recall is Johannes saying, ‘That took longer than expected.’” She blinked and started massaging her temples. 
Peter closed his eyes and sighed. “Do you remember what you did with Lord Johannes?”
Sybil shook her head. “I remember drinking a bit of wine, but that’s it.”
A hard knock came from the front door of the house. Peter stood from Sybil’s bed, cursed under his breath, and called out, “Who is it?”
“It’s Father Nicolaus, sir. Please, let me in. I must see Sybil.”
“I’m growing tired of all these visitors, priest,” Peter said through the closed door. “You’ll have to come back—Sybil is unwell.”
“N-no, father, please,” Sybil said, “let him in. I want to speak with him.” She hadn’t seen Dieter in nearly a week, since their passionate stay at the Achterberg’s estate.
Peter groaned, but after a moment of staring at his bedridden daughter, he relented. “Fine. But when you’re feeling better, you must get ready.”
“Ready?” 
Peter swiped his forehead with the back of his forearm. “Yes, ready to leave with Lords Ludwig and Johannes. Do you not remember the arrangement?”
Sybil narrowed her eyes at her father. “Who were you talking to while I was sleeping? I heard voices.”
Peter’s eyes looked around the room, and he scratched the back of his neck. “That was a . . . a physician, sent by Lord Ludwig.”
“And what did he tell you, father?” Sybil said, growing increasingly suspicious. Her father seemed anxious and skittish. Thoughts of the night with Johannes started to flood through her mind as her head became less hazy. She scowled at the thought of Lord Johannes’ face.
“Well . . . Lord Bergheim told me that . . . that your relationship with Johannes had been . . . consummated, Beele. The physician confirmed it.”
An image flashed through Sybil’s mind. She remembered the wineglass falling from her hand, and the sound it made as it hit the ground. Her eyes were suddenly wet, and her lips trembled.
Peter opened his mouth, and then closed it. He hesitated, and then he left the room and went to open the front door.
Anything but this, Sybil thought, touching her legs and thighs.
Dieter popped his head into the room. He had a warm smile on his face. He rushed over to Sybil and embraced her. As he looked at her face at arm’s-length, his smile disappeared.
“Beele, are you all right? What’s wrong? What happened?” 
“Beele?” Peter said, coming to stand next to Dieter. “Only her friends and family call her that.”
Dieter glanced at Peter, and then turned back to Sybil. “I know that.”
“Father,” Beele said, sniffling, “please give us privacy.”
Peter sighed, crossed his arms over his chest, and then slowly nodded and ambled out of the room. He closed the door behind him.
“I missed you so much,” Dieter whispered to Sybil. “When you didn’t show up for today’s Mass, I grew worried.”
“I’ve been ill,” Sybil said, and then tried her best to smile. “But I’ve missed you, too.”
There was a lull in the conversation as the two just stared at each other. Sybil seemed on the verge of tears, and she finally said, “Oh, Dieter, I’m so sorry. I am to move with Lord Johannes, and to become his bride.”
Dieter shook his head furiously. “That can’t be. I won’t let that happen.”
“There’s nothing you can do,” Sybil said. “It’s already been decided.”
Dieter closed his eyes, and then he ran a hand through Sybil’s damp hair. When he opened his eyes, he was on the verge of tears, just like Sybil.
Sybil leaned forward and touched her forehead to Dieter’s. “There’s something else,” she whispered. “But you must promise to keep it a secret from my father.”
Dieter wiped his eyes with the back of his sleeve. “Of course, you can tell me anything.”
Sybil opened her mouth to speak, but said nothing. She stammered, blinked a few times, and then decided to just blurt it out. “My cycle is very late.”
The priest looked confused as he craned his neck. Then he took on a look of revelation, and his eyes opened wide. “You mean . . .”
Sybil nodded, half-smiling. “I believe I’m with child.”
“My God!” Dieter shouted, much too loud. He frowned, then smiled, and then seemed like he didn’t know what to do with his mouth. He stood from the bed, and his eyes took on a distant look. As he stared through Sybil, his lips slowly turned into a straight line. “The sign . . .” he muttered.
“What? What sign?”
“Through tragedy or epiphany,” Dieter said, still with a faraway look in his eyes. After a long moment, he shook his head. “I’m sorry, Beele. I must go do something. It will benefit both of us!” Dieter sounded ecstatic and nervous, like Sybil had never seen him before.
“I’ll find a way to stop that damn noble scoundrel,” he said.
“W-wait, Dieter, there’s something else.”
But Dieter was already halfway to the door, bubbling excitedly. He was nearly skipping and hopping. “Hold that thought, Beele! I’ll return shortly. Everything will be fine!”
Peter was standing on the other side of the door with his arms over his chest. He grunted as Dieter nearly bumped into him. The priest nodded to Peter and said, “Herr Griswold,” and then rushed out of the house.
Once he was gone, Sybil broke down and started bawling. She brought her knees to her chest and put her head in her hands as the tears flowed. She felt weak, like she’d betrayed Dieter’s trust. 
Peter walked into the room and watched his daughter weep. “So, you couldn’t tell him about your escapades with Johannes?”
Sybil shook her head, and lifted it from her knees. “It’s not that, father. You don’t understand.”
“I think I understand quite perfectly,” he said, frowning. “What I don’t understand, is how you could know so soon that you’re pregnant. And why would a priest be happy about that?”
“You were eavesdropping?” Sybil shouted, smudging her tears on her red face.
“We can both play that game, Beele.” Peter cocked his head. “But why are you so sad? Shouldn’t this be a joyous occasion?”
Sybil shook her head. “I said you don’t understand.”
Peter pointed a finger toward the roof. “Ah, your humors are unbalanced. Right. I saw this with your mother.”
Sybil was shaking her head profusely. “Oh, stop it!” More tears dripped down her face. “Don’t you get it? What Baron Bergheim and the physician told you? Are you that blind?”
Peter tilted his head as he walked to the side of her bed. “Make me understand, Beele. I can’t stand to see you like this.”
“I . . .” Sybil began, but couldn’t continue. 
Peter leaned closer to his daughter and nudged his chin forward, trying to coax the words from her. “You . . .”
“I was violated!” Sybil shouted at last, able to see clearly for the first time since she’d woken. She saw past the embarrassment and the guilt and the shame. “That derelict you would have me marry, father! He defiled me!”



PART III
The Werewolf of Bedburg



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
HEINRICH
1589 – Bedburg, Electorate of Cologne
A week passed in relative quiet, bringing strong snowfall and a new year. People stayed huddled in their homes, hoping that their autumn yields would outlast the cold winter.
Investigator Heinrich Franz stood in the opulent throne room of Lord Werner. Rays of sunlight gushed in through the stained-glass windows, brightening the room with colors of green, purple, and yellow. 
“We must fortify the town, my lord,” Heinrich urged.
The small lord was flustered and red-faced. “Don’t you think I know that, Herr Franz?” He thrust a thin finger in Heinrich’s direction. “As much as I’ve tried to keep things calm, your drunk, loud-mouthed friend has been scaring the townsfolk all week!”
Dammit, Georg, Heinrich thought. He massaged his temples and said, “Then why don’t you do anything?”
Lord Werner grabbed a piece of paper from his desk and shoved it in Heinrich’s face. “Do you know what this is?”
Heinrich stepped back to focus on the writing, but Lord Werner snatched the paper away before Heinrich could read it.
“This is a letter I received two days ago from Archbishop Ernst. He’s sending an army from Cologne, to aid us. He doesn’t want us to make any actions against the Protestants until the army arrives. There’s nothing I can do.” The lord threw up his arms and looked dejected.
Heinrich cleared his throat. “With all due respect, my lord, we have a whole garrison of Spanish and Catholic mercenaries. Shouldn’t we at least create a barrier around the town? We wouldn’t be making an action against the Protestants, and we must defend ourselves in case we’re attacked. Spring is coming fast, and I fear the Protestants have been waiting for just that time to strike, once the snow has thawed.”
Lord Werner tapped his chin. “Even though they’re less than ten miles from Bedburg, I can’t circumvent the archbishop’s orders.”
Heinrich looked to the floor and shook his head. What a weak, pitiful man.
“And besides,” Werner continued, “I want something from you. The Protestants are none of your concern.”
The Protestants are my only concern at this point, you fool. Heinrich played with his mustache. “What would you have me do?”
“I want you to do what you’ve been tasked to do, investigator. Find the Werewolf of Bedburg, and bring faith back to our people. Otherwise, I fear, we’re lost.”
Heinrich ran a hand through his dark hair, frustrated. “My lord, that won’t mitigate the threat of the Calvinists and Lutherans. The entire town believes Georg Sieghart killed the beast. You had a ball to honor his name and celebrate him as a hero!”
Lord Werner spat on the green and yellow colored tiles, and said, “I know what I did, Heinrich. But do you really think that wolf was responsible for those grisly murders? Come now . . . first it was an overweight woman, and now an overweight wolf?”
“That’s what people believe, my lord.”
Lord Werner frantically spun his hands in circles. “I want you to find me a more suitable candidate, Herr Franz—one that looks and plays the part. You and I both know that no creature, acting alone, could have killed those two girls in such gruesome ways.”
Heinrich agreed, but it didn’t change his opinion. If the search for the werewolf stalled, it would be merely a hiccup. But if the Protestants besieged the town, it could be the end of them all—and the end of Catholicism in Cologne. “My lord,” Heinrich said, softly, “there won’t be an investigation if the Calvinists take Bedburg.”
But the little lord seemed unnerved and confused about his priorities. He wanted to look good to his people, but didn’t realize that he might lose his lordship before he had that opportunity.
He needs a suspect that will frighten the Protestants, Heinrich thought. Then his eyes opened wide. Or, maybe he just needs a suspect that will scare the Catholics into action . . .

Heinrich twirled his mustache and hummed. If that is the case, then I might be underestimating this devious little man. Fear brings out the savage in everyone, and maybe Werner is just trying to capitalize on that fear. 
After a moment of tense silence, Lord Werner said, “I’ll focus on defending the city, Herr Franz, and you focus on your job.” He walked back to his large table and slammed the letter from Archbishop Ernst on the desk. With a wave of his hand, and without looking up at Heinrich, he said, “We’re done here.”  
 
 
 
Toward the end of 1588, the Protestant, former archbishop, Gebhard Truchsess, formally relinquished his title as the elector of Cologne. He retired to a city called Strassburg.
The Calvinist reformer had fought for five long years, razed many cities and won many battles, but the Cologne War between himself and Ernst grew tiresome. The stalemate between the two archbishops was crumbling on the Protestant side. The Catholics went on a bloody rampage to reacquire their lost strongholds and towns. 
Most people thought the vicious war was nearing its end.
But, even though Gebhard retired from war, he handed over his army to some formidable allies: Count Adolf von Neuenahr, the able-minded former lord of Bedburg, who had been replaced by Lord Werner; and the brilliant soldier-general, Martin Schenck.
Adolf provided the funds, and Martin Schenck provided the army. But now Martin Schenck was busy fighting in the Dutch province of Nijmegen, trying to salvage the last strongholds of Cologne’s Protestants.
The Catholics rejoiced because the top military mind of Gebhard’s reformers was away, and the Protestant army was splintered. But the rest of the armies were left in the capable hands of Count Adolf, who had the support of Gebhard’s brother, Karl Truchsess, among others. 
Even without Martin Schenck, Count Adolf had a powerful force, and Heinrich was certain it was Adolf who knocked on Bedburg’s door in a last ditch effort to snatch his former lordship from Werner.   
On the other hand, Archbishop Ernst had the military support of the Spanish army of Flanders, led by the indomitable general, Alexander Farnese. Ernst’s older brother, Ferdinand, also aided in Ernst’s Counter-Reformation.
Ernst hailed from the Bavarian House of Wittelsbach, which had been a German royal dynasty for over four hundred years. His claim to the Cologne Electorate was strong.     
Heinrich guessed it would be Ernst’s brother, Ferdinand, who came to the aid of Bedburg, since Alexander Farnese was currently in the Netherlands on a different campaign.
Either way, whoever came, Bedburg was slated to become the pivotal fight for the Calvinist Protestants’ hopes of Reformation.
Arnold Baumgartner, the commander of the Bedburg garrison, went about preemptively fortifying the town as he prepared for Archbishop Ernst’s army to arrive with help. He decided he didn’t need Lord Werner’s permission to protect Bedburg.
On the same day that preparations began, Pastor Hanns Richter was unceremoniously released from prison. It was a baffling event, and a crowd of townsfolk settled around the jailhouse to witness his release. Many believed the Protestant pastor would be assassinated right upon his release.
With his arms folded over his chest, Heinrich watched as the pastor was unchained and pushed out of the jailhouse. Hanns stumbled a bit, and people booed and jeered at him. Heinrich furrowed his brow when he noticed the pastor and Father Nicolaus share a look, and the pastor gave a slight nod to the young priest.
Interesting, Heinrich thought, scratching his head. He didn’t know what to make of the nod between the Catholic and the Protestant.
Pastor Richter made it through the vicious crowd and was immediately exiled from Bedburg. He would give no more sermons from his overturned fruit crate—not while Catholics still held power.
The pastor was given a horse. He headed north, away from Bedburg. Heinrich watched the pastor leave, toward the woods and valleys, where the investigator was certain the Calvinist army was preparing for battle.
 
 
 
That night, the reinforcements from Cologne arrived. Thousands of soldiers poured into Bedburg, led by Archbishop Ernst’s older brother, Ferdinand of Bavaria. The people of Bedburg appeared from their homes and watched in awe as the army paraded into town.
Ferdinand was a tall, bearded man. The general met with Lord Werner and Commander Baumgartner in the garrison, which overflowed with soldiers.
Though all eyes were turned toward the garrison, and the army that congregated within, Heinrich was busy at the tavern. He sat with Georg Sieghart and Konrad von Brühl, and they were getting their last drinks of the night.
“You’re actually going to fight for Ferdinand?” Heinrich asked Georg.
The big hunter belched loudly and nodded.
Heinrich was bewildered. “The same army that released you from service for being too . . . savage? What has Bedburg ever done for you? You owe them nothing.”
Georg squinted at the investigator. “Who told you I was released from service? I left on my own volition.”
“Never mind that,” Heinrich said with a wave of his hand. “Why are you fighting?”
“I’m no coward, investigator. Konrad is fighting as well. Isn’t that right?” Georg turned to Konrad, who adjusted his eye-patch and nodded.  
“Maybe we’ll be in the same regiment,” Georg said, smiling. He turned in his seat and faced Heinrich. “I’m fighting for the way of Catholic life. You should understand that.”
“You aren’t even Catholic!” 
A few patrons in the tavern looked at Heinrich with suspicious eyes.
“Quiet yourself! Of course I’m Catholic. Are you saying you won’t fight?” Georg scowled as he looked over his shoulder.
Heinrich frowned and stared down into his empty mug. “I have other things to attend to. My investigation is still ongoing.”
“Bah,” Georg said, but he might as well have called Heinrich a coward. “You won’t have an investigation if the Protestants take the town. This battle is for our very survival. Your investigation can wait.”
“According to Lord Werner, the investigation can’t wait.”
“Damn Lord Weasel,” Georg grumbled. He drained the rest of his ale and stood from his seat. He stretched his arms and groaned. “In any case, gentlemen, if we never meet again . . . have a good life.”
The hunter smiled and left the tavern. Konrad grunted to Heinrich and followed the hunter, and Heinrich was left alone to ponder his future, which he knew involved more ale.
 
 
 
Next morning, all eyes were still on the garrison, which made it all the more shocking when another person turned up dead in the city.
It was Margreth Baumgartner, the daughter of the garrison commander. She’d been murdered, and people wept openly in the streets.
She was found in the southern, poor district of town, ironically next to where all the beggars stayed. Her corpse was hanging and swinging from the gable of the tanner’s workshop. She had a slashed throat, as well as various other gashes and bruises. She’d been drained of most her blood, which seeped down her curvy body and pooled at her feet. She hanged in front of the tanner’s door, about four feet off the ground. She was naked, and her eyes were open and bulging, giving her a surprised, petrified look.
“Such a tragedy!” peasants said. They hugged each other and consoled one another. 
“She was so beautiful and young! How could this happen?” cried others.
There was no doubt in Heinrich’s mind that Margreth’s murder would be a declaration of war for her father, Arnold. Maybe the death of his daughter would even blind his strategic mind. Perhaps he would be inconsolable—that was probably just what the Protestants wanted.
Georg stood next to the investigator. Both of them shook their heads and had their arms folded over their chests.
“Maybe Lord Weasel was right,” Georg muttered. “Maybe the investigation can’t wait.”
Heinrich shrugged. 
“I have a question, though.” Georg pointed to the top of the peaked roof, where the rope around Margreth’s neck was tied off. “How did the werewolf manage to get so high up?”
Heinrich frowned at the hunter. “I don’t know if this is a time for comedy, Georg. Arnold Baumgartner will be seeing red because of this.”
“I know, I know.” They stayed quiet for a moment, and then Georg said, “Do you think it was the Protestants? Maybe there are spies in Bedburg.”
Heinrich shrugged again.
Another long silence, and then Georg continued, saying, “I heard she was quite a bitch. A pretty one, though. Everyone at the ball the other week seemed to be ogling her.”
“Have some decency,” Heinrich said. “This could be the beginning of a terrible thing. I mean, who cares about a murdered girl, or a fat witch, or a prostitute.” 
Georg’s eyes bored into the investigator when Heinrich said the word “prostitute.”
“My apologies,” Heinrich said with a sigh. “But . . . a noblewoman? Imagine what kind of storm that’s going to bring. A woman of such high class, found in the slums of Bedburg.”
“I guess you were right when you said that no one was safe,” Georg said. “Anyone can be a victim.”
Heinrich was right about the storm, too.
A new wave of hysteria swept over Bedburg, stronger than it had ever been before.



CHAPTER THIRTY
GEORG
 
 
That afternoon, Arnold Baumgartner issued a huge monetary reward for anyone with information on his daughter’s killer. In his dazed state, the commander wanted to do many things. He wanted to round up all the beggars in the southern district of Bedburg, to question them on what they might have seen the night before. He wanted to attack the Protestants outright. He wanted to go on another hunt. All three ideas were denied by Lord Werner—rounding up the beggars was too time consuming; attacking the Protestants was preemptive and foolhardy; another hunt was too dangerous, as they’d be near enemy lines.
General Ferdinand took over the garrison’s forces and went about setting up defenses around the northern and eastern borders of Bedburg. Wooden palisades were quickly erected, makeshift gates were created to stop people from coming into Bedburg, and guards were stationed at those gates. The commanders were afraid of spies infiltrating the town—if they hadn’t already. 
It was a sunny day, and the winter snow was melting fast. Citizens and soldiers alike expected the Protestants to attack at any time. 
“Do you think they have spies in town?” Georg asked his friend Konrad, referring to the Calvinists. “Surely they know what kind of defenses we have, and that reinforcements from Cologne have arrived.” 
“Even with the added regiment, it’s only a matter of time before they strike,” Konrad said. “They must be waiting on reinforcements of their own. There are groups of Protestants littered throughout the principality. If they all converge on us together, Bedburg could be in trouble.”
The two soldiers stood on the northeastern side of town, near the jail where Hanns Richter had been released. They stared at the palisades and into the dark woods in the distance. “How do you know there are other groups of rebels out there?” Georg asked. 
“Because I’ve been a soldier all my life, Georg.”
Georg stared at the soldier’s purple scar that ran down the right side of his face. “What do you think about Margreth’s death?” he asked.
Konrad shrugged. “Releasing the pastor might have been a diversion tactic to kill the commander’s daughter on the other side of town. But I’m not sure. All I know is that the killer must be in Bedburg.”
Georg sighed and looked to his right. Soldiers were staking the wooden palisades into the ground, and stone walls were being cemented together behind the spiked poles. Georg pointed at the ramparts. “Do you think those walls will stand?”
“Maybe against footsoldiers and archers. But you said you saw cannons when you discovered the camp. Those walls won’t hold against cannons.”
“You have little faith in our fortifications, my friend. We’ve been fending off the Calvinists and Lutherans for years.”
Konrad chuckled. “And you have too much faith in the town’s defenses. The Protestants are desperate to reclaim what they believe is theirs. This battle could be very different than any before it.” The big soldier adjusted his eye-patch and scratched his scalp. “Not to mention our western and southern borders are exposed. If they attack those sides, we’re screwed.”
“Maybe we should warn Ferdinand,” Georg said, pulling at his beard. “Although I’m sure he knows. Ferdinand has a fine military mind. You should know that as well as I, after our experience fighting under him.” He glanced over at Konrad.
“You’re right. He’s a strong commander,” Konrad said, nodding. 
Georg looked back to the walls being built. His mind started to race as he kept pulling on his beard. Before he could say anything else, Konrad put a hand on his shoulder.
“I nearly forgot,” Konrad said. “Remember when you said there were some strange things about that investigator?”
“Heinrich? Well . . . yes, I do. But we were drinking. I haven’t thought any more on it since then.”
“Well I have,” Konrad said. He grinned beneath his bushy beard. “I found something you might want to see.”
Georg’s eyebrows went high on his forehead.
“It will be easier if I just show you.”
Georg nodded and said, “Good. I’m tired of watching this wall being built.”
Konrad turned and motioned for Georg to follow. They headed away from the eastern border, toward Castle Bedburg, down a curved road. After a few bends in the road, they came to the castle. At least fifty soldiers were stationed in front of it, looking stoic and tense. Konrad grabbed Georg’s arm and nudged his head away from the castle.
They walked further south, down a hill and past the jailhouse. They rounded the monolithic, gray structure, and came to the back of the building. Konrad stopped in his tracks and held his arm in front of Georg.
“What am I looking at?” Georg asked, staring at the bland, stone wall.
Konrad pointed at a reclining section of the jailhouse, near the ground-level of the building. The stones that made up the section looked decrepit, while the rest of the building looked strong and sturdy. The bottom of the wall looked like it was about to crumble apart.  
“You told me the investigator was hard to track,” Konrad said. “I think I found out why.” He pointed at the dilapidated section of the jailhouse and walked closer to it. When he came to the wall, he crouched and peeked back over his shoulders.
Georg followed him. On close inspection, it wasn’t that the wall was about to fall apart—it already had. Georg noticed a small crevice in the wall that sunk down into the earth. It was like a sinkhole, or a cave that went straight down. At the mouth of the crevice was a ladder that leaned against the cave and reached down to the darkness below.
“This, my friend, is a tunnel. I discovered it the other day,” Konrad said with a smile. “Two nights ago, I found that it goes all the way underground, beneath the jailhouse, and leads right underneath Castle Bedburg. There’s another ladder at the end of the tunnel that reaches into the basement of the castle.”
Georg scratched his head. “It must have taken years to dig this,” he muttered, and then turned to Konrad. “You think Investigator Franz is using this tunnel to go in and out of the castle?”
Konrad nodded.
“What makes you think that?” Georg asked. “He’s a man of the law. He can go anywhere he pleases. Why would he need to travel in secrecy?”
“I don’t know, but I took after your own instincts and followed him. I saw him use it, Georg.” Konrad put his hands on his hips. “Think about it . . . the jailhouse is one of the places he frequents the most. It only makes sense that he would use the building he knows best as his secret road and means of travel.”
Georg squinted at Konrad. “And what do you think he has to hide?” He couldn’t help but grow suspicious. How could no one know about a secret tunnel this close to the castle? 
“I was hoping we could find that out together.”
“Right now?” Georg asked, his voice raising in pitch.
“Why not?” Konrad said with a shrug. “We might not be alive tomorrow. Aren’t you the least bit curious?”
Georg had to admit that his interest was piqued. What could Heinrich be using this tunnel for? Trafficking? Travel? Secret rendezvous? With a shrug, the hunter grabbed the ladder—it felt new and smooth in his hands—and he started climbing down into the cave.
Whoever worked on this tunnel put in a lot of time and effort, Georg thought as he descended. The mouth of the cave widened, and as he went deeper into the earth it became darker and darker, with only a glimpse of light shining in from above. Before long, he reached the gravelly ground, which he assumed was at the basement level of the jailhouse.
Konrad followed Georg down the ladder. When they were both on sturdy ground, he looked to the left of the ladder and found a torch on the wall. Georg eyed him curiously.
“I put this here the other night,” Konrad assured. He lit the torch.
Georg crept forward. He put his hand on the smooth, rocky wall. “This is definitely man-made,” he said, “and took a lot of time to build.” The wall was sculpted with grooves that acted as a sponge to keep water from seeping in from above.
Then Georg heard the click.
The hunter closed his eyes and sighed heavily. His shoulders slumped. After a moment of silence, he said, “Who sent you?”
“No one sent me.”
Georg slowly turned around and faced Konrad, who held the torch in one hand and an arquebus in the other. The weapon was pointed at Georg’s chest. The patch-eyed man was ten paces away, at the opening of the tunnel. Sunlight showered his body, and the torch’s flames created a dim aura around him.
“Hogwash,” Georg said. He appeared calm, but in his mind everything turned red with rage.
Konrad shrugged and had a cruel grin on his face, which was accentuated by the flickering torchlight. “Okay, the archbishop hired me to keep an eye on you, but I would have done it for free. I was already on my way to find you.”
“And you lured me down this tunnel . . . for what? Does it even lead anywhere? Did Investigator Franz even use it?”
“How should I know? You really are quite the dolt, Georg.”
The hunter narrowed his eyes on Konrad and held his arms out to his sides. “That might be true. But I know we never served together in the army, as you claimed we had.”
“How do you know?” Konrad said. “You’re a madman, remember?” His grin grew wider.
“Because I never served under Ferdinand of Bavaria. I’ve never even met him. I fought in Alexander Farnese’s army.”
Konrad hesitated for a moment, and then chuckled. “Well . . . you got me. I suppose I’ll concede that to you, Georg—we never fought together.”  
Georg took a step forward, and Konrad raised his firearm so its sight was level with Georg’s eyes. “Not a step further, man.”
“What did I do to you, Konrad? What is it you want? Money?”
Konrad frowned. “No, you cur, I told you money does not concern me. You really don’t remember me, do you? You must be crazier than I thought.”
Georg shook his head and shrugged. “Besides the patch over your eye, I’m afraid you’re quite forgettable.”
Konrad growled and clenched his jaw. He brought his hand that held the torch up to his face. He slid his eye-patch away and revealed a perfectly normal eye. “How about now?” he said, as if unveiling some groundbreaking epiphany. 
Georg’s face lit up and he pointed repeatedly at Konrad and seemed like he was about to exclaim something, but then he took on a somber look and shook his head. “Nope. Still nothing.”
Konrad spat on the ground. He couldn’t hide the frustration on his face, and his smile twisted into a sneer. The purple scar on his cheek seemed to pulse.
Georg knew he was getting the better of the man’s emotions, but thought, Maybe it’s not in my best interest to taunt a man who’s holding a hand cannon to my chest. 
“How about Donnelly . . . does that name sound familiar?”
Georg swung his arms out wide, trying not to pay attention. “Your eye-patch is fake, this tunnel is a ruse, we never met before a few weeks ago . . . are you even from Brühl?” The hunter shook his head and put his hands on his hips, but then whatever Konrad had just said registered in his mind. “Wait,” he said, “did you say Donnelly?”
Konrad nodded. 
Georg pulled at his beard. “Konrad . . . Donnelly.” He paused and his eyes focused on the weapon pointed at his face. “Like . . . my wife?”
Konrad sighed. “Yes, goddammit!” he shouted, and spittle flew from his mouth. His anger intensified. “Agnes goddamn Donnelly.”
Georg’s eyes narrowed, and the rage started to seep back into his mind. Although Josephine had reminded him of his wife, he hadn’t heard Agnes’ name spoken out loud in years. “How do you know my wife?”
Konrad looked like he was going to slap his own forehead. He shook his head and said, “You really are dense . . .” he trailed off, and sighed. “She was my sister, you fool! You are my brother-in-law!”
Georg pulled at his beard some more, trying to rack his brain. All the memories of the past were blurry. He’d worked years to forget those times. “That’s impossible,” he said, “she never mentioned your name once.”
Konrad looked to the ground and shuffled his feet. “She was ashamed of me for leaving our family to go to war, rather than helping our parents. But she was still my sister, and I always loved her.” He paused, and then his voice became dark. “And you killed her.”
Georg’s face turned hot, and he shook his head furiously. “You’re delusional. I would never harm Agnes.”
“Your wife, and your unborn child. Why do you think they call you Sieghart the Savage? You’re a madman, Georg! You were responsible for your own family’s death—for my sister’s death! I am here for vengeance. You weren’t there to protect them. I don’t care how they died—her husband was not there to protect her!” A few tears rolled down Konrad’s scarred cheek.
Georg gnashed his teeth so hard that he felt they would break. Through a clenched jaw he said, “I was at war.”
“You’ve been at war your entire life.”
Something in Georg’s mind snapped, and words became muddled in his mind. He couldn’t hear Konrad speaking—no one had the right to speak of his dead wife and son. 
He roared and dug deep, pushing off the ground with both of his legs. He rushed toward Konrad and closed the gap with one long stride. His mind broke and went berserk. 
He let the savage out of its cage.
Konrad Donnelly squeezed the trigger.
The bullet whipped from the arquebus and planted itself in Georg’s left shoulder. The hunter’s entire left side, from hip to shoulder, went immediately numb, and the bullet caused his body to jerk back. 
But the momentum of Georg carried him, and the big hunter crashed into the stout soldier with a bone-crushing thud.
The torch flew from Konrad’s hand and bounced against the wall behind him. His arquebus fell to the ground. 
The stout man struggled to wrestle Georg, trying to stay on his feet. They both grimaced and circled each other with their arms on each other’s shoulders.
Georg bared his sharp yellow teeth and snapped at Konrad like a wolf. Spit and phlegm flew from his mouth, onto Konrad’s beard and face. Though he could only feel his right arm, he felt no pain—only an unbridled rage.
Still circling and grabbing at each other, Konrad put his left leg behind Georg’s right foot, and squeezed hard on Georg’s shoulder. Blood spurted from the wound and oozed around Konrad’s hand.
Georg screamed.
Konrad pushed with all his weight, and Georg tripped over the man’s foot and fell to the ground, on his back. A cloud of dirt billowed into the air around him.
Konrad went low and straddled Georg’s chest. He swung hard and punched Georg in the face. 
Georg growled like an animal, even as his nose broke and his eyes became bloodied and bruised.
Georg felt his strength start to leave him as Konrad kept raining punches down on his face. 
Then the hunter bucked his chest, causing Konrad to become unbalanced. Georg reached out with his good hand and punched Konrad in the stomach. The air flew from Konrad’s lungs, and he let out a wheezing cough and grabbed his stomach. 
Georg took the moment to twist his body and push with all his strength. Konrad was stout and strong, but Georg was still bigger, and with his right arm he managed to writhe in the dirt and get his legs on top of Konrad’s.
Georg spun on top of Konrad and straddled him. With his left arm dangling, Georg let out a vicious snarl and brought his huge right hand around Konrad’s thick throat. He squeezed as hard as he could.
Konrad’s face started turning purple, and he used both hands to reach up and throttle Georg’s neck.
They became locked in a strangle hold.
Georg felt his good hand start to weaken, and the color on Konrad’s face returned.
The hunter tried smothering Konrad by leaning forward and pressing down on his mouth and nose, but then Konrad suddenly let go of Georg’s neck.
Georg watched Konrad reach for something in the dirt.
Konrad snatched the arquebus from the ground, and he hoisted it.
Georg’s eyes went wide.
Konrad swung the butt of the weapon around his body, trying to smash it into Georg’s head.
The hunter ducked low, putting his head on Konrad’s chest, and the arquebus whizzed over him. Konrad held onto the barrel of the weapon and brought it back for another swing.
Georg growled. Air was coming in ragged gasps, and he used the only weapon he had at his disposal. He ducked beneath the swinging weapon and lunged downwards, baring his teeth. He brought his face to Konrad’s neck and clamped down as hard as he could, with his jaw.
Konrad shrieked and blood gushed from the wound as Georg tore the flesh from his neck. 
The hunter clenched down even harder and felt the tendons and skin rip in his mouth. Blood dribbled down his chin. With his mouth as a vice, he ripped backwards and tore Konrad’s throat out.
The blood bubbled, and Konrad’s screams became a raspy gurgle. The soldier grabbed at his torn throat, and his body started to spasm and twist and the blood pooled around his neck. Both of his eyes turned glossy, and then murky, and then gray.
He stared into Georg’s eyes with an odd look, and then his writhing stopped.
Georg sat over him and huffed as the blood dripped from his mouth, face, and beard. He spat out bits of flesh and then heard a noise from above. His eyes shot upward, to the opening of the crevice, and he squinted as he stared at the blinding sun.
A silhouette stood at the top of the ladder. “Oh my God!” the voice screamed. “The nightmares are true! The legend is true! The Devil is here in Bedburg!”
Georg narrowed his eyes to adjust to the light. 
Sister Salome had a hand covering her open mouth. She shrieked and took off running.
Georg looked down. He was crouched on all fours, over Konrad’s dead body, with blood pouring down his beard and chin and pooling at Konrad’s head, and he realized at that moment that he looked more like a monster than he ever thought possible.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
DIETER
 
 
As Pastor Hanns Richter left the jailhouse that morning, he gave Dieter a slight nod, as if he knew the priest had spoken on his behalf. The pastor shuffled through the throng of angry bystanders, ducking from thrown vegetables and rocks. 
“Sinner! Liar! You sold us false promises!” the peasants cried out.
The pastor’s long walk from the jailhouse was meant to be a public display of embarrassment and shame. The same mob that Hanns had created had become incensed and unreasonable.
They feel betrayed . . . but for no good reason, Dieter thought. He knew Bishop Solomon had filled the peoples’ heads with his own rhetoric. It didn’t matter that Pastor Richter had been released—he had betrayed them by being arrested in the first place.
“How much did you pay for your freedom, heretic?” one peasant screamed as Hanns walked by. “Are you too scared to die for the same beliefs you preach?”
Within a week, Hanns had gone from being a figure of defiance in the face of the Catholics, to a figure of deception. Now the people wanted blood. The Calvinist army was on Bedburg’s doorstep, and the town was on the verge of war, again, for the first time in years.
The people blamed Pastor Hanns Richter for all of it.
The pastor’s idea of a “new hope” had turned into a tide of hatred, which Dieter assumed was spearheaded by Bishop Solomon.
“It seems your idea was worthwhile.” Vicar Balthasar had come to stand beside Dieter. He leaned on his staff, watching as Pastor Richter was led out of the city. “It’s interesting how public opinion of the man has swayed so quickly.”
Dieter glanced at the vicar. Perhaps Bishop Solomon isn’t the man to blame for the public unrest after all. “I didn’t expect that,” Dieter said. He knew there was a silver lining to the pastor’s departure, however. He might be leaving with his dignity shot and his tail between his legs, but at least he’s leaving with his head still on his shoulders. 
“He gave the people something they could believe in,” Balthasar said, “but ultimately it was a promise which he could not deliver.” The vicar started nodding. “I believe his time here will fade into obscurity.”
“I suppose,” Dieter said, disappointment in his voice.
Vicar Balthasar turned to him. “Wasn’t that our goal? You kept the man alive. You should be proud of that. Your bloodthirsty bishop would have had it any other way.” He trailed off, but kept his eyes on Dieter, who refused to make eye contact with the man. “If there’s one bit of advice I could give,” Balthasar continued, “it would be to watch for Solomon. Overshadowing your superior is a dangerous move. You might have rescued your conscience by saving Hanns Richter’s life, but you probably gained a new enemy . . . and a powerful one.”
Dieter’s head slumped, and he left the crowd and retreated back to his church.
Bishop Solomon was absent, as was Sister Salome. Dieter was surprised, though, to find a single man sitting in the pew closest to the altar. 
It was Peter Griswold.
“Herr Griswold,” Dieter said, taken aback. “This is quite shocking. What brings you here?”
Peter looked up at Dieter. His eyes were puffy and his face was wet. His lower lip trembled, and he said, “I wish to make a confession, priest.”
Dieter wrinkled his nose. “You aren’t of this denomination, Herr Griswold. What could I possibly do for you? Why not speak with Pastor Richter—he was just released, and he’s your friend, is he not?” He turned and started to walk away, but as he looked up at the statue of Christ’s crucifixion, a pang of guilt ran through him.
“I beg you,” Peter called out, “hear me. This has nothing to do with Catholics or Protestants, Father Nicolaus. This has to do with my daughter.”
A chill ran down Dieter’s spine, and he almost tripped over his own feet. He swallowed, and slowly turned his head. Staring at Peter, he realized this was the first time he’d ever seen the stoic man so deflated. It was also the first time Peter had called Dieter by his Catholic title. It softened Dieter’s demeanor.
He sighed and gestured for Peter to follow him to the confessional. Once inside the booth, he asked Peter what happened. 
“I’ve failed my family. I made a terrible mistake, and I’m afraid I cannot be forgiven for it. I’m afraid I’ll burn in Hell.”
Dieter said, “If you were a Catholic you’d know that anyone can be forgiven in the eyes of God. So, tell me, what happened—and start from the beginning.”
Peter shook his head. “The one I love most was harmed. I was blinded by my own selfishness and greed.”
Dieter said nothing, but his muscles tightened.
Peter sniffed and continued. “I know you know my daughter. Sybil fancies you, and I’ve seen the way you two look at each other. I can’t, in good conscience, allow such a union to take place. I’m sure you know that . . .” he trailed off to gather himself, coughed, and cleared his throat. “But I . . . I made her do things against her wishes, and now I fear she’ll never forgive me.” He wiped his nose with his sleeve. “I made her accompany a young nobleman, even though she hated him. She’s become his bride-to-be, and is set to leave town with him.”
Inside, Dieter bristled, but outside, he stayed calm. “What happened, Peter?”
Peter stuttered and struggled to speak. Then his sniffling became sobbing—the sobbing of a grown man, and a loving father. Dieter realized that this was a man who truly had his daughter’s well-being at heart, but he’d made mistakes along the way. Like any parent, he wished for the best, but had to learn from his blunders.
Just how grave was this mistake?
“Sybil confided in me this morning that . . . that she’d . . . that she’d been defiled by that damn nobleman.” He punched the nub of his left arm into the open palm of his right. “My little girl was hurt, and there was nothing I could do to help her.” Peter pulled his knees close, put his head on them, and wept.
Dieter froze and felt his stomach drop. He suddenly felt the urge to vomit. Thoughts raced through his mind, but in no clear fashion. Why didn’t she tell me? How could you let this happen, you fool of a father? What will that mean for our future?  
His eyes went wide. Whose child is growing in Sybil’s womb? 
A final thought brought him back to reality and back to his training as a Catholic priest. 
Forgiveness.
He felt it hard to fight back the tears, but Dieter looked through the cage of the confessional and stared at the downtrodden father of Sybil Griswold. “It will be all right, Peter. You will be forgiven, and you will make it through this—and so will Sybil.” As he spoke, he felt as though the words were coming from far off—like from a spirit, removed from his body.    
Dieter wasn’t sure if he believed his own words, and after he dismissed Peter he sat in the confessional for nearly an hour, staring at the spot where Peter had been sitting, trying to wrap his head around this new knowledge.  
 
 
 
Dieter left the church dazed, with his knees wobbling. It was late afternoon, the sun beat down on his face, but his eyes were wide with shock. He felt lost, and he couldn’t think or walk straight. He wandered from the church, like a ghost, and headed north. Now it made sense to Dieter why Sybil had been crying when she told him she was pregnant. That wasn’t the whole story.
How could I be so blind? I was so ecstatic that I didn’t even stay to listen to her. His shoulders slumped. I don’t deserve her. I am no man. 
His self-pity continued for what seemed like an eternity. He found himself at the northern edge of town, watching the soldiers as they staked the palisades in the ground. 
Then his anger quickly shifted from himself, to his creator. He stared up at the sky and the puffy clouds and thought, How could You let this happen, Lord? This is how You treat Your innocent children? You led me to believe that this was a sign of triumph and celebration, but You fooled me. Tragedy was the catalyst for this sign. 
He walked out of the town, through the northern gate. With all the commotion and preparation going on around him, no one even noticed as he walked through the gate like an animated cadaver. 
He kept heading north, away from Bedburg and closer to the trees in the distance.     
He damned himself, he damned Peter, and he damned God. His normal thoughts of forgiveness were replaced by dark, spiteful thoughts—thoughts he’d never had before, thoughts that he’d kept stifled and locked away. He felt as though innocence had drifted from his soul—innocence he couldn’t get back—and it had only taken a single confession. The person Dieter damned the most for hurting the woman he loved was Johannes von Bergheim.
Dieter knew what had to be done. He ventured three miles outside of Bedburg, into the woods, toward his destiny. He’d received a sign, and it was clearer than a river in springtime. 
As he trudged through the rolling countryside, he felt a presence following him, but he didn’t even bother to turn around.    
He made it to the trees, struggled a bit through the brush and undergrowth, and came to a clearing. 
Pastor Hanns Richter was waiting for him, sitting on a tree stump.
Hanns tilted his head as he watched Dieter approach, like he could read the many emotions on Dieter’s face—agony, sadness, pain. “Are you regretting your decision to help me, Father Nicolaus?” Hanns asked, scratching his head.
“My life is doomed,” he said drearily, “but no, I don’t regret helping you.”
Hanns massaged his chin. “You control your fate, Dieter. You’re only doomed if you allow yourself to be.”
“I thought God controlled my fate.”
Hanns smiled. “Sometimes you have to take control. Would you still like to go through with this? I must be leaving shortly.”
Dieter nodded. “Are your people going to attack Bedburg?”
“I can’t be certain. But if John Calvin and Martin Luther’s words are to be remembered, we have to take back our towns. We can’t survive on the fringes, Dieter, and I can’t allow my faith to disappear without a fight. The pope must hear our cries.”
“Even if you die?”
“If that’s God’s will, so be it. Whether in life or death, our words will be heard. That is my calling.” Hanns paused. “And what is yours, Dieter?”
“Well, I’m here,” Dieter said with a shrug. “I imagine my superiors won’t be too thrilled when they learn you didn’t ‘fade into obscurity,’ as they hoped you would.”
The pastor chuckled. “I suppose not. Maybe it’s a sign that your time in Bedburg is coming to an end.”
“Maybe so.” Dieter rubbed the back of his neck and said, “Let’s get on with it, shall we?”
“We shall,” Hanns said, nodding. He cleared his throat and paused for a moment. Then he said, “The Holy Spirit dwells within us and empowers us, Dieter Nicolaus. We must all come to understand that. The orthodox religion of Catholicism is not devoted completely to Jesus. Do you understand those words?”
“I do.”
“If you are to be saved and born again,” he continued, “then you must obey the Holy Spirit’s calling at all times. You cannot rely on the papacy. Your fate is your responsibility. If you disobey God, He may exempt you from Heaven, without any guarantee of absolution. Do you understand?”
Dieter nodded.
Pastor Richter rattled off a few more formal statements, and then he motioned for Dieter to follow him. 
He led the priest through a clearing, to a small pond in the woods that was about three feet deep. Dieter stripped off his robe and undergarments and walked into the water. The coldness stung him to his bones, and he shivered. As his body tingled, he closed his eyes, held his breath, and allowed the Holy Spirit to consume him.
Hanns put his hand on Dieter’s head and submerged him in the water. “With this Holy Baptism,” the pastor said, “you must work through daily contrition and repentance to cast aside your old ways. A new man will arise and walk before God, in righteousness and purity. If you live in sin after this baptism, you will lose your grace. So rise,” Hanns said, lifting Dieter’s head from the pond, “and be born again, Dieter Nicolaus, a servant of God and Jesus Christ.”
Dieter exhaled deeply and shook his head, spraying water from his hair and face. He opened his eyes and felt an immediate wave of relief wash through his body, as though the simple pond had cleared his conscience completely. 
He was no longer a clergyman of the Catholic faith.
And though the conversion itself was important to him, the freedom it gave him meant even more.
 
 
 
Before parting ways, Dieter and Hanns ambled through the woods, side by side, and the sun began to fall. 
“I assume you won’t join our cause?” Hanns asked.
Dieter turned to face the pastor. “No. I’m not a warrior, and I have to find the one I love.”
“Tread carefully, brother. There are many more dangers in Bedburg for you now, lurking around every corner.”
Dieter scrunched his brow. “What do you mean?”
“There are things in Bedburg that are happening right under your nose . . . things that you and the Catholic people are unaware of. The werewolf you seek, for instance—do you not see what it is?”
Dieter shrugged and ran a hand through his wet hair. “I assume you’re going to say it’s a bogeyman story to scare children? But if that’s the case, what about the actual deaths that have been committed in the beast’s name?”
Hanns shook his head and stopped walking. He put both his hands on Dieter’s shoulders. “Listen to me, brother. The werewolf is not a bogeyman story. It is a story used to scare Protestants.”
Dieter chuckled. “I think you have that backwards, my friend. If the werewolf is a means to scare Protestants, then why have all the victims been Catholic?”
Hanns sighed and frowned. “Then you are clueless,” he muttered. “I don’t have long to explain, but the victims in Bedburg have been the illusion of being Catholic, Dieter. Any reformer knows the truth, as terrible as it sounds, that the ploy has been created by the Catholics.”
“You aren’t making any sense,” Dieter said, feeling suddenly confused. “What on earth are you talking about?”
“The people of Bedburg believe that a Protestant devil is killing Catholics, correct?”
Dieter nodded.
“This is to scare Catholics into action,” Hanns said, pausing. “But what if I told you that all the people who’ve died were not actually Catholics.”
“Then what were they?”
“Protestants. Bishop Solomon and Archbishop Ernst know this—even Lord Werner is probably privy to this information. But the public has no idea.” The pastor breathed in and kept his grip on Dieter’s shoulders.
Dieter felt baffled and lost.
“Let me put it this way,” Hanns continued. “How do you get Catholics to fear and kill Protestants?”
“By saying a hellbent beast has been summoned by the Protestants . . . to kill Catholics,” Dieter said. He’d heard it before.
Hanns nodded. “Right. But the Lutherans and Calvinists know the truth, which is one of the reasons we’re revolting in the first place. The people who have been killed have been Protestants, Dieter, not Catholics.” The pastor raised his index finger. “Josephine, the harlot who regularly went to Mass? She was a Protestant spy, and would give us information about your church. While she worked, she listened to what the drunk soldiers told her and relayed that information to our armies.”
Dieter’s head started to spin. “I don’t believe that.”
Hanns raised another finger—his middle finger. “The Achterberg family?” he said. “They were Calvinist reformers. They placed their own son in the hands of Bishop Solomon. He was an altar boy, yes, but he also gave us pertinent information that only he could find out from Solomon. I feel terrible for the boy, for what he’s been through—losing his family and being in the hands of that vile man—and he’s still sitting in a jail cell somewhere, if he’s not already dead.”
The pastor raised a third finger and said, “Peter Griswold? He’s a friend of mine. He helps fund our cause. When Karl Achterberg wanted to wed his son to Sybil Griswold, the marriage wasn’t denied because the families hated each other . . . it was denied because Karl had to keep the illusion that his family was Catholic, whereas Peter has always been suspected of being a Protestant. If those two families joined together, it would have been highly suspicious and would reek of collusion.”
Dieter shook his head and shrugged the pastor’s hand from his shoulder. “That all sounds like quite a reach, Hanns.”
Hanns shrugged. “It’s the truth, Dieter. Josephine and the Achterbergs were spies, and they were silenced. The Catholic townsfolk don’t know that, of course, but every damn fighting Protestant knows who those people were. I don’t know how, but the Catholics must have discovered the agents in their midst, and now they’re picking us off one by one. Even with what you said on my behalf, I have no idea why they allowed me to live.”
Hanns paused to let Dieter mull the words over, and the pastor stroked his chin. “The one person I hadn’t been able to place my finger on was the most recent victim, Margreth Baumgartner. She’s been the only person murdered who was actually a Catholic, as far as I can tell. But I think I’m starting to understand.” Hanns put his hands on his hips and faced the foliage at his feet. “It’s like I said—how do you scare the Catholics into action? No one cares about a dead prostitute, or a young girl . . . but by killing a Catholic noblewoman and deifying her, and blaming the Protestant devil . . . it’s all very brilliant on the archbishop’s part. Your town is in such a frenzy now that they’ll do anything to exact their revenge against us.” 
As he thought aloud, Hanns started pacing. “The noblewoman’s death is one action we did not anticipate—we didn’t think the Catholics would actually have the gall to kill one of their own, let alone the daughter of a prominent military commander. In short, Dieter, I suppose you’re right . . . the Werewolf of Bedburg is a bogeyman, but not as far removed from the truth as you’d think. You must be careful in Bedburg, brother. If anyone finds out what I’ve told you, your life—and the lives of those you love—will be in terrible peril.”
Dieter didn’t have the words to speak. He opened his mouth a few times, but stayed silent each time. His mind whirled. If what Hanns is saying is true . . . then the conspiracy in Bedburg goes far deeper than I ever thought possible. Could it reach all the way to the archbishop of Cologne—or above that . . . to Pope Sixtus himself?  
It was overwhelming, but, as disturbing as it was, Dieter wasn’t too surprised. He shook his head and looked the pastor in the eyes. There was a sense of tiredness and sadness in Pastor Richter’s brown eyes.
They said their farewells, embraced, and Hanns turned and headed east, further into the woods. 
Dieter felt a weight on his conscience, but he couldn’t tell what it stemmed from. It was a nagging suspicion . . . that as he watched the pastor disappear into the woods, he couldn’t help but feel as though that was the last time he’d ever see Hanns Richter. 
When he thought back on the pastor’s words and warnings, he shook his head. No, he decided. Hanns Richter is telling the truth. And that means two things: I have to get Sybil, and we need to get far away from Bedburg. 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
SYBIL
 
 
After Sybil had recalled what happened with Johannes von Bergheim, and told her father, Peter had left their home in a drowsy stupor. Sybil didn’t ask where he was going. Instead, she spent the time resting, until Hugo shyly crept into her room about an hour later. He still clutched the horse-doll she’d made him.
“Are you all right, Beele?” Hugo asked. 
Sybil gave her little brother a hug.
Hugo said, “I love you,” and it was almost enough to make Sybil cry, but she held the tears back. She had done enough weeping, she decided, and wouldn’t allow herself to feel abused any longer. 
I will be like a stone wall, strong and impenetrable. 
“I know,” she whispered in Hugo’s ear, “I love you too.”
“What’s going to happen to us?”
Sybil stared into the boy’s big, round eyes. He was small for his age, but seemed to be growing recently at a rate Sybil hadn’t seen before. She smiled. “What do you mean? We’re going to be fine.” She stood up from her bed and ran her hand through Hugo’s shaggy hair. 
“Do you promise?”
“I do.”
“But what about Johannes? He’s going to take you away from us. I’ll never see you again,” Hugo said. His big eyes seemed to shrink. 
“That’s not true,” Sybil said. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”
“But what can you do? You’re just a girl.”
The words stung Sybil. As innocent as they sounded, they caused her to stutter and pause. She steeled herself and clenched her jaw. “I am just as strong as any man, Hue. Don’t forget that.”
Hugo nodded and fiddled with his doll. “I know . . . but other people might not. Will I see you again after you leave?”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
Hugo looked up at her. “You promise?”
“I promise,” Sybil said, smiling. That’s two promises in two minutes, she thought. I hope I can make good on them. 
The boy jumped in Sybil’s arms and they embraced again.
“I have to run an errand, Hue, but I’ll be back soon.” Hugo opened his mouth, but before he could say anything, Sybil said, “I promise.”
Hugo smiled and ran out of the room.  
Sybil watched her brother leave, and then exhaled heavily and smoothed her dress.
 
 
 
Night fell on Bedburg, and the town bustled with activity. Last minute preparations to fortify the southern and western walls of the town were being finished, and soldiers paraded the streets, fully dressed and battle-ready. It was a much different atmosphere than most of the townsfolk were used to.
Sybil made her way through the curving roads, heading south and west. Her eyes darted around in all directions. She felt paranoid about being followed. The whole city was on edge.
At the Achterberg estate, Sybil grabbed the Ninety-Five Theses from behind the wall of the hearth. After Dieter had kept it in his chambers at the church for one night, he decided to hide the book at the Achterberg’s, away from prying eyes.
Sybil sat at the small table and lit the candle. The flame brought immediate warmth and light to the dark room. Sybil opened the manuscript. As she read, time flew by. The purple horizon turned a darker shade as time passed, until the sky was black and littered with stars.
Every so often, she poked her head up from the book and peered out of the single window of the house, wondering where Dieter was. They’d made no plans of meeting that night, but Sybil had hoped Dieter would show up anyway.
The fleeting minutes turned into long hours, and there was still no sign of Dieter. Sybil’s paranoia grew worse. She feared that her father might have left the house and, in his haze, done something awful. She feared that God had taken Dieter from her. She feared that someone might have found out about their torrid relationship. She feared anything and everything—that whatever could go wrong, would. She sighed deeply and shook her head. He is stubborn, but my father is not a bad man; God would never take Dieter from me; no one knows of our relationship. She had an answer for every silly thought in her head, and she smiled. 
Sybil hoped that someday her father would give her his blessing. Peter must have seen the way she looked at Dieter, and he could not deny their relationship forever. Sybil knew Peter must have felt an insurmountable shame after forcing her through the horrible tirade with Johannes.
A creaking sound stole her from her thoughts. She shifted in her seat and stared at the front door. She smiled as the door slowly opened, and then she stood and said, “It’s about time. You took long enough.” Her smile faded as she stared at the two shadowy figures standing in the doorway.              
 
 
 
After hearing Peter’s confession regarding Sybil and Johannes, and after meeting with Pastor Richter, Dieter still felt uneasy. On one hand, his spirit was rejuvenated from meeting with the pastor. But on the other hand, Hanns’ words unnerved him.   
He left the woods and headed back toward Bedburg in a hurry. He wanted to check on Sybil, to make sure she was safe. When he realized that the town’s northern gate was well guarded, he headed toward the western entrance instead. The western gate had a weaker military presence, but to be safe he stayed outside of the town’s walls. 
The detour around the walls of Bedburg cost him over an hour of time. At one point he had to hide behind a copse of trees as a scouting party from Bedburg made their rounds near him. He eventually reached the fields to the south of town, and stood between Peter Griswold’s estate to the east, and Karl Achterberg’s to the west.
Where will she be?
He looked in both directions, over and over. The sky was pitch black, and he couldn’t afford to waste more time by choosing the wrong house to go to.  
He decided to head to the Achterberg estate. He figured Sybil might have gone there to calm her nerves and separate herself from her father. 
Dieter made it to the hill that led to the Achterberg house, and then broke into a sprint, unable to contain his excitement. He had so much to tell Sybil.
He reached the front door of the house and almost tripped on his robe.
He burst through the door without knocking, and as the door swung open he said, “Beele, are you here? We must gather our things and leave this place immediately! I’ve learned a terrible—”
He stepped through the doorway and saw Sybil sitting at the table at the other end of the room, her hands tightly clasped on her lap.
“Dieter!” she yelled.
He heard a sharp crack and his eyes lost focus. His entire body went numb, and the floor rushed to meet his face. He put his hands out instinctively and caught his fall. On his knees and hands, he blinked a few times and saw blood dripping onto the floor. He groaned and crumpled to his stomach. 
As Dieter rolled onto his back, the last thing he saw before losing consciousness was a golden cross dangling over his head.       
 
 


When Dieter awoke, his hands were bound. He sat next to Sybil, at the table, and the Ninety-Five Theses was open in front of him. His vision started off blurry, until he blinked away tears. 
Two figures stood at the other end of the room.
It took him a long moment to regain focus. 
Bishop Solomon and Vicar Balthasar stared at him from the doorway. The vicar was leaning on his walking staff. The top end of the staff was crusted with blood. 
“I’m so sorry,” Sybil said to Dieter. Her hands were also bound.
“Quiet, you blasphemer,” Bishop Solomon ordered. He was hunched over, and his hands were clasped behind his back. He started pacing the room and clicking his tongue.
“I’m disappointed in you, Father Nicolaus,” Vicar Balthasar said. “I truly believed you to be an honest man of the cloth, and not a traitor to your own people.”
Dieter frowned and tried to stand. His knees knocked together, and Vicar Balthasar ran the length of the room in an instant and held his staff out toward Dieter’s throat. All signs of his limp were gone.
Dieter stared at the round-faced priest, sat back down, and said, “I’ve betrayed no one.”
Bishop Solomon was shaking his head. “You’ve betrayed God. I have the evidence to prove it.”
“You won’t get away with this, Solomon,” Dieter growled.
The bishop shrugged. “Of course I will. When I said you were finished, did you think I was bluffing? Tsk, tsk, Dieter.” The bishop’s sagging face tightened, and his eyes narrowed. “Stand up. Both of you.”
Dieter wobbled as he stood, and his head brimmed with a sharp pain. Sybil leaned toward him to help him to his feet. 
Vicar Balthasar walked around the captives and prodded them in the back with his staff. “I never took you for such an exquisite student of subterfuge and manipulation,” he said, and then sighed. “What’s done is done, I suppose.” The vicar cleared his throat and raised his voice. “With the power given to me under Archbishop Ernst of Cologne, Pope Sixtus above him, and God above him, I hereby place you under arrest, Dieter Nicolaus, for various crimes.”
Dieter noticed that Lord Werner’s name was not mentioned in the vicar’s formal decree. He craned his neck to try and watch Balthasar read off the charges.
“Firstly, for reading a heretical text.” The vicar nudged his chin toward the Ninety-Five Theses. “Secondly, for staying in this house, a property of the Catholic church, without proper title or taxation. Thirdly, for treason, by abetting the Protestant rebels and supplying them with pertinent information about Bedburg’s defenses.” The vicar yawned and sounded bored. “Fourthly, for corrupting this young woman into your blasphemous faith, against your vows of perpetual chastity. And finally—and worst of all—for disavowing God from your heart.”  
Vicar Balthasar prodded Dieter one more time with his staff, and then turned away. “You lied to us about Pastor Hanns Richter, Herr Nicolaus. Your clever manipulation surely knows no bounds.”
“What are you talking about?” Dieter asked.
“You talked us into releasing the man, in the name of mercy, so that he might go away forever. Well, scouts have told me they’ve seen him fraternizing with the Calvinist army, possibly leading their religious sect on the front lines. That isn’t quite ‘fading into obscurity,’ is it?”
Dieter spat on the floor. “You know those charges against me are untrue. Would you, vicar—a minister of the faith—truly bring me up on such falsities?”
Balthasar shrugged. “I see no untruth in those claims. You brought all of this upon yourself.” He turned to Sybil and poked her in the back with his staff, and she let out a startled yelp. “And as for you, Sybil Griswold, I place you under arrest for aiding in treason against your people, for reading a heretical text, and for witchcraft and sorcery, where you stole a once-good priest away from the salvation of God.”
Sybil’s eyes sparkled, but she kept the tears away. 
Dieter grew angry—angrier than Sybil had ever seen—and she watched him snap and growl at the vicar and bishop.
Balthasar forced Dieter and Sybil to walk forward, while Solomon went outside and brought a carriage around. It had been hidden up the hill, away from the house.
Before they boarded the carriage, Bishop Solomon leaned close to them and said, “May your souls be damned to Hell for eternity.”
 
 
 
As the carriage bumped and rattled over the road, Sybil whispered to Dieter, “What will they do to us?”
They were inside the coach. Sybil felt scared, and her hands trembled. Solomon sat next to the driver of the carriage, outside, while Vicar Balthasar sat opposite Sybil and Dieter, in the coach.
Balthasar studied Sybil and Dieter’s faces. He frequently tapped the bottom of his staff on the ground, but he never took his eyes away from the former priest and his lover.
Dieter met eyes with the vicar and said, “They mean to kill us, Beele.” There was a hint of venom in his voice. He continued matching stares with Balthasar.
Sybil faced Dieter, and then turned to the vicar and raised her eyebrows.
Vicar Balthasar nodded. “Given the severity of your multiple crimes, that does sound like an apt outcome. Treason alone carries that sentence.”
“You must try us first, under the rules of law,” Sybil said. She tried to loosen her wrist-bindings by squirming in her seat, but failed.
Before Balthasar could confirm or deny his intent, Dieter said, “We were found guilty the minute these two stepped onto the Achterberg’s estate, Beele. We won’t see a fair trial.”
Vicar Balthasar raised his hands up, as if surrendering. “I am just doing as the law requires. I arrested you in the archbishop’s name, but he is not here. Bishop Solomon controls your fate . . . and after your fiasco in front of Lord Werner, I doubt that the bishop feels very forgiving.”
Dieter looked away from the vicar and turned to the curtained window to his right.
“Who do you think could have done this to us?” Sybil asked Dieter. She didn’t bother to conceal her words from Balthasar.
“Georg Sieghart,” Dieter said without hesitation. He sighed and stared at the rolling countryside outside the window. “He knew of us, and I should have known that the drunk prattler would never keep his word. I’m sorry for not listening to you, Beele. Your father came to me this morning. He was a wreck and gave me a tearful confession.” 
When Dieter turned to face Sybil, his head was shaking. His lips trembled as he struggled to speak. Finally, he said, “He told me what Johannes von Bergheim did to you. I’m so sorry I couldn’t do anything—I’ve failed you.”
Sybil gritted her teeth. “You were never charged with my safety or well-being, Dieter. I’m not a child.”
The carriage rolled into Bedburg under the cover of darkness, right through the middle of town. They made it to the jailhouse. Sybil and Dieter were both hooded as they stepped out of the carriage. They were led down the stairs of a place that smelled like a moldy cellar.
At the bottom of the steps, their hoods were removed.
Heinrich Franz sat in a chair at the end of the hall, reading over a piece of paper. As Sybil and Dieter were escorted around the investigator, Heinrich gazed up and had a perplexed look on his face, one that showed he didn’t understand why the priest and the farmer’s daughter were there. 
They walked into the second room, where Ulrich the punisher stood with a key in his hand. He grinned, causing the scar on his face to become disfigured, and then he opened a gate. 
Sybil and Dieter were thrown into the cold cell together. Across from them, in another cell, a prisoner sat huddled in a shadowy corner, whimpering, with his knees drawn up to his chest. 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
HEINRICH
 
 
Heinrich was livid. “You should have consulted me before arresting those two.” He spoke to the vicar and bishop. “It’s my job to find and arrest the criminals in Bedburg, not yours!” He pounded his gloved hand against his palm as he walked back and forth in the jailhouse hall. 
“I suppose we did your job for you,” Vicar Balthasar said. “You should be thanking us.”
Bishop Solomon grinned slightly. “Please, investigator, does your vanity and pride always have to get the better of you? Must you always be the hero who saves the damsel and arrests the unlawful?” Bishop Solomon’s grin turned into a frown, and his voice turned steely. “In case you haven’t noticed, that strategy hasn’t been working.”
What is going on here? Heinrich thought, looking back and forth from Bishop Solomon’s gray face, to Vicar Balthasar’s round, cherubic one. Just the other day these two seemed ready to rip each other apart, and now they seem like they’re . . . friends. 
Heinrich took a deep breath and thrust a finger in Solomon’s direction. “I have an ongoing investigation, Your Grace. These arrests make everything messy. Your prerogative should be aimed at your parishioners, while mine is aimed at the criminals. If we stay out of each other’s way, things go smoothly—but not like this.”
The bishop chuckled and eyed Balthasar, who stayed quiet in the corner of the hall, leaning against his walking staff. “We gathered intelligence, Herr Franz,” Solomon began, “and had to act quickly. In your line of work, I’m sure you understand the value of acting expeditiously.”
Heinrich studied the old bishop’s wrinkled face and wry smile. So smug, he thought, shaking his head. He thinks he can do anything he likes. He thinks he owns this town . . . 
Heinrich’s heart quickened, and he stopped pacing in order to calm himself. “Under what charges did you arrest them?”
Vicar Balthasar reached into his robe, pulled out a roll of parchment, and handed it to the investigator. “Take your pick.”
Heinrich grabbed the parchment and read over the charges. When he was done, he eyed the vicar and bishop and said, in a low tone, “It’s still my authority to execute arrests.”
Vicar Balthasar shook his head and said, “You’re causing a ruckus for no reason, investigator. I get my authority from a higher power than the laws of man. I get my authority from Archbishop Ernst.”
Heinrich felt his blood boil. “So do I! You know that!” he blurted, and immediately regretted his outburst.
Bishop Solomon eyed Heinrich and Balthasar suspiciously. Before Solomon could open his mouth, Heinrich added, “There is no higher power than the law.”
The hall became stuffy and quiet. The investigator had overstepped his bounds, and he knew it. Claiming the laws of man superior to the laws of God could be considered heretical, and he’d just said it in front of the two most powerful clerics in Bedburg. 
Bishop Solomon’s mouth fell open, but Balthasar Schreib had other concerns. “What, exactly, is the archbishop giving you, Herr Franz, for what you’re doing here in Bedburg? How much land and wealth are you getting from this? A new title, perhaps? And you still believe your ‘laws’ are greater than God’s glory?” The Jesuit missionary leaned on his staff and raised his brow.
Heinrich stammered, trying to formulate a response. Before he could utter another word, the door at the top of the staircase shot open and crashed against the wall, shaking the entire jailhouse.
Tomas came running down the stairs. “My lord!” he shouted as he bumbled down the stairs. He stopped abruptly when he saw the bishop and vicar. With a bow he said, “Your Graces,” and then turned to Heinrich. “My lord, the Protestants have begun their siege. Their general is Count Adolf, and he’s attacking the eastern walls.”
Bishop Solomon gasped and made the sign of the cross over his heart. “Lord have mercy on us all,” he said, turning to Vicar Balthasar. “I believe that is our cue. Let us fortify ourselves in the church—I have provisions enough for us.”
The vicar tapped his staff on the floor and narrowed his eyes on the old bishop. He cleared his throat and said, “My brother, while you fortify yourself with food and provisions, I will fortify our army’s morale. It is my duty to do as much. You’d be well not to forget the sins of gluttony and sloth.”
The bishop scowled at Balthasar’s condescension, but before he could respond, more footsteps could be heard coming down the stairs.
Georg Sieghart walked into the hall, looking dazed. Heinrich looked at him from head to toe. His tunic and beard and chin were all caked in dark brown blood, and his face was splattered with red. His eyes were wild, as though he’d seen a phantom. 
The vicar and bishop both gasped at the hunter’s appearance.
“I found him wandering aimlessly around town, my lord,” Tomas told Heinrich.
“Good God,” Heinrich said, “it looks like you were rolling around with a butchered pig. What happened to you?”
Georg said nothing. He stared at the investigator with a blank look.
“Where’s your friend . . . Konrad?” Heinrich said with more than a little spite.
“He’s gone,” Georg said.
Heinrich stared into the man’s crazed eyes, but decided not to push the subject. Just by looking into Georg’s eyes, he could tell that Konrad was likely dead. It was a shame, because Heinrich enjoyed the hunter’s company, but he’d have to do away with him eventually. Georg was a menace to others, and to himself. 
But right now there are more pressing matters.
Another long silence plagued the stuffy room, until Vicar Balthasar said, “I’m going to meet with General Ferdinand.” He limped toward the stairs, his staff cracking against the stone floor.
Georg cocked his head toward Balthasar. “With a limp like that? I’ll join you.”
Heinrich waved at the hunter. “No, Georg, I need you for another matter. I’m going to arrest the murderer of Margreth Baumgartner, and I’d like your assistance.”
“What about me, my lord?” Tomas asked.
“You may accompany us, Tomas.”
Bishop Solomon said, “You’ve already found her killer, in a single day? Who is it?”
Heinrich frowned at the bishop. “None of your concern, Your Grace. Lord Werner pressured me to find the killer, and I believe I have. But please, go hole yourself up in your precious church.” His eyes narrowed. “We wouldn’t want anything . . . bad to befall our beloved bishop.”
Bishop Solomon wrinkled his nose and waddled toward the investigator. He jabbed a finger in Heinrich’s chest and said, “So you know . . . for all intents and purposes, Sybil Griswold and Dieter Nicolaus were killed in the initial attack by the Calvinists. Spread that to the public, if you must. Do you understand?”
The investigator stayed quiet, and just stared at the hunched old man. 
The bishop snarled and bared his teeth at Heinrich, leaned close, and whispered, “If you wish to say otherwise, I’ll be sure Lord Werner strips you of any title and rank, and you’ll be the one rotting in a jail cell.”
If Heinrich felt threatened, he didn’t show it. He remained stoic, and Solomon scowled and shuffled toward the stairs with Vicar Balthasar behind him.
“Sybil Griswold and Dieter Nicolaus?” Georg said.
Heinrich nodded. “The bishop and vicar arrested them. I didn’t know about it.”
Georg stormed past Heinrich, into the next room, and found Sybil and Dieter huddled together in the back of a cell. 
At seeing Georg, Dieter jumped up and charged the bars. He gripped them tight, his knuckles turned white, and he said, “You’re a dishonorable man.”
Georg stared at Dieter with a solemn expression, but said nothing.
“Come on, my good hunter, we have things to do,” Heinrich said from the other room.
The hunter sauntered back into the room and said, “No, I’m afraid I can’t help you.”
“What are you talking about? I’ll get lost in the woods without you. We have to arrest Peter Griswold before he has a chance to escape Bedburg.”
Georg shrugged. “He won’t be going anywhere, investigator—not while the Protestants are attacking. You know where to find him.” The hunter pointed his chin toward his left arm. “This arm stopped working, so I can’t even use a bow. I’ve also decided to help the Catholics ward off the Calvinists.”
Heinrich’s jaw dropped. “You’ve gone mad, Georg. You just said you can’t use a bow, so what good would you be in a battle? And why would you fight? What allegiance do you owe these people?”
“I’ve lived without a purpose for too long, Heinrich. It’s time I start helping, rather than hurting. Besides, what allegiance do I owe you?”
“We’re partners! You’d rather help by killing people? What sort of logic is that?”
Georg shook his head. “You said it yourself, investigator. We aren’t partners. I was simply your lee…lee-ay—”
“Liaison.”
Georg sighed. “I’m going to follow General Ferdinand into battle, to protect this city. I won’t feel like a coward any longer. And even with this lousy arm . . . I’d enjoy you trying to stop me.”
Heinrich’s ears went hot, and he could feel the veins in his neck pulsating. Rather than throwing a fit, he simply gestured to the hunter’s blood-soaked clothes. “Whatever this is from . . . it’s surely rattled your small brain.”
“I suppose the savage hasn’t been removed from my heart, investigator.”
Tomas turned toward Heinrich and stiffened his posture. “I would like to accompany him, my lord,” the soldier said, saluting.
Heinrich looked down his nose at the wiry guard. “No, Tomas, I don’t think so.”
“B-but, lord, my duty is to protect the town. I am a soldier of Bedburg.”
“Your duty is to remain by my side, goddammit.” Heinrich felt like shoving the soldier, but instead he just balled his hands into fists. “So you will gather three of your best scouts and meet me at the southern gate. Do you understand?”
Tomas’ shoulders slumped, and he nodded slowly.
The three men walked toward the stairs, to part ways.
Before he reached the stairs, however, Heinrich turned and caught the attention of the quiet torturer, who stood vigilant at the end of the hall. “Ulrich,” he said, “keep an eye on those cells. And make sure you don’t kill them.”
Ulrich grinned cruelly, and the scar on his face twisted as he smiled.
 
 
 
Just before dawn, in the darkest hours of night, the Calvinist Protestants staged their first assault on Bedburg’s eastern walls. 
At the same time, Heinrich Franz was crouched behind a wheelbarrow, near the southern gate, staring up at the guards patrolling the ramparts. Tomas was behind him, with three scouts.   
At first, Heinrich had tried to simply waltz out of town, but the guards had stopped him. “It’s too dangerous out there, my lord,” one guard had told him. “No one is to leave or enter the city—even you. The Calvinists are in the eastern hills and woods, and it’s only a matter of time before they converge southward.”
Heinrich had cursed at the guard, but relented. He came up with a new plan, and he’d only need a few precious seconds to execute it. 
“Scout . . . whatever your name is,” he whispered to one of the soldiers. “You’re going to be our decoy. See that bell?” Heinrich pointed away from the two guards who watched the gate, to a brass bell a few feet away from them. The bell served as the guards’ alarm system.
The scout nodded to Heinrich.
“Throw a rock at it,” the investigator said.
“A rock, my lord?” the scout asked, tilting his head a bit.
“Yes, a rock, an arrow, anything! Just make sure the bell rings out. When the guards go to check on it, we’ll simply walk through the gate.”
“What if the gate’s locked?” Tomas asked.
“I’m sure it is,” Heinrich said. His eyes moved to a small room on the ground level, beneath the ramparts, which led up to the guard-post. “The lever to lift the gate is in that room, which is why scout number two over here is going to lift it as we move. You might be caught, but I’ll see that you aren’t reprimanded.”
The second scout looked skeptical.
Heinrich rolled his eyes. “I’m a lawman, dammit.”
After reassuring their confidence, Heinrich put the plan into action. It was a simple one, even though the guards were on high alert.
The first scout crawled and headed straight toward the foot of the ramparts, while the other scout went left. Heinrich, Tomas, and the third scout rose from their crouched positions and came out from behind the wheelbarrow.
Ting!

The guards on the wall jumped into action as the bell rattled and rang. They left their post, and as they did, the gate started to slowly rise.
Heinrich and his two followers strolled through the gate. The investigator could hear yelling from the ramparts, and yelling from one of his men. Only one of the decoy scouts made it outside, and Heinrich wasn’t sure if it was the one who had rung the bell, or the one who had lifted the gate. It didn’t matter. 
The four of them ran through the countryside and headed toward Peter Griswold’s estate.
When they reached the farmhouse, Heinrich noticed it was dark, which he’d expected.
“To the woods,” he said.
They jogged their way toward the woods, with Heinrich trying to retrace his steps. They zigzagged south and then cut east over a crop of fields, up and down rolling hills. All the men had hand cannons brandished the entire time, in case they caught the eye of any Protestant scouting parties.
Heinrich felt alive in the darkness, with the crisp wind biting at his face and blowing in his hair and mustache. 
Within half an hour, they’d traveled the two miles to the edge of the woods. Heinrich stopped and tried to calculate where they were, and where they would enter the trees. He needed to be certain, lest he get his envoy lost, which could have dire consequences once dawn broke the horizon and he was sitting near enemy lines.
He eventually shrugged and picked a spot that looked as good as any. The men wrestled with the trees and branches and foliage as they made their way through the woods in a methodical manner. The investigator found traces of footsteps—something he was thankful Georg had taught him to look out for—and he followed the steps until they finally came to the clearing.
Heinrich recognized the clearing, and he let out a sigh of relief. He crouched behind a large tree—the same one that he and Georg had originally hid behind—and squinted to find the cabin in the back of the clearing.
A candle flickered in the house, illuminating the single window. 
Heinrich saw a glimpse of shadows in the cabin, and he smiled. “There will likely be at least three people in there—maybe more. Our target is a man who’s missing his left hand. Don’t kill that man. If there’s a woman, don’t kill her, either. I want them subdued, but not dead.”
“What about anyone else inside?” Tomas asked.
Heinrich shrugged. “I don’t care. Do what you will.”
Without wasting any more time, Heinrich silently counted off and prepared to charge. He breathed in deep, clicked back the hammer of his weapon, and whispered, “Let’s go.”
The men split away from the tree and into the clearing.
Halfway through their charge, everything went wrong. The cabin door opened, and four people stepped out. As quiet as Heinrich and his men were, it was impossible to keep the footfall of four men silent in the woods.
All four people in front of the cabin turned in their direction. 
Shouting erupted, and the four silhouettes took off running north, into the trees.
Heinrich bit down and ran toward the first, nearest man. Tomas and one of his scouts ran beside him. With their cover blown, everyone broke into full sprint.
Heinrich couldn’t recognize the people he chased after. The four silhouettes split off in four different directions when they reached the trees.
Heinrich knew that time was a pressing issue—he was getting closer and closer to the Protestant encampment the further he went into the woods. He tried to run faster.
A large man jumped out from one of the trees as Heinrich passed, startling the investigator. The man swung a long knife overhead, and Heinrich’s eyes went wide. He managed to lower his head, instinctively, and the knife passed right over him.
Hearing a grunt from behind, he turned his neck. The knife had caught the scout running behind Heinrich, slashing his throat. The scout fell, then Tomas appeared and shot the assailant in the head. 
Heinrich pressed on. The trees whizzed by on both sides, eventually thinning out a bit. He heard Tomas running to catch up behind him, while the other scout was lost somewhere in the woods, chasing after one of the silhouettes.
Heinrich squinted and thought he noticed a man through the branches, running for his life, who had a stump where his hand should be.
The investigator jumped over undergrowth and then something caught his foot and he tripped and went sprawling forward. He gasped as he fell toward the ground.
Another man appeared from behind a tree and shot at the investigator. If Heinrich hadn’t been falling, the bullet would have hit him square in the chest, but as it was, the bullet lodged itself in the tree behind him. Embers and bark chips cascaded onto Heinrich’s back.
The investigator rolled to his side, groaning, and brought himself to his knees. He grabbed his firearm, which he’d dropped as he fell. 
Heinrich heard a scream and looked up.
Lars was charging at him. The barkeep had thrown away his hand cannon after his shot missed, and now held a dagger high above his head.
The lanky man chopped down and grunted.
Without thinking, Heinrich lifted his pistol.
Clang!—metal on metal rang out.
Lars clenched his jaw, pulled back, and hacked down again.
Heinrich tried to stand, but as he parried with the muzzle of his weapon he was knocked back to the ground onto his back.
Lars looked up—away from Heinrich—with a confused expression on his face.
Heinrich coughed, and a shadow leaped over him. He blinked, and Tomas was standing in front of him with a sword in his hands.
The soldier lunged forward and skewered the barkeep in the chest. The tip of his steel stuck out of Lars’ back, and Lars coughed blood and crumbled to the ground. Tomas unhinged his sword from the barkeep’s body, whose eyes were still wide with surprise as he died.
Heinrich panted and crawled on his hands and knees until he righted himself. He ran past Lars and Tomas, but could see no sign of Peter or the fourth runaway. His eyes searched around the forest as he tried to conjure any semblance of Georg’s tracking expertise . . .
And he heard a rustling to his right. 
The investigator jumped into action, but realized as he ran that he’d dropped his weapon when Lars had tried to kill him. He swiped wood chips from his eyes and felt warm blood running down his cheek. 
He came hurtling out of the trees and found himself at the bank of the Peringsmaar Lake. He stared at a face that looked back at him.
It was Peter Griswold, trying to run on the soggy, rocky sand. He was bigger than Heinrich, and slower, so the investigator quickly gained ground on the farmer.
Heinrich clenched his jaw as he drew within five steps of the farmer. He looked down at the man’s boots, then lunged.
He caught Peter by the leg of his pants, pulled down, and went crashing onto the rocks.
Peter’s left boot went flying from his foot, and he too went tumbling to the ground. 
The farmer growled at Heinrich and they writhed and struggled against the sharp stones. Pain shot into Heinrich’s back as a rock jutted into him. He howled.
Suddenly Peter’s right hand was around Heinrich’s throat, and he tried to straddle the investigator. He struggled to hold a strong grip with his one good hand, so he brought his left arm down, smashing his stump into Heinrich’s face. Cartilage crunched and Heinrich could feel blood gushing from his nose.
Peter reached back to smash him again. 
Heinrich jabbed his knee into Peter’s groin. The big farmer went down in a heap, grabbing his crotch and rolling to his side.
Heinrich scooted away from Peter and went to his knees. He snagged a large rock from the ground and jumped on Peter, rolling him onto his back. Heinrich’s mind flashed with rage and everything got dizzy around him. 
He found himself lifting the stone in the air, ready to shatter it on Peter’s face, and all he could see was the farmer’s eyes—shocked and horrified.
“I’ve got her!” a shout echoed from somewhere in the woods.
Heinrich spit blood on Peter and lifted the rock, then . . . 
“I surrender!” Peter shouted, raising his hand and his stump into the air. 
Heinrich’s senses came whooshing back to him and he managed to steer the rock and smash it on another stone just inches from Peter’s face. 
Peter gasped. “Just don’t hurt my sister, please!”
Heinrich huffed and tried to gather his breath. He rolled off Peter’s stomach and fell to his back, heaving. Blood dripped into his mouth, nose, and eyes.
Tomas appeared from the trees, Katharina Trompen slung over his shoulder.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
GEORG
 
 
The sun burst through the clouds and signaled a new day in Bedburg. Despite the murders and scared townsfolk, the prior months had been relatively peaceful. But now that peace was shattered.
Smoke and screams filled the sky.
Count Adolf von Neuenahr, Calvinist commander of the Protestant forces, had besieged Bedburg throughout the night. He blasted the stone walls with dozens of cannons that were set up high on a hillside to the northeast of town.
Still, Adolf had not sent any foot-soldiers to charge the town. The defining battle of the Cologne War was being decided by a violent onslaught of cannons and catapults. 
As morning came, Count Adolf ceased his assault.
Georg stood on the eastern ramparts of Bedburg. He stepped over a dead body and looked over the side of the wall. He shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand, and surveyed the wreckage in the countryside.
Adolf had split his regiment into three separate companies. One company was on the eastern hillside, guiding the artillery; another, below the hillside, hidden by trees; and the third company was a bit further south, in the deeper part of the woods.
Georg looked at the crumbling infrastructure of Bedburg’s walls. It’s only a matter of time before he sends soldiers to charge this poor excuse for a barrier. 
The town wasn’t prepared for such a violent attack. Their walls were small and weak. Their army was big enough, but scattered around different entrances of the city. Their palisades were made of cheap wood. People feared a rear attack from the western and southern parts of town. 
All of these factors made the battle seem hopeless, and it looked as though Bedburg was doomed to be handed over to the Protestants. 
“What do you see?” 
Georg turned and watched as a tall man with a pointed beard and mustache walked in his direction. The man had the air of a leader, and Georg gave him a salute.
“Well, sir, if I may speak plainly—”
“Please do.”
Georg pointed out toward the horizon. “Their artillery is protected by the company beneath the hill, but I think their southern battalion is lingering too far from their encampment. They’re lost in the woods.”
The man stroked his beard and nodded. “A fine observation. What do you suggest?”
Georg bobbed his head from left to right, thinking. “If it were up to me, I’d round up a fast group on horseback and attack that lingering company. I’d go through the woods to the south, out of their sight, and then head north along the Peringsmaar’s embankment. Attack them swiftly, to keep the men honest, so they can’t diverge too far from their camp. That way, at least in my mind, we’d keep them from spreading and flanking the southern and western gates.”      
The tall man said, “And could you lead such a group?”
Georg stammered. He was still crusted in blood from the night before. He looked menacing, and did not have the air of a leader about him. “Me?” he asked, pointing at his own chest. “You don’t even know me, sir.”
“You’re Georg Sieghart—‘The Savage,’ as they call you—are you not?”
Georg looked at the man with a sideways glance. “How do you know that?”
“Duke Farnese has told me about your endeavors on the field of battle. He told me to look for you—that you’d be here. You seem to have a mind for strategy, and you certainly look the part of a savage, if you don’t mind me saying.” The man gestured at Georg’s bloody garb.
“Not at all,” Georg said, smiling. So this is Ferdinand of Bavaria, he thought. Older brother of Archbishop Ernst, and one of our greatest generals.  
Georg had never met the man, but he’d heard of Ferdinand’s many successes in battle. He looked at the general in a new light, and could see the steely eyes of a hardened commander—and the stalwart face of someone who was used to having things go his way. Besides a collared gable around his neck, he wasn’t adorned in flashy armor or special accoutrements. He looked like most other soldiers, except maybe a bit older, with just a wisp of dark hair on his otherwise bald head. It was his face that showed his experience and stature.
“How many men would you need to head up that southern side? I figure you could at least scare the wretches.” Ferdinand smiled. “It shouldn’t be too hard given your current appearance.”
Georg chuckled and faced the ground.
“I have a mind to set Commander Baumgartner against the two center companies,” Ferdinand said. “It would be nice to have a flanking group to keep that southern company busy and away from Baumgartner’s sides.”
Georg thought for a moment, and then looked below at the soldiers on the battlefield. There were hundreds of men in the woods, and the battle would be a guerrilla fight—dangerous at best, suicide at worst.
Ferdinand seemed to notice the doubt in Georg’s eyes. “I wouldn’t ask you to stay on the field, Herr Sieghart. A pitched fight with those folks would be foolish. Just a quick skirmish—either you scare them into following you, or you scare them back to their main regiment.”
“I could do it with a hundred smart men,” Georg said with confidence in his voice.
“Done,” Ferdinand said. “That company has at least double that . . . are you sure you just need a hundred? You seem to be missing the use of your left arm.”
Georg looked down at his arm. It dangled uselessly at his side. 
“You should get that bullet wound checked out, before it festers.”
“I can do it with a hundred men,” Georg repeated.
Ferdinand threw up his arms. “Very well—I can’t argue with that. I’ll put you in charge. Wait for an hour, until that company is having their morning meal, and then I’ll order Commander Baumgartner to strike. Be ready to do the same.” The general strolled away without another word.
“As you wish, my lord,” Georg whispered under his breath, but Ferdinand was already too far to hear.
And just like that, Georg had become a commander in General Ferdinand’s army.
 
 
 
I’m assuming he gave me my position out of necessity, rather than merit, Georg thought. As he doubted himself, he wondered how many able-minded commanders the Bavarian general actually had at his disposal. 
Does the Bedburg garrison—with its Catholic soldiers and Spanish mercenaries and reinforcements from Cologne—actually have the manpower to defeat these vagrants?
He stared at the faces of the young men he would lead, and he couldn’t help but feel guilty. My plan was so hasty . . . what if it doesn’t work? Many of these men will never see another sunset. In fact, there’s a chance none of us will. 
He hadn’t led a raiding party in years, and he hadn’t been referred to as “Sieghart the Savage” in just as long. 
He shook his head and pushed the thoughts of doubt from his mind. He wouldn’t back down from this challenge. He would make General Ferdinand proud, to the best of his abilities.
I will not be a coward any longer.
The sun rose higher in the sky, and the hour spent gathering the soldiers passed quickly. He had a hundred men at the southern wall, mounted and ready to go. They were a hodgepodge of a group—each man had a patchwork of armor and weapons. Georg would not be leading a highly-trained and cohesive unit, like he was used to.  
He had sixty arquebusiers and forty pikemen. He assumed that many of his men were Spanish mercenaries—not because of what they wore or how they looked, but because they were more interested in the spoils of war than the actual outcome.
That’s probably why they agreed to go on this mission in the first place.
After the hour expired, Georg led his group out of the southern gate. The walls of the town hid them, and they made a wide circle to get to the eastern woods. They galloped around the woods and came to the embankment of the Peringsmaar Lake. 
His plan was to surprise the southern Protestant company, hit them quick, and then flee, hoping to draw them away from their main army. He expected artillery fire to start soon after they hit the Protestants, and he prayed that his group’s horses were fit and fast.
As he made it to the southern bank of the Peringsmaar, Georg gave a signal. His horse broke into a full gallop, with a hundred other horses doing the same. They barreled over small dunes and rocks as they trudged up the coastline.
In the distance, Georg saw men on horseback. He immediately knew something was wrong. They weren’t part of the southern company—they were too far from their main army. 
That’s a scouting party, he thought.
There were twenty men, and Georg hoisted his arquebus in the air. “Route them!” he shouted to his men. They broke off into a ragged ‘V’ formation. “Don’t let them escape—they’ll warn the larger company!”
Georg knew that if even one of these men managed to make it to the southern encampment, his entire preemptive strike was blown.
The Calvinist horsemen, seeing Georg’s approaching force, wheeled around, trying to flee up the coastline. The scouts turned in their saddles and shot at Georg’s party.
Georg closed in on one of the fleeing men and aimed his cannon. He waited for his steed to settle, bounced up on his saddle, then—as his rear fell back on his horse—leveled his weapon and fired. 
The man went down with a scream and toppled off his horse.
Bullets whipped by Georg’s face. He holstered his firearm and unsheathed his sword from his belt. He squeezed tight to his horse with his knees, unable to hold the reins with his left hand. A less-experienced rider would have fallen in seconds.
Georg brought himself alongside another fleeing scout, and could see the man’s scared, blue eyes. He was no more than eighteen years of age. 
Georg slashed at the young man’s back. He gave a primal scream and lifted his bloody sword in the air as the man fell from his horse. 
One of Georg’s men flew by and leaned forward in his saddle. He stopped abruptly as a bullet found his neck, and he went flying backwards, off his horse. His steed kept moving.
Georg rode beside another enemy. This one had an arquebus, and the man aimed at Georg’s face. 
The hunter’s eyes went wide as he ducked low in his saddle.
The scout’s muzzle erupted in smoke. The bullet whizzed by Georg’s shoulder, combining with the noises around him to create a piercing ringing in his ears.
Georg leaned forward and stabbed, sticking the man beneath the ribs. He didn’t wait to see if the man lived or not. As he rode past the wounded man, he realized he was running out of real estate on the bank of the lake. They were coming to a hill—the same hill he and Heinrich had originally climbed when they first spotted the Protestant army.
Georg scanned the battlefield: A few of the Protestants were ditching their horses and jumping into the woods. Then more of the horsemen followed.
“Oh no,” Georg said under his breath. We don’t have enough time to stop them all. 
As he kept scanning the field, he saw something and cursed. He noticed black dots on the hillside—a group of infantrymen were charging down and screaming. A red banner was erected somewhere in the middle of the group. 
This was the southern company that Georg had been looking for. Now the enemy had the higher ground, and they poured over the hillside in alarming numbers.
Georg tried to keep himself from panicking, but his heart felt like it was going to leap from his chest. His horse kept charging forward, but many of his men were too scared to follow. 
The men at the top of the hill crouched into a long line and leveled their weapons. 
Then they fired on Georg’s group, as a single unit. The rest of their scouts retreated behind their line.
Smoke drifted into the sky, and horses and soldiers fell all around him, in unison.
Georg’s horse whinnied and reared up on its hind legs. He gazed over his shoulder, at his men, and the situation looked dire. 
Georg’s steed was hit in the stomach while it was on its back legs, and it started to topple to the ground.
The hunter pitched over his saddle, falling to the rocky ground. He moaned and rolled onto his back, spitting out sand. He crawled to his feet and shouted with a raspy voice, “Fall back! Retreat!”
Another round of gunfire shot off and, a moment later, another round of soldiers screamed as they fell. One of the men was staring at Georg and was about to say something until the side of his head suddenly exploded.
Georg took the reins of the dead man’s horse and leaped onto the saddle. He wheeled the steed around and kicked it in the side.
He and his remaining soldiers headed south.
The Protestants did not pursue.
As the wary, demoralized group made their way back to Bedburg in defeat, Georg realized he’d lost sixteen arquebusiers and thirteen pikemen—nearly a third of his force—in a matter of seconds.
He cursed himself. He’d failed his general, and he knew the rest of the Catholic army would suffer because of his misjudgment.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
DIETER
 
 
In a dark cellar of Bedburg’s jailhouse, Dieter and Sybil listened to cannon-fire striking the walls of the town. The rumbling shook the foundation of the jail, and dust rained down from the ceiling, covering Dieter and Sybil in a sheet of dirt. 
The explosions and yelling above ground seemed to go on for hours. Dieter had no idea if it was night or day, or if Bedburg still belonged to the Catholics. He figured that a Protestant soldier might come down the stairs at any moment, either to kill him and Sybil, or to release them. He hoped it might be Pastor Hanns Richter who would come to their rescue.
Sybil kept staring out from the bars, to the cell across from them. A small figure stayed hunched in the shadowy corners of the chamber. 
Sybil became agitated when she overheard Investigator Franz’s plan to arrest her father for the murder of Margreth Baumgartner. “I know my father and the investigator disliked each other, but there’s no way Investigator Franz could ever do such a thing. It’s all false!”
Dieter didn’t put much faith in the lawman’s integrity. He also knew that a father would go to any length to protect his child—even if it meant killing. But why go after Margreth, and not Johannes? It made no sense to him.
Dieter remembered Peter’s confession. It was Johannes who caused his family so much grief. Margreth was just a noisy nuisance.  
Dieter’s head started to ache, and he couldn’t think about Peter or Heinrich or Johannes or Margreth any longer. He put his hand on Sybil’s shoulder and said, “I’m going to marry you when we get out of this, Beele.” He noticed that the girl was still focused elsewhere. “I’m going to take care of your—of our—child.”
“How are you going to do that? And what makes you think we’ll get out of here?” Sybil asked coldly.
Dieter was baffled, but he smiled nonetheless. “I converted to your faith,” he whispered. His smile quickly faded as he registered the second half of Sybil’s question. How in God’s name can I talk of marriage and children when we’re sitting in this frigid cell? 
They hadn’t been given any food, and they’d been in custody for hours. They were starving, parched, and a big lump was starting to form on the back of Dieter’s head. It was tender and painful to touch, but he didn’t complain. For Sybil’s sake, he tried to stay positive.
Every once in a while, Ulrich would amble by them and smile with a dark look on his face. He wouldn’t say anything, but his presence was enough to make Dieter shiver.
When the small figure in the shadows of the other cell started sobbing quietly, Sybil’s eyes turned soft. She squinted, as if she recognized the face.
Finally, the prisoner lifted his head for a split moment, to wipe away his tears.
“M-Martin?” Sybil said with a shocked look.
The prisoner’s head perked up, and the person crawled out of the shadows and into the dim light. His face was grimy and scruffy, and though he was still just an adolescent, he looked more like a man than a boy.
“Beele?” said a small voice. It was indeed Martin Achterberg—Bishop Solomon’s former altar boy; murderer of his own father; the boy who Sybil had been arranged to marry, years ago.
Judging by his filthy face and tunic, it looked like Martin hadn’t been let out of his cell in months. 
“My God, it is you!” Sybil exclaimed.
“Quiet in there, woman!” Ulrich shouted from across the hall.   
Sybil looked back through the bars and whispered, “How long have you been in here, Martin?”
“I’ve lost track of time,” Martin said, shrugging. “No one will tell me anything, and I haven’t eaten in days, I think. Why don’t they just kill me?”
Dieter frowned, suspecting that he knew the answer. He’d seen Martin leave Bishop Solomon’s chambers numerous times, at the strangest hours. He tried not to imagine what sort of horrors took place in those chambers.
Solomon is waiting to use the boy for something, Dieter told himself. Maybe as a false witness in a trial . . . maybe as a personal servant. He shuddered at the thought.
Sybil spoke with Martin at length, in low whispers. The scruffy adolescent was fifteen now—at least by his own estimation. He said Bishop Solomon would come visit him every so often, but would never give Martin a definitive answer regarding his future. The way Martin explained it, Dieter felt the bishop was just toying with the boy, which caused the former priest to fume.
Dieter’s heart felt heavy. He’d found so much hate in the recent days—with Georg Sieghart’s betrayal, the malice of Bishop Solomon, Johannes von Bergheim’s terrible deeds. It was becoming harder and harder to forgive and forget.
At one point, much to Dieter’s chagrin, Sybil and Martin started talking about Karl Achterberg’s murder. It was hard for Dieter to listen to, but he couldn’t stop himself.
“You don’t understand, Beele,” Martin began. “Yes, I hated my father. He stole Dorothea from me. But that wasn’t all.”
“What do you mean?” Sybil asked.
Martin struggled to get the words out. He paused for a moment to gather himself, and with a voice that was on the verge of tears, he said, “You have no idea how terrible it was to be in the care of the bishop. The things he did to me . . . the things he made me do to him. I was miserable, but I had to relay whatever information I could back to my father. He made me a spy for his own twisted goals. He never cared about me. My father forced me into that arrangement, Beele, just like he tried to force me into marrying you . . .” Martin’s eyes went wide and he grabbed the bars of his cell. “I-I didn’t mean for it to sound like that,” he exclaimed.
Sybil frowned. “It’s fine, Martin, I . . . I understand what it’s like to be forced into something against your will. My father did the same to me, just recently.”
Martin hesitated. “I’m sorry, Beele. It seems we come from the same stock.” He tried to smile, but then his face became hard and distant. “I couldn’t stand it any longer. I could put up with the bishop’s impulses, but when my father stole Dorothea from me . . . my love . . . that was the end. I’m not insane, Beele, you have to know that.”
“I know Martin. I think you’re stronger than you know.”
Martin smiled, probably for the first time in months. As he did, Ulrich walked into the room. The punisher smacked the bars of Sybil’s cell with the handle of a knife. The bars rattled and Sybil flew away from them with a yelp. 
“I told you to shut up!” Ulrich said, pointing the butt of the knife toward Sybil. When all was quiet, he added, “You have visitors,” and disappeared back into the other room.
Time seemed to slow as Dieter watched two figures enter the hall. Behind Bishop Solomon a smaller person followed. Dieter squinted to see who it was.
Sister Salome stepped forward.
What is she doing here?
“As I mentioned earlier,” Solomon said, walking up to Sybil and Dieter’s cell. “You undermined me for the last time, Father Nicolaus, and in front of Lord Werner no less. I have all the evidence I need to put you in the ground. But before I do, I feel obligated to let you know where my evidence stemmed from.”
Dieter was baffled. No, he thought, it can’t be. 
Sister Salome stepped forward shyly. Her hands were clasped in front of her, and she faced the ground, as usual.  
“Tell him what you know, Salome,” Solomon urged.
The nun stared at Dieter for a long moment, as if studying his face. Her hands shook, her eyes were barely open, but she seemed to look at Dieter as though she pitied him. She cleared her throat. “I . . . I found a copy of that damnable book, the Ninety-Five Theses, when I was preparing your sermon the other day, Father.” There was a dark tone in her voice that Dieter didn’t recognize. It didn’t sound like the quiet, trustworthy nun he’d always known.
“I witnessed you stealing away into the woods after Pastor Richter was released and banished. I saw your visit with the Protestant blasphemer!” Her voice rose, and she was on the verge of hysterics. “I saw your baptism in the pond.” Her shaking hands trembled even more. “How could you do that, Father? How could you betray your own people? Your eyes, they . . .” she trailed off and then turned her gaze to Sybil, who was sitting against the back wall of the cell. “Your eyes were blinded by t-this . . . succubus!” 
The nun’s words turned into screeches, and Dieter saw the real Salome for the first time. She was unable to control her rage. Dieter looked into those angry eyes and saw something, and that’s when he put the pieces together and realized why she felt scorned and betrayed. 
It’s jealousy, he thought, resting his forehead against the cold bars. The mild-mannered, plain woman who always kept to the fringes—invisible and undistinguished—and always had her eyes looking at the floor . . . Dieter finally saw the burning pain behind those lucid eyes. It’s not anger or evil in her heart that brought her to do this to me. Dieter shook his head. On the contrary—like any other person in the world, she just wants to feel loved and recognized. I . . . failed at that. 
Even though she went behind my back, I can’t think of a person who deserves my forgiveness more.
A sudden surge of pain shot through his stomach, rose into his heart, and he felt that uncontrollable fury again. He frowned, and thought, No . . . it isn’t my life I care about. Locked in his inner turmoil, Dieter glanced at Sybil, who wore a confused expression on her face. He had remained silent for quite a while, and it seemed as though everyone in the room was waiting for his response. You hurt Sybil, Sister Salome. You put my love in harm’s way, and that is unacceptable. That is something I cannot forgive. 
Dieter shook his head and turned away from the nun.
“Look at me, Father! Look at me!” Salome screamed. 
Dieter would not. 
Salome started bawling, and she put her head in her hands. Then she ran from the room.
Dieter felt no pity for the woman. He felt . . . empty. Soulless. 
Bishop Solomon chuckled. “Now that you know the truth, Dieter, can you find peace with God? Do you see what you’ve done to that poor woman, and to my congregation?”
Dieter narrowed his eyes on the bishop. “You’re a sad, petty man, Solomon,” he spat. “You are no man of God. You live in decadence, surrounded by corruption, fueled by pride.” The former priest walked up to the bars and grabbed them, trying to stick his head as far through the empty space as he could. “You are a disgrace to Catholics,” he said in an angry whisper. “I may die, but my soul will be exempt from pain and agony. I will find salvation. I will see God’s glorious face. You, however, will wallow in your pitiful life, forced to live in seclusion, with hate in your heart—devoid of love or forgiveness.”
Dieter’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the bars of the cell and cleared his throat. “I forgive you, bishop, but I pity you even more. When you are judged, you will burn in Hell for your constant sins and abuses.” Dieter released his hands from the bars and threw them in the air. “So do your worst to me. But know that I will leave this earth as a Christian, with my head held high. You cannot break me, Solomon. You can break my body and my bones, but you will never break my spirit or my soul.”
Bishop Solomon’s smile disappeared. His face turned from smug and proud, to shocked and horrified, and he became as white as a ghost. His temper got the best of him, and he snarled at Dieter. He banged on the bars of the jail cell with his old, frail hands. The bars barely rattled.
Dieter just laughed.
“Punisher!” Solomon shouted. “Get in here!” 
When the scarred man entered the room, the bishop screamed and pointed his finger at Dieter. “He says he cannot be broken, good sir. I want you to prove him wrong! Find out what he knows about the Calvinist army.”
Ulrich nodded, and then smiled at Dieter and Sybil with his gap-filled grin.
The bishop turned to leave, and his robe billowed in the air. 
“Have a blessed life, Your Grace!” Dieter shouted to the old man, who cursed and shook his fists in the air as he made his way to the stairs.  
“What would you have me do with them after I get your information, Your Grace?” Ulrich asked before Solomon was gone.
Solomon growled. “Kill them! I want no evidence that these heretics ever existed, or ever stepped foot in my church!”
“No!” Martin cried from the other cell.
The bishop spun on his heels and pointed at the boy. His voice softened. “Don’t worry, Martin. You’ll be back in my care shortly.”
Martin started sobbing, and he crawled back to the shadowy corner of his cell.
Ulrich stepped away for a moment, and came back with a whetstone and a cruel-looking dagger. As he sharpened the blade in front of Dieter, he smiled. “It’s about time I had some fun.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil tried to keep from trembling as she watched Ulrich prepare his barbaric tools. He had knives and pliers and scissors of various sizes and shapes splayed on a table in the center of the hallway. He gingerly ran his hand over a pair of pliers, and then moved to a rusty set of scissors. He stroked his chin, and then moved his hand back to the pliers.
Ulrich seemed to relish in his preparation. He was like an actor in a play, setting the gruesome scene to come. Sybil could tell that, for whatever reason, this man genuinely enjoyed inflicting pain on others.
Martin was a wreck. He wept and tried to hide his face in his knees. 
Sybil tried to calm him down. “It’s going to be okay, Martin. Everything will be fine—just look away.”
“Yes,” Ulrich said while sharpening his tools, “everything will be fine.” He grinned.
“You don’t have to do this, Ulrich,” Dieter said.
“I know I don’t, priest. But I want to.” Ulrich stared at Dieter with a blank look. He shrugged. “Besides, orders are orders. You heard the bishop.”
“I know there’s a good man beneath all that hate. Please, I’ll tell you whatever you want to know,” Dieter pleaded. His voice quivered.
“I know you will,” Ulrich said, lifting the pliers and inspecting them. “But that wouldn’t be very enjoyable.”
When he was done perusing his wares, he sighed and let out a deep breath. He left the room for a moment, and came back with a small chair, which he placed in front of the table. “I doubt you have much to tell me, anyway,” he said to Dieter.
“Then why are you doing this?”
Ulrich crossed his arms over his chest, didn’t bother to respond, and looked back and forth between Sybil and Dieter. “Now . . . who’s going to go first?”
“I will,” Dieter said without hesitation.
Ulrich chuckled. “It’s not that simple, priest.” He pointed his pliers at Dieter, and then at Sybil, and then back to Dieter. He repeated this for some time, while counting silently to himself. After a minute of tense anticipation, the damp air in the room seemed to thicken.
Finally, his hand slowed, and it ended on Sybil. With a last-second motion, he pointed the pliers at Dieter. “You’re a lucky man, priest,” Ulrich said, showing his gap-riddled smile. 
The torturer opened the cell with a key, and Sybil ran up to him. Ulrich easily shoved her to the back of the cell, and then reached and grabbed Dieter’s wrists.
Dieter struggled for a moment, but he was too weak and malnourished. He was dragged from the cell. Martin yelped, but Sybil held back her emotions, refusing to let out so much as a whimper.
I won’t give this savage the satisfaction of seeing me suffer, she thought. She sat at the back of the cell in painful silence.
Ulrich pushed Dieter down onto the chair, and then strapped his left hand behind his back. He took Dieter’s right hand and slammed it on the table, and then wrapped his wrist with a rope. 
Dieter wiggled his fingers and moved his hand, but that was all the mobility he could muster.
Ulrich took the pliers and tapped them on the table. “What do you know about the Protestant army?” he asked. He seemed bored, as if his questions had been rehearsed.
“God as my witness, I know nothing of their plans. I simply met with the pastor to—”
Dieter let out a bloodcurdling scream as Ulrich twisted his thumbnail out of its socket and tore it from his hand. 
As Dieter howled, Sybil covered her ears and clenched her eyes shut. Martin started babbling to himself.
Ulrich pressed down on the tender flesh and blood dribbled around the wound.
Dieter gnashed his teeth.
“If you bite down too hard,” Ulrich said, “you’ll break your lovely smile. I’ve seen it happen. Just let it out.” He kept squeezing Dieter’s thumb, and Dieter groaned.
Ulrich picked up the pliers again. “Are the Calvinists bringing reinforcements? Why are they only attacking the town with cannons?”
Dieter’s eyes blinked. He blurted out, “Because they plan on starving Bedburg!”
Ulrich tapped his bloody pliers against the scar on his cheek. “Hm,” he said, and then shook his head. “You’re lying. Bedburg could last weeks, and the Protestants don’t have that kind of time to waste.” He stretched Dieter’s index finger, clamped the pliers down, and ripped off the nail. 
Dieter coughed. Blood started to drip down his forearm and pool on the table. 
“Try again, priest. Why are the Protestants only using cannons, rather than using soldiers?”
“Because it’s working!” Dieter shouted. He began heaving.
Ulrich chuckled. “How would you know? You’ve been in here since the siege began.” With that, he ripped the nail from Dieter’s middle finger. “This is going to get a lot worse before it gets better. Why don’t you think before you say whatever first comes to your head?”
With every nail that Ulrich pulled, Dieter became more reserved. Besides the initial shock, the pain began to numb his senses.
From upstairs, there was the familiar sound of the jailhouse door opening. Footsteps pounded down the stairs.
Dieter looked away from his hand and grimaced.
“Look at your hand, priest, or I’ll pluck your eyeballs from your skull.”
The warning was enough for Dieter to turn back and stare at his bloody hand, unblinking.
“Stay strong,” Sybil called from inside the cell.
Ulrich looked over his shoulder “If you don’t stay quiet, I’ll switch you out with your lover, right now.”
“How are things going here?” asked a voice from behind the torturer.
Dieter tried to look at the person behind Ulrich, but his eyes were blurred with sweat, and he couldn’t recognize the figure.
Ulrich growled and said, “Get out of here. Can’t you see I’m busy working?”
“And a fine job you’re doing, punisher, but you’re going to want to see this.”
Ulrich sighed, put his hand on Dieter’s shoulder, and stood to his full height. He tossed the pliers onto the table and turned around. “What in God’s name is—”
There was a loud thump. Ulrich’s body went stiff, and then the torturer wobbled in place. He fell over and crashed into the table, scattering his instruments onto the stone floor. Because his hand was roped to the table, Dieter went with it and fell on his side.
Dieter grunted, and then furrowed his brow and squinted. 
Georg Sieghart stood over Ulrich’s body. He held the pommel of a sword in his hand. The hunter bent down and shuffled around in Ulrich’s tunic, until he found a set of keys. He flipped his sword around and cut away Dieter’s bindings. He grabbed the cloth that Ulrich’s tools had been set on, and wrapped it around Dieter’s hand. Then he helped the weary priest to his feet.
Dieter gasped, and looked at Georg, confused. He clutched his hand. 
Georg moved to the jail cell and used key after key, until one of them clicked and the gate opened. He glanced at Dieter and said, “Am I still a dishonorable man?”
Sybil jumped out from the cell and leaped into Dieter’s arms, helping him to stay standing.
Dieter wheezed and said, “I-I’m sorry, Herr Sieghart. I owe you an apology, and my life.”
“So soon?”
Dieter nodded. “I’ve learned that it wasn’t you who publicized our secret.”
“You’re damn right it wasn’t.” Georg sighed and kicked Ulrich’s unconscious body in the leg. “Let’s get going. I have no idea how long this big boar will stay sleeping.”
“Wait!” Sybil cried. She ran over to Martin’s cell. The boy was still distraught, and was still talking to himself. “We have to release him . . . please, I beg of you.”
Georg peered into the cage, and then he turned to Sybil with a look of disbelief on his face. “You realize that’s the same kid who butchered his father right before my eyes, don’t you, my lady?”
“I know. But he’s not that boy anymore.” She put her hands together, like she was praying. “Please.”
“You’re right, he’s not that boy,” Georg said. “He’s a murderer. I’ve seen it.”
“I’ll take responsibility for the boy,” Dieter said. “Just please give Beele the key.”
Georg hesitated, and then sighed and finally handed the keys to Sybil. She unlocked the gate. Martin was barefoot, and more than a little skittish, but Sybil helped him out of the cell. 
“You people need to leave Bedburg right away. We’re losing the battle for the city,” Georg said.
“Where will we go?” Dieter asked.
Georg ran a hand through his beard. Flakes of crusted blood fell to the ground. He reached into his tunic and came out with a few pieces of silver. “Take this money—it should be enough to get you passage from the Dutch shore. Go to London. People will accept you there—Queen Elizabeth is a Protestant sympathizer.” Georg used his hand to gesture directions. “Head west out of Bedburg, and keep going west. Don’t stop or look back until you reach Amsterdam or the sea. Take a ship from there—it shouldn’t be too difficult.”
“We can’t accept your money, Georg,” Dieter said.
“Don’t say you can’t.” Georg put his one good hand on his hip. “Now is not the time to act prideful, Father. Just take it and leave. Try and stay hidden as you travel through the countryside. Take the woods if you must, but stay away from the roads.”
Dieter looked to the ground, and his body seemed to deflate. “Thank you, Herr Sieghart.” He suddenly reached out and embraced the hunter, who looked baffled, to say the least. 
Dieter pulled back once Georg gave no sign of returning the embrace. “Why are you helping us?” he asked.
Georg shrugged and scratched his head. “I’m not sure. I guess I might . . . like you people.” He frowned. “I suppose I might see something in you two that I once shared with someone, a long time ago. Get out of this hellhole and make a life for yourselves.”
Dieter and Sybil both smiled at the hunter. Dieter asked, “Where will you go?”
“I have a few errands to take care of.”
Georg didn’t elaborate, so Dieter simply nodded to him. Then he took Sybil’s hand, and Martin’s, and the trio ran past Georg and headed for the stairs. When he was at the bottom of the stairs, Dieter turned and said, “By the way, Herr Sieghart. I overheard you talking with Heinrich and the clerics earlier . . . and I know you’re wrong.”
Georg furrowed his brow. “About what?”
“You’re not a coward, or a savage. In fact, you might be guilty of being a good man.”
Georg smiled at the priest, and then Dieter disappeared up the stairwell.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
HEINRICH
 
 
Heinrich and Tomas arrived at the jailhouse with Peter Griswold and Katharina Trompen. The place was in disarray. Ulrich was sitting on a chair, hunched over and nursing a nasty lesion on his forehead. His tools were scattered on the ground. 
Heinrich took one look at the torturer and then surveyed the rest of the hall. Dieter Nicolaus’ and Sybil Griswold’s cell was open, and they were gone, as was Martin Achterberg. Heinrich cursed under his breath. He had wanted to use Martin as a witness against Peter, since he knew the Achterbergs hated the Griswolds. Now he would need to force a confession out of Peter, unless Martin was found. And since Sybil was also gone, he couldn’t threaten the farmer with Sybil’s well-being.
Unless Peter never learns that she escaped . . .
Heinrich kept Katharina and Peter upstairs, in the care of Tomas, while he asked Ulrich, “Why are your tools on the ground? Who ordered you to use them?”
“Bishop Solomon came in with that ugly nun. The priest really enraged the bishop. Solomon wanted me to squeeze information out of the priest and then kill him and the girl.”
“I’m assuming you didn’t?”
“Didn’t get the chance.”
Solomon really believes he can take the law into his own hands, Heinrich thought, shaking his head. Only I can do that. 
Heinrich looked at the floor and noticed dried spots of blood around the overturned table. “Who helped them escape?” 
Ulrich groaned as he massaged his tender, bruised forehead. He shrugged. “It happened so fast. I’m not sure. As you can see, someone bumped my head pretty good.”
“You’ll live,” Heinrich said. He twirled his wispy mustache. After a brief moment of silent contemplation, he thought he had a good idea of who rescued the priest and the girl. It didn’t matter right then, though. He had to move quickly. 
“Pick up your tools and put them away,” Heinrich ordered. “The table, too.”
Ulrich nodded, slowly rose from his chair, and went about retrieving his pliers and scissors and knives.
“Tomas, bring down the prisoners,” Heinrich shouted once Ulrich’s table and utensils were stowed away. The soldier came down the stairs with Peter and Katharina in front of him. The captives’ hands were bound behind their backs. 
Heinrich pointed to the cell where Sybil and Dieter had been. “Put Herr Griswold in that cell.” Then he motioned to the door at the end of the hall, which led to another room of jail cells. “Put the woman in that room.”
Tomas nodded, pushing Peter into the cell and slamming the gate shut. He took Katharina to the end of the hall, then disappeared into the next room. 
“I, uh, don’t have the keys,” Ulrich said, feeling around his tunic. “They must have taken them.”
Heinrich sighed and frowned. “Get creative,” he told Ulrich. Then he walked to the end of the hall and went into the next room, where Tomas was closing the gate on Katharina. He took a step toward the soldier and grabbed him by the arm. “I want you to retrieve Peter’s son from his estate,” he whispered. “He’s young, so it should be simple. Bring him here.”
“Yes, my lord,” Tomas said, saluting. He left the room.
 “I’ll deal with you in a bit,” Heinrich told Katharina. The gray-haired woman stayed quiet and pursed her lips. 
As Heinrich watched her for a moment, a thought came to him. He pondered it while continuing to gaze at her for nearly ten more minutes. Finally, he returned to the room where Peter was jailed.
Staring at the man through the bars, Heinrich sighed. He took Ulrich’s chair, set it in front of Peter’s cell, and sat down.
“Where’s my daughter and son? I want guarantees that they’ll be safe,” Peter said. He looked exhausted. 
“It’s too late for that, Peter. I can’t guarantee those things.” Heinrich stretched his arms out wide. “I don’t know how to say this easily . . . but your daughter and Father Dieter Nicolaus were killed in the initial Protestant attack.”
Peter’s face remained stoic and blank. “I don’t believe you.”
“My men identified their bodies before we came to your sister’s house.”
Peter tried to stay strong for a long while, but his lips finally started to quiver. His narrow eyes grew wide and looked suddenly soft and dejected. “I failed her,” he said. “I pushed her right into that wretch’s arms, and now I’ll never be able to tell her I’m sorry. Please, tell me you’re lying. Tell me she’s alive.”
“Which wretch would that be?” Heinrich asked as he pulled a piece of parchment from his tunic. 
“Johannes von Bergheim.”
Heinrich raised an eyebrow. “And now your own people have killed her,” he said, referring to the Protestants. He felt a slight pang of guilt—The things I do to uncover the truth—but it quickly subsided.
Peter studied Heinrich’s face as the investigator scribbled on the parchment. He cocked his head and said, “I still don’t believe you. For a man who claims to seek the truth, you aren’t a very good liar, Herr Franz.”
“Believe what you will,” Heinrich said, shrugging. “But if you want a different fate for your son, you will cooperate.”
“Hugo?”
Heinrich nodded. “Your son is probably alone and scared at your estate, as we speak. We have you, Peter, and if you cooperate, I will promise that Hugo will be safe. Your time in Bedburg is finished, but your legacy doesn’t have to end here.”
Peter sat down against the back wall of the cell. “Katharina?”
“She told me everything. I know you were abetting, feeding, and funding the Calvinists. You’re much more significant to their army than I originally realized.” He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Even though you might not be a violent person.”
“Katharina would never say such things.”
“I was surprised, too, that she spoke so easily. Maybe she’s just tired of all this madness.”
Peter leaned against the wall and scratched the back of his head with the grainy stone. “What is it you’re charging me with, exactly?”
“Well, treason, of course. And the murder of Margreth Baumgartner—you’re the only person I’ve found who had a motive to kill the noblewoman.”
“You know I did no such thing,” Peter growled. “She was just a silly girl.” 
“It doesn’t matter, Peter. How do you think Arnold Baumgartner will react at trial? That ‘silly girl’ was the daughter of our garrison commander . . . a man fighting for our city’s survival, as we speak. Do you really think the word of a traitor will outweigh the testimony of such an esteemed leader? He will be seeking vengeance, and he will get it.”
Peter spat on the ground. “You’re a dog.”
Heinrich ignored the farmer and raised both hands, palms facing up. “Or, on the other hand, you could save your sister and son by confessing to the multiple crimes you’re charged with. Why not save the ones who you hold most dear? Would you really let your own kin suffer for your transgressions?”
Peter shook his head and shouted, “I killed no one, dammit!”
Heinrich responded by raising his voice, too. “Don’t be so blind, Peter! You practically slept with the enemy!” He stood from his chair and grabbed the cell’s bars. He was seething—a rare moment of discomposure for the investigator—but he quickly calmed himself.
Peter paused, a smile slowly forming on his face. “And what if the Calvinists take your city, Heinrich? What then, when you have no trial to conduct?”
“I suppose this will all have been for naught. But I wouldn’t count on that so soon, for your family’s sake. A lot can happen between now and Bedburg’s fall . . .” Heinrich trailed off and watched as Peter’s wry smile turned into a disheartened frown. 
Peter stayed silent for a moment, and then cleared his throat. “If you can promise me the safety of my son and sister, what would you have me say?”
Heinrich nodded firmly, feeling like he was finally getting somewhere. He rolled the cuffs of his sleeves to his elbows, and sat back down. “I’d have you confess to killing Margreth Baumgartner. Your motive was to eliminate her from interfering with the marriage between your daughter and Johannes von Bergheim. We both know, Peter, that sooner or later, with her clout, she would have gotten what she wanted. If that happened, she’d have Johannes, and your daughter would still be the daughter of a farmer—without prospects or title.”
 Peter sighed and ran his head up and down the wall again, massaging himself. “Is that all?”
“Admit to assisting the Calvinist forces, with your sister as your liaison.”
Peter’s brows went high on his forehead, and he said, “Is that everything?”
Heinrich coughed and said, somewhat under his breath, “And confess to murdering Josephine Donovan.”
Peter chuckled. “Josey? She was a friend of mine—”
“It will help cover up loose ends,” Heinrich admitted. He blinked a few times and said, “She was also a player in your scheme. Lars was, too.”
Peter tilted his head. “What happened to Lars?”
“He died when you were running from me and my men. Don’t worry, though, he tried his damnedest to kill me.”
The farmer’s shoulders slumped. He shook his head. “Katharina will be devastated.”
“Yes I know. They were lovers.”
Peter glanced at the walls of the cell. “As far as Josephine—not even you could spin that story, Heinrich.”
“Don’t worry about that, Peter, I’ll make it work. Perhaps she denied your advances.”
“She was a prostitute!” 
Heinrich pretended to yawn. “Trust me, Peter.”
Peter seemed to snap, and his calm demeanor turned biting and loud. “What will you say to God, you monster—”
“I doubt I’ll ever meet Him.”
“You think you can just lump all of these murders under my name?” 
Heinrich bobbed his head from left to right, as if thinking. Then he nodded.
Before the investigator could open his mouth to say anything, Peter hissed and said, “Wait, don’t tell me—you’re a seeker of the truth.” He let out a rumbling laugh, and it echoed through the hall.
They both went silent, staring at each other for some time. Eventually, the door upstairs opened. A ray of sunlight lit the dark room. Tomas came down the steps guiding Hugo Griswold by the shoulders. Heinrich motioned for Tomas to bring Hugo in front of Peter’s cell.
Peter jumped to his feet. 
“See,” Heinrich said, presenting Hugo as if the boy was a prize. “Unharmed, as I promised.” He grabbed Hugo’s shoulders with his spindly hands.
Peter rushed to the front of the cell. “Get your hands off him,” he yelled, then faced his son. “Hugo, did the soldier hurt you, my boy?”
Hugo had his horse doll in his hands. He looked back at Tomas, then to his father. He shook his head. “What’s going on, father? Why are you in there? And where’s Beele?”
Peter’s hand started shaking. “I’m so sorry, son. I promise that everything will be okay.” He turned back to Heinrich and stared into the investigator’s eyes with a look of pure hatred. His eyes were so intense that Heinrich felt unnerved for a moment.
Heinrich cleared his throat and said to Tomas, “Take the boy into a different room.”
“To a jail cell?” Tomas asked.
Peter growled. “Why you basta—”
“No . . . just to a different room,” Heinrich said.
Tomas nodded and led the boy away.
Peter tried to stick his head through the cell’s bars, to watch his son go. “I love you, Hue!” he shouted.
Then the boy was gone. The door slammed shut.
Heinrich watched Peter stew with rage. Then, without much hesitation, Peter blurted out the words that Heinrich had been waiting to hear. “Fine,” he said, “I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt my son.”
Heinrich bowed his head. “You know this won’t be pleasant, Herr Griswold . . . don’t you?”
Peter squinted. “Do you want me to change my mind?”
“I’m just warning you.”
Peter half-smiled. “How gallant of you.” He shook his head. “Just get on with it, coward.”
Heinrich nodded and walked toward the stairs. Before he reached the bottom of the steps, he turned around and pulled at his mustache. “For your cooperation, Herr Griswold, I’ll give you one last truth, for your peace of mind.”
Peter looked at the investigator expectantly.
“You were right. I am a poor liar. Your daughter is still alive—I think.” The investigator bowed to his prisoner, then disappeared up the stairs.
Peter Griswold closed his eyes, breathed out, and smiled. 
  
 
 
Outside the jailhouse, the normally quiet town of Bedburg was in a state of upheaval. People ran in all directions. Smoke filled the sky, billowing from the eastern gates. Several buildings lay in ruins.
It was enough to make Heinrich dizzy. Until then, he hadn’t seen the full extent of the chaos and the sight of it was disorienting and shocking. 
He stumbled by a few soldiers, staring up at the bitter, black sky. He made his way to Bedburg Castle, where Lord Werner was huddled away in the confines of his safe-room, surrounded by an envoy of guards. 
The little lord seemed terrified at everything happening around him. Seated in an oversized chair, he seemed flustered at the investigator’s arrival, tapping his hands on his knees.
Heinrich told Werner that he’d finally obtained a confession for the murders of Margreth Baumgartner and Josephine Donovan. 
“Oh, like you obtained the confession from the ‘witch,’ Bertrude Achterberg? Do you have any idea how that farce made me look?” Lord Werner whined.
Heinrich scratched his neck and tried to ignore the annoying little man. “I’ll have a public trial prepared.”
Lord Werner mumbled inaudibly, then said, “Who cares about that at a time like this?”
Heinrich sighed. “You were the one who wanted me to continue my investigation, my lord.”
Waving off Heinrich, Werner asked him to report on the battle outside. But Heinrich had no word, emphasizing that he’d been chasing shadows in the night and questioning suspects for many hours. 
Lord Werner screeched. “I want you to go to the front lines and get me a report, dammit!” he yelled, obviously unimpressed by the investigator’s endeavors.
Heinrich scoffed, staring down at the shivering little man. Ignoring the lord’s order, he decided he had one more thing he needed to accomplish before his investigation was complete.
 
 
 
Heinrich found Georg Sieghart near the eastern wall. The soldier-turned-hunter-turned-soldier was at the helm of a group of young men, directing their crossbow volleys at the enemy line, far beyond the gates.
“Are you hitting anything?” Heinrich asked, walking up to the hunter. He put his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun, and looked over the ramparts. Bodies lay scattered on the plains, torn apart by cannon blasts.
Georg shrugged. “I doubt it. Just trying to keep them at bay. General’s orders.”
Heinrich smiled. “Ah, so you’re a commander now? How quickly you move up the ranks, my good hunter.”
“I didn’t ask for it.”
Heinrich slapped the big man on the back and smiled.
“Did you hear?” Georg asked.
Heinrich furrowed his brows.
“There’s been a report that more Catholic reinforcements are en route, coming from behind the Protestants. We may be able to trap them.” Georg said. Though ecstatic, he looked on the verge of exhaustion, his adrenaline somehow keeping him upright. “It’s a miracle, Heinrich. We might be saved!”
Heinrich smiled. I suppose that’s a report, but I’ll let Werner worry a little more. He stared at Georg, who kept yelling and ordering and cursing at the soldiers. Heinrich thought, I’ll miss this man.
He put his hand back on Georg’s shoulder and said, “Georg, it’s done.”
Georg looked at him with a blank stare.
“I’ve got the confession we’ve been searching for—for Margreth’s death, and . . . for Josephine’s. My case here is finished.”
“That’s great, Heinrich. I’m happy for you, but I’m a bit busy here.” Even though Georg was shouting at his men and throwing his hands in the air, his face had a subtle look of relief.
Heinrich sighed and said, “I know it was you, Georg.”
Georg’s hands froze in midair. He squinted at Heinrich. “What was that?”
“I know you helped free Dieter and Sybil. And I have an itching suspicion that you’re responsible for Konrad von Brühl’s disappearance.”
Georg shook his blood-caked beard. “Prove it,” he said. Then his face turned angry. “What are you going to do, Heinrich? Arrest me?”
The investigator shook his head.
Georg narrowed his eyes. “Then why are you telling me this? Justice truly is blind, eh?”
“Indeed it is, my good hunter.”
“You didn’t answer me, Heinrich. Why are you here? Shouldn’t you be interrogating some poor sap in a damp, dark jail cell?”
“I’m here as a warning.”
“About what?”
“There is going to be a trial, Georg, and I expect it will be bigger than any we’ve had in this town before. I’m trying to tell you that, in the coming weeks, things are likely to get very . . . bizarre. You need to leave Bedburg, Georg, as soon as you can. Are you listening to me?”
Georg was directing more men to the ramparts, while sending off others to tend to wounded soldiers on the battlefield just over the walls. Without facing Heinrich, he nodded. “Why do I need to leave? I’m just starting to like it here.”
Heinrich hesitated and said, “Just trust me,” then started to walk away.
“Why?” Georg called out. When the investigator turned around, Georg added, “Why should I trust you?”
Heinrich twirled his mustache and thought for a moment. “Because you’re my friend,” he said, smiling.
Heinrich turned to leave again, but when he got about ten paces away, Georg called out: “You don’t have any friends! Remember?”
Heinrich held up his gloved hand and waved to Georg, but kept walking away. “Very true, my good hunter!”
“Say, investigator!” Georg called out again. “Did you ever figure out who the real Werewolf of Bedburg was?”
Heinrich sighed and turned one last time. Pinching his mustache, he shrugged. “Who knows? Perhaps there never was one at all.” He raised his hand and gestured at Georg’s blood-caked face and tunic, his disheveled beard and hair, his paralyzed, bullet-riddled arm. Then he motioned to his own purple, bloated nose, which had been broken by Peter Griswold the night before.
Heinrich couldn’t help but chuckle. “Perhaps we all are, my good hunter!”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
GEORG
 
 
The incoming reports were true. Reinforcements came within hours of the field scouts’ reconnaissance, to aid the defending Catholics. Georg stood at the top of the ramparts of the eastern wall, looking over the hills and woods. On the horizon, he saw bright yellow banners embroidered with a blue fleur-de-lis, approaching from the rear of the Calvinist forces.
Alexander Farnese, the Duke of Parma and Governor of the Spanish Netherlands, had been successful in his Dutch campaigns. He had arrived at Bedburg, to the surprise of every one except General Ferdinand. Farnese was already a war hero for his campaigns against the Dutch, and he’d come to further his reputation.
With Farnese’s army coming from the north and east, the Calvinists were all but trapped between the two forces: Ferdinand’s defenders at Bedburg, and Alexander’s regiments behind the rebels.
After his failed skirmish the night before, Georg had been very hard on himself. He took to drinking, as usual, until General Ferdinand approached him. Even after Georg gave a slurred apology for his failure, Ferdinand told him that the hunter’s defeat came at a massive price to the Calvinists. Though the individual outcome might have been a failure, as a whole, Georg’s mission was a success. His quick strike had left the bulk of Count Adolf’s army vulnerable and unbalanced. 
Toward the start of the morning, Adolf suffered heavy losses against Arnold Baumgartner’s main force. 
Georg still felt guilty for leading countless men to their deaths, but his courageous charge had not been a complete loss.
Still somewhat drunk, he’d gone to the jailhouse and rescued Sybil, Dieter, and Martin. He’d hoped he could at least do some good by breaking them out.
Afterward, Georg returned to his general. “What would you have me do, my lord?” he asked.
“Have a short memory, soldier. Don’t let your losses demoralize the men,” General Ferdinand answered. He pointed to Georg’s disheveled, drunken appearance. “And don’t let them see you this way.” He turned to leave, adding, “You still have over sixty men at your disposal. Get back on those ramparts and make use of them.”
Georg went to the inn. He asked Claus for a pot of tea, which sobered him up quite nicely. 
With Ferdinand’s encouraging words giving him renewed vigor, for the next two hours Captain Georg Sieghart commanded and directed crossbowmen from atop the wall, raining hellfire on the enemy. 
When reports came of Alexander Farnese’s imminent arrival, the Calvinists went into a panic. Count Adolf foolishly forced many of his men to charge Bedburg’s walls, in a last ditch effort to raze the town and steal it from the Catholics.
Georg and his sixty men were ready. Hundreds of Protestant soldiers were shot down and lay dead and dying, splayed on the bloody plains of Bedburg’s countryside. Their moans drifted with the wind—in all directions—to the ears of soldiers on both sides of the battlefield. Crows circled the fields, preparing for a feast.
As Alexander Farnese’s army became visible in the distance, the men on Bedburg’s ramparts pumped their fists toward the sky and cheered. 
Georg was relieved, but not cheering. He was puzzled why Count Adolf would direct his army to such desperation—charging the walls—rather than spare countless deaths by just surrendering.    
Then he remembered seeing a man on the Calvinist’s front lines, minutes before Adolf’s order to charge. The man had shouted, “We will not be forgotten! Praise God!” then rushed the walls with a group of like-minded soldiers behind him. 
Georg’s eyes drifted just down the hill, to the body of that suicidal Protestant, now dead on the battlefield alongside his men. On closer inspection Georg realized it was someone he knew: the recently released pastor, Hanns Richter. 
When Count Adolf’s orders went largely unheard, it was Pastor Richter who gave the men the morale and zeal to make a final stand. And now he lay dead on the battlefield—surrounded by countless others—sure to be forgotten. It was Georg’s crossbowmen who had struck him down.
With Pastor Richter dead, Count Adolf’s army lost all order and cohesion. The surge came to a screeching halt, and the Protestants who still lived threw down their weapons. With their spiritual leader dead, all hopes of victory were gone.
If he’s remembered at all, Georg thought, he’ll surely be remembered as a martyr to his people. 
Somehow, Count Adolf von Neuenahr managed to escape General Farnese’s approaching army. General Ferdinand and Commander Baumgartner weren’t thrilled with that, so they sent a troop to scour the countryside for the fleeing general.
But whether Adolf was caught or not, the siege of Bedburg was over. The Catholics had prevailed. They took many prisoners, but some of the adrenaline-fueled mercenaries still had a bloodlust that needed to be sated. They went about the battlefield, butchering Protestants and putting others out of their moaning misery.
Such were the horrors of warfare and Georg could do nothing about it. For every two prisoners the Catholics took, a third was slaughtered.
Men became relegated to beasts—savage and barbaric—to the dismay of the many gallant soldiers who showed restraint.
Georg was one of those gallant soldiers. He wanted no part in the angry, bloodthirsty killings. He remembered his talk with Heinrich, his multiple confessions with Father Nicolaus, his killing of Konrad. 
His savage heart had been fed. Moral depravity no longer coursed through his veins. He looked at his rough, right hand, turned it over a few times, and hoped that he would never have to kill again. Then, shifting his gaze to his useless left hand, he realized he’d probably never be able to anyway—which was fine since he felt like he’d finally found his true purpose, or at least a spiritual reckoning of sorts.  
Maybe now I can stop being a soldier and actually focus on my faith. He wanted to find God more than anything else. Perhaps the battle would serve as the conduit. 
It’s time to rebuild my God-forsaken life and start anew, just as Father Nicolaus is hopefully doing. That is . . . if he made it out of the city alive.
 
 
 
As the battle concluded, the sun began to wane. Georg found himself face-to-face with General Ferdinand. 
“You fought well,” Ferdinand said. “And you led even better. What do you say in joining my regiment as a regular lieutenant, Herr Sieghart? I could use you.”
Georg looked down at his hand, and then to the general. “With all due respect, my lord, I’m tired of being used. I’m afraid I’ve seen enough blood for a lifetime.” He gestured to his dangling left arm. “Besides, I doubt I’d be much use with this ruined arm of mine.”
“I’m asking for your mind, Georg, not your body.”
Georg shrugged and smiled. “I’m flattered, but I’m still going to have to decline your honorable offer. I’m sorry, my lord.”
Ferdinand sighed. “Very well. It’s a shame to lose someone who actually knows what they’re doing.”
Georg didn’t think of himself like that. Even though he felt he’d found a new lease on life, he still felt lost. If he had known what he was doing, he would have never led his men into a deadly ambush. If he had known what he was doing, he would have never befriended Heinrich Franz or Konrad von Brühl. “Tell that to the families of the men I got killed last night, my lord,” Georg said, shaking his head.
Ferdinand placed a hand on Georg’s shoulder. The general tried to smile, but failed. “I want you to report your casualties and opinion of the battle to Lord Werner, before you leave,” he said, and then started to walk away.
“Lord Werner will have my report by sundown, my lord.”
“Take your time, Herr Sieghart. You’ve earned it.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
DIETER
 
 
Dieter, Sybil, and Martin stepped out of the jailhouse into what could have been a scene from Hell. Shielding their faces and squinting as their eyes adjusted to the blaring sunlight, they silently surveyed the utter chaos before them.
The city was in total turmoil. People darting from building to building, dazed soldiers meandering aimlessly, shouts and screams and other unidentifiable noises bombarding them from all directions.
A woman was crouched over a man, weeping—her tears dripping onto his bloody, soulless face. Dieter witnessed a gang of homeless children breaking into a vacant mansion.
At the foot of the hill below the church, men stacked corpses, the pile growing at an alarming rate. Families surrounded the mountain of bodies, some waiting for reports that their husband or father or son had been killed; others searched through the gray, blank faces of the dead on their own
It was as if the Devil had visited Bedburg overnight—and didn’t plan to leave anytime soon.
“Good God,” Dieter said, watching the turmoil. He still wore his ragged priest’s cassock, and people ran up to him and cried hysterically, begging for his blessing, asking why God had done this and demanding answers that he couldn’t give. He was weary and famished and overwhelmed. He made the sign of the cross with his bloody, bandaged hand, and looked at Sybil. 
She was frowning at him. “We can’t be seen out here,” she said.
Dieter nodded. He felt helpless. I can do nothing for these people. He was baffled as to how religions could cause such pandemonium and catastrophe. He could only imagine how the Protestant side of things looked, but couldn’t dwell on that for too long.
From the jailhouse, the trio waited for a lull in the action, then they ran into an abandoned house nearby.
Dieter felt a tugging and noticed Sybil pulling at the bandage on his hand. “This will get infected,” she said, unwrapping the cloth. Finding a pot of cold water, she used it to clean Dieter’s hand.
“They’re just fingernails, Beele. They’ll grow back,” Dieter assured her with a crooked smile.
“Don’t try to be a hero.”
Dieter winced. It was as if the girl he’d known in the previous months had suddenly grown into a woman, overnight. Her face had a hardness he didn’t recognize, and her words came out short and choppy.
“Martin, try and find us some food,” Sybil ordered.
The boy perked up and ran off. He returned a minute later with a stale slice of bread. He gave it to Sybil, and she handed it to Dieter, who frowned.
“You should eat it,” he said, “or we should split it.”
“None of us have eaten for days, but you look the worse for wear,” she said.
They waited in the house for nearly an hour, resting and gathering their wits. Dieter sat on the floor, his back against a wall. He closed his eyes and almost immediately fell asleep.
He awoke to the sound of cheers.
“How long was I asleep?” he asked. It was still light outside.
“Something has changed,” Sybil said. She poked her head outside the house. “People are embracing each other.”
“Maybe we’ve won,” Dieter said. He quickly realized “we” meant the Catholics, who he was no longer affiliated with. It was a strange thing for him, being caught in the middle of two beliefs. He was recognized around Bedburg as the church’s preacher. If anyone realized he had betrayed that faith and become a Protestant . . . 
Georg was right—we need to get out of here. “I suppose now is our chance,” he said.
They left the house and prowled through the streets, trying to stay out of sight. Dieter had no idea who might have seen them enter the jailhouse as prisoners. It won’t do us any good to be seen outside of the jail.
They stuck to the shadows, eventually making their way to the western side of town, where it wasn’t quite as chaotic. They hurried past a stable and the town’s tannery toward the western gate.
We’ll still need to get through the guards somehow, Dieter thought.
Before he had that opportunity, fate caught him. The cacophony from the northern district of town had become a faint echo. It was eerily quiet as they neared the western walls. Dieter looked over his shoulder, then stopped dead in his tracks. He held his hand out in front of Sybil. His eyes narrowed. 
Sybil furrowed her brow, looking confused. “What is it?” she asked. Then she followed his eyes and let out a small yelp.
Johannes von Bergheim stood no less than thirty feet from them, hiding in a shadow behind a building. The nobleman looked frightened. He was doubled over, panting, as if he’d just fled from someone.
It came as no surprise to Dieter that Johannes would be so far removed from the battle that raged on the other side of town. 
“There’s no time for this,” Sybil pleaded. “Please, Dieter, let’s just go.” She put a hand on his shoulder and tried to pull him away.
But Dieter stayed still as a stone.
He didn’t hear her words, and he couldn’t feel her touch. It was as if Dieter’s soul was in the sky, looking down, unable to control his body. 
And Dieter’s body was already storming toward the nobleman.
Whatever sense of forgiveness and mercy and repentance Dieter had ever felt . . . vanished. The qualities that had made him a caring and loving person were replaced by thoughts of toxic rage and violence.
As he laid eyes on the viper that’d harmed Sybil, everything outside of Dieter’s senses—the smell of smoke, the sounds of screams and cheers, the taste of blood—fell away.
“Johannes von Bergheim, you coward!” he called out as he neared the young man.
Johannes turned and had a look of utter confusion on his face, which quickly turned into a look of utter disbelief. It seemed as though he pointed at Dieter, but his finger seemed to loom past the former priest, and was aimed at Sybil. “What are you doing with my woman, priest?” Johannes called out in his high-pitched voice.
“She’s no one’s property, you filthy troll.”
Johannes smirked. 
Dieter’s blood boiled even hotter.
“You can have her, priest. She’s a lying whore, anyway.” His gaze fell on Sybil. “You lied to me, you bitch! You weren’t even a virgin!”
Clenching his fists, Dieter felt warm blood trickle down his bandaged hand. He glanced over his shoulder—the western gates were just forty paces away—their freedom so close. There were no guards at the post—they could simply walk out of Bedburg and be free.
“But that child is still mine,” Johannes said.
Sybil gritted her teeth.
“What, you’re surprised? The physician who attended you told my father you were pregnant. The baby in your womb is still my heir . . . it’s just too bad you won’t be there to see him grow.” Johannes turned his gaze back to Dieter. “You can keep the whore,” he goaded, “but that baby is mine. And with it, her father’s beloved pig farm.”
Dieter’s legs moved like the wings of a hummingbird. Within seconds he closed the gap between himself and his target.
Johannes’ self-indulgent smirk faded as he realized what was happening. His eyes went wide. He fumbled in his belt for his sword, and unsheathed it as Dieter closed in.
Dieter clenched his jaw and gnashed his teeth, charging Johannes with fists flying. He thought of everything that had derailed him from his glorious path of righteousness. 
It would have been easy for Dieter to turn the other cheek, to forget all that had transpired in Bedburg. It would have been easy for him to just start anew—a new life, a new beginning. Hate, he’d been taught long ago as a boy, was one of the worst sins.
But he was no longer that boy. In fact, he was no longer even the same man he’d been just one night ago. And at that moment, he no longer felt God’s calling or His loving embrace. The hate in his heart had taken over the once-treasured values he’d preached.
Johannes, sword in hand, crouched for impact, his blade pointed forward so that Dieter might skewer himself. But the nobleman didn’t expect Dieter to charge with such force, the former priest lunging forward while still five paces out.
Swiping the sword away with his bandaged hand, Dieter used his weight to tackle Johannes to the ground.  
“Help!” Johannes cried as he tumbled and twisted in the mud.
Dieter growled like a man possessed. He tried to strangle Johannes as they rolled around on the ground. Blood trickled down his arm and smeared onto Johannes’ face. The former priest grabbed at the nobleman’s collar.
Johannes kept Dieter at arm’s-length by pushing at Dieter’s face, trying to wrench his eyes. Then he did the only thing he could think of and bit down on Dieter’s bandaged hand as hard as he could.
Dieter cried out. His instincts told him to recoil, but his body kept pushing.
As Johannes tried pushing Dieter away, he fumbled for something at his waist, grabbing a small dagger from his belt.   
“Dieter!” Sybil cried out.
Johannes stabbed Dieter, gashing him across the thigh.
The former priest pushed on without so much as a wince—so powerful was the adrenaline in his veins. As the dagger pressed into his leg, pain seared through his body. He looked up for a quick second and noticed three men running in his direction from a nearby building. 
They wore leather shirts, had swords drawn, and were less than fifty feet away and closing in fast.
“Run, Sybil! Go!” Dieter shouted.
Sybil was frozen in place. Her gaze shifted from Dieter, to the three charging men, to Martin, and then to the gate. After a still moment, Martin tugged at her dress. She looked one more time at Dieter. 
She felt tears pooling—tears that she’d promised herself never to show again. Then she grabbed Martin’s hand and pulled him away, sprinting toward the western wall.
The men were less than forty feet from Dieter and Johannes.
Dieter grabbed Johannes’ hand that held the dagger, and kept it from striking again.
The men were less than thirty feet from Dieter and Johannes.
Dieter felt his leg go weak. His hand bled profusely, but he still held onto Johannes’ hand.
“I’ll kill you, you filthy knave!” Johannes screeched.
Dieter felt something dangling from his neck. 
The men were less than twenty feet from Dieter and Johannes.
Dieter pulled at his neck and snagged the amulet that Sybil had given him. He yanked the wooden cross pendant from its band, the same pendant that signified peace and love and unity between all religions and people.
It was the first time Dieter had removed the amulet since Sybil had given it to him.
Johannes’ eyes grew big and terrified. His hand that held his dagger remained immobile.
Dieter drove the amulet down as hard as he could.
The men were less than ten feet from Dieter and Johannes.
Dieter cried and screamed as he punched the cross into Johannes’ forehead.
The first blow broke the skin, and blood spattered.
The second thrust pierced Johannes’ skull, and the nobleman’s eyes went wild.
The third strike drove into Johannes’ brain, and the amulet broke off into shards. One of the crosses protruded from Johannes’ forehead. 
The nobleman’s three guards arrived, circled around Dieter, and the former priest closed his eyes, content to let his life slip away.
A silver flash split the sky and Dieter heard steel ring out against steel. His eyes shot open. 
Georg Sieghart stood over Dieter, his sword locked with one of the three guards’ swords. 
“Get out of here, priest!” Georg screamed. He kicked hard with his right leg and caught the guard in the chest. The man went flying backwards.
Dieter stammered.
“You’ve done your work, now run!” Georg’s face was cringing.
Dieter stood and tried to run, but his bleeding leg almost caused him to fall. He limped toward the gate, and as he reached the wall he looked over his shoulder and saw Georg Sieghart whirling his blade around in a circle.
The big hunter stepped away from Johannes’ body and twirled his sword in his hand. The three soldiers swept out and surrounded him. 
The last thing Dieter saw before he disappeared behind the gate was Georg Sieghart smiling, goading the guards to attack him. Then, with their swords pointed toward the heavens, the three men descended on the hunter.



CHAPTER FORTY
SYBIL
 
 
Sybil stood outside of the western gates, holding Martin’s hand. She stared ahead, into a smoking city filled with political lies, religious strife, and death—a city on the brink of disaster. She looked over her shoulder, to a wide expanse of grassy hills and green woods in the distance, behind her—a countryside that signaled freedom. 
As much as Sybil detested Bedburg, she couldn’t turn away. She would put herself through all the strife and death and lies again, as long as Dieter was by her side.
And so she waited.
The sun was beginning to set on a fiery pink horizon, causing the woods in the distance to draw great shadows on the land. She knew she had to leave soon, if she was going to give herself any chance of escaping the region. 
But she still waited. She was frozen, and couldn’t convince herself to move.
Sybil looked at Martin. He fidgeted and bit his lip nervously. “Beele,” he said, “do you think it’s time?”
Sybil stayed quiet. What’s the point of leaving here if I don’t have my love and family with me? Even though she knew Martin was right, she couldn’t bring herself to act.
She stared at the dark woods behind her and wondered how safe she and Martin would be alone, at the mercy of the wilderness. Anyone we might run into could recognize us as fugitives. Or worse, if vagabonds found us at night—a young woman and young man—what sort of depraved thoughts might they harbor? Sybil shook her head and sighed. Georg told us to go west, but I’ve never been outside of Bedburg in my life. I have no idea where to go. Her own thoughts started to make her anxious and helpless. She felt her body begin to sweat. She tried to stay strong, but her paranoia was causing her to panic.
“Beele?” Martin said, as if he could see the turmoil playing out in her head. 
“I heard you, Martin. Just give him one more minute, please.”
Martin hesitated, and then he scratched his scruffy beard. “There were three soldiers, Beele, headed right—”
“You don’t need to remind me.” Her head sank. “I know . . . you’re right. I’m sorry.”
Sybil took one last look through the gate and then turned to leave. As she stared at the hills and trees and plains ahead of her, another thought crossed her mind: How will we survive out here? We have no food, and I’ve never hunted a day in my life. Foraging will only get us so far . . . and this is a place without roads or trails. Her feeling of helplessness turned into one of ineptitude, and her shoulders slumped.
She turned one last time to say farewell to the town she’d known her entire life. Thin plumes of smoke still wafted from the ramparts and buildings. Had I known the Protestants were capable of such destruction, maybe I’d never have followed father’s ways in the first place. She immediately regretted thinking that. Aren’t the Catholics just the same? They’re both fighting for the same God, just in the name of different men. It seems so . . . meaningless. 
Sybil knew that politics and money and power had just as much to do with the bloody Cologne War as religion did.
She felt someone pull on her arm and was shaken from her thoughts. Martin’s eyes were gazing at something toward Bedburg. 
Sybil turned around. Her heart fluttered.
Dieter Nicolaus was limping toward them as fast as his feet would take him. He clenched his left thigh as he ran, his cassock spattered with dark blood. 
Sybil put her hands to her mouth. How could he possibly be alive, God? Did you do this? She smiled and her eyes lit up. She didn’t care why he was there. Celestial intervention or not, all that mattered was that he was. She ran toward him, and the biting wind caused her tears to flow—the first tears she’d cried since she’d made her promise never to cry again. But these were far different tears.
She opened her arms and they embraced. Passionately. She whispered into his ear, “It’s a miracle. God has smiled upon us.”
Dieter chuckled. “Either Him or Georg Sieghart.”
Sybil cocked her head to the side.
“I’ll explain later,” he said. “We must go.”
“But you’re hurt.” She ran a hand down his leg. 
Dieter winced, but didn’t recoil. He tore the bottom cuff of his robe, ripping off a piece of the holy cloth to use as a tourniquet around his thigh. Then he gave Sybil a small smile. “All better.”
She grabbed his hand, and Martin’s shoulder, and the trio set off into the country.
 
 
 
As night fell, Dieter explained that Georg had come to his rescue. “Twice in one day,” he said.
“What happened to him?” Martin asked.
Dieter shook his head and looked to the ground. “I didn’t see . . . but it didn’t look good. I feel ashamed for leaving him behind.”
Sybil put a hand on his shoulder. “He wanted you safe, Dieter. Otherwise he wouldn’t have helped you. He knew what he was getting himself into, my love. You can’t blame yourself.”
Dieter nodded but stayed silent.
“Remember,” Sybil added, “he wanted us to start our life anew. We’ll live the life he never could, in his name and honor.”
“Amen,” Dieter said. 
They pushed on over the hills and into the woods, until the canopies of the trees concealed the moonlight. They’d traveled several hours and felt far enough away to elude capture from any patrolmen.
Dieter started to gather wood for a fire, and when Sybil gave him a curious look he said, “I may be a man of the cloth, but I’ve learned a thing or two in my day.”
Sybil grinned and leaned close to him. They kissed. 
Dieter sparked a fire by knocking stones together. Then the three of them gathered close and retreated to their own thoughts. 
It was Martin who broke the long silence when he asked, “What will you guys miss most about Bedburg?”
Dieter threw a stick in the fire and scratched his neck. He looked up at the dark branches overhead, thinking. Then he turned to Martin and said, “My gardens.”
Martin and Dieter both faced Sybil. She had a sad look in her eyes. “My brother,” she said, drawing her knees to her chest. “I wish I could see my brother and father again. I’ll never know what became of them, and I promised my brother . . .” she trailed off as her voice cracked.
Dieter rested his hand on her knee. “One day, Beele, we’ll find your brother. I can’t say what might have happened to Peter, he was an ally of the Protestants . . . but I promise we’ll find your brother.”
“I could go my whole life without hearing or giving another promise,” Sybil said, shaking her head. 
Another stiff silence fell over the group as they watched the flames flicker and crackle.  
“I never knew my parents,” Dieter said after a lengthy moment of introspection. “My foster family raised me as a good and right Catholic, but I never felt the true love that a blood-parent might give. I wish I could understand, Beele. But it’s simply too dangerous for us to return to Bedburg right now. I can’t afford to lose you again.”
Sybil nodded, wrapped her arms around her shins, and placed her chin on her knees. “My father was awful to you,” she said.
Dieter half-smiled. “That I can understand.”
Sybil kept thinking. She felt so small, like she was trapped in a wide-open world, and she didn’t understand it. I’m a fugitive and a bastard child now . . . without a home, without land, and without a family. Will I be a beggar for the rest of my days? Will people pity my child? Will I even live to see my child’s face? 
She pressed her hand to her stomach and could feel a small bump forming.
Dieter looked at her as if he understood just what she was thinking. “We’ll make it through this, Beele. I prom—”
Sybil stuck her hand out, putting her finger on his lips. “Don’t say it,” she said.
Dieter nodded. “Well, I will help support your child, if you’ll allow me to.”
Sybil wrinkled her brow. “What do you mean, if I allow you? I love you.”
Dieter looked at his bloody robe, then opened his right fist. His eyes widened. He hadn’t noticed that his hand had been clenched shut the entire time. 
In it was one of the crosses from the amulet that Sybil had given him.
“What happened to the other cross?” Sybil asked, touching the amulet and running her hands over the rough side, where it was ripped and splintered.
“I thought that Johannes needed it more than I did.” 
Sybil cocked her head to the side, confused, and was ready to ask questions, but Dieter spoke first. “Look at me,” he said, still staring at the cross in his hand. “I’ve become the thing I’ve always tried to escape from. Hate has filled my heart, Beele.” He looked at Sybil, and his eyes were wet. “I’ve let God out of my soul, and I’m surely not the same man you fell in love with. I know that. I am . . . I’ve become . . . a monster.”
Sybil clasped her hand over Dieter’s, both feeling the wooden cross underneath. She stared deep into his eyes and watched the orange flames throw shadows on his fair face. She smiled and said, “No, Dieter, you’re wrong. What you did in Bedburg was the most heroic thing I’ve ever seen. You didn’t become a monster, my love. On the contrary . . . you became my savior.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



 
Archbishop Ernst arrived from Cologne the day after the Protestant army was defeated. He hadn’t been to Bedburg in over a year, and his arrival was lauded by the townsfolk. They waited with bated breath for the prince-elector to make his grand entrance. 
Ernst had received word that his older brother, Ferdinand, as well as Alexander Farnese, were the heroes of the battle. Arnold Baumgartner was also given praise. What the townsfolk didn’t know, however, was that Ernst hadn’t come to Bedburg because of the victory over the Calvinists and Lutherans, but because he’d learned that the Werewolf of Bedburg was in custody.
Both Lord Werner and Bishop Solomon brooded in the shadows as Archbishop Ernst and his entourage sauntered through the city on horseback. They feared that the archbishop had come to take credit for the victory over Count Adolf. Neither lord nor bishop accepted that Bedburg would have likely been doomed without Ernst’s reinforcements.
What maddened Bishop Solomon even more than the triumphant victory parade was watching Vicar Balthasar Schreib join along the archbishop’s side. Just as Solomon had predicted, Ernst was seizing all the religious power and influence in Bedburg. 
That damn vicar, with his noble ideals and pitiable limp, thought Solomon as he watched the cherubic-faced Jesuit pass by. I’m a fool for agreeing to help him. 
What the bishop hadn’t considered, was that while he was protected from harm in his church, Balthasar had joined the front lines of the Catholic forces, to offer morale and support and prayers. Solomon didn’t realize that he’d dug his own grave, and that his actions had made Balthasar the more likeable religious figure in Bedburg.
Balthasar the Newcomer was a breath of fresh air to the people, whereas Solomon the Ancient was a bitter old man who lacked enthusiasm and zeal.
As the parade swept through the streets of Bedburg, it became clear that the Electorate of Cologne remained safely in the hands of the Catholics. Four of the seven electoral seats of the Holy Roman Empire still belonged to the Catholics—and, more importantly, to Pope Sixtus.
Still, Bishop Solomon believed that the Cologne War would have a lasting effect in and outside of Germany. Queen Elizabeth of England would certainly be furious with the outcome. Henry III of France had been assassinated by a Catholic fanatic a month prior to Peter’s trial, but his brother-in-law, Henry IV, was believed to support the Protestants as well.
The Reformation was far from over.
 
 
 
After congratulating the generals, and before meeting with any other lords or officials, Archbishop Ernst met with Investigator Heinrich Franz. He congratulated the investigator for uncovering the Protestant conspiracy in Bedburg.
“A job well done, Heinrich. Your estates in the southern Cologne principality are solidified and well deserved,” the tall archbishop said to the investigator. “Your houses are under regency until you see fit.”
Investigator Franz bowed to his liege and said, “I thank you, my lord, but I believe everything is not as it should be.”
Ernst raised one eyebrow. “Can this wait? I have many people to meet with. Why don’t you celebrate your position.” The archbishop cleared his throat. “You . . . do have the right man in custody, correct?”
Heinrich nodded. “Oh, yes, yes, we certainly do. My words can wait until after the confessor’s trial, my lord.”
Heinrich bowed again to the archbishop, and then they parted ways. Heinrich headed toward his old stomping grounds: the jailhouse.
 
 
 
Before Archbishop Ernst’s arrival in Bedburg, Johannes von Bergheim’s body was found by a group of beggars. Though it was strange that his body was inside the town, it came as no surprise to many that he’d been killed so far from where the real battle raged. The young noble’s reputation preceded him.
What interested the nobility was how he had been killed—a wooden cross lodged in his forehead. 
Priests and holy people felt that his death, and the murder weapon, alluded to some kind of sign or statement from God. And though there was speculation, no one ever really knew what that sign or statement meant. 
After Johannes’ grisly murder, Baron Ludwig von Bergheim returned to Bedburg to see his son’s killer brought to justice. Commander Arnold Baumgartner, one of the heroes of the siege on Bedburg, joined the baron in wanting to see his daughter, Margreth, avenged.
Despite his celebrated victory, Arnold Baumgartner never recovered from his daughter’s death. He moved from Bedburg and lived a life distant from civilization. There were rumors—though never confirmed—that, in despair, he hanged himself.  
In contrast, Baron Bergheim seemed very cold and unaffected by the death of his son. He continued making controversial and lucrative trades, each one increasing his wealth and success.  
The baron purportedly said it was a shame that he would never get to do trade with Peter Griswold, because the farmer offered so much in the way of pigs and cattle.
The real reason Baron Bergheim was disappointed in Peter’s outcome, however, was that the farmer could have helped to bolster the baron’s coffers. Now, that would never come to pass. 
 
 
 
Heinrich Franz visited his premier prisoner, Peter Griswold, to inform him of the recent word around town. 
“Archbishop Ernst and his nobles have arrived in Bedburg,” he told the farmer.
Peter chuckled. “I will be the most celebrated monster to ever live.”
“At least you can find the comedy in tragedy.”
Peter’s smile faded. “You’re a true pariah, investigator.”
“So you’ve told me,” Heinrich said. He paused. Looking up, he searched the cracks in the jailhouse ceiling. “A strange thing was discovered after our victory yesterday.”
“Why should I care?” 
Heinrich shrugged. “Johannes von Bergheim was found murdered.”
Peter wrinkled his nose. 
“He was found with a wooden cross lodged in his skull.”
Peter smiled. He had seen his daughter secretly sculpting that amulet for many days, and he’d wondered what his daughter had done with it. He kept that bit of information to himself.
“What a shame,” Peter said, his smile remaining.
Heinrich laughed. “I agree with you. I’d say it was justifiable—a sublime act of justice. No girl should have to go through what your daughter went through.”
Peter clenched his jaw. “Don’t speak of my daughter.”
Heinrich leaned close to the bars of the cell, his pale face lit up against the shadows of the room. “My only wonder is . . . who could have done such a gruesome thing?” He trailed off and narrowed his eyes. “We’ll surely have to send a patrol after the killers, whoever they—”
“It was me,” Peter claimed. “I confess to killing that boy.” His face took on a look of sheer panic at Heinrich’s implication.
The investigator put his hands on his hips and tilted his head. “Now, now, Peter. That timeline doesn’t add up, does it? You were in prison when Johannes was killed.”
Peter balled his hand into a fist and pounded on the bars, clouding the room with dust. He stared at the investigator’s cold, gray eyes. He knew who was likely responsible for Johannes’ death. Looking at Heinrich’s eyes, he could tell the investigator also knew. 
“I beg you, Herr Franz, if you ever had a decent bone in your body . . . put his death on the list of my many . . . atrocities. What does one more vile nobleman matter to you?”
Heinrich shook his head. “Don’t worry, Peter. I expected you might say that, and I commend you for taking priority as a father—however long it might have taken you. I will put the boy’s death on your hands.”
“Thank you,” Peter said. Placing his forehead on the bars, he exhaled. It felt strangely ironic to be thanking a man who had labeled him a murderer. He couldn’t help but grin.
“Killing a baron’s son and a hero’s daughter . . . this will surely be a trial for the ages, Peter,” Heinrich muttered, bringing the farmer back to his dismal reality.
Peter shrugged. He felt content for a completely unrelated reason: In his final confession—that of killing Johannes von Bergheim—and possibly the last days of his life, he had finally found the strength in his heart to accept the love and union between his daughter and Father Dieter Nicolaus.  
 
 
 
Peter Griswold’s trial was a complete spectacle and fiasco. It was a grand show, put on by Archbishop Ernst, Lord Werner, and Bishop Solomon. And, as expected, the citizens of Bedburg came by the thousands to watch it all, to condemn and vilify the treacherous werewolf who for years had stalked their countryside.
During the week preceding the trial, Peter was displayed like a trophy in the town’s marketplace. He was placed in a pillory on a raised platform. Passing townsfolk ridiculed and spat on his exposed head, while others threw rotten food and rocks at him. Several daring kids even shaved his head, then ran off giggling.
The trial itself drew the most esteemed and recognizable figures of the German aristocracy. Lords, ladies, and noblemen— most from outside Bedburg—clamored for the best seating. Everyone wanted to bear witness to the grand carnival.
Peter’s nickname became his only name—Peter Stubbe—due to him missing his left hand. It was predicted that the trial would be drawn out and lengthy, to attract as many spectators as possible.
Baron Ludwig von Bergheim, whose son was one of Peter’s murder victims, was the lead magistrate in the case.
With such egregious charges, it was no surprise that Peter’s fate was sealed even before he set foot in the courtroom.            
He was charged with killing no less than eighteen people, over a span of twenty-five years. His preferred victims were children and women, some of them pregnant (including, apparently, Josephine). He also ate many of his victims—either their brains, parts of their body, or, in extreme cases, their fetuses.
Witnesses claimed they’d seen Peter gorge on the flesh of beasts, such as goats and sheep.
As various accusers and barristers described the sensational details, they became more and more vivid and grotesque, causing many spectators to vomit or faint
At one point in the trial, as Peter was stretched on a rack, nearly to death, he “confessed” to eating fourteen women and children, three of them pregnant, and his own daughter (who was believed to be dead at the time). 
The crowds gasped in horror when they learned that, before killing Sybil, he’d engaged in an incestuous relationship with her.
He was also accused of having a sexual relationship with his own sister, whose trial would follow.
He admitted to practicing black magic since he was twelve years old, after obtaining a belt from Satan—the same belt that was actually given to him by his father. Satan’s belt allowed him to transform into an evil, bloodsucking werewolf, under the cover of night. Random gasps and groans from the crowd could be heard throughout these “confessions.” 
The more Peter listened to the repulsive accusations, and felt the pain of his torture, the more numb he got. He stopped listening. All he could do was hope that his daughter, son, and sister were safe.
And then, finally, came the day of his execution.
 
 
 
It was October 31, 1589—All Hallows’ Eve. As dawn broke, people were lining up in the marketplace. After relishing in the depravity of Peter Stubbe’s trial, the crowd now seemed to share an even higher level of hatred for the farmer. It was nothing more than a crazed mob, hellbent on seeing this man ripped apart for what they believed he was: a vicious, vile monster. 
Peter Griswold was guilty by public demand.
Heinrich Franz knew Peter was much less a demon than given credit for. An unfortunate scapegoat, he’d been caught in the politics of warring Catholics and Protestants.
That morning, Heinrich went to visit Archbishop Ernst, who had taken residence in Castle Bedburg during Peter’s months-long trial.
“My lord,” Heinrich began. “I believe it’s time you hear the words I was going to say when you first arrived in Bedburg.”
The archbishop was holding a pipe. He looked down his beak of a nose at the investigator. “What are you still doing here, Herr Franz? Don’t you have a massive estate to attend to?”
“I believe you have the wrong man in custody for the murders.”
Ernst fumbled his pipe and nearly dropped it. His eyes went wide, but he quickly composed himself. “Why are you telling me this, now? Are you telling me that you were wrong . . . again? If that’s the case, it seems I should take your rewards from you.”
“Well,” Heinrich said, “I believe it makes no difference. This man has to die, I’m sure you know, so that the Protestants are too frightened to attack again.”
“They are in shambles,” Ernst agreed. “We will make an example out of one of their leaders. But, if you know that, then why have you come to me? What is it you wish to say?”
“I’ve come to benefit you, in fact.” 
Heinrich could see the archbishop’s eyes sparkle. “Continue,” Ernst said.
The investigator cleared his throat. “As you know, I only took this case at your discretion, my lord. As such, I was hurried to make a quick resolution, by Lord Werner and Bishop Solomon. I may be at fault, partly, for my investigation, but it was those two who pulled the strings.” 
The two men stared at each other. They both knew that, in truth, it was Archbishop Ernst who had been pulling Heinrich’s strings. But that didn’t need to be said—not in the presence of an official scribe, who sat in the corner of the throne room, writing down their conversation. 
The truth was conveyed in their eyes as they gazed at each other. As elector of Cologne, it was no secret that Ernst held the power in Bedburg. But he still couldn’t publicly vocalize the misconduct and ruination of one of his colleagues, as much as it pleased him to hear. It would raise suspicion. Heinrich and Ernst understood all of this, in their silence.
So Heinrich had come to him with an alternative. “After the Protestants attacked,” he continued, “I was further pressured by Lord Werner to find the werewolf, by any means necessary. So I did, but after further inspection, I believe I may have been . . . wrong.”
“How were you wrong? And why are you telling me this?”
Because Bishop Solomon is an old wretch, and Lord Werner is a little serpent, Heinrich thought. “Because I seek the truth,” he said.
Ernst looked frustrated, but waved him on. “Go on, Herr Franz. What is it you believe?”
Heinrich cleared his throat again. “Peter Griswold may be at fault for many of the murders,” he said, making sure to smother any wrongdoing on his own part. “But . . . I believe it was Georg Sieghart, also known as Sieghart the Savage, who was responsible for many of these treacherous acts. I think that the man we first believed to have killed the Werewolf of Bedburg was in fact the werewolf all along.”
The archbishop’s eyebrows rose. “What evidence do you have?”
“The spy you sent to follow him, Konrad von Brühl, he—”
“You are quite resourceful, investigator.”
Heinrich smiled. “It wasn’t difficult to uncover. Anyway . . . Konrad’s body was found with his throat torn out, in a tunnel beneath my jailhouse, just a short time ago. My man, Ulrich, told me of an unbearable stench rising into the jailhouse, and so we discovered Konrad’s body. I believe Georg killed him, after some dispute. Perhaps he lured Konrad to the underground tunnel.
“Furthermore, I believe he killed Josephine Donovan, the courtesan, as he was the last client seen with the woman. Peter could not have killed her, because I am almost certain that he was away—convening with the Protestants—at the time of Josephine’s death.”
“Why would Georg kill the prostitute?” Enrst asked.
Heinrich shrugged. “Perhaps she denied his advances. After some research, I discovered that Josephine physically resembled Georg’s deceased wife. They were both Irish, and redheaded. And, as you eloquently pointed out, Georg was a crazed savage.”
Archbishop Ernst started tapping his chin with his pipe.
Heinrich crossed his arms over his chest. “I believe the same fate befell Margreth Baumgartner, who also declined his advances, as Peter was away with the Protestants during her time of death, too.”
“This all sounds very circumstantial, investigator,” Ernst said, shaking his head.
“True, but I would not be doing my job properly if I did not bring it to your attention.”
There was a long lull in the conversation as the archbishop puffed on his pipe. 
Finally, Archbishop Ernst sighed and stood from his chair. “I appreciate your candor, Herr Franz. I will dwell on this new information, but, for now, I have an execution to witness.”
Heinrich Franz bowed to the archbishop and was escorted out of the castle. As he rode by the marketplace, passing the bloodthirsty townsfolk and judges charged with deciding Peter’s fate, he frowned. What a circus.
But once away from the town square, a smile crept to his face. He thought of the seed that he’d just planted in the archbishop’s mind, though he wasn’t entirely sure whether that seed would sprout.
 
 
 
Heinrich Franz didn’t stay in Bedburg for the execution of Peter Griswold, though he heard plenty about it from numerous sources. And as tales of the execution traveled and were repeated, the more outlandish they became. In fact, many of the accounts were printed in woodblocks, to showcase the execution’s morbidity.
Before being condemned as a werewolf, a devil, a sorcerer, a cannibal, and a murderer, Peter Griswold looked out at the swelling crowd of hateful townsfolk and felt a sense of remorse. Shouldn’t I be feeling hatred toward these faces? Shouldn’t I be damning them with my last breath? 
Instead, as he scanned the faces, he swore he saw two familiar ones under hooded guise: his daughter and Father Dieter Nicolaus.
He blinked. Surely my mind is playing tricks on me. 
But as he stared at the two, a strange and wonderful sense of calm overtook him. He felt no hate. He forgave them all. Just as Dieter would have asked him to do. He now knew that in the afterlife, God would surely see the falsity of his alleged crimes. He would be forgiven for his sins and trespasses.
It was later reported that he was lashed to a wheel, and that the flesh was torn from his body in ten places with hot pincers. Then the flesh was ripped from his arms and legs, and the people cheered wildly. Despite taunts for more pain and writhing, Peter would not oblige, staying deadly silent throughout the ordeal, resigned to his fate. Looking up, he thought he saw an angel—or God—in the cloudless sky. 
His limbs were then broken, crushed by the blunt side of an axe, to prevent him from returning from the grave.  
He was probably dead at that point, but, for good measure, he was then beheaded and burned on a pyre.
The only silver lining to Peter’s death was that it prevented him from witnessing his sister’s similar fate. Though he’d been guaranteed her safety, such was not to be. Another bloodthirsty jury deemed her a succubus and witch—for, among other things, luring her own brother to her bedside—and she was burned alive at the stake.
And with the death of Peter came the death of the Werewolf of Bedburg. For the first time in years, the good people of Bedburg would be safe and free from the werewolf’s treacherous curse.



EPILOGUE

 
 
The deaths around the countryside of Cologne and Bedburg ceased after the execution of Peter Griswold. Even so, Archbishop Ernst ordered a secret search party to find and arrest Georg Sieghart for unspecified reasons. Only Ernst and Heinrich knew that Georg was being blamed for many of the murders attributed to Peter Griswold. 
The archbishop excommunicated Bishop Solomon for his misuse of power and for leading a false investigation, banishing him from Bedburg. It was said that he lived the rest of his life in poverty. Since he’d spent his entire life knowing only the path of the Lord, he became a wandering beggar, traveling from city to city, before finally succumbing to either an unknown illness, or old age. 
He never became a saint and was largely forgotten.
Archbishop Ernst replaced Solomon with his Jesuit missionary, Balthasar Schreib, as the new bishop of Bedburg.
Lord Werner, though originally endorsed and chosen by Archbishop Ernst to govern Bedburg, was also deposed and stripped of his title, for the same reasons as Solomon. With his position vacant for a time, it was left to Bishop Balthasar to find a suitable replacement.   
Ernst’s religious and political hold on Bedburg became absolute.
 
 
 
Georg Sieghart’s body was never found at the death site of Johannes von Bergheim and his three guards. In fact, Georg’s body was never found anywhere. 
The archbishop’s scouting troop followed a trail of blood that led away from the bodies of Johannes and his men, but they returned empty-handed. 
As the babble traveled, Georg’s alleged crimes—and the hunter himself—took on legendary proportions in the taverns of Bedburg. People who’d never met him claimed to have known him personally. Tales of his deeds grew larger than life and it was quite some time before “Sieghart the Savage” was forgotten.
Many believed he died from his massive wounds. How could a man live with such a thick trail of blood in his wake? Others believed the blood wasn’t his—that it belonged to someone else. Some believed that, on various hunts, they’d seen him roaming the countryside in the fog, as a hermit, or werewolf, or worse—maybe a ghost.
Then, after a while, no one cared.
With Peter Griswold’s death, and the end to the murders, the hysteria that had plagued Bedburg for so long ultimately died as well.
 
 
 
Dieter Nicolaus, Sybil Griswold, and Martin Achterberg managed to traverse the countryside west of Bedburg, over the hills and through the woods, eventually making their way to Amsterdam and the Dutch coast. From there they booked passage to England and, while on board, managed to find a Protestant minister who conducted their marriage. Martin became the de facto brother to both Dieter and Sybil.
Dieter didn’t lose his leg or fingers. He made a full recovery from his wounds.
In England, they went to Windsor Castle in Berkshire, the home of Queen Elizabeth and her court. Their lavish tales of the Werewolf of Bedburg drew in great audiences and acclaim, and though both Dieter and Sybil thought that would earn them a place in the Queen’s court, that was also not to be.
As their tales became well worn, their audience of fickle nobles soon lost interest, leaving them to roam the streets to find a place of their own.
Fortunately, before their banishment Sybil went into labor and was lucky enough to remain in the care of Queen Elizabeth throughout the birth, with the best nurses and physicians at her disposal. Had her timing been different, she no doubt would have died giving birth.
The baby’s features were soft, with a hint of dark hair and the pale face of Dieter. There could be no doubt who the father was.
When Sybil asked Dieter what they should name their boy, his reply came quickly.
The name of the father who had finally accepted them. The protector who had rescued them.
And together they hugged their new child, Peter Sieghart.
 
 
 
Months after the events in Bedburg and far from the Cologne principality, a young girl—no more than fifteen years of age—walked from her town’s cathedral to her family farm in the country. She was fair skinned, with curly blonde hair and a plush, red face.
It was nearing sundown. Walking alone, she’d prayed and talked with some of the nuns for far too long and had lost track of the time.
A man came up alongside her, seemingly out of nowhere. The girl jumped, clutching her chest.
“Hello, my dear,” the man said cheerily.
“Oh my,” the girl replied, “you startled me, sir.”
The man smiled. He was tall and thin, and had his hands clasped behind his back. “I see you’re alone, and I’m sure your father wouldn’t like you walking alone at this hour. May I escort you home?”
The man had a charming smile, and though he was much older than the girl, he was somewhat handsome.
The girl smiled shyly, and the man walked beside her, draping his hand over her shoulder. He wore black gloves, his spindly fingers resting on her thin collarbone.
“That’s very kind of you, my lord,” the girl said. “But it’s my mother who told me it isn’t safe to walk alone so close to night.” The girl blushed. “I . . . lost track of time at the church.”
The man smiled and said, “I know the feeling.” The two continued west toward the sunset. He looked to the sky. “I love when it’s bursting with orange and pink. Don’t you?”
The girl smiled, looked up at the man’s gaunt face, and nodded.
The man gestured toward the rolling hills and trails in the distance. “Look how beautiful it is out there in the wilderness! If you ask me, my dear, you shouldn’t be too frightened about stories your mother tells you.”
Then the man’s hand moved to his face, and he started twirling a wispy mustache on his upper lip. With his other hand, he squeezed the girl’s shoulder tight. He looked down at her. His lips curled and his gray eyes flashed. 
“Besides, my dear, I doubt the Devil’s in the countryside.”



Fact or Fiction?
The Werewolf of Bedburg is based on a true story that happened in Germany, during the Catholic Counter-Reformation. The span of killings happened from around 1564 to 1588. Though the gruesome murders and the “werewolf’s” trial actually happened, not all of the characters or events in this book are based on fact—actually, most of them aren’t. 
Heinrich Franz, Georg Sieghart, and Dieter Nicolaus are completely fictional characters. So is Dorothea Gabler, Josephine Donovan, Baron Ludwig and Johannes von Bergheim, Margreth and Arnold Baumgartner, Konrad von Brühl, Pastor Hanns Richter, Lars, Cristoff, Tomas, Ulrich, Bishop Solomon, Balthasar Shreib, Claus, and Karl, Bertrude, and Martin Achterberg.
Peter Griswold (or Peter Stubbe) was real. A Rhenish settler, he had two children (Sybil, and an unknown son), though Griswold might not have been their surname. Katharina Trompen was supposedly a distant relative of Peter, but I used creative license and made her his sister.
Archbishop Ernst was the actual prince-elector of Cologne during this time. Lord Werner was his truly appointed Lord of Bedburg. Archbishop Gebhard von Truchsess was the Protestant archbishop and prince-elector before Ernst, and the Cologne War most definitely happened. Ferdinand of Bavaria, Count Adolf von Neuenahr, and Duke Alexander Farnese of Parma were all real as well. 
The Werewolf of Bedburg’s trial was the most popular trial of the times, attracting all the lords and ladies of the land, and this story stems from the simple question: Why was this particular werewolf trial so much more important than any others? 
Despite pretty intense research, I could never find an answer to that one. So I wrote this book instead.
Thanks for reading it. And stay tuned for the sequel!
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PART I
 
 
Wolves in the Herd
 



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
ROWAINE
 


 


1592 – The North Sea
 


Rowaine frowned as she stared at the picture on her lap. Her nails bit into the ruffled paper, her hands shaking. 
“You need to stop worrying, Row. You will find him someday.”
She looked over her shoulder at Dominic Baker, a handsome young man with fine features and a warm smile. She wasn’t sure how he managed to keep looking so youthful and healthy. It was as if he hadn’t aged a day since she’d met him three years before.
“Right now we need to focus on the task at hand, yes?”
Rowaine sighed, folding the picture into a small square. Standing from her bench, she stuffed the picture in her tunic, close to her heart. She walked to the gunwale of the ship, put her hands on the railing, and gazed out at the blue-black water of the North Sea as it gently lapped against the hull of the boat. The waves rocked the Lion’s Pride in a soft rhythm, back and forth. Rowaine felt at peace. She always felt at peace out at sea.  
She faced her friend. “I feel we might never get the chance to finish that task, Dom.” 
“Don’t say that,” Dominic said. “You know you have support.”
Rowaine shook her head, her dark red curls bobbing from shoulder to shoulder. “I’m afraid it might not be enough.”
“It has to be. If we keep going like this, we’ll all end up at the bottom of the ocean, or worse, at the end of a noose. We have to do something. You’re our best hope. People are counting on you, so stop sounding so dreary.”
“What would you have me do? He’s our captain, for God’s sake.”
“Doesn’t make him any less of a madman, Row.”
Rowaine peered down at the wooden railing. “I know that,” she muttered.
Dominic put a hand softly on her shoulder. “The men are waiting on you. When you’re ready.” He nodded at her with his infectious smile. 
After he’d left, Rowaine watched the sun for a moment as it fell behind the horizon. She sighed, then turned to observe the ship. 
A few men were still on deck, huddled in a circle, sharing stew and swapping stories. One man was bent over, shivering uncontrollably in a corner even though the day was still warm. Adrian Coswell, the first mate, was perched at the helm, resting his elbows on the wheel and grinning at the sturdy woman beside him, both deep in conversation. He’d rented her the last time the Pride went to port.  
That was a long time ago. Rowaine had stopped counting the days since she last saw land. 
She glanced toward the horizon, the sky growing darker by the minute. To her right, the ship’s flag—a red lion’s jaw biting into a gold coin—billowed in the wind. Rowaine gave it a firm salute before turning away and heading to the nearest stairwell, where she slowly made her way below deck.
 
 
 
In her small room, Rowaine viewed herself in a dirty mirror as she tied the front of her leather shirt together. Her eyes moved down the mirror to the two pistols hanging from the belt around her waist. 
She wanted to look battle-ready.
She ran a hand over the top of her smooth, leather shirt, as if trying to flatten her breasts. Then, taking her dark red hair in both hands, she tied the curls into a ponytail before stuffing it beneath her shirt. 
She wanted to look like one of the boys.
Finally, she strapped on her steel-toed boots and grabbed a small pouch that jingled as she tucked it away in her tunic.
She wanted to look like she had money.
She blinked at herself in the mirror, furrowing her brow as she leaned closer, then wiped some crust from her long eyelashes. Nodding, she left the room.
The Lion’s Pride had two common rooms. She squeezed by a few men in the narrow corridors as she made her way to the smaller room near the ship’s aft. The men she passed were just waking, getting ready for their shifts to begin. She nodded at them; they returned the gesture. Footsteps pounded from above. Some shouting followed, likely from First Mate Coswell. 
She took a deep breath and opened the door. A cloud of tobacco smoke immediately surrounded and smothered her.
“Close the damn door, girl, you’re letting all the goods out!” a gruff voice complained.
Rowaine coughed and squinted through the cloud, trying to find the person. Her eyes landed on a man seated at a table. Daxton Wallace, the ship’s carpenter, was a stout man with a shiny head and a mouth incapable of forming a smile, mostly because of the tobacco pipe permanently stuck between his lips. 
Next to the smoky carpenter sat Jerome Penderwick, a middle-aged, English surgeon with beady eyes lost deep in his head. Unlike Mister Wallace, Mister Penderwick smiled often, but it did him quite a disservice since he had only four or five teeth on any given day. In fact, each time Rowaine saw him, it seemed that his teeth fluctuated, in both number and location.
Rowaine’s eyes moved to Alfred Eckstein, the ship’s main rigger. Younger than Daxton and Jerome, he had big, strong forearms and ears too big for his head. 
Dominic Baker, the Pride’s cabin boy, was the last of the men at the roundtable. He was responsible for relaying messages from the ship’s captain to the rest of the mates. With a twinkle in his eye he patted the empty chair next to him.  
Rowaine ducked from the cloud of smoke and sat. She took a moment to look at the faces around the table: Daxton puffed on his pipe; Jerome’s beady eyes circled the room; Alfred sat patiently with his hands folded; Dominic drummed his fingers on his legs. 
All eyes focused on Rowaine.
“Well,” she said, “shall we begin?”
A moment of tense silence followed. Dominic shifted in his seat. Alfred pulled at one of his large ears. 
Then Daxton started chuckling. Smoke shot from his nostrils. “By God, yes we shall!”
With a collective sigh, everyone sat back.
Daxton reached inside his shirt, producing a deck of cards that he slammed down on the table. Alfred stopped pulling his ear. He leaned forward and rubbed his hands together. “What’s it today, gentlemen?” he asked, then eyed Rowaine. “And lady.”
“M-mister Baker, you won last time. What do you s-say?” Jerome asked. The surgeon had a stutter. 
“I say One-and-Thirty,” Dominic said, leaning across the table and grabbing the deck.
All the men faced Rowaine. 
She smiled. “One-and-Thirty it is.”
 
 
 
Daxton Wallace drew his sword from its sheath and placed it in the center of the table. Jerome Penderwick gasped. All eyes glanced at Rowaine.
They’d been playing cards for hours. One-and-Thirty was a simple game, perfect for thickheaded seamen. The goal was to get as close to thirty-one as possible with cards of the same suit. Each player had three cards, discarding unwanted ones and replacing them. Aces were worth eleven; face cards ten. 
Rowaine studied her hand: an Ace of Hearts, a King of Hearts, and a Three of Diamonds. A score of twenty-one. All but she and Daxton were out. She peeked over her cards at Daxton, whose scowl made him difficult to read.
Daxton glanced up from his cards, then nudged the sword on the table. “I’ll wager my father’s cutlass, my prized possession”—he paused, waiting for everyone to eagerly lean forward in suspense—“in return for one night with that sweet flower of yours.”
Alfred chuckled. Dominic tilted his head down.
Jerome started to say, “That’s g-g-gr—”   
“Spit it out, amputator,” Daxton urged.
“That’s gross.” Jerome loudly exhaled. 
Rowaine was smiling. “Fair enough. I’ve always liked that sword. It’ll look good on my wall. If this is what it’s going to take to gain your support . . .”
“Row,” Dominic started, “you don’t have to…”
Rowaine lifted her palm to stop the cabin boy. “Quiet, Dom.” Her eyes remained fixed on Daxton. “What’s it going to be?”
Daxton furrowed his brow. He glimpsed at his cards, sighed, then refocused on Rowaine. He knocked the table with his fist. “Stand.”
Rowaine mimicked him, then laid her cards out, face-up.
Daxton’s frown became a rare smile. He showed his hand: three spades—a nine, eight, and five. Twenty-two.
Everyone at the table gasped, avoiding eye contact with Rowaine, except for Daxton.
Rowaine frowned, then shrugged. She began to untie the cords holding her leather shirt together. “Well,” she said, “I’m a woman of my word.”
As she undid the first cord, everyone’s eyes widened, none more than Daxton’s. Jerome stuttered, mumbling incoherently. Alfred had his chin in his palm, observing the event with quiet contemplation. Dominic appeared frightened.
As she started untying the second cord near the top of her breasts, she stopped. She looked at Daxton. “I get to bring my guns in the room though, Dax.” 
After a moment of silence, Daxton chuckled nervously and the tension left the smoke-filled room. Everyone, except Daxton, leaned back and exhaled. 
The carpenter blushed. “Bah,” he said, waving a hand at Rowaine. “I know you’ve got sweet Dominic all wrapped up in your loins.” He leered at the handsome cabin boy next to Rowaine. “He may be younger and more handsome than me, but if you’re ever needing the real thing, it’s waiting right here for you.” He stood from his chair and grabbed his crotch, making clear to Rowaine exactly where “it” was.  
The card game continued for some time, until the discussion took a more serious, quieter tone. This meeting, after all, had been for more than just a game of cards.
Jerome Penderwick, the Pride’s lone doctor and surgeon, was the first to spoil the fun.  
“I don’t know how much longer we can s-stay out at s-sea,” he said. “My s-supplies are running dry, and I’m sick and . . . sick and . . . t-tired of the feverish and dying. More people will die, at a f-faster rate if we keep on.” The other men all shifted in their seats. It took so long for him to speak his mind that they were all losing patience. 
Daxton was the next one to speak. “I’m with the amputator. The captain is more interested in his reputation and wealth than with the well-being of his ship or crew. He’s near ready to run the Pride into a watery grave if we don’t port soon. I’m running out of wood fast. I can hardly make repairs to the ship and I’ve got termites eating away at everything.” 
“One thing’s for sure,” Dominic said, “the captain’s hellbent on furthering his own reputation. But some of us have families to feed—” 
“You don’t,” Alfred said, drawing an irksome stare from the cabin boy.
“Thank you for reminding me,” Dominic said. “I’m trying to make a point.”
Daxton pointed at Alfred. “I know you can agree with me. I’ve seen your storage.”
The big-eared rigger nodded. “You’re right, Dax. Our ropes are weak and brittle. Our flagpole is liable to fall at any moment. The ship is falling apart.”
Jerome looked at Rowaine. “You’re our navigator, Row. So s-s-steer us.”
While Rowaine didn’t control the wheel, she was the Pride’s best pilot at sea, always pointing the ship in the right direction. She could tell when ships were approaching by a simple change of wind. They could be a hundred miles from shore and Rowaine could sense where land was based on the taste of the sea salt or the smell of the birdshit. No one on the Lion’s Pride questioned her judgment when it came to all things nautical. 
But the trajectory of their ship didn’t need deciding. What needed deciding was the direction the crew needed
to take.  
All eyes turned back to Rowaine. “I know, gentlemen, that we’re in dire straits. Our ship needs repairs. We need food. We need medicine. We need to unload these spoils and celebrate with our families.”
She studied each face. 
“And our captain is a madman.”
An image of their last ship-boarding episode flashed through her mind. She remembered watching her captain slit the throats of the male slaves being transported, grinning the entire time. Then he’d moved on to the few women aboard, allowing the crew to have their way with them and taking the youngest one to his own cabin. Rowaine could still hear her screams echoing through the ship.
A sheen of sweat had formed on Rowaine’s forehead.
“Are you okay, Row?” Dominic asked.
Rowaine cleared her throat. “What do you boys think is the best plan?”
“We’ve been over this,” Alfred said, forming a steeple with his hands. “And we can’t seem to agree.”
“I say we hold a vote,” said Dominic.
Daxton snarled. “You may be pretty, but you’re a dumb pup, Dom. We won’t win a vote—we don’t have the numbers. What do you think the captain will do when he finds out? He’ll either maroon us or feed us to the sharks.”
“So mutiny is our only option?” Alfred asked.
“Sounds dangerous and b-bloody. I expect I’ll be n-needing more medical supplies,” Jerome said.
All eyes circled back to Rowaine, hungry for the leader to respond. She sighed, then began to speak just as a flurry of pounding feet sounded above deck. Rowaine examined the ceiling. Dust rained down, mixing with the smoke in the room. 
Then came more footsteps. Then shouting. Finally, a bell rang out, followed by the booming words of the captain blasting above them:
“Get your arses to the deck, mates! There’s a ship on the rise!”
 
 
 
Above and below deck the scene was sheer chaos.
Gunners took their stations behind the cannons. Jerome Penderwick fled to his surgery room, readying for the dismal bloodshed sure to come. Dominic held Rowaine’s hand for a moment before running off to the ship’s starboard while drawing a rifle. Daxton joined him. Alfred worked the rigging and sails with other seamen, struggling to position the Pride toward the oncoming ship. 
Rowaine watched men run into each other, snarling and baring teeth, as they prepared for whatever was on the other side of the water. Glancing past the railing, she could make out the blue flag of the other boat flapping in the windy night sky. 
Rowaine realized it was a trade galleon. She gave a sigh of relief, hoping that the boarding would go off without complications, though she knew that was unlikely given her captain’s violent predisposition.
Her eyes moved to the bow of the Pride, near the steering wheel. Captain Henry Galager waved his saber in the air, screaming at the sky. He wore his signature Viking helmet—or what Rowaine assumed a Viking helmet looked like—complete with menacing horns. It had been a prize-piece from a ship raided years back. First Mate Adrian Coswell stood next to the captain, wearing his long overcoat and high boots, mimicking Captain Galager’s gestures. 
A stream of gunpowder smoke wafted into the sky from the other ship, followed a moment later by a booming thunderclap. Rowaine held her breath. 
Two cannonballs landed harmlessly in the water, far from the Pride. A rolling wave broke on the ship’s hull. The galleon was too far from range. Rowaine figured it was filled with simple tradesmen who wanted only to keep their distance from Galager’s frightening leonine flag.  
But Rowaine knew that firing on the Pride was a bad idea. 
Captain Galager hooted and hollered and shouted, “Steer right for ‘em, boys! We’re having a night tonight! Sounds like they want a fight—so let’s give it to ‘em!”
Some of the crew raised their fists to the sky and cheered. Others stayed quiet, including Rowaine. She made her way toward the bow, drawing her pistols from her belt.
They cut through the waves, edging closer to the galleon. As they neared, Rowaine could see her original assumption was correct: The people aboard the galleon were terrified, some visibly shaking.
It didn’t take long for the Lion’s Pride to reach boarding distance to the tradeship. Captain Galager made sure his men didn’t fire on the boat, lest they damage whatever goods there might be. 
As they boarded with ropes and ladders, the tradesmen shivered and backpedaled from the approaching pirates.
Captain Galager was the first aboard, his heavy boots clanking on the ship’s deck. He twirled his saber in his hand as he paced in front of the frightened crew.
“Where are you headed, fellow?” he asked the first man he reached.
From the deck of the Pride, Rowaine aimed her pistols in the general direction of the other ship. Then she flinched and her pistols were aimed at Captain Galager. 
She had a clear shot at the back of his head. I could end this now, she thought, but shook the idea from her mind. If they were in the midst of battle, with bullets flying and swords swinging, it would be one thing, but this was a peaceful boarding. She didn’t feel like dying quite yet, which would surely be the outcome if her guns were the only ones firing and the captain was the only target. 
“W-we’re going to Spain, sir,” the frightened man said.
“What are you transporting?”
“Linens, my lord.” 
They must be headed for the English Channel. Poor bastards were so close. 
“Where is your captain?” Captain Galager asked.
A man emerged from the crowd. He was calm, tall, and stiff, with a long mustache and a neat beret on his head. “I am the captain—”
Captain Galager speared the man in the neck before he could finish his sentence. Galager twisted the sword. The man stuttered and coughed, the blood streaming down his chin. His eyes blinked a few times before he crumpled to the ground.
Everyone on the trade galleon gasped and cried out.
A few of the pirates from the Lion’s Pride chuckled, but no one louder than First Mate Adrian Coswell, who let out a bellowing cackle. 
“For firing on my ship,” Captain Galager said. He watched the huddled crowd of tradesmen while stepping over the blood pooling near the dead man’s head. “Speaking of, where is the man who actually pulled the trigger?”
The crowd parted. A man was brought to Galager, arms held by two other men. He kicked and screamed the entire way, tears streaming down his face.
The two men gave the culprit to Coswell as Galager pointed to his first mate with his bloody sword and said, “Set him on his knees.”
Coswell pushed the weeping man down. The man wedged his hands together. “Please,” he begged, “my lord, I was only following orders!” The man was more a boy.
“I know, son,” the captain said in a low voice. He lifted his sword and sliced down into the boy’s skull. The boy’s crying stopped, he fell forward, his face landing on the deck with a thud.
Rowaine grimaced and closed her eyes. She could hear the maniacal laughter of First Mate Coswell echoing from the other ship.
“Cos,” Galager said, wiping his bloody blade on the dead boy’s shirt, “find the linens. The rest of you, back to the Pride.” 
“W-what about us, my lord?” asked a brave man from the trade boat. 
The captain sighed. “How many lifeboats do you have?”
“One, sir.”
“Well, I count about twenty of you,” Galager said, pointing his sword at the heads on board. “So I guess it’ll be a tight fit, eh?”
Panic erupted on the ship, the tradesmen pushing and shoving each other as they all raced toward the single lifeboat. 
Galager stomped his boot on the deck. “Not until we’re done getting your loot, you shits! I don’t care what you pitiful rats do after that. But if you cause a ruckus while my men are working, I’ll take your lifeboat and you can all swim to Spain!” 
Everyone on the galleon stopped moving.
It didn’t take long for the crew of the Lion’s Pride to raid the tradeship. They were a skilled, experienced group, after all. They boarded the Pride with barrels full of fine silks and linens.  
Within minutes the raid was over. Captain Galager returned to the bow of the Pride as the ship slowly rocked away from the galleon.  
“Just remember,” the captain said to the tradesmen as the Pride floated away, “Captain Galager spared your lives. Don’t forget it, and don’t forget to tell your friends!”  
He broke out in laughter and spun away.
As the Lion’s Pride departed with its booty, Rowaine could hear the screams and hollers and gunshots from the other ship’s crew, now transformed into bloodthirsty beasts, killing and maiming one another in their desperation to find room aboard their small lifeboat. 
 
 
 
Rowaine figured the night was over.
She couldn’t have been more wrong.  
After the raid, a celebration was the usual order of business. But this time things took a very different turn. 
“A job well done, men, but I’m afraid our good fortune has been sullied by an . . . unfortunate discovery,” Captain Galager announced. “It’s come to my attention, mates, that we have . . .” he waved a hand in the air as he paced the bow of the ship, as if searching for the right word. When he turned back to the assembled group of about thirty, he said, “We have . . . rebels in our midst, boys.” 
A wave of murmurs and whispers swept through the gathered crowd. 
With a furtive glance, Rowaine squeezed Dominic’s hand, gulping loudly.  
“Isn’t that right, Cos?”
“That’s right, sir,” First Mate Coswell assured.
The captain held his cutlass out, point-first at the crowd, moving the blade from face to face, all eyes following its tip. 
When it stopped, everyone turned. 
To face Rowaine and Dominic.
Rowaine began to sweat. Thoughts raced through her head. Who betrayed me?  
Quickly replaced with more immediate and horrid concerns.
“That’s right, gents. We have a mutiny on our hands! And to imagine, it stems from our own lovely navigator . . . Rowaine Donnelly!” 
“Damn bitch,” one man shouted. 
“Traitor!” 
“Awful whore! Let’s all have at her!”
Two men grabbed her arms. With a cry, her hand was ripped from Dominic’s.
“Now, now, gentlemen”—Galager put a hand to his chest in mock pain—“surely, I am heartbroken. But I can’t be that surprised, can I? That’s what I get for being generous enough to bring a treacherous, diabolical . . . she-devil on board! Whatever her reasons—and be assured, I’ll find them out soon enough—this cannot stand.” 
Rowaine gaped helplessly at the angry sneers from the filthy men. Her gaze locked onto Doctor Penderwick near the back of the crowd, his beady eyes closed, his head bent downward. She next saw Daxton’s big, shiny head, his frown green and sickly.
As Dominic Baker was pulled away from Rowaine, he cried out.
“Bring the bitch here!” First Mate Coswell screamed.
The pirates cheered.
“Wait!” Captain Galager shouted.
Everyone quieted, a few heads tilting in confusion.
“That’s too easy,” the captain clarified. “I can hurt her all I want, but why not take what she loves most, first? Then I’ll deal with the red-headed whore.” 
A cruel smirk grew on the captain’s pocked face. His sword moved to Rowaine’s left, and everyone’s eyes again followed the blade. “Bring me that man she holds so dear!” 
The sword pointed at Dominic. 
“No!” Rowaine screamed. “He’s done nothing!”
The crewmen laughed, grabbing Dominic by the arms and legs.
“Rowaine!” he cried, trying to reach out to touch her hand. He was pulled away and pushed to his knees in front of the captain.
“Sir,” he pleaded, “why are you doing this? I’m your cabin boy! Your messenger!”
Captain Galager nodded calmly. “Yes, Mister Baker, which is why I’m so crushed that you didn’t warn me of this treachery. So, let’s go to my cabin, boy, and maybe you can earn your forgiveness.” 
Captain Galager grabbed Dominic’s arm and yanked the young man to his feet. People snickered as the captain passed by the parting crowd, ambling down the stairs. 
Rowaine felt tears trickle down her cheeks. She closed her eyes.
It didn’t take long for the screams to begin below deck. First loud, then muffled. Half the crew cheered and laughed; the other half remained awkwardly silent, their heads bowed. 
The image of the young girl from the past flashed through Rowaine’s mind, memories of those tortuous shrieks from the captain’s cabin drowning out Dominic’s muffled screams. Rowaine clenched her jaw. Tears of sorrow became tears of hatred, tears of rage. She tightened her fists so hard she felt the blood seep from her nails and fingers.
A few minutes later, Captain Galager appeared, tightening his belt. He gave a large, fake yawn. Some of the crew chuckled.
He then pointed at Rowaine. “Now, bring the girl here,” he said, his voice dark and menacing. “And take her guns away.”
Rowaine stood stunned and petrified. Her tears had stopped, replaced by a stone-cold expression of fear and anger. 
She was dragged below deck, to the abyss of the captain’s room. Dominic was huddled in a corner, naked, his legs drawn to his chest, his face nestled between his knees. 
Rowaine almost broke down as she eyed the bloody sheets on the bed.
Captain Galager unbuckled his belt and threw it against the wall. With a cruel grin he motioned for Rowaine to get on the bed. He started to untie the cords of her leather shirt.
 
 
 
The screaming started. High-pitched, loud, and frequent. Many of the pirates chuckled and cheered, while the others didn’t.
Five minutes later, the screams and cheers ceased. The boat grew quiet. Only the gentle sound of waves lapping against the ship’s hull remained.
Footsteps sounded below deck. The crewmen started hooting.
Then the chatter abruptly stopped. Heads tilted in confusion.
Rowaine stood in the doorway.
Several crewmembers drew blades and guns.
But Daxton Wallace was too quick. 
He, with his crew of carpenters behind him, was upon the vicious men in seconds, his father’s sword inches from First Mate Coswell’s neck. 
Meanwhile, Alfred Eckstein had a gun pointed at the back of another man’s head. He clicked the matchlock.
Coswell, praying to live another day, urged his crewmen not to make any hasty decisions.
Even the timid surgeon, Jerome Penderwick, had two pistols aimed at two different men.
The scene was almost absurd, the ship at a total standstill, guns and swords pointing in all directions. No one dared move a muscle until everyone figured out what was what.
Rowaine’s right, bloody hand held a small knife. In her left was something else. She dropped it onto the deck. It landed with a grotesque plop.
“Your captain,” she said, nudging her chin toward the bloody thing. 
Captain’s Galager’s severed penis.



CHAPTER TWO
 
 
SYBIL
 


 


County of Norfolk, East Anglia, England
 


Sybil Nicolaus rested near the window of her small house, smiling as she watched her child roll on the ground. She leaned over and tickled him on the stomach, causing the toddler to belch and giggle. At two-and-a-half, Peter Sieghart was the pride of Sybil’s life.  
She peered up from Peter, out the window, to the flat, rural countryside of Norfolk County. The springtime grass fluttered from a light wind as far as her eyes could see. She watched a group of men painting a four-walled structure a little ways from her house. Her husband, Dieter Nicolaus, was one of the men, laying tile on the roof of the building.
The front door of her house creaked open and a young man strolled in. Of medium height with a wiry frame and shaggy hair, he wore a frown on his face.
“Is there a problem, Martin?” Sybil asked. “How are the cattle?” 
Martin Achterberg was sixteen years old and Sybil’s dear friend. Several years earlier, when just barely in his teens, he’d almost become her groom in an arranged marriage, though she now viewed him more like a younger brother. Sybil often wondered about her real younger brother, though she kept those thoughts to herself. 
“A slight one, Beele,” Martin said, rubbing the back of his neck. “The young calf is having trouble feeding from Lily. She might have a bad leg.” Martin eyed the floor, likely worried he might be blamed for something he had no control over.
“Is there anything we can do?”
“I plan to splint her leg. Only time will tell, I’m afraid.”
Sybil sighed. “Very well. Start on dinner, will you? I’m going to bring the men some refreshments.”
Martin proceeded to the far end of the room where he started cutting potatoes. Without glancing up, he said, “I’d like to help at the church some day.”
“We really need help with the livestock, Martin. They are just as important as Dieter’s church.”
Martin nodded glumly. 
Once outside, Sybil breathed in deeply, letting the wind caress her face. She filled a bucket by the door with cool water, then headed down the dirt road to the structure. 
Dieter was climbing down from the roof. Shirtless, his tanned skin glistened from the sweat of a long day’s work. To Sybil, his lean arms seemed to grow more muscular each day from his work on the church. 
“You look like quite a man, my love,” Sybil said, handing him the bucket.
“I’m sorry for being indecent,” Dieter said with a smirk. 
Sybil laughed, running her hand through his short, brown beard. “Please, don’t apologize. The women at court would be in an absolute tizzy if they saw you like this. You look quite . . . alluring.” 
Dieter wiped his forehead with his forearm, trying to hide his flushed cheeks. “I don’t care about those women.” He put his hands on his hips, took a few deep breaths, then turned to his church. “We’re finally almost done with it,” he said. “We should have the first layer of paint done by tomorrow. Then we’ll put up the cross.”
As they spoke, the other men kept working, hammering nails, positioning posts, and painting. 
“I’m very glad for you,” Sybil said. “It’s a great accomplishment.”
“Be glad for us, Beele. It’s what you wanted too, yes? Aren’t you still planning things?” 
“I have some ideas.”
Dieter cupped his mouth with his hands. “Grant, David, Leon, my wife has brought water.”
The three workers let out sighs and grunts, then rushed over, voicing their thanks to Dieter’s pretty wife while scooping up large spoonfuls of water.
“How are you boys?” Sybil asked. They were all neighbors, and had volunteered to help build the church without pay. 
The Frenchman, Leon, spoke in a thick accent. “Very well, Madame Nicolaus. Claire will be thrilled to hear that our church is almost complete.”
Sybil curtsied. “Give Claire my thanks for letting us use you, monsieur.” She scanned the men’s faces one by one. “Make sure you tell your families they are all invited to our feast once the church is finished.”
With the sun setting, the three men thanked Dieter and Sybil and took their leave, walking back toward their houses and families. After they’d left, Sybil asked, “When do you hope to have first Mass?”
“This Sunday.”
“That’s in three days.”
“That’s why we’re working extra time tomorrow.”
“Martin says our calf is having problems feeding.”
Dieter crossed his arms over his chest. “That’s a shame.”
As the couple spoke of household matters, a carriage rolled up the road toward them. In the year Sybil had been in Norfolk, she hadn’t seen a single horse-drawn carriage in the countryside. 
“That’s an odd sight,” she said.
Several yards from the church, the carriage stopped. A middle-aged man hopped out. He wore a purple vest and puffy shirt, looking nothing like the farmers Sybil had grown to know. His cheeks were high and pointed. 
The man bowed. “Good day. I am Clarence Bailey, the reeve of this land.” He spread his arms out wide, gesturing at the rural shire. “Though he’s not with me now, I believe you’ve met my tax collector, Timothy Davis.”
Dieter put a shirt over his head. “Yes, my lord. We’re surprised—but pleased—to finally meet you. Mister Davis seems like a good man, and a fair taxman.”
“Indeed.” Reeve Bailey had sly eyes. “I apologize for not making your acquaintance earlier in the year. Times are busy. But I had to come down when I heard you were building . . . this.” He eyed the church in a strange way. Sybil couldn’t decide whether he approved or not. 
“Worry not, my lord,” Dieter said. “You would be quite welcome at Sunday’s Mass for your generous hospitality—for allowing us to live on your land.”
The reeve beamed. “I would very much enjoy that, as would my wife.” He reached into his vest and pulled out a piece of paper. Perusing the paper with scrunched eyebrows, he stopped when he came to a certain line, exclaiming, “Ah, here it is. It says in my docket that you two are from London.” His eyes moved quickly from Sybil’s to Dieter’s. “But you seem to have quite an accent, sir.”
Dieter hesitated for a moment. “Sybil and I originate from Germany, my lord. We escaped persecutors and shipped over to London.”
“Ah, so you are Strangers!”
Dieter gave the reeve a sideways glance. “Excuse me, sir?”
Bailey coughed into his hand. “Twenty-five years ago, Norfolk was a refuge for people fleeing Catholic oppression from overseas. The refugees were mostly French Huguenots and Belgian Walloons. They were called Elizabeth’s Strangers, and Norfolk became their haven.”
“Ah,” Dieter said, scratching his cheek.
The reeve smiled broadly. “So it seems you are a new generation of Strangers! Quite good, sir, quite good. And how did you fancy England’s capital?”
“I didn’t care for it,” Sybil said, stepping in. In truth, she’d hated London. The bustling hub of English urbanity reminded her of her chaotic life in Germany, which she’d come to England to escape. 
“Excuse my wife’s brash tone, my lord,” Dieter said, holding out his hand. Sybil gave him a nasty glare. “We were welcomed, at first, by the lords and ladies of London. But we both felt strangely out of place.”
The place reminded me of the nobles and ballrooms in Bedburg, Sybil thought, shaking her head. And Johannes . . . 
“My wife was pregnant, you see, so we couldn’t travel far. Also, our stories across the channel seemed to thrill and enlighten the gentry in London. But that didn’t last.”
Reeve Bailey sighed. “It hardly ever does,” he said. “You cannot stay flavorful to those folk for too long.” His eyes dipped as a private thought passed.
“Quite true,” Dieter replied. “After our son was a year old, we came here. Your community welcomed us with open arms, sir, and we’re grateful for it.” Dieter beheld the green country surrounding him. “Although I was quite baffled when I learned there wasn’t a parish church in the region. And quite pleased when Timothy Davis allowed us to build one here, as I believe it will benefit the community.”
The reeve tapped a finger to his lips. “It will increase revenue, as well,” he said with a cunning grin. “I’m sure Mister Davis explained how taxation works with churches in the area?”
“Not completely . . . no. But I believe it will pay for itself in the services that we’ll bring to the people.”
“And you plan to preach Martin Luther’s teachings?”
Dieter nodded. “Among other things, my lord.”
Bailey raised an eyebrow. “Other things?”
Sybil stepped forward. “After my husband holds Mass each morning, I plan to start a grammar school. I want to teach the families’ children to read and write, sir.”
“Lovely,” Reeve Bailey said quietly, as if pondering how he’d be compensated for Sybil’s hopeful endeavor.
Sybil noticed the glint in Bailey’s eye. She’d been close enough to nobles to know that greedy look when she saw it, but she remained quiet.
“Very good, then,” Bailey said. “You can expect to see Mister Davis within the next few days, so please have your taxes ready upon his arrival.”
“Absolutely,” Dieter replied, nodding. “Thank you again for your hospitality.”
Reeve Clarence Bailey gave one last curt nod before returning to his carriage and driving off. 
“He seems a good enough man,” Dieter said, watching the carriage roll down the road toward the last remnant of the setting sun. 
With a scoff, Sybil cocked her head. “Don’t be fooled, Dieter. We’re only numbers to him. Did you not notice that he never even asked our names?”
Dieter sighed. “Don’t be so sour, Beele. You have to learn to give people a chance.”
Giving her husband a weak smile, Sybil said, “You’re right. I’m sorry.” But she wasn’t, since she didn’t agree with her husband, though she felt bad about lying to him. 
He’s still naïve, believing too much in the good of people. 
It was part of what drew her to Dieter in the first place—the kindness in his heart. 
But Sybil also knew it could be a fault. And bring misery. Look at the people I knew—Johannes, a chauvinistic pig and rapist; Johannes’ father; that damn noblewoman, Margreth; my own father. 
Sybil and Dieter hiked back to their house, arms draped around each other. The sky had turned the color of a fresh bruise. Sybil looked up and thought about her father. And her younger brother, Hugo. More painful memories. 
Poor Hugo, she thought, clasping her hands together as she gave a silent prayer. I hope you’re alive, brother, and I hope I’ll see you one day. Each day I wonder how you’re doing . . . hoping you’ve found success . . . perhaps a woman . . . and whatever it is you’ve always wanted. 
How are you, dear brother, and where are you?



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
HUGO
 


 


Bedburg, Principality of Cologne, Germany
 


Hugo Griswold sat under a decrepit tin awning, staring at the gray sky. He listened to the perpetual ting of the rain as droplets slipped through the holes of the roof. He shuddered and stuck his arms in his torn tunic, trying to warm himself.  
Squinting both ways down the alley, he wobbled to his feet and wandered into the rain, letting it drench his body. The downpour plastered his shaggy hair to his scalp. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a proper bath, so he took advantage of the rainfall, despite its bone-chilling coldness.
It was midday in Bedburg, and the streets were quiet. He didn’t have high hopes for a successful day. 
Someone appeared beside him. Hugo jumped with a start. “Jesus, Kars, how did you sneak up on me like that?”
Not quite fifteen, Karstan Hase was a moderately overweight boy and six months Hugo’s junior. He was also Hugo’s best friend. Karstan had an affable smile with a wide gap between his two yellow front teeth. Despite his lot in life, he always managed to stay positive. “It’s my talent,” Karstan assured Hugo. He gestured over his shoulder with his chin. “How much longer you think we got in that place?”
Hugo shrugged. They’d been residing in an abandoned house for days, but they never stayed in one place too long. The roaming patrol in Bedburg made sure of that. “However long it takes for the rain to waterlog it, I suppose.”
“Have you decided what you’re getting Ava for her birthday?” Karstan asked, raising his arms to the sky to let the rain wash them.
“Not yet . . .”
Two more figures emerged from the small house and stood in the doorway beneath the awning. Severin Lutz, the oldest member, was the self-appointed leader of their little brigade. The other, Ava Hahn, was a slight fifteen-year-old with pretty features, fair skin, green eyes, and dark hair done in a tight bun on her head. In the short time he’d known Ava, Hugo had come to love her. Or, at least, what he imagined love felt like. His heart always skipped a beat whenever she was close. Right now was no different. 
“All right you wretches, you ready to earn your daily bread?” Severin asked. Sixteen and slightly taller than both Hugo and Karstan, Severin was crude, bad-tempered, and had eyebrows that always pointed down, accentuating his meanness. Although Hugo reserved the word “hate” for a select few, he greatly disliked Severin. 
“What’s the plan?” Karstan asked. 
Ava had her hands clasped in front of her dirty dress. “We were thinking of doing a Beggar Drop,” she said quietly. Hugo grinned at her. Her face reddened.
Hugo believed Ava felt a mutual likeness for him, but he wasn’t sure. Severin always seemed to be at arm’s-length with the girl, which angered Hugo to no end. 
“Sounds like a fantastic idea,” Hugo said.
Severin scoffed. “Who’s got Tanner Row, and who’s got Priest Circle?”
Tanner Row was the name the gang gave to the southwestern slum, where the hide tanners and butcher shops were located. It was one section of Bedburg’s larger southern district, a slum relegated to the needy, poor, and decrepit.
Priest Circle was just south of the town’s church, where all the beggars lined up each day to scavenge food from hapless priests. It reminded Hugo of his sister, who used to tell him stories of giving out food. But that was a long time ago. Hugo had shut those memories from his mind and hated hearing about Priest Circle.
“I’ll take Tanner Row with Ava,” he said.
Severin shook his head. “I’ve got Ava, and we’re taking Tanner Row,” he said with a smirk. “You get Priest Circle with the fat one.”
Karstan wiped his forehead with his filthy arm. “Phew,” he muttered, “Tanner Row smells like shit.”
“You can’t get Ava, Severin,” Hugo said. “She isn’t your property—” 
Severin bared his teeth, ready to pounce, but Ava stepped between them, holding out her hands. “It’s fine, Hue. I’ll go with Sev.”
Ava hated conflict, especially between the boys, though it was an everyday occurrence. 
Hugo sighed, clenching his fists. He badly wanted to punch Severin in the jaw but obeyed Ava’s wishes. 
Putting his hand on Hugo’s shoulder, Karstan leaned in and whispered, “The Circle might be better for us, Hue. Let’s just get on with it. I bet you can find Ava something pretty on a day like this.”
“You’re only saying that because you hate Tanner Row,” Hugo said, leaning back.
Karstan bobbed his head. “Partly true.”
“Well come on then, you lazy sacks, we ain’t making money sitting here. We’ll meet back in two hours,” Severin said.
With their “leader” having given his orders, the two teams dispersed.
As Hugo and Karstan walked down the alley, Hugo looked over his shoulder. Ava was watching him, smiling. 
Hugo smiled back.
 
 
 
“I’ll be the Beggar, you be the Taker,” Karstan said. They’d reached their designated spot, a circular district with shambled buildings surrounding them. Rain pelted the many beggars hovering around the opening. Priest Circle was one of the worst slums in Bedburg. Only foreigners unfamiliar with the city would dare venture into such a place, with raving lunatics and needy souls the only other people in sight. 
Fortunately for the predators, there were plenty of hapless foreigners in Bedburg, regularly wandering through the Circle.
“You aren’t fooling anyone as a beggar, Kars,” Hugo said, gesturing at Karstan’s body. “You look like you just finished a cake, then dunked yourself in a pond of syrup.”
Karstan put his arms over his belly. “I take offense to that,” he said, jutting his chin to the sky. He didn’t really though. He never took offense to anything. “Just because I’m not a raggedy bag of bones like yourself doesn’t mean I can’t beg with the best of them.”
Sighing, Hugo opened his mouth to say something.
“Besides,” Karstan added, wiggling his fat fingers in front of Hugo, “these aren’t exactly made to go perusing in pockets.”
Hugo ran a hand through his wet hair. “Fine,” he said, “I’ll be the Taker. It’s not like we’re here to get pennies in that tin cup, anyway.”
Kars rattled the cup in his hand, shaking the few pennies inside—pennies they’d put there. With a gap-toothed smile, he said, “Every penny counts, Hue.” 
“What’s your story?” Hugo asked impatiently. 
Karstan tapped his chin in thought. “I’m a simpleton, and my mother’s dead?”
“I know that, Kars.”
Karstan frowned. “Damn you, sir. I’m blind, and my mother recently died. I’m trying to pay for her funeral.” 
“Fair enough,” Hugo said, patting his friend on the shoulder. As they both slipped out from the shadows, Hugo had suddenly developed a limp in his right leg. Karstan tried to mimic him.
“Don’t limp the same way, you fool,” Hugo whispered through the corner of his mouth. 
“I don’t know what else to do—”
“Act like you’re blind!”
Karstan put his hands in front of him, waving them around like a cadaver searching for his lost gravesite. Hugo sighed, then placed one of Karstan’s hands on his own shoulder. “I’ll be your guide,” he said.
They walked like that until they entered the Circle, surrounded by other lost, living corpses. Hugo watched a woman feed bits of soggy bread to two small children, and he felt a twinge of guilt.
An actual, suffering family, he thought, frowning. He quickly shook away the guilt, focusing instead on Ava, and what he would get her for her birthday. 
Before long, several carriages and misguided foreigners began trickling their way. As one of the carriages slowed, homeless folk quickly besieged it. But Hugo and Karstan stayed clear of the action, instead zeroing in on a man and a woman in fine clothes and knee-high boots walking toward the Circle. As the couple apprehensively approached the area, the woman put her arm around the man, leaning closer to him as they passed the surrounded carriage.
Seated near the corner of a building, Karstan, with eyes closed, aimlessly rattled his tin cup as Hugo watched from the far end of the same building. 
Karstan, ever the master beggar, somehow managed to lure the couple closer as they walked by.
“Oh, honey, he’s merely a boy. Don’t be so heartless,” the woman said. 
“He looks like he just ate an entire lamb, Bernadette,” said the man, scowling.
“Mother is dead,” Karstan mumbled, scrunching his face to make the rain look like tears. “I can’t pay the undertaker.”
“Jonathan, come now,” the woman said, tilting her head to the side. They moved in closer, two steps from Karstan. 
As the nobleman sighed, Hugo meandered toward them. Hiding his face, he reached into his left pocket, then came up to the man’s right side and bumped him. “Oh!” he said, glancing up, “I’m so sorry, sir. Please forgive me.”
Jonathan groaned, narrowing his eyes on Hugo. “Watch where you’re walking, boy!”
“Jonathan, enough!” Bernadette cried. “Give me a coin.” 
Hugo moved on, hands in his pockets. As he rounded the corner, he heard the woman say, “Here you go, young man, for your mother’s funeral. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
Once out of sight, Hugo flipped the coin in his hand, smiling. It was an old trick, but rarely failed. Creating the proper number of distractions—the “blind” beggar, the demanding wife, a stranger’s bump—easily masked Hugo’s quick hand in and out of the unfortunate man’s pocket.
And not only did he have a shiny silver coin to show for it, but something else he hadn’t anticipated: A ring—a wedding band, in fact—with a green stone planted in the middle, surrounded by slivers of silver. He wasn’t wearing his wedding ring, so Bernadette was probably his mistress. So . . . Jonathan is an adulterer. Thoughts like that helped Hugo rationalize his deeds. He was doing God’s work, punishing the sinners. And suddenly he didn’t feel so bad for robbing the man. 
Over the next hour, Karstan and Hugo continued the same basic play, until the priests came down with loaves of bread, and the stragglers slowly wandered away.“What’d you get?” Karstan asked excitedly as they returned to their dilapidated house. 
Hugo showed him the silver coins and pieces of cloth. But not the ring, safely concealed in his pocket. 
“Very nice,” Karstan said. He furrowed his brow. “What’s wrong?”
Struggling to keep the ring a secret, Hugo’s face betrayed him. Karstan was his best and most trusted friend. Plus, Hugo wasn’t past showing off a bit. So, after a moment’s hesitation, he said, “I believe I’ve got Ava’s birthday present.”
“Oh?”
Hugo took out his prize. 
“Ah!” Karstan said. “She’ll love it. The stone matches her eyes.”
 
 
 
The four thieves spent the night in their rundown, makeshift home, divvying their loot and feasting on a roasted chicken. They rarely spent their earnings on food since it was simple enough to steal. Because Severin had pilfered the night’s meal, he laid claim to both legs. 
When Karstan complained—as he often did when his portion of the meal wasn’t largest—Severin smirked. “I took the risk breaking into that house, so I get the king’s size. Plus, I’m the oldest.” 
Hugo sat in the dismal living room and picked at bits of meat. He hadn’t made the ring he’d stolen part of the collective booty, which constituted a crime even among thieves. He kept it hidden in his pocket.  
When he looked up, Ava was standing in the doorway, gazing out into the alley.
“How’s it?” Karstan asked her, following Hugo’s eyes to the young lady.
“Rain has stopped,” she said, extending her hand into the cold night. She peered up at the sky. “Looks like it won’t rain tomorrow, either.”
Severin slapped his knee with a half-eaten chicken leg. “Great, that means we can do a Bird Coup.”
“A witch is being executed tomorrow,” Hugo pointed out. “The marketplace will be packed—”
“Perfect! It’ll be ripe for the taking.”
Hugo watched Severin’s pointy eyebrows. “There will be too many eyes tomorrow, Sev. It’s too dangerous.”
Severin made a clicking sound with his tongue. “So . . . you’re scared? Ah, look at the frightened kitten,” he mocked in a high-pitched voice, swishing his chicken leg in the air. Then his face grew dark. “Let’s have a vote then, eh? Raise your hand if you’re for the Coup.” 
The room was silent. Then Severin raised one of his chicken legs. Karstan hesitated before raising his hand. Hugo narrowed his eyes on his friend, but Karstan wouldn’t meet his glare. “Sorry, Hue. It’s as good a time as any for a Coup—crowded market, sunny skies . . . and we got to eat.”
Waving Karstan off, Hugo glanced at Ava in the doorway.  
“I’m with Hue,” she said. “We could use a day off. We made off with plenty today.”
“That’s rubbish!” Severin yelled. “We can never have too much. If we don’t work, we starve.” He raised his other chicken bone in the air. “This vote’s for Danny.”
Danny was the fifth member of their illustrious gang. He’d gone missing a few months prior and hadn’t been seen since.
Severin glanced from face to face. Finally, he said, “Then it’s settled. We’re doing the run.”
Hugo opened his mouth to argue, but Ava shook her head at him. He sighed, then joined her at the door as the others continued eating.  
Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the ring. “I-I got this for you today,” he stammered, smiling nervously. “Happy birthday, Ava.” 
Her eyes lit up. And Hugo’s heart pounded. “You remembered,” she said, her eyes transfixed as she toyed with the ring in her palm. 
Hugo tilted his head to the side. “Of course I did. How could I not?”
Ava beamed. Leaning toward him she planted a kiss on his cheek. “It’s beautiful,” she whispered.
“The stone matches your eyes,” Hugo blushed, repeating the point Karstan had made earlier. 
Greasy hands on their shoulders startled them. It was Severin, standing between them. “What’s that you got there?” he asked, snatching the ring from Ava’s hand and holding it up to the sky, making it sparkle. “Keeping things from the group now, are you? That’s a no-no, Hue. Makes it seem like you don’t trust us.” 
“Hey!” Hugo said, “give that back to her. It’s a present.”
“It’s part of the group,” Severin sneered, holding the ring higher than Hugo’s hands could reach. He laughed at Hugo’s futile attempts to grab it. 
Ava frowned. She took no part in the boys’ altercations.
Noticing her expression, Severin sighed, then finally relented. “Fine . . . the stone looks fake anyway,” he said, letting the ring fall from his hand to the wet ground. Hugo quickly snatched it up, rubbing off the grime as Severin sauntered away.
 
 
 
The next morning the quartet gathered at the town’s marketplace, an open-air bazaar where merchants hawked their wares. Today however, bystanders filled the area, waiting to watch the public execution set to begin shortly. 
It was the third witch burning in less than a month. It seemed that more and more witches were popping up every day. So common had they become, Hugo hadn’t even bothered learning the name of this newest offender. 
Instead, he sat on an overturned fruit crate, eating an apple and watching the crowd grow. A scaffold had been raised in the center of the marketplace. On it stood a wooden cross—man-sized. The town’s bishop, Balthasar Schreib, stood next to the cross, waving his arms as he announced the multiple charges the witch faced.
All four thieves now occupied strategic locations along the perimeter of the marketplace. They waited patiently for rich stragglers to come riding or walking by. 
The Bird Coup was a particular ploy requiring all four of them.
The Owl was the lookout, responsible for keeping an eye out for patrolmen or guards. At any sign of trouble, he’d give a hoot. He also was responsible for picking the mark, but was otherwise relatively free from harm or exposure. Today, Severin played the Owl.  
The Falcon did the mugging, because he had the fastest wings—or in this case, hands. Hugo was the designated Falcon.
The Eagle was the decoy and, if necessary, the muscle, because he was the biggest and most flamboyant. Not surprisingly, Karstan always played the Eagle. 
The final part was the Raven. This role was the trickiest and required the most skill since the Raven took the handoff from the Falcon. Ava played the Raven.
The set-up was straightforward: The Owl chose the target and kept watch. The Falcon dove in, snatching the goods, while the Eagle distracted the mark. The Falcon would then hand off the goods to the Raven, who’d disappear into the shadows.
And if anything went wrong, and a mark or bystander suspected foul play, it would be the Falcon they’d go after, who would innocently show he had nothing on his person.
The group had successfully pulled off the ploy countless times.  
As Bishop Schreib finished off his grand proclamation, the crowd parted to make way for two guards who escorted the witch toward the scaffold and cross. 
Which was the cue for the Bird Coup to start.
Sitting nonchalantly on a stack of flour bags, Severin nodded toward an incoming merchant. Seeing Severin’s sign from across the market, Hugo bobbed his head, the sign that the target had been picked. The merchant carried a large purse over his shoulder, wore lavish clothes, held a smaller knapsack on his hip, and had a woman clinging to his arm. The perfect mark.
The woman will be my best advantage, Hugo thought, watching the rich lady almost melt into the laughing merchant. They were probably drunk, arriving right as the execution was set to begin. A few people stood between Hugo and the merchant, but all faced the scaffolding, their backs to Hugo. 
Hugo’s heart hammered. He was twenty paces from the merchant, trying to meld into the crowd. His eyes shifted from the scaffold, back to the merchant, then back again to the scaffold.  
The screaming witch was being dragged through a row of onlookers. Hugo passed her with his head down. 
When Hugo was fifteen paces away from the couple, Karstan calmly nudged in behind him, keeping a few paces back. Meanwhile, Ava remained out of sight. Hugo could literally hear his heart thumping as he closed within ten paces of the merchant.
Bells and whistles abruptly sounded in his head. He stuttered a step as a man walked up alongside the merchant. A man Hugo hadn’t noticed—middle-aged, blond hair, stern face. Most telling, though he wasn’t outfitted like a patrolman, he carried a sword at his waist.
He looks strangely familiar, Hugo thought. But with no warning from his Owl, there was no reason to scrap the plan, so Hugo quickened his pace. 
When he was within five steps of the mark, he stopped sharply, pivoting to his side so Karstan could pass. Karstan bumped into Hugo, causing Hugo to stumble into the merchant.
“Oh my!” Karstan said, shoving Hugo out of the way and facing the merchant. “My apologies, sir,” Karstan said as Hugo walked away with the merchant’s knapsack. 
The merchant growled in protest.
Appearing from the shadows, Ava passed by Hugo as he handed off the knapsack to her. Head down, she quickly disappeared into the crowd.
Hugo exhaled as he strolled away. His heart slowed.
Until he heard a yelp.
Spinning around with panic in his eyes, he scanned the faces of the crowd. 
Someone was dragging Ava by the arm through a cluster of people. As she cried out, Hugo focused across the way to the flour-stack. Severin was gone. 
Coward!  
He could see Karstan trying desperately to shove people aside to get between Ava and her captor.
Which was when Hugo realized her captor was the same blond-haired man who’d been beside the merchant. As the man reached for Ava’s chest, as if to grab her breasts, Ava screamed.  
“Pervert!”
Undeterred, the man ripped open the front of Ava’s shirt and out tumbled the merchant’s knapsack, which he raised in the air.
By this time, several members of the crowd had turned from the execution to face the growing commotion between Ava and her captor. When the man raised the knapsack, they collectively gasped. 
Karstan finally made his way to Ava and appeared ready to bull-rush her captor, just as the man drew his sword and leveled it at Karstan’s throat. Karstan gulped and put his hands in the air. 
“Back, thief,” the man shouted, “she’s coming with me!” 
He then backed into the crowd, dragging Ava behind him with the knapsack over his shoulder. As he passed the intended mark, he handed the bag to the man. “Your purse, sir,” he said.
“Ava!” Hugo shouted, reaching out but clutching air.
The last thing Hugo saw was Ava opening her bright green eyes, gazing through the crowd and locking onto him, her hands outstretched. 
And then she was gone.



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



“Yes,” Rowaine said, “I severed the captain’s prick, then his throat. If anyone wants to join him, my knife is ready.”  
The tension on the Lion’s Pride was as taut as stretched rope, ready to snap. Rowaine stood at the ship’s helm, hands bloodied, eyes cast down at the crew. Half of them stared at her with daggers in their eyes, the other half held weapons aimed at the first half. 
She gazed at the hardened faces. “I know I wasn’t the only soul tired of his antics, his madness, his bloodthirst. Constantly ordering us to go where we did not agree. Enough was enough. Captain Galager is dead. All we can do is go forward from here. I’m angry I didn’t slay him sooner. If I had, what happened to poor Dominic could have been prevented.”
A few mutterings floated through the ranks of the men. With fire in his eyes, First Mate Adrian Coswell yelled out, “You’re a traitor, you bitch. Who will lead us now?”
Daxton Wallace, his pistol pointed at the first mate’s head, clicked the matchlock, then whacked Coswell over the head with the butt of the gun. “It’s a bit obvious, isn’t it, mate?”
“L-long live Captain Row!” Jerome Penderwick shouted from the starboard railing. For such a skittish surgeon, he showed an amazing amount of courage.
“Yes, long live Captain Row!” Alfred Eckstein echoed.
Half of the shipmates followed suit, while the rest stayed quiet.
“I was next in line for the captaincy!” Adrian Coswell screamed, rubbing the back of his bruised head.
Daxton laughed. “I don’t think you’re in any shape to be bargaining, fool.”
I don’t want this, Rowaine thought. But she knew it couldn’t be helped. The mutiny was my idea. Someone has to lead these sorry bastards. She kept her gaze on the first mate, before abruptly turning her head, her red hair fluttering in the breeze. “How are our medical supplies, Doctor Penderwick?”  
“D-dismal, my lady.”
She turned to the rigger. “And our riggings, Mister Eckstein?”
“Soggy ropes and loose lines,” the young man replied. 
“Termites have gotten into our wood,” Daxton said, loud enough for all to hear.
Rowaine held her arms out wide. “Don’t you see, Mister Coswell? Henry Galager was leading us on a death march. Can’t you see the struggles of the men?”
“Henry Galager was my captain,” Adrian scowled.
“As he was mine,” Rowaine said, “but not anymore. Believe me, I didn’t plan on doing it like I did. But when I saw how he hurt Dominic, and what he was about to do to me—” she faced the floorboards and suddenly stopped speaking. 
“You’ll never be more than a usurper to—”
A loud crack interrupted the first mate. Coswell crumbled to the ground in a heap. Daxton leaned over him with his pistol raised into the air.
“Dax!” Rowaine shouted as faces surveyed the commotion.
The bald carpenter shrugged nonchalantly. “I was gettin’ tired of his yammering.” 
Rowaine groaned. I’m trying to bring us a sense of unity, and he threatens to divide us even more! He needs a talking-to. 
Although there would be no official vote, it was clear what the outcome of Captain Galager’s death would bring. Having single-handedly spearheaded the mutiny, Rowaine became the de facto captain of the Lion’s Pride.  
Now I need to figure out what to do with the people who hate me . . . including Adrian Coswell.
“Bring Coswell to Doctor Penderwick, Dax,” Rowaine ordered. “Make sure he’s okay, Jerome.”
The surgeon nodded, scrambling over to the carpenter and fallen first mate. Grabbing Adrian’s arms, while Daxton took his legs, they carried him through the parting crowd to the stairs. 
As they reached the hallway, Daxton gasped then stepped aside, forcing the small surgeon to follow him—they almost dropped Adrian in the process. 
Dominic Baker stood in the doorway, head downcast, his tunic torn, hands at his side, fists clenched. His normally kind face was masked with pain, his mouth a mere slit, his eyes burning with rage.  
As he limped ahead, the men quietly got out of his way. When the cabin boy stepped onto the bloody deck, he stared down at Captain Galager’s severed penis.  
Then he stomped hard, directly on target, a grotesque squelch sounding beneath his foot. With dead eyes aimed at Rowaine, he spun around and headed back downstairs.
As his footsteps faded, no one spoke. 
 
 
 
Rowaine sat in the same room she’d been playing cards in just hours before. Things have changed so quickly. She felt dizzy, but tried to hide it by crossing her arms over her chest and pursing her lips. Daxton, Alfred, and Jerome stood solemnly in front of her.  
“Where’s Dom?” Rowaine asked.
“Locked in his room, Row . . . er, captain,” Alfred said. “He refuses to come out.”
Rowaine frowned. “Even though I asked him to be here?”
“Er . . . especially because of that, I’m assuming.” 
Rowaine understood. He blames what happened to him on me.
I would too, were it me. 
“We m-must go on w-without him,” Jerome stuttered, nodding to himself.
“The amputator is right,” Daxton said. “No offense, Row, but why do we need him here? He was just the cabin boy.” 
Rowaine shot Daxton an icy glare, forcing the big carpenter to find an interesting speck on the wall to stare at. 
“Because I’m going to name him my first mate, Daxton.”
The carpenter’s shoulders slumped.
“Isn’t Daxton the most able and senior of our group?” Alfred asked.
“Yes, captain, s-should we really have s-such a youngster in charge?” Jerome added.
An hour into my captaincy and I’m already sowing discord. I’ll need to change that. “I am the captain, boys. You said it yourselves.” She faced the carpenter. “Don’t worry, Daxton, you aren’t forgotten, but I’ve made my decision. Dominic Baker is my first mate.” 
Daxton said nothing. For the first time in a while, his lips stayed still. 
“With that being said,” Rowaine continued, “we need to make our plans. I consider you three—and Dom—my cabinet. I’ll be asking you for advice. Can I trust you in that?”
She eyed each man one by one. They all nodded firmly, although Daxton hesitated a beat.  
“Our first plan of action needs to be docking the ship. We will return to port on the Dutch coast, unload our loot, and acquire more men.”
“More men?” Alfred scoffed. “Is that necessary? We can hardly keep the men we have aboard content.” 
“We need to replace Captain Galager’s loyalists with our own. I don’t trust half those wretches. We’ll simply trade them out.”
“They won’t like that, Row . . .” Daxton said, trailing off.
Rowaine narrowed her eyes. “I don’t care what they like, Dax. That’s why I have you three—to help make this work.”
“Right,” said Daxton. “But before any of that, we need to figure out what we’re going to do with Coswell. We can’t trust him, either.”
In unison Alfred and Jerome both nodded.
“I know that,” Rowaine said. “As long as he goes, the people loyal to Galager will go with him.”
Daxton sneered, his mouth agape. “Let him go, Row? You can’t be serious. You’re asking for a counter-mutiny doin’ that. What do you plan to do, simply let him wander off when we dock, free to assemble his own crew?” 
Rowaine slowly exhaled. “We’ll be out of port soon enough—”
“We’ll need at least a week on land,” Daxton argued, “which gives him plenty of time to raise a ruckus. Not only that, but we’ll have to come back to land at some point. Revenge will be the only thing on his mind—as I’m sure it is right now.” 
“Well, he’s un-unc-unconscious right now, so I doubt he’s thinking much of anything,” Jerome quipped.
“What do you suppose we do, Dax?” Rowaine asked. 
Daxton reached into his tunic and produced his pipe. “I figured it was pretty clear, Row. Adrian Coswell needs to die.”
Rowaine was shaking her head before he even finished. “I won’t have any more blood on my hands.”
“That’s fine,” Daxton said. “I’d be happy to do it.”
Rowaine sighed, raising her eyebrows and turning to Jerome and Alfred. 
“I’m w-with Daxton, captain. Adrian Coswell is a major t-t-threat,” Jerome said. 
Rowaine was shocked to hear that from the usually peaceful surgeon.
Alfred spoke. “It’s too messy. Row, er, the captain is right. We don’t want to risk another mutiny by provoking the men who are loyal to Adrian’s cause. I don’t think we should kill him.”
All eyes focused back on Rowaine.
She sighed. After a short moment, she said, “I’ll be democratic about this and ask Dom his opinion.”
“Good luck getting him out of his room,” Alfred said.
“I’ll worry about that,” she said, then spun toward Daxton as he lit his pipe. “But you’ll need to put that out, Dax.” 
“Why is that?”
“Because you’re going to steer the boat to land.” 
Daxton gaped. As Rowaine stomped away, she heard the carpenter yell, “Don’t worry, captain, I can steer and smoke at the same time!”
 
 
 
It was true that Rowaine wanted Dominic’s opinion on what to do with Adrian Coswell, but there was more to discuss than that. She raced to his cabin and knocked softly on the door. “Dom, it’s Row,” she said, barely more than a whisper.
Silence.
After a moment, Rowaine knocked again, harder this time. “I need to speak with you, Dom. It’s important.”
More silence.
Rowaine sighed. “Look,” she began, “I know you blame me for what happened—and I’ll never forgive myself, believe me. I wish I’d blasted that bastard’s head off before it came to this, maybe while he was strutting on that tradeship’s prow. That would have saved us all a lot of—”
The door creaked open. Dominic’s face appeared in the doorway, but he looked different. Gone was the kindness in his eyes and his soft features—replaced by hard angles and a clenched jaw.
“I don’t blame you, Row,” he said, stepping out of the way to let his captain in. He ambled to his bed and sat down on the hard cot, wincing.
Rowaine paced the room, ready to give a speech, but she stopped. Taking a deep breath, she sat on the chair opposite Dominic and asked softly, “Are you okay?”
“I don’t want to discuss it,” Dominic said, his head slouched. “Why are you here? What do you want?”
Rowaine’s throat clenched and her heart sank to her stomach. Never before had Dominic spoken to her in such an abrupt, snappish way. She paused for a moment—her mind somersaulting—barely able to speak. Now she knew how Jerome Penderwick felt every day of his life. 
Clearing her throat, she fought back tears so Dominic wouldn’t see her weakness. 
“I want to know what you fancy we should do with Adrian Coswell . . .” she finally said. 
Certain what his response would be, Dominic surprised her.
“Let him go,” he said.
Rowaine teetered back. “B-but, he was Captain Galager’s right-hand man, Dom. He hates you—he hates everyone.” 
Dominic shook his head. “Too much blood. I’ve seen too much blood.”
Rowaine started to speak again, but Dominic cut her off. “If you already know what you’re going to do, Row, then why ask me? Do what you will. You have my answer.”
Rowaine took another deep breath. Her heart began racing. She had a sudden desire to leave the room. Seeing her best friend this way was just too depressing. But she fought on. “I’m making you first mate,” she announced.
Dominic just stared at the ground.
Rowaine craned her neck sideways. “Did you hear me, Dom? I said you are going to be my first mate.” But her words sounded hollow. In fact, the whole room felt hollow and empty. As if Dominic’s body was there but not his soul. 
“I’ll let you know if I accept,” Dominic said softly. 
Rowaine felt a flash of anger. “With respect, Dom, I am the captain of the Lion’s Pride now. It isn’t your decision to deny or accept. Now, can I trust you to do as ordered?” 
Dominic nodded. “Of course,” he muttered, “I wouldn’t dare deny the command of my fearless leader—”
“Enough!” Rowaine growled. “You must stop this self-pity, Dom. I need you back!” 
Dominic said nothing. The longer the silence lingered, the more Rowaine regretted her outburst. “I . . . I’m sorry,” she finally said. “But I’m going to need your help. Please. You’re the only one I truly trust.”
Dominic’s eyes finally found Rowaine’s. Maybe it was his realization that he needed to stop wallowing, or Rowaine’s words about trust, but finally, through tearful yet firm eyes, he said, “What is it you need, captain?”
“I need you to find out who spoke about our mutiny to Galager. Someone squealed. That is the person I want to kill, dammit, even more than Adrian Coswell. Someone betrayed our trust and I want you to find him. When we dock in the harbor, I imagine everyone will head for the taverns. That will be where you’ll discover the traitor.” 
“I’ll get to the bottom of it, Row, you have my word. Any suspects?” 
“Besides you and me, three others knew about the mutiny. And they’re all currently standing in the card-room.”



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



Sybil sat in a pew near the back of the church, watching her husband survey the front of the room. Dieter ran his hands over the fresh wood of the back wall, then moved to the pulpit.  
He seems at peace, she thought, back where he belongs.  
Dieter’s church was basically complete, though it still needed some interior work, such as the stained-glass windows, some statues, and paintings of the Virgin Mary and Jesus. But for now, simplicity would suffice. 
Though Dieter would never be a ministered priest again, his current neighbors didn’t need to know that. He was still the holiest man within thirty miles. People valued him. 
The day before he’d confessed to Sybil his nervousness about giving a sermon. But there was no question he was glad to be part of a congregation again. He liked their new neighbors, and they liked the Nicolaus’.  
“You’ll do fine,” Sybil reassured him. “The people here need hope—something to take their minds off their farming and their poor lot in life. And you can give them that hope.”
Dieter kissed Sybil passionately, then asked, “Are you sure you want to teach those rambunctious children? Do you believe they’ll listen to you?”
Sybil looked into his eyes. “Do you remember when we first met?”
Dieter grinned and blushed. “How could I forget? You were in a white gown, searching for the perfect apple.”
“And what was I to do with those apples?”
“Feed the poor.”
Sybil nodded. “We walked hand-in-hand through Bedburg’s slums, serving the most destitute and needy. I’ve never felt more useful. And I want that back. You belong in a church, preaching, just like I belong with the children, helping. You taught me things that opened my mind, Dieter. I too wish to help unburden those around us—the young innocents—from the stresses surrounding them and their families. From taxes and farming and war. Just as you do.” 
With a single finger, Dieter caressed Sybil’s soft cheek. “You’ll do great, my love.”
And so Sybil sat in the back pew, surrounded by a dozen neighbors and their children, watching Dieter prepare for the first day of his new life. She marveled at how different he looked compared with just three years earlier.  
Claire, the French wife of Leon Durand, Dieter’s construction helper, ran a hand across her pregnant belly. As she too watched Dieter, she seemed to be thinking the same thing as Sybil. She leaned over to Sybil and whispered, “Your husband is quite enticing, Beele. So . . . confident. You’re a very lucky woman.” 
Sybil turned red. “Leon is a fine man as well, Claire. And your daughter is adorable,” she added, speaking of Claire and Leon’s first child, Bella, the twelve-year-old sitting next to Martin. 
Martin and Bella were whispering to each other, but Sybil paid them no attention, instead admiring her husband, remembering how shy and pale and soft-spoken he once was. Now his chiseled and bronzed features from his labors in the sun cast an impressive, confident, and, yes, enticing image. It may have taken him time to find his place in life, but now he was a strong man with a commanding presence. A man whom people listened to. 
Sybil smiled to herself. She wasn’t sure if Dieter’s transformation came from his departure from the Catholic priesthood, or from their difficult journey across the North Sea, or their frightening time and escape from Bedburg—or a combination of them all. But whatever it was, he was indeed a changed man, that much was clear. 
Dieter lifted his worn copy of Martin Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses from the pulpit, holding it high for all to see. Sybil had given him that leather-bound book, stolen from her father, and it had become Dieter’s instrument of change. 
“Martin Luther tells us,” Dieter began, “that we can only achieve repentance by our practice of faith alone—not through our deeds.” The small room drew silent as all eyes focused on the speaker at the pulpit. 
“He once asked, ‘Why does not the pope, whose wealth is greater than the wealth of the richest Crassus, build the basilica of St. Peter with his own money rather than with the money of poor believers?’ We are the poor believers, my brothers and sisters. Our wealth, our farms, our buildings—they do not dictate our faith, nor do they form it.”
Dieter set the book back on the pulpit and raised his arms wide. “As such, our building of this church was not a holy endeavor.” He held up one finger. “But it gives us a place to practice our faith, to commune, to repent. That is holy.”  
Eyeing the three men who helped him build the church—Leon, David, and Grant—he continued. “This was a radical idea, one that was shunned by the Catholics. It still is, to this day. They called Martin Luther a heretic and a ‘demon in the appearance of a man.’ But I have learned, through my own studies, that Martin Luther was a man of resolve. A man of great piety. It is my hope that we may all learn from him.”
Sybil glanced to her right, where Martin Achterberg sat whispering quietly with Claire’s daughter. Though Bella was four years younger than Martin, and still a prepubescent girl, Sybil couldn’t help but feel a surge of hope in her heart for Martin. He had been through so much: his love for Dorothea, who was then murdered in Bedburg; the failed arranged marriage with her, the bride-to-be, orchestrated by Martin’s own father; the murder of his father; the burning of his mother as a witch; the crushing degradation he faced at the hands of Bishop Solomon; his months-long imprisonment. 
Any lesser soul—especially one so young—would have long since given up hope, or become a shell. But Martin Achterberg was strong, and Sybil felt that Dieter’s words spoke directly to him.
But of course Martin wasn’t listening, his attention diverted to Claire’s daughter. 
Sybil frowned, wondering whether she’d be any better at keeping the attention of her listeners when it was her turn to begin teaching. And unlike Dieter, she had never been a teacher or a speaker. Will I be any good at it?  
‘You’ll do great, my love,’ she remembered Dieter telling her. 
Soon, Dieter’s sermon was finished. The congregation closed with a prayer. As the adults filed out, conversing with one another, the children stayed behind. They were now Sybil’s charge. 
Sybil faced Martin and said, “Will you be my assistant today, Martin? I could use your aid.”
With wide eyes, the young shaggy-headed man looked at Sybil. “Me?” he asked, pointing at his chest. “What could I possibly do?”
“Yesterday you said you wanted to help.”
Martin glanced at Bella. “But—”
“I would like to teach you your letters as well. Like these children.” If only to keep your distractions at bay! 
Martin wrinkled his forehead, inspecting the six children left behind in the room. He was a head taller than any of them, and a handful of years older. “I think I’m too old to learn my letters, Beele. Besides, I have Lily to attend to, and her lame calf.”
“You can never be too old to learn to read and write, Martin. I’ll have Dieter tend Lily and the babe. Come now, I want to help you, and you can help me.”
Martin narrowed his eyes. “So . . . are you doing this for the children then, or for yourself?”
A good question, Sybil had to admit. But instead of answering, she grabbed Martin’s arm and pulled him to the front of the room, to the pulpit, where they looked out at those little innocent, smiling faces.
Finally, Martin relented. “They’re all waiting for you to say something, Beele,” he whispered, nudging his chin toward the children. 
Dieter had left his copy of the Ninety-Five Theses on the podium for Sybil to use in her teachings. It was the only book they owned—probably the only printed book in a thirty-mile radius, not including Timothy Davis’ tax book. 
 It will have to suffice. Sybil rubbed her hand on the crinkled pages, a wave of sad memories washing over her, memories of her father and brother. Then Martin tugged her arm, returning her to the moment.   
This might be more difficult than I anticipated . . .
 
 
 
Teaching proved easier than Sybil imagined. She discovered she had a knack for getting the kids to learn and already felt accomplished as her hour-long class let out. 
She watched Martin run off with Bella, holding her small hand as the two exited the church.
From the back of the room, Dieter was walking toward her, clapping and grinning. 
“Are you poking fun at me?” Sybil asked, faking a frown. 
Dieter gave her a shocked look. “Me? No! I’m applauding your effort. You were a natural, Beele, as I knew you would be.” He kissed her on the cheek. “The kids loved you,” he whispered in her ear, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling.  
“I hope I wasn’t too harsh with them . . .” she whispered back, nestling her head in the crook of his shoulder.
“Not at all.”
Someone in the room cleared his throat. 
Dieter and Sybil jumped back from their embrace. 
A tall, blond man stood at the back of the room. He had a smooth, handsome face and wore a perfectly-tailored, gorgeous gray outfit, unlike anything Sybil or Dieter had seen since arriving in the shire. 
Clearly a nobleman.  
The man had his hands behind his back. A petite woman with spectacles stood behind him, a large book in her hands. 
The man leered down his nose at Sybil and Dieter. “You two must be the Nicolaus’,” he said. The man stood a full head taller than Dieter. 
Dieter narrowed his eyes, moving to stand in front of Sybil. “That’s correct,” Dieter replied. “I don’t believe I’ve seen your face before. You are?”
The man held out a large gloved hand. 
“No, Herr Nicolaus,” the gentleman said, shaking Dieter’s hand with such force that Dieter involuntarily winced. “You have not seen me before. My name is Gustav Koehler. This is my assistant, Hedda.” The girl behind the man bowed slightly. 
The man appeared to be waiting for his name to be recognized. But neither Dieter nor Sybil showed the slightest recognition. The gentleman parted his lips slightly, then sucked them together. 
“How can we help you, Herr Koehler?” Dieter asked.
“Well, I came to admire this new church of yours.” He gazed at the ceiling and the plain walls. “It’s marvelous. I believe it’s the only church in quite a distance.”
“It is,” Dieter said. “If you would like to join our Sunday Mass, I’m afraid you’ve just missed it. But we’ll be having another next week.”
“I’m not much of a religious man.”
“A shame.”
“Perhaps.”
A tense silence ensued as the two men stared at each other. Sybil looked from face to face, while Hedda simply gazed through her large spectacles at the book she held. 
Finally, Gustav broke the silence. “I am the new tax-collector for Reeve Bailey.”
Dieter furrowed his brow. “Where’s Timothy Davis? He’s our usual man.”
“Indisposed.” 
“Well, you’re early.”
“Early is a relative term, Herr Nicolaus. In fact, I am right on time. Tax season is upon us, and this church will be quite an addition. After all, it is built on my father’s land.”
“Your father’s land?”
“Yes. This church is on our property.” 
“Who is your father?”
“That’s not important, Herr Nicolaus.”
“I disagree.”
Gustav shrugged.
Dieter continued. “We received permission to build this church from Timothy Davis, and from the reeve himself. Where did you say the regular taxman was?”
“Indisposed.”
“What does that mean?”
“I’ve taken his position. Temporarily. I don’t believe he was being as truthful to the reeve—or to my father—as he claimed.”
“He always seemed like an honest man to me.”
“Not to me.”
Dieter squinted into the taxman’s steely blue eyes. Sybil could tell her husband didn’t like him. She didn’t either. In fact, he seemed completely out of place in this rural part of Norfolk. And he definitely wasn’t English.
His name, his blond hair, the blue eyes, his height. Clearly this man was German. 
A nauseating feeling rolled over Sybil, but she didn’t know why. “Must we do this here, gentlemen, in a holy place?” she asked, trying to break the tension in the room.
“Your wife is quite right,” Gustav said, keeping his eyes on Dieter the whole time. “This may not be the best venue for discussing these matters. But I will ask to see you. Hedda, when am I free?”
“See us where?” Dieter asked.
“Tomorrow night, sir,” Hedda said, peeking from her book.
“At my home,” Gustav said.
“Your home? You said you were only here temporarily.”
“I am aware of what I said.”
“Are you?”
“Yes. Please, if we could speak tomorrow night at my temporary home, Herr Nicolaus, I would be most obliged. It’s the one behind Reeve Bailey’s.” 
“I’ll be there.”
Gustav strutted away, his boots echoing off the newly-laid floorboards. When he got to the doorway, he turned. “And please, Herr Nicolaus,” he said with a smile, “don’t forget to bring your lovely wife.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Gustav Koehler doubled over in his seat, his head in his hands. He groaned. His insides felt like a snake had coiled around a porcupine and couldn’t untangle.  
His carriage bumped along the shoddy dirt road, twisting his intestines even more.
Gustav glanced to his right, at the legs of his scribe, Hedda. He lifted his eyes, taking in the rest of Hedda’s petite body. His pain momentarily subsided. Her face was buried in a book, her large, round spectacles almost reaching the tip of her small nose.
“How you can possibly read during this treacherous carriage ride is beyond me,” he said, wincing at her.
“It was your idea to come here, Gustav,” Hedda replied, her eyes never leaving her book. Her light hair bobbed on her shoulders with every bump of the carriage. 
“It was my father’s idea,” Gustav reminded her.
Hedda put her book on her knees and watched his pained face. “You didn’t have to come here. You could have stayed in Germany.” 
Gustav snorted. “Not if I’m to show my father I have what it takes to carry this family onward without him.”
“You give him too much credit,” Hedda said. “Do you think he really cares what you can or can’t do?”
Gustav ignored her, instead turning left to watch the rolling green countryside out his window. 
Hedda went back to her book.
“How far are we from Norfolk?” Gustav asked.
“I don’t know, Gustav.”
Silence followed.
Gustav took the opportunity to reach into his tunic, very casually so as not to draw attention. He fumbled around until he felt the glass bottle. Then, after glancing to his right to make sure Hedda wasn’t watching, took a quick shot of the laudanum tincture. Quickly, he stowed his secret potion back in his tunic.
Within seconds the warm sensation surrounded his head like a fluffy cloud, separating his mind from the outside world. His intestines smoothed out, the imaginary snake unwinding itself from its prickly prey. Again he groaned, but this time in satisfaction. His muscles relaxed; his mouth fell open. A bit of drool dribbled from his lips, which he wiped with the back of his hand. 
Gustav closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “What are you reading?” he asked, eyes still shut. 
“Paracelsus,” Hedda said, “what you should be reading, if we have any hope of keeping these plants alive.”  
Gustav opened his eyes and followed Hedda’s to the cart behind them. A blanket covered an assortment of plants, flowers, and herbs. He smiled. This menagerie of plants went everywhere with him—even across the seas from the Netherlands to England. His collection of medicinal plants, herbs, and spices was his prized possession. He considered himself somewhat of an amateur botanist and herbalist, and dreamed of one day sprinkling the world with his green gifts.
Gustav glanced over at Hedda’s book cover perched on her lap. The Doctrine of Signatures—a reference book explaining the medicinal uses of some plants and their connection with the Creator.  
“I’ve already read that one,” Gustav said, “so you don’t have to.”
Ignoring him, Hedda picked up her book and continued reading.
Gently, Gustav placed his palm on Hedda’s cold knee. He began rubbing the warm flesh behind her kneecap, before moving his thumb up her thigh. 
“Come now, put the book down,” he said. “We have time before we reach Norf-f-folk . . . ” His mind was swirling in a euphoric haze from the laudanum, his speech slurred.
Hedda slapped his hand away. Gustav winced. “I don’t like you when you’re like this,” she said.
“Like what?” Gustav asked, kneading his hand and pouting. 
“In a fog.” 
Hedda studied his glazed, rheumy eyes, then returned to her book. “We’ll be at Norfolk shortly, Gustav. Try to clear your head and get ready for what you have to do.”
 
 
 
A few hours later, they reached the rural community of Norfolk just as the sun was setting. As their carriage rolled by the farms and small houses, Gustav noticed a church on the horizon that wasn’t quite finished. The only hint it was a church was the man standing on its roof erecting a white cross. Compared to the legion of bland houses and farms they passed, the stark-white church stood out like a beacon—the most memorable landmark they’d seen thus far. 
The carriage continued on. Gustav directed the driver to the largest house in the vicinity, a two-story structure with a bit more flair than most of the other buildings. Clearly, the residence of someone important. 
Gustav’s brain had long since shaken off the effects of the laudanum, the cloudiness now replaced with a dull aching. His insides had begun hurting again, but he hid his discomfort. 
Gustav stepped out of the carriage first. He was a tall man and had to duck down so as not to bump his head on the carriage roof. As he stretched his arms over his head, then grunted and yawned, Hedda stepped out. Under her arms, she held a different booklet than the one she’d been reading. 
Gustav perused the green scenery. “Dull place,” he said.
Hedda didn’t reply.
A man came out from the large house. He was middle-aged and wore a ridiculous, frilly outfit with a puffy shirt. His face was gaunt yet cheerful, almost like it couldn’t decide whether to be happy or suspicious.
“Hello, good sir,” Gustav said, meeting the man halfway. He stuck out his hand and flashed a charming grin.
Eyeing Hedda, the man cleared his throat and hesitated. Finally, he put out his hand and shook Gustav’s hand. “Can I help you? I was just sitting down for supper.”
“My apologies,” Gustav said, “but are you the proprietor of this land?”
The man slowly nodded. “I am the reeve, yes. Clarence Bailey. And you are . . .”
“Gustav Koehler.” He spoke his name as if expecting recognition. When none came, Gustav cleared his throat as Hedda sauntered up alongside him. Reaching into her booklet, she produced a sealed letter with a red stamp across it and handed it to Reeve Bailey. 
“That letter is proof of who I am, Herr Bailey,” Gustav announced. “My father owns these lands. So, in turn, you work for him.” 
The reeve looked baffled. Before opening the letter, he asked, “And your father is?”
“Read the letter, good sir,” Gustav said, shivering. “Seems like it’s to be a chilly night.”
With narrowed eyes Clarence Bailey stared at the letter in his hands. A few seconds later he muttered, “Yes, yes, we’d better take this inside. I’ll introduce you to my wife and child, and it so happens I was sitting down with my taxman, too. Tax season is upon us, after all.”
“I am aware,” Gustav said. He and Hedda followed the reeve inside the house.
They wandered through a living room and came to a large table where a young woman and child sat on one side and an overweight man with puffy red cheeks sat at the head. The fat man’s face reminded Gustav of a squirrel with nuts in his cheeks.
Clarence Bailey gestured to the man. “This is Timothy Davis, my tax-collector.” 
The plump man finished off the chicken leg he was eating before staggering up from his chair and holding out a greasy hand. 
Gustav looked at the hand with disgust, not moving to shake it. “A pleasure,” he said, feeling just the opposite. 
Timothy Davis rubbed his hands on his trousers, then turned to Clarence. “Friends of yours, sir?”
“Er, no,” Clarence said, clearing his throat. “This man claims to be the son of the owner of these lands.” 
“And what is he here for?” Timothy asked, as if Gustav weren’t standing in the room.
“Yes, what are you here for, Herr Koehler?” Clarence echoed. 
Gustav inspected the small room, leering at Clarence’s young wife and child. He was somewhat taken aback by the selfish attitude of the reeve—not offering his weary guests any food after their long travel. Both men seemed tense, as if trying to hide something. 
“In all honesty,” Gustav began, “I am here to take over the tax routes of your man.” 
The reeve glanced at Timothy, whose fat cheeks jiggled about, flabbergasted. “What ever for?” Timothy mumbled with a full mouth. “I’ve never cheated a soul.”
Hedda positioned her spectacles on her nose and thumbed through a page of her book. “Unfortunately, that’s not what these numbers say.”
“Who’s that woman?” Timothy asked.
“My scribe and assistant,” Gustav said, “and you’ll refer to her as Frau Hedda.” 
“Just hold on here,” Reeve Bailey said, “I’m sure we can get to the bottom of this amicably. Timothy, take this letter and confirm its legitimacy.”
“But . . . I’m eating, sir,” the taxman complained, blinking sadly at his half-eaten plate.  
The reeve simply stared at the round man. Timothy whined, then snatched the letter. “Tomorrow I’m supposed to go on my routes to collect the taxes,” he added.
“Oh?” Gustav said. “Well, since I can guarantee that you will find my letter authentic, I shall be taking over your duties.”
“You can’t simply barge in here and take over my assignment,” Timothy said, his floppy cheeks turning red.
But Gustav was an imposing character, tall and stoic in front of the out-of-shape taxman. “I can, and I have,” he said, “because this land belongs to my father. I am here to make sure everything goes smoothly from here on out. I would like to meet the people of this shire. I will also need a place to store my plants—wherever I’m staying will be fine.”
“Your . . . plants, my lord?” Reeve Bailey asked.
“Yes, Herr Bailey. My plants. If you’ll come outside with me, you’ll see what I mean.”
Gustav and Hedda led the way out, but not before Gustav dipped his eyes to the small woman and child at the table and said, “Excuse me, ladies,” as politely as he could.
Outside, the carriage-driver was feeding the horses. Gustav walked to the back of the wheeled cart. He grabbed the blanket inside and dramatically flipped it off his herbs and spices. “These are my plants. Is there somewhere nearby I can stay, so that I might come here in the morning? I’m an early riser.”
Clarence scratched his sunken cheeks. He motioned toward the flat horizon. “The closest farmstead over there has been vacant for a time. There is a small plot of land where your plants should fit nicely.”
“Yes,” Timothy added. “The couple who lived there weren’t able to pay the proper taxes, so they were ousted.” He smiled, clearly pleased with himself.  
“Now, now, Herr Davis, there’s no need for that,” Clarence said, putting a hand on his taxman’s shoulder. “I’m sure Herr Koehler doesn’t plan on staying overly long. Correct, sir?”
“I’ll stay as long as I need to,” Gustav said flatly. 
Timothy Davis grunted. He put his hands on his round belly and tucked the letter he held into the band of his trousers. “I’ll see if I can verify the legitimacy of this letter, Clarence.”
And with that, the fat man waddled off. 
Once Timothy was gone, Clarence asked, “What is it you think my taxman has done, exactly? I’ve known him for years. He’s as trustworthy as they come.”
Gustav faced his scribe. “I’m here to audit your acreage’s expenses and taxes, Herr Bailey. Believe me, if there’s foul play afoot, Hedda will find it. She’s the brightest auditor I know.”
“And what brings you here, if I may ask?”
“I’m here on my father’s bidding. Yours is not the only land I’ve come to check. So in that, you are right, I won’t be making myself comfortable for too long.”
Gustav could see the relief splayed across the reeve’s face. It told him, once again, that something wasn’t right. Perhaps he’s guilty of something more ominous than simple tax evasion. 
Bidding farewell to the reeve, Gustav told him he’d be back in the early morning hours, then climbed into the carriage with Hedda.
As the carriage rolled off toward the vacant plot of land across the way, Gustav took another swill from his bottle of laudanum. He glanced at Hedda, who squinted disapprovingly at him.
“Now I’m your auditor, Gustav?”
Gustav shrugged. “I had to call you something, my dear.” 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
 
HUGO
 



After wiping his grimy eyes, Hugo curled into a fetal position. He tossed and thrashed in his ragged cot, listening to the rain pelt on the tin roof overhead. Silver moonlight streamed into the room through a single window, blanketing the upper half of Hugo’s body in murky light.  
The jeweled ring he’d stolen for Ava lay next to his cot, on the ground, along with a few copper and silver pieces, some knickknacks, and a half eaten slice of hard bread. The moonlight lit the emerald ring as if it were on display at a jeweler’s shop. He touched the ring, rolling it across the ground, watching the shadows dance on the dusty floor. 
Then he cursed himself.
He’d forgotten to give the ring back to Ava before she was captured.
Images played in his head of Ava crying out for help, from him in particular. What a way to spend her birthday—scared and alone. He knew the feeling well, reflecting on his own time in jail.  
A few feet away, his big friend Karstan snored soundly on his own undersized cot, legs spilling over the end of the bed. Severin was asleep as well, near the front door of the small room they called home. 
Hugo frowned as he watched Severin sleep. If that weasel had given us a warning, Ava might still be here right now.  
He closed his eyes. Red and green colors battled behind his lids. Before long, he drifted off, the image of a terrified Ava his last conscious thought.
He wasn’t sure if it was a dream, but he felt something . . . someone . . . reach for Ava, grabbing her by the arm, then her fingers. The hand pulled her until he could see her no more.
Then in her place, a faint ruffle. Hugo’s eyes shot open. Craning his neck, he saw a blur reaching out of the shadows, into the sliver of moonlight where his coins and ring lay.
A hand. Like a spider, slowly creeping toward its prey. 
The hand closed around the ring and descended back into the darkness. Hugo’s eyes widened.
He wasn’t dreaming. 
He rolled off his cot and reached out, snatching a wrist and tugging it forward. 
Severin’s ugly, hawkish face came into focus, utterly shocked as Hugo cried out and cocked his free hand back.
Severin tried to pull away, but too late. 
Hugo’s fist crashed into his face with a thwack and the taller boy reeled back against his cot.  
Hugo let go of Severin’s hand and the ring fell to the ground with a ping. As Severin’s hands flew to his bruised face, Hugo leaped on top of him, grabbing around his neck with both hands and growling like a rabid animal. He squeezed Severin’s throat with all his might until the taller boy’s face turned purple. 
Severin desperately tried to grab Hugo’s arms, pulling back toward the front door, which swung open.  
The two young men spilled onto the muddy alleyway outside, Severin on his back, Hugo still raging on top of him.
Hugo released Severin’s neck, yelling, “You thieving wretch!” as he kicked him in the ribs, again and again, then in the face. Severin wheezed and curled into a ball, defeated and rain-drenched to the bone.
Panting and still crazed, Hugo stepped away and closed his eyes tightly. The greens and reds behind his eyelids were no longer fighting. The red had won. He turned back to Severin on the ground and raised his foot, ready to crush down on the boy’s windpipe.
Then a great tendril wrapped around Hugo’s waist like a python, lifting him off the ground.
“Hugo, stop!” Karstan shouted, pulling Hugo away. “You’re going to kill him!” 
“Let go of me, you bastard!” Hugo yelled, writhing and flailing his arms and legs. But Karstan held tight, his grip too strong. 
The more Hugo struggled, the less he could breathe or move his limbs.
Karstan carried Hugo into the house, then threw him to the ground like a rag doll.
“He tried to steal Ava’s ring while I slept!” Hugo screamed, red rage still in his eyes. 
“We’re all thieves here,” Karstan said with a strange calmness. “That’s no reason to kill him, Hue. Are you really that surprised?”
Hugo slowly crawled on hands and knees until he found the ring on the floor. He swept it up and held it with white knuckles. 
Meanwhile, Karstan walked back outside to tend to Severin. Hugo gazed out the open front door, eyed Karstan helping a disheveled and bloodied Severin up off the ground, then crawled back to his bed and carefully placed the ring on his own little finger. Then he clenched that hand into a fist, closed his eyes, and imagined Ava’s face smiling at him. 
 
 
 
The rain stopped before dawn. As the inhabitants of Bedburg rose, the morning sun peeked through the gray clouds and showered the village with warmth.  
By the time Hugo woke, Severin was gone and Karstan was up, humming to himself.
“Where’d he go?” Hugo asked.
“Out,” Karstan said. “He didn’t want to be here when you awoke.”
Good, Hugo thought. Maybe getting beaten half to death will make that snake think twice next time he tries laying hands on what’s not his. 
“You showed him little mercy last night,” Karstan said. “I had to stitch his forehead. He may never look the same.”
“He won’t be missing much—he was already ugly enough.” Hugo leaped up from his cot, Ava’s ring still wrapped around his little finger. 
Karstan chuckled. “I’m pretty sure it would look better on Ava,” he said, reminding Hugo he was still wearing it. Quickly, Hugo slipped it off and put it in his pocket. 
“I’m going to get Ava back,” he said, his voice strong and steady, his eyes tense. 
Karstan’s chuckle faded. He studied Hugo, a perplexed look on his chubby face. “How do you plan to do that? Just traipse into the jailhouse and ask for the key?” 
“Something like that,” Hugo said. He rummaged through his stash of coins and accessories, grabbing something and pocketing it.
As Hugo moved for the front door, Karstan stopped him. “Wait, Hugo, honestly . . . what are you doing? Trying to get yourself killed?” 
“I told you what I’m doing,” he answered, determination written on his face. “Goodbye, Kars. I hope I see you again.” Then he walked out the door, leaving Karstan reaching out for him, speechless. 
Hugo breathed in the crisp air that always followed a storm. Weaving through trash-filled alleys, he made his way up the hill toward Priest Circle and Bedburg’s church.
At this time of day, the area was relatively free of preachers and beggars since Mass had already let out and the poor had already been fed. Which also means no more carriages will be riding through, Hugo reckoned.  
Making his way to the town square and marketplace, he passed through an alley, ignoring several straggling beggars. He pulled his half-eaten piece of bread from his pocket and bit into it. When he finished, he dusted his hands off on his dirty tunic and scanned the square. 
The market was in full bloom. With the new sun came a new lease on life for the townsfolk. Tents and carts were spread out in ragged columns, merchants and farmers hocking their wares, while a plethora of shoppers rummaged around. 
Nobles and peasants alike perused the goods.
Hugo turned as a loud commotion caught his attention. A farmer and old woman were scuffling. Shouts became shoves, until a town guard arrived to split them up. 
For several minutes, Hugo kept his eyes on the guards circling the square in their gray-and-black liveries. Like bees buzzing near the hive, they scurried about making sure things stayed orderly. 
Then Hugo narrowed his attention to a lavishly attired nobleman who was scrutinizing a merchant’s stock of dresses. Two guards surrounded the aristocrat, insulating him from all who passed with a five-foot circle of protection. 
Hugo didn’t care who the nobleman was. He reached into his pocket, tossed something into his mouth, then headed toward the man. 
Usually, Hugo had the requisite grace and subtlety while thieving to get away without being detected. By the time a mark realized his purse was gone, Hugo was already counting his winnings in an alley three blocks away.
This time, however, after passing the guards Hugo clumsily bumped into the nobleman, then didn’t pull hard enough when attempting to dislodge the purse from the man’s waistband.
“Hey!” the aristocrat cried, raising alarm. “Thief!”
Hugo made no move to dodge the guards. They quickly clenched his arms. “Not so fast, boy,” one of them said. “You’re not so good at this, eh?”
Hugo let himself be pulled along like a marionette. 
“Ost, keep watch on Herr Clifton,” the one guard said. “There might be more where this ruffian came from. I’m bringing him to Old Ulrich. Maybe he can set this delinquent straight.”
 
 
 
Hugo sat in Bedburg’s cold jailhouse, listening through the walls to a prisoner’s choked screams echoing through the stale, damp jail. Hugo shuddered at the cries. 
He wasn’t a perfect judge of time, but he reckoned he’d been in the cell for most of the day. There were three other cells in the room besides his: one belonging to the screaming prisoner next to him, and two empty ones across the hall.
Since arriving at the jail, Hugo hadn’t said a word, or complained, or raised a single racket. In fact, no one had even come to check on him. He felt his stomach groan in protest.
A large man finally appeared in front of his cell. He had big hands and old cuts on his hairy arms. He wore a dark apron covered with splotches of something even darker. This man had been sent to scare the bandit out of him. But if his job was to exorcise Hugo’s thieving demons, it was going to take much more than a bloody apron or veiny arms to do it.  
On the other hand, the jailer’s face was downright terrifying: bald, shiny dome; small, black eyes devoid of hope; a large purple scar running down the side of his forehead and cheek; and a scowl unlike Hugo had ever seen. 
I guess the city doesn’t mind that the jailer looks more criminal than his resident prisoners. It doesn’t matter what side of the cell we’re on, as long as we’re all kept from the public eye.
“So. You’re the little thorn.” The man had a deep, raspy voice.
“Thorn?”
The jailer leaned forward. “The thorn between the noblemen’s toes.”
Hugo shrugged.
“And a shoddy thief at that,” he added.
Hugo stayed quiet.
The man craned his neck and squinted his beady eyes. The scar on his face seemed to move with his tilting head, staring right at Hugo.
“I know you from somewhere,” the man whispered. 
Hugo squirmed away from the purple scar, unnerved. “I doubt it,” he said, lips barely moving. “I’ve never been here, and I doubt you’ve ever left here. So our paths haven’t crossed.” 
The man put his hands on his hips. “You’re lying. Let me know when you want to tell me where I know you from. I’ll be next door, getting information.” He smirked, pulling a three-inch nail from his pocket and leaving little doubt how he obtained information. 
An excruciating hour later, the prisoner next door was silent, unconscious from the torture. Then Hugo heard footsteps, first growing louder, then stopping, and then fading back down the hall. As if the jailer had had second thoughts; first thinking he’d pay Hugo a visit, then changing his mind to let him stew a while longer.
Hugo heard a door slam on the far end of the hall.
Once he finally had peace and quiet, Hugo wasted no time.
After making sure no one else was coming down the hallway, he reached in his mouth and pulled out the small metal pick he’d hidden there back in the alley. It had been hard to talk with the thing in his mouth, which was why he’d stayed mostly quiet. 
He checked the lock on his cell. A simple bolt—not too strong, not too weak. Luckily, the lock’s strength was irrelevant since only the finesse of the escape artist mattered. 
Which Hugo most definitely was. He stuck the pick in the keyhole and played with it. Moments later, the lock clicked, then opened. 
He pressed lightly on the bars. With a faint groan, the cell door opened. He tiptoed down the hall peering left and right. The terrifying jailer had gone to the left, through a door into a different room. So Hugo headed right, toward another wooden door. 
He held his breath as he touched the door. His heart was pounding. If someone’s on the other side . . . he didn’t let himself finish the thought. 
He gently pushed down on the door handle. It wasn’t locked. He slowly opened it and poked his head out. 
The hall was empty.
Short-staffed.
He came to a small room with two cells on each side. He crept past the first two. Both were empty.
He kept moving, his heart hammering.  
In the third cell a man was staring into a corner, his back to Hugo. 
Hugo moved on to the last cell, which was empty. Then he did a double-take. 
A small form sat in the corner, nestled in the shadows, knees brought to chest, head between legs, dark hair cascading over the person’s knees.   
Hugo immediately recognized the shape and the pouting sounds the voice made.
“Ava?” he whispered.
The man in the cell behind Hugo ran to the bars. “You!” he shouted, “if you’re getting her out, get me out, too!”
Hugo whirled on the man with an icy scowl, instantly quieting him. Then he rushed back to Ava’s cell. “Ava, it’s Hue!” he whispered louder.
At the sound of his voice, Ava slithered up from her knees. Her green eyes were dark and downcast. Her face wet with sweat, or tears. She obviously hadn’t bathed since her capture the day before.
“Hue!” Dimples formed a smile. She pushed herself off the ground.
Hugo’s heart filled with joy. 
“Come on, let me out of here, dammit!” The man yelled from the other cell. 
“Quiet, man, or we’ll all be caught!” Hugo urged.
But the man wouldn’t relent. Rattling the bars of his cage, he pushed and pulled as hard as he could.
Hugo used his pick in Ava’s lock. He felt the click a few seconds later and threw open the cell door. 
Ava rushed into his arms. 
“Come on, we must hurry,” Hugo whispered. He led Ava out through the first door, meanwhile leaving the remaining prisoner behind to shout obscenities.
The intimidating jailer—nearly twice Hugo’s height and thrice his weight—stood in the middle of the hallway, blocking their way. A cruel grin formed on his face, slithering his scar toward his nose. 
Hugo’s eyes went wide.
“Run!” he shouted, while doing the only thing he could think of—rushing the jailer. 
Being the Falcon, Hugo was quick and sprightly. He imagined he’d be able to pivot and dodge the big man’s hands.
But the man wasn’t as clumsy as he appeared.
With surprising speed, the jailer grabbed Hugo by the wrist. At the same time, Ava streaked past them both.  
Glancing back at Hugo, much the way she’d done when first captured in the town square, her sad eyes creased with worry. 
“Keep running, Ava! Go!” Hugo screamed.
Ava opened the final door. Hugo saw a flash of sunlight as it opened. He smiled as Ava vanished up the stairs, out of view, before his face hurtled toward the nearest jail cell bars. 
The Raven was free!
With a violent smash, everything went black.
 
 
 
When he came to, his head ached and his mind buzzed. Frankly, after that head slam he vaguely remembered, he was surprised he woke at all. 
Now, everything just hurt.
He was in a different cell, arms tied to a chair. Across from him sat the jailer, eyes drilling into him.
“You must be Old Ulrich,” Hugo said.
The jailer frowned. “Old Ulrich? I may be ugly, but I’m not old. Who said that?” 
“The guard who captured me.”
Ulrich’s frown grew. “I’ll have to teach him the error of his ways. But you’re first.” He smiled. 
Hugo shifted his weight. “If it’s ‘information’ you want from me, I have none.”
“You’re just a stupid boy. What kind of information could you possibly have?”
“Exactly.”
Ulrich stood and stepped in front of Hugo. He leaned down and stared at the boy. He was so close Hugo could taste whatever god-awful thing the man had had for lunch.
But to Hugo’s surprise, Ulrich reached over and untied his arms. 
“That was a . . . courageous thing you did back there,” he said. “Rescuing your little friend. Stupid, but courageous.”  
He pronounced “courageous” as though a foreign word, one he’d never uttered before. 
“I love her,” Hugo said.
Ulrich scoffed. “I’m sure you’ve been told this before, but you have no idea what love is. Do you really believe that girl would have done the same for you?”
Hugo felt his cheeks grow hot. “I remember my father saying that to my sister, years back. But never to me.”
Ulrich squinted. It was only then that Hugo realized the man had no eyebrows, which is what probably made his face so monstrous—besides the nasty scar.
“Your sister and father . . .” Ulrich said, tapping his chin. “Ah! That’s how I know you. You’re Peter Griswold’s son.”
Hugo reeled back. “How in God’s name did you know that? Do I look like him?”
Ulrich pondered for a moment “Actually, you look nothing like him. But I’ve seen you before. That much I know.”
Hugo put his hands in his lap. The silence dragged on for what seemed like hours, until Hugo said, “What happens now?”
Ulrich shrugged. “I guess I knock you around a bit, maybe slice off a finger or two so you can’t go thieving again, then let you be on your way.”
Hugo’s heart caught in his chest.  
“Or, I could dump your head in a bucket of cold water, rip off your fingernails, ask where the rest of your gang is holed up. Maybe I’d even get to hang you, eventually, if Bishop Schreib allows it.” Ulrich eyed the ceiling as he rambled.
A bead of sweat dripped down Hugo’s upper lip. He imagined being fingerless. Not a good image, he decided.
Ulrich chuckled, as if he read Hugo’s thoughts. “How many of you are there?”
“Thieves . . . in Bedburg? Hundreds. Of my own crew? Five. Well, four—our friend Danny went missing some time ago.”
Ulrich pinched the skin beneath his chin. “Daniel Granger?” he asked.
Hugo’s eyes perked. “Yes! Have you seen him?”
Ulrich let out a sucking sound. “I hanged him.”
Hugo cringed. 
Another silence lingered in the stagnant room. 
“I am sorry about your father,” Ulrich said at last. “I don’t think Peter Griswold was a bad man.” 
“What do you care?” Hugo said. “He was just another victim to you.”
“True. But it’s different when you know a man’s innocent.”
Hugo’s eyes lifted. He felt the red rage pulse through him. “You knew he was innocent, but you killed him anyway?”
Ulrich lifted his arms. “Orders, son. Heinrich Franz and Bishop Solomon gave them. I followed them. I didn’t like it anymore than you.”
“I doubt that.”
Ulrich sighed. “For what it’s worth, I apologize for leaving you an orphan bastard. In a way, you remind me of me, when I was your age.”
Hugo snorted. “You remind me of the Devil.”
“Fair enough. I suppose I deserve that.”
“And much worse.”
“Actually, I’ve been in your position more than I care to count. I used to run with a gang, wreaking havoc wherever I went. I didn’t have much choice. Same as you, I suspect. But that only brought me pain and grief. If I were you, I’d leave your vagrant cohorts and start a new life.” He shrugged. “If I don’t kill you first.” 
“A new life . . . like you? What happened, exactly, to turn you to the noble path of torture and execution?”
Ulrich grinned and winked. “I found God.”
 
 
 
After a bit more talking, Ulrich closed the cell door to let Hugo sleep. Much to the boy’s surprise, during their entire “meeting,” Ulrich never touched him. In fact, they left on much friendlier terms than how they began. 
Despite his tough talk of finger-slicing, nail-yanking, and hanging, Ulrich remained remarkably peaceful. He never even searched Hugo’s person or stole the ring still in Hugo’s pocket. 
The next day, Hugo awoke cold and sore. He still had a lingering headache from being smashed against the jail cell.
Stumbling to his feet, he walked to the front of his cell and grabbed the bars. As he leaned forward to look out, he felt the bars move with him. Gently, he pushed a little harder and the cell door opened. 
His eyes narrowed. Would the jailer actually forget to lock my cell? Not likely . . .  
Whatever the reason, it didn’t take much coaxing for Hugo to take off down the hallway. 
Proceeding cautiously, he called out as he walked. “Hello?” 
But the hall was empty.
Definitely short-staffed . . .  
He tiptoed through the first wooden door. It too was unlocked.
Entering the main lobby, he started up the stairs.  
Less than sixty seconds later, he was free, walking down the road with the sun on his back, just another peasant out for a stroll on a lovely day. 
So befuddled by his unexpected “escape,” he actually began skipping. Then he reached in his pocket and clutched Ava’s ring, smiling as he headed home.  
To the slums, to his friends, to Ava. 
He wondered how Severin would react to seeing him after being beaten nearly to death the previous night. 
But he decided it didn’t matter. There was only one person that mattered. And he desperately wanted to hold her as soon as possible. More than that. He wanted the two of them to have a life together.
Hugo stopped skipping when he got to the slums in the southern part of town. Walking briskly, he rounded the corner leading to the alley. The ramshackle place he called home came into view. 
And, at that moment, it never looked better.
As he shoved open the front door, his heart was ready to burst.
The door swung on its hinges then bounced back. Hugo blinked, unsure what had just happened. The door had sprung back with such force, had he not put up his hand, it would have smashed into his face. 
 He pushed the door open again, slowly this time, then moved just inside the doorway for a better angle. 
His fat friend Karstan was not on his cot. Instead, he was hunched over Hugo’s cot. 
“Kars what’s going—”
As the full scene took shape, Hugo’s stomach knotted and his mouth dropped open. The ring almost slid from his hand.
What Karstan was hunched over was . . . Ava. She was sitting on Hugo’s cot and she and Karstan were locked in a deep embrace, lips touching.  
Images of past betrayal instantly flooded Hugo’s mind—Sybil promising to never leave him, to never forget him; his father’s promises to always be around.
Promises never kept. 
And now his best friend and the love of his life.  
In his home. On his bed. 
The ultimate betrayal. 
Fighting back tears, Hugo stood stone-still.
“Hue, what are you doing—” Ava began, then saw the look on Hugo’s face and stopped.  
Karstan turned around. “It’s not . . . Hue, it’s not what it looks—”
But Hugo was already out the door. 
Running. 
From the only people he trusted.
Soon, he found himself back at the jailhouse, facing the big, terrible jailer. 
“You were right,” he said through tears, “I should have never gone back.” 
“And?” Ulrich said.
“I think I’ve learned what love is.”
Ulrich chuckled. “And what, do you imagine, I can do about that?”
With a dark expression, Hugo stared into the man’s eyes. “Teach me what you do.”



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



The sun shined on Gustav’s back as he struck the soggy ground with his shovel. He grunted, put his foot on the lip of the shovel, and pushed down into the earth. When he’d dug a three-foot hole, he backed away to survey his work, running his forearm across his forehead, wiping away sweat. 
Hedda struggled to drag a shrub to the hole. With gloved hands, she positioned the plant in place, then carefully packed the earth around it.
She clambered to her feet with a sigh. Gustav rested his arm on her shoulder, motioning at his makeshift arboretum. Yellow hibiscus flowered alongside purple lavender from Spain, violet foxglove and larkspur from Germany, and other brightly colored flora. “Nearly finished,” he said, smiling. 
Hedda removed his limp wrist from her shoulder as if it were a dead rat. “Why did we do all this if we’re just going to be moving soon?” she asked.
“We don’t know how long we’ll be here, Hedda. I’d like to see what dies and what grows in this climate.”
Hedda faced the sun. Squinting, she shielded her eyes. “We have another hour or two of sunlight, if you’d like to finish that last plot.”
Gustav sighed at the only bit of empty soil remaining, a hole large enough for a small casket. “Maybe tomorrow,” he said. “You go inside and get supper ready. I’ll be there soon.”
Hedda walked inside the place they called home as Gustav watched her leave. When she was gone, he rested the shovel against his leg, reached into his tunic for his bottle of laudanum and took a quick pull. The familiar sense of fuzzy euphoria enveloped him almost immediately. He followed Hedda into the house, setting his shovel against the open front door. 
It was a small home—two rooms, a hearth, a kitchen—and had been vacant for some time. Entering the living area, Gustav’s eyes focused on Hedda’s backside as she set a pot of water on the stove to boil. The sight brought a pang of sharp lust. Grinning, he slithered behind her and rested a hand on her rear. Hedda’s shoulders slumped. “You said to make food,” she sighed, stirring the soup. 
Gustav leaned in closer. “The food can wait,” he whispered, nibbling the nape of her neck. “I’m hungry for something else.” 
It was always the same when Gustav was in one of his laudanum hazes. His body tingled as he ran his hand down her slender shoulder. 
Hedda tried to move away from him, but Gustav growled, grabbing her by the waist and pulling her in closer. 
“Stop, Gustav!”
But he would not. “Enough of that,” he barked, forcing himself onto the much smaller woman.
Hedda sighed, resigned to her fate. She was his assistant, after all, and to him that meant he was entitled. She put down the spoon and mechanically began caressing his smooth face. Then, as he leaned in closer for another kiss, she stomped on his foot as hard as she could. 
Gustav squealed, his eyes darkening, his playful grabbing becoming more vicious. 
As Hedda tensed for what was to come next, there was a sudden knock on the door. 
Hedda and Gustav froze, then turned toward the source of the knock. A large man, almost as wide as the doorframe, stood at the doorway, calmly staring back at them.
Gustav straightened. Hedda used the moment to her advantage, adjusting her spectacles, then storming from the kitchen and, without uttering a word, squeezing past the large man out the front door. 
The man turned to watch her walk away. “I . . . hope I’m not disturbing anything,” he said, then turned back to Gustav and smiled.
“She enjoys the gardens,” Gustav said, smiling back. “What are you doing here, Herr Davis?”
As he stepped inside, Timothy Davis’ smile disappeared, replaced with a frown from his sagging jowls. “I’m here on word of your . . . letter,” he said, speaking the last word as if he’d just stepped in a puddle of vomit.  
Gustav stepped to the boiling pot on the stove as he spoke. “And? Isn’t that news for Reeve Bailey?”
“Indeed, but I wanted to bring my findings to your attention, first. In good faith, you see.” The fat man removed his floppy hat.
“If we’re going to talk business,” Gustav said, “I’ll need to put a shirt on. Forgive me.” He trudged past the taxman, into the separate room, appearing a moment later clothed in a brown, loose-fitting tunic. “Please,” he said, gesturing to the table in the middle of the room. “I’m famished and was preparing to dine. Won’t you join me?”
At that, the man was clearly conflicted—a war between brain and belly.  
On one hand, Gustav thought, he feels out of sorts—wants to say his peace and be gone. On the other hand, a man that size isn’t likely to refuse a meal. 
Gustav stirred the pot then walked to the table. As he sat, he called out to Hedda, then gestured for Timothy to join him at the table.
“It does . . . smell lovely,” Timothy said, sitting on the opposite side of the table.
“Good,” Gustav said. “By the way, it’s duck stew.”  
Hedda re-entered the house with a scowl. After sharing a brief look with Gustav, who nodded to her almost imperceptibly, she walked to the stove to serve dinner.
Gustav, meanwhile, turned his attention to his new dinner guest. “Now, what is it you wish to tell me?”
“I’m here on good faith—”

“You’ve already said that.” 
Timothy cleared his voice. “Then I’ll get to it. This . . . letter,” he started, pulling it out and shaking it in front of Gustav, “is made from Italian paper stock. But your father is from Germany, yes?” Without waiting for a response, he added, “Do they not have paper there?”  
“Not as good as the Italians, I hear,” Gustav replied, folding his hands on the table.
“Right. Well, this stamp, too, it just isn’t right. The wax—”
Gustav’s voice was low as he interrupted. “What are you trying to say, Herr Davis?” 
Timothy folded his hands on the table, imitating Gustav. “This letter is a forgery, Herr Koehler—if that is your real name.”
“You’re calling my father a liar?”
“No. I’m calling you a liar.” 
Both men went quiet. As a ray of light shined through the window, Gustav could see the dust dancing in the air between himself and Timothy. He felt his mouth twitch, not sure whether his growing anger or the laudanum was to blame. The only sounds he heard were his heart pounding in his ears and Hedda pouring the soup in the kitchen. Several long moments passed before Timothy continued. “I don’t know what you’re doing here in Norfolk, sir, but it’s not as your father’s regent. And it’s not as the owner of this land. And it certainly is not as a tax-collector.”
Gustav unfolded his hands, scratched his chin, then casually leaned back. “What are we going to do about this, Herr Davis? Why haven’t you gone running to your master?”
Timothy frowned. “I’d like to get this settled, so you will leave. I’ll even offer you money if it means you’ll leave with haste. This is a peaceful land of Strangers—people who’ve been victimized, who were accepted as refugees by the graciousness of Queen Elizabeth. We don’t want trouble.”
“You didn’t answer my question, taxman.”
“If I tell Clarence, he’ll most certainly involve Norwich and the guards . . . possibly even soldiers. You could be arrested for forgery, fraud, and banditry. I’d rather get this taken care of quietly.”
Hedda walked over, placed a bowl of stew in front of each man, and walked away.
“You’re offering me payment to leave?” Gustav asked, putting his wooden spoon to the soup.
Timothy’s face sagged as he tore into his stew and slurped it up. Gustav watched him eat. 
“It’s very good, dear,” Timothy said to Hedda, not answering Gustav. Then, between slurps: “If I may ask, what is it you’re doing here? Spying? Reconnaissance? Thievery?”
Gustav poked at a carrot bobbing in his stew. “You may ask, Herr Davis, but I am not inclined to answer.”
Timothy finished his stew, then looked toward the kitchen. “Then I’ll ask your ass . . . assistant.” But Hedda was not there. Timothy’s smile faded. His brow creased, lines formed on his forehead. He tilted his head, blinking uncontrollably. “W-what in God’s . . . g-good graces . . .” He couldn’t finish the words. 
Gustav calmly took his first spoonful of food. “You should always watch how voraciously your guests are eating, Herr Davis. Not that it would matter in this case.”
Timothy’s eyes fluttered. “W-what’s wrong with . . .” Drool ran from the corner of his mouth. 
“You’re losing function in your face, I believe,” Gustav said nonchalantly. “Your heart’s likely beating faster than a hornet’s wings. As you grow dizzier, the numbness will move to your extremities.”
“B-bast . . . bastard,” Timothy croaked, hands going to his neck. His fingers moved aimlessly, like he couldn’t feel what he was touching.
“Oleander from Portugal and aconite root from my home country,” Gustav smiled. “Also known as wolfsbane.” Gustav leaned back in his chair, watching Timothy suffer like a scientist gauging an experiment. “I considered using spotted hemlock or nightshade, both also from Germany, but those are too common and you may have recognized them.”
Timothy was now sweating profusely. Gustav leaned forward to get a better view as the man started to keel over . . . 
Thwack! 
Gustav jumped out of his laudanum-haze as Timothy’s face slammed into the table. The back of his head gushed blood. Hedda stood behind him holding the shovel—the one Gustav had left by the door after tending his lovely garden. With a thud, it fell to the ground. Hedda tilted her glasses up the bridge of her nose.
Gustav threw his arms up. “Dammit, woman, why’d you do that? I wanted to see what happened!”
“He was going from being alive to being dead. That’s what was happening, Gustav,” she said, walking away. “I simply hurried the process.”  
 
 
 
Hours later, Reeve Clarence Bailey appeared at Gustav’s new home. He stepped off his carriage, admiring Gustav’s plants and flowers. “Quite a collection you have there, Herr Koehler,” he said as Gustav finished patting down a new plot of soil between two of his prized foxgloves from Germany. “I take it your tax rounds went without incident today?”
Gustav stood up and nodded. “The farmers are very understandable about the minor change, Herr Bailey,” he said with a grunt. 
The reeve scratched his balding head. “Er, is there any reason why you’re gardening at night, sir? I would think the daylight would make the job easier.”
Gustav shrugged. “Wanted to fill this last hole.” He took a moment to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “Plus, it is much cooler this way.”  
“Right . . .” Clarence said, trailing off. He turned to leave, then spun back. “Say, sir, have you happened to see my tax-collector around these parts? He was supposed to be back hours ago.”
“Who, Herr Bailey? I’m your taxman.” 
“Indeed,” Clarence muttered, shuffling his feet. “I mean the other one. You met him last night—the one I sent running off. Timothy Davis was his name.”
Gustav stuck the shovel in the ground, inches from his newly-filled plot. “Ah, right. Can’t say I’ve seen Herr Davis, my lord. But I’ll certainly let you know if he turns up.”



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 
 



The Lion’s Pride docked near Amsterdam on an explosively sunny day, tucked far away from all other trading vessels. At least forty ships filled the harbor, all with storage rights to be there. The Pride did not have those rights.  
But Captain Rowaine and her crew were not interested in conducting trade. She had a mind to repair, relax, and reinvigorate. The crew was exhausted. They’d been scavenging at sea far too long.
Trade could wait.
Walking up the rickety wooden dock, she couldn’t help but be awed by the enormity of the harbor. Ships and galleons and seafarers mingled together, rocking and bumping each other. The port was one of Europe’s centermost trading depots, connecting outlying towns through Amsterdam’s extensive waterways. 
Still, she was surprised at the pace of Amsterdam’s economic progress. She reckoned that by the turn of the century, it’d be the most important trading hub this side of the North Sea.
She yawned, stretching her arms as she made her way along the dock. Her two-dozen seamen, all stinking and ragged, followed.
She breathed in deeply. The salt, the birds, the buzz. It was enough to make a lesser person dizzy.
“Dom,” Rowaine called out, “get the boys situated at Dolly’s.” A few approving grunts rang out. “First round’s on me.”
Several cheers followed while others stayed silent. There’d been a telltale awkwardness on board the Pride since Rowaine had taken command. Half the crew still didn’t trust, or like, her. And she knew it. 
I’ll have to win them over with my . . . feminine wiles, she joked to herself. I don’t need them to like me, just respect me, and to know I’ll be a good leader. After all, she’d always been the tomboy, not giving any quarter. Captain Galager’s fate should be proof of that. 
“Dom?” Rowaine called again, turning her head. He was nowhere in sight.
“He’s near the back, Row.” Daxton came up beside her, running a hand over his shaved head. “I’ll get the boys settled.”
“Thank you,” she said, eyeing the thick-armed carpenter.
Could it be him—the most talkative and supportive of my little entourage? Could he be the traitor?
The question hadn’t left her mind since Captain Galager had met his fate. Someone had given her up, gotten Dominic hurt. She would never forgive that wretch, but it wasn’t easy hiding her thoughts with everyone constantly pestering her. She’d attempted to implore Dominic to be her hideaway investigator, but he’d been despondent since his incident, and not exactly the most reliable detective. 
She tried to let the thoughts of vengeance and turncoats drift from her mind. As she and her crew strutted into the bustling city, everyone cleared a path.
Not long ago, she’d been begging for scraps, eager to make a name for herself. Now she was the captain of a notorious gang of pirates.
Not exactly the illustrious profession she’d dreamed of, but it certainly fit her nature. If people wouldn’t give her what she wanted, fine. She’d take it. Things were different now. The richest merchant wouldn’t dare disrupt her lunch. 
Fear outweighs money. And I carry both.
A few passersby hailed Rowaine as she strolled by. She was well-known in this place, but now carried a new air. She sensed it, as did all those around her. She tried to think of a word.  
Magnetic. That’s what it was. She was magnetic.   
That’s how I’ll build my new company, she thought. The promise of money, respect, dignity . . . the people will listen to that. My job is just finding the right people. 
They passed a dozen shops and markets, but Rowaine had her sights set on Dolly’s, her favorite tavern and brothel. Captain Galager had been a part-owner. Guess that makes me part-owner now.   
A favored destination for both vagabonds and the hard-nosed, there wasn’t a better recruitment office in all of Amsterdam. Her face lit up as the tavern appeared in the distance.
Dolly’s was a two-story affair, a perfect balance of depravity and self-indulgence. The place had the best whores in town and the ale was always frosty. 
Rowaine felt her mouth water before she even pushed through the creaky double-doors.
Rising cheers erupted as she entered. Her crew pushed past, taking seats, reuniting with lost friends, brothers, and wenches. A few crewmen grabbed the nearest women they could find and dragged them upstairs.
Unfortunately, one of the girls so grabbed wasn’t one of Dolly’s workers, and a scuffle broke out between the pirate and the girl’s husband. It ended quickly when the pirate smashed the man’s own beer mug over his head and took the girl. 
“This isn’t the place to bring a suitor,” muttered Alfred, standing beside Rowaine.
Rowaine searched the smoky tavern with half-lidded eyes. The person she was looking for wasn’t there. She frowned, thinking, Maybe upstairs . . . 
Before she could go, Daxton shoved a mug of ale in her hand and shouted, “Beat you to it! Got the whole bar a round!”
A bit of beer splashed on Rowaine’s leather shirt. She wiped it off, took the beer, and stared daggers at Daxton.
“Don’t worry,” he said, putting an arm around his captain. “I used your money!”
Jerome Penderwick sauntered by with a girl on his arm, flashing his best three- or four-toothed grin.
Half the tavern patrons left when Rowaine and her crew took over the place. Dolly herself came downstairs to welcome her guests. She was a large woman with a tight corset shoving her breasts up to her neck. Her two chins wobbled, and entirely too much makeup mucked up her eyes. 
“Look who’s here to steal all my business,” Dolly grinned. 
“Technically, it’s my business I’m stealing,” Rowaine replied.
After a short pause, Dolly’s face broke into a smile. “Get over here, you cold bitch,” she said, wrapping both arms around Rowaine. She leaned into her ear. “I hear you’re captain now. Slit the bastard’s manhood off, did you now?”
Word travels fast.
Dolly held Rowaine at arm’s-length, eyeing her head to toe. In a feigned weep, she said, “My little waif, all grown up.”
Rowaine turned toward the far corner of the room. There sat Dominic, alone at a table, staring at his untouched beer mug. 
“He did his damage,” Rowaine said. 
Looking to see what she was talking about, Dolly frowned. “I won’t ask what happened to the poor boy, but I’m sure you could always warm his bones.” Rowaine reeled back, surprised. “Oh!” Dolly said. “And speaking of warming bones, I’ve got a surprise for you. Hold on, let me get it.”
She dashed off, climbing the stairs as quickly as her heavy dress and stubby legs would allow. 
Rowaine got up, grabbed her mug, and walked to Dominic’s table. She sat, putting her hand on his shoulder, but remaining quiet. Several long moments later, she whispered, “Come now, Dom, I’m sure one of these girls can lighten your mood.” She gestured to the wide bar. There certainly seemed to be more wenches around than usual. Perhaps someone tipped Dolly off that I’d be arriving with my crew . . . 
She chugged her beer. 
“They’ve already tried,” Dominic said, motioning with his chin to two girls at the next table. He tapped his mug, looking up at Rowaine. “I saw Adrian Coswell talking to Mister Penderwick a minute ago.”
Rowaine nearly choked mid-drink. “Our surgeon? Where? I just saw him go upstairs with a pretty thing on his arm.”
Dominic shook his head. “Coswell stopped him at the foot of the stairs. The girl ran up without him.”
“Are you sure?”
“You told me to report anything suspicious. I think that warrants a report.”
“No, no, you’ve done good, Dom. Thank you,” Rowaine tried to sound as mild and sweet as possible. Dom had been so frail lately, it tugged at her heart. She ran a hand down his back.
“Ah, look here, the lovesick duo,” Daxton called out, coming to sit at their table. Alfred joined him. They plopped down on the bench across from Rowaine and Dominic, shaking the table in the process. 
Before Rowaine had a chance to explain, a voice called out: “Here, here!”
Rowaine recognized it immediately. Her lungs jumped to her throat as she swiveled to find its source.  
A woman sitting at Dolly’s side grinned back. About a head shorter than Rowaine, she had brown hair, a wiry frame, and an amber face. Rowaine jumped up to greet her.
The two embraced. A few eyes glanced their way.
Rowaine brought the girl back to her table, holding her out like she’d won a prize.
“Who’s that? Your sister?” Daxton asked, taking a gulp of ale.
Rowaine’s eyes narrowed. She slapped the girl’s rear, brought her in close, and kissed her hard on the lips. 
Daxton’s beer shot from his mouth and dribbled down his beard. After recovering from his coughing fit, he could only stare, glancing from Rowaine to the girl. 
For once, he was at a loss for words.
Finally regaining some composure, he stammered, “I . . . did not . . . expect that. Sorry.” 
Rowaine’s smile broadened. “This is Mia,” she announced proudly. 
Rubbing the back of his head, Daxton said, “I’ve known you for over a year. How have I never known you were . . . that way?”
Rowaine put her hands on her hips. “How many women do you recall being onboard the Pride, exactly?” 
“Good point,” Daxton responded. He pointed to Dominic. “So you and the cabin boy weren’t . . .” he let his sentence trail off. 
“Did I ruin your dreams, Dax?”
Daxton thought about that. Then he smiled. “Actually, you might have made them better.”
He raised his mug and loudly finished off the beer. As the liquid dribbled down his chin he grinned foolishly, exclaiming, “Here, here, captain! Always full of surprises!”
 
 
 
“What do you have for me, love?” Rowaine asked Mia. They finally had the table to themselves. They’d been at Dolly’s for hours. Many of the men had long since passed out or given in to their fantasies. Among those still remaining, fights were breaking out. At the far end of the bar, several others were playing music. 
Rowaine had her arms stretched out on the table, holding Mia’s hands. 
“I have nothing on the person in your picture,” Mia said. She shook her head and frowned. “I haven’t seen him. This place is too damn big, Row—too many people.” 
“I know. It’s okay, I’ll find him. What else? My crew is here for a week while we fix the Pride.” 
Mia looked over her shoulder, then leaned in close. “There’s a wool merchant leaving in a week—small boat, huge load. They’re trying to leave under the cover of darkness, I hear, since they have no backup.”
“Perfect timing,” Rowaine said, holding up Mia’s hands and lightly kissing them. “I knew I could count on you. Oh, there’s something else I need from you.”
“Name it,” Mia said, eyes alert.
Rowaine told Mia about the mutiny against Captain Galager, what had happened to Dominic, and her own new station in life. Mia wasn’t surprised—she expected great things from Rowaine. But she was surprised to hear that the field of possible traitors had been narrowed to three of Rowaine’s closest advisers.
“Keep an eye out for me, will you?” Rowaine said. “I expect the culprit will be talking to Adrian Coswell, Galager’s first mate. Know what he looks like?”
“That weasel?” Mia scoffed. “You should have killed him and dumped his wretched body at sea, Row.”
“So I’ve been told.”
“It isn’t smart keeping him alive. One more person you have to watch out for. I’ll keep an eye out—hopefully I’ll find something for you. But it will have to wait a while. At least an hour or two. You see, I’m a bit preoccupied at the moment.”
Rowaine furrowed her brow. “With what?” 
Mia batted her eyes, then gave Rowaine a salacious grin. She nodded her head toward the stairs at the far end of the room.
With no further words needed, the two women stepped around a passed-out drunk, then proceeded hand-in-hand up the staircase. 



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
Playing with her thread and distaff, Claire looked up at Sybil. “Do you have any idea what he wants?” The two mothers sat on chairs outside Claire’s house, watching Martin and Bella running across the grass enjoying the sunlight. 
Martin seems so young and innocent when he’s around her, Sybil thought. If that girl knew the horrors he’d been through . . . if anyone here knew . . . 
“Beele?”
Sybil snapped out of her daze. “Pardon me. What does who want?”
Claire smiled, dimples forming on her young face. “Are you sure I’m the only one here who’s pregnant?” She grinned. “You’ve been so faraway all day.”
Sybil shuffled her feet, embarrassed. “I’m not sure what Herr Koehler wants. He didn’t invite you and Leon to dinner?”
Claire shook her head. “I don’t suspect he invited any of the farmers. Only you and Dieter.”
“That’s odd. I suppose it’s got something to do with the church. I’m afraid that place may end up causing more trouble than it’s worth.”
“Nonsense,” Claire said, “you and Dieter have been a godsend to us all. The church, too. I know working on it gave Leon something to do all day.”
Sybil considered the sweeping green countryside before her, spanning all the way to the horizon. Boredom, she thought. ‘Idle hands are the devil’s plaything.’ She thought she’d read that in the Bible, but couldn’t be sure.   
Her thoughts wandered to more exciting times: The thrill and danger of sneaking away to meet Dieter in the dead of night. But that was a different life, she reminded herself. One that almost got Dieter, Martin, and I killed. 
And that made her think of her son Peter. And how there would be no Peter at all if her time years ago in that cold jail cell had turned out as it nearly had.
 She forced her thoughts back to the present. She watched Peter try to catch Bella and Martin, only to wobble in the grass, then fall flat on his rump.  
The mothers giggled. 
“I hope little Rose can be friends with Peter,” Claire said, rubbing her belly.
“Rose? What if it’s a boy?”
“It’s a girl,” Claire said, shaking her head. “I can feel it. Come, put your hand here. She’s kicking.”
Sybil hesitated, then softly touched Claire’s bulging stomach.
“Oh my!” Sybil exclaimed, “you’re right!”
In truth, she hadn’t felt a thing. But it didn’t do to steal away her friend’s excitement like that. She smiled at Claire, who still watched Martin and Bella in the distance. “I wouldn’t worry,” Sybil said. “Rose and Peter will be great friends.”
 
 
 
Nighttime brought a cold chill that swept in from the west. Sybil bundled herself in a wool coat and laid Peter in his little bed. She spoke to Martin. “Are you sure you can handle everything here? If Peter gets antsy, there’s a fresh bottle of Lily’s milk outside.”
Martin put a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, Beele. We’ll be fine. I’ve done this before.”
“If anything out of the ordinary happens, you know where to go?” Sybil told him. 
Martin bobbed his head.
“Right,” Sybil said. “We’ll be back in a couple hours, if that. I’m not too keen on staying out.”
Through the window, Sybil noticed a carriage coming to a stop outside the house. 
“I’ve been sent to escort Dieter and Sybil Nicolaus to Herr Gustav Koehler’s abode,” the driver yelled into the night. 
Sybil kissed Peter on the forehead. Hesitating, she eyed Martin one last time, then she and Dieter left the house and stepped into the carriage. 
Once the coach was on its way, Dieter asked, “Do you remember the last time we were in a carriage?”
Sybil stroked her chin, nodding. “When we were getting carted off to jail in Bedburg.”
Dieter stared out the window at the darkness, a faraway look overtaking him. “I built this church here . . . because—”
“I know, my love,” Sybil said, putting a hand on his knee. “You long for your calling—I saw it in your eyes at Mass. You belong on the pulpit.”
Dieter sighed. “I just pray things won’t be the same here as they were in Bedburg.” 
If only we could be so lucky, Sybil thought. But not wanting to dishearten her husband, she simply said, “They won’t.”  
Sybil watched Dieter for long while. She felt that, deep inside, there was a part of him missing what they’d left in Bedburg—the sermonizing in front of a legion of supporters, the gardens, helping the poor. Much as she missed the sneaking around and nightly rendezvous. How could he not? He was an important man in Bedburg.
And surely the reason
why he built the church here in the first place—he missed his calling.  
Sybil could only hope Dieter would leave the past alone. That he could be happy in the present. With what they both now had. We might be in a strange new land, but not everything has changed. We have much to lose, even more than what we had in Bedburg.  
Peter.
Each other.

“Is everything all right?” Dieter asked. 

She hadn’t realized she’d been staring at Dieter the whole time, almost through him. 
She blushed. “Y-yes, everything’s fine. I was just wondering what Gustav might want to talk to us about.” 
“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”
 
 
 
When they arrived, Gustav took Dieter and Sybil on a short tour of his gardens. As they zigzagged through the cloister, they’d occasionally stop, taking in the vibrant colors and arrangements.
Along the way, Gustav rattled off the names of the various species, then explained his goals with the transplants. 
“The toxicology of these plants,” he told them, “is what especially draws my interest—what they can offer science and medicine.” Cradling a purple, bell-shaped flower, he added, “And I also like using spices and such from my own garden.”
Dieter nodded. “You do have quite a collection. I used to have some of my own, such as that violet hibiscus, a time ago.”
“Did you?” Gustav asked, eyebrows arching. He seemed much cheerier than when they’d first met.  
Sybil walked behind the two men while Hedda lurked a few steps behind, her big book under her arm.
Dieter eyed another plant. Biting down on his lip, he spoke casually. “Being a man of science, what is your take on religion, Herr Koehler?”
Gustav grinned at Dieter. “I try to stay away from religion and politics whenever I can, Father Nicolaus.”
Somehow I doubt that. Sybil still didn’t trust the man. He didn’t invite us here to marvel at his floral arrangements and spices. There was a darkness about Gustav Koehler that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. 
Gustav mock shivered. “Shall we head inside? Getting a bit chilly. I’m sure our dinner is ready. Yes, Hedda?”
The secretary nodded. “We have duck soup tonight, and a spiced chicken.”
“Excellent,” Gustav replied, bending his neck at an odd angle and eliciting a sharp crack.   
Inside, a fire flickered on a wall-hearth next to the table. It was a quaint house, about the size of Dieter and Sybil’s, but empty of most normal amenities. Where the land surrounding Gustav’s home was lush and vibrant, the inside was starkly barren. 
Staring at Gustav, Sybil couldn’t help but wonder if this empty home and lush garden somehow served as a metaphor for Gustav’s life. 
Gustav pulled a seat out from the table for Sybil, as Hedda escaped to the kitchen to prepare the soup. 
When everyone was seated, he said, “Though I try to avoid talking of religion, especially with a priest present, I suppose you understand that is why I’ve called you here.”
“You’re referring to my church,” Dieter stated.
“Quite. I understand you received permission to build it from Reeve Bailey and Timothy Davis.”
“Yes,” Dieter said. “And speaking of Herr Davis, when will our regular taxman take his routes?”
“I couldn’t say.” Gustav raised a finger. “But, your church, sir, is a more expensive endeavor than your parishioners might know.”
“Meaning?”
Gustav cleared his throat and pulled a piece of parchment from his tunic. “The laws in Norwich—the same laws which dictate the land belonging to the Strangers—require a double subsidy to pay for the parish priest and the land tax for the church.”
Dieter craned his neck. “I don’t ask for money from the people. They struggle enough as it is.”
“Even so,” Gustav continued, unfolding the parchment in front of him, “it is a requirement. If your church is to be officiated as a place of worship for the Lutherans here, the tax must be paid. And I don’t know how the people—or you—will afford it.” 
Hedda brought a tray holding three bowls of soup from the kitchen. 
“Thank you, my dear,” Gustav said, briefly touching Hedda’s elbow.
Sybil watched with half-lidded eyes at the exchange. She seems more of a servant than an assistant. 
“Can this wait?” Dieter asked suddenly. He was squinting at the soup, breathing it in. “Can we do this another time?” He had a strange look in his eyes. 
Gustav glanced up from his soup, spoon halfway to his mouth. “What was that?”
“I can agree to help the people with the taxes, if it will make your father content.”
Sybil was ready to start eating, but now she peeked at Dieter with uncertainty. Dieter widened his eyes for a quick moment, fast enough so that Sybil was the only one who noticed.
“What’s the problem, Herr Nicolaus? Does the soup not suit you?” Hedda asked from the kitchen. 
“No, no, I’m sure it’s fantastic,” Dieter said, “it’s just that our son, he’s . . . ill, and I feel ashamed for eating now while he is left alone. Sybil and I must take your leave, Herr Koehler.”
Gustav dropped his spoon on the table with a clang, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “This is most unordinary, Herr Nicolaus.” His voice was flat, the cheeriness gone.
“We can reschedule for tomorrow, if you’d like,” Dieter said, rising from his seat. Quickly, he grabbed Sybil by the arm, hard, lifting her to her feet.
Gustav sighed, shrugging. “If you’re trying to escape your duties, sir, I do not appreciate it. Neither will my father.”
“It’s nothing like that.” Dieter and Sybil were already halfway to the door. Sybil glanced back at Gustav, who still sat at the table, hands forming a steeple as he watched them.
“Have a safe trip home,” Gustav said, spite in his voice. “I’ll have Hedda reschedule our appointment.”
Dieter stormed out of the house, into the night.
Sybil followed, but heard Gustav say, “I’ll be seeing you two soon, I’m sure.”
 
 
 
“What in God’s name was that, Dieter?” They were safely away in the carriage, heading home. 
“Something wasn’t right, Beele.” Dieter’s voice was edgy, his eyes darting as he looked out his window toward the sky and back toward Gustav’s farmstead.  
“He seemed much nicer than when we first met him,” Sybil said.
Dieter leaned close to her. “That was his plan. You don’t understand.” He lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. “He was trying to poison
us!” 
Sybil’s eyes bulged. “Why would he do that? And how do you know?”
“That man isn’t who he says he is. I’m sure of it. And I could smell it in the soup. When we were walking through the gardens I recognized some of those plants. The ones he didn’t name. I saw wolfsbane, deadly nightshade, spotted hemlock!”
“Why would the man try to kill us if he’s trying to get taxes from us?” she scoffed. “You’re not making sense.”
Dieter breathed heavily. “If we’re dead, our land and our church go back to the landowner—his father. Perhaps he wants the church—I don’t know. But we have to go.”
“Go where, Dieter? You must calm down.” 
“Away from here! We have to leave Norfolk.”
Alarmed, Sybil said, “Absolutely not. We have Claire and Leon and the congregation. I’m supposed to help Claire with her baby, and teach those children, and you’re supposed to give Mass. We have obligations here, Dieter.”
“I’m sorry, my love.”
The frustration overwhelmed Sybil. “We can’t let this man get the better of us. Not so soon! Why don’t you report him, if what you think is true?”
“No one would believe us, Beele. He has the law on his side. Didn’t you hear him?”
They reached their home on the outskirts of the flat farmland. It was eerily quiet as they jumped out of the carriage into the windy night.
As they entered their home, their worst fears were realized. 
Sybil gasped. Dieter groaned.
Martin and their son were gone.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
 
HUGO
 
 


The torturer and his apprentice stood in a jail cell, across from a prisoner who sat upright on a cold chair. The man’s eyes were bloodshot and weary.

Ulrich pointed at the prisoner. “What is that called, boy?” 
Hugo glanced at the object on the prisoner and gulped.
A double-sided, metal pronged instrument stretched from the prisoner’s exposed breastbone to his throat. The prong resembled a fork but with sharper points, like a horned devil. It was attached so that every time the man’s head dropped forward from fatigue, the points stabbed into his throat, causing him to jolt awake in pain. 
Simple, yet exquisitely cruel. 
“A Heretic’s fork,” Hugo said.
“And what does it do?” 
“It forces the man to stay awake.”
“And why would we force the man to stay awake?”
Hugo paused for a moment. He tugged at his chin, then faced Ulrich. “So he’ll give a tired confession?”
Ulrich rocked back on his chair. “Good. Let’s see how it works, shall we? Just listen.” The prisoner moaned and flinched when Ulrich ambled to him. Ulrich patted the man’s head, leaned over him, and undid the straps of the fork, pulling the apparatus away. 
The man gasped.
Ulrich slapped the man lightly across the face. “Are you with us, Sturl?”
The two pinpricks on the lower half of Sturl’s neck trickled with blood. Apparently he’d tried to sleep. 
He looked up at Ulrich, his eyes glazed, wild, angry. 
“Where were we?” Ulrich began. Calmly, he sat across from the prisoner, resting one leg over the other. “If you tell me what I want to know, no more fork.” 
“Burn in Hell, punisher,” the man’s voice like sandpaper, his lips cracking as he spoke. Tiny rivulets of blood continued trickling down the man’s chest.  
Ulrich smiled cruelly, the scar on his face moving with his mouth. “I’m sure I will. Now, the archbishop of Trier, what was his name, Sturl?”
Sturl shrugged. “I don’t know the archbishop of Trier.”
Trier was one of the seven electorates of the Holy Roman Empire, located south of Cologne. 
“Ah,” Ulrich said, raising his index finger. “Johann von Schönenberg. That was his name. So, Archbishop Schönenberg wants more inquisitors for his witch-hunt.” Ulrich turned to Hugo. “Since Trier is having a bit of a witch problem lately—dozens of people have been killed already, I hear. The place is ripe for the killing. It would be a good place for an executioner, I suspect . . .” he trailed off.
Sturl coughed and spat a wad of blood and phlegm on the ground near Ulrich’s feet.
“In fact,” Ulrich continued, “Archbishop Schönenberg of Trier doesn’t have enough inquisitors for all the witches he’s trying to kill. Enter Sturl here”—he waved his hand at the prisoner—“who has come to Bedburg to recruit.”
Sturl licked his parched lips. “I was sent by Archbishop Ernst of Cologne.” 
Ulrich sighed. “So you’ve been saying. The problem is . . . I don’t believe you. Why would Archbishop Ernst help Archbishop Schönenberg? Why would Cologne come to Trier’s aid?”
“Ask him yourself,” Sturl growled. 

Ulrich stood and crossed his arms. “This isn’t working.” He turned and left the cell. A moment later he returned with another contraption: two bands of iron, held together by a large screw.  
Ulrich sat, placed the device in front of Sturl, then shoved one of the prisoner’s thumbs between the two bands. Ulrich turned to Hugo. “Do you remember the name of this one?” 
This one was easy. “A thumbscrew,” Hugo answered. 
Sturl groaned. 

Ulrich nodded. He put his hand at the top of the screw and began rotating it, forcing the top band down until it pressed against Sturl’s thumb. “Last chance, Sturl,” Ulrich said.
The prisoner looked like he was ready to weep. Instead, he steeled himself, gritting his teeth and sucking in his cheeks. 
Ulrich tightened the band one more measure. A loud crack signaled Sturl’s thumb had been crushed. The prisoner wailed in agony. 
Hugo flinched, then recoiled. Blood was seeping through the prisoner’s shattered thumbnail onto the floor.
Ulrich unfastened the band. Sturl moaned, breathing in short gasps. 
“Shall we try again?” Ulrich calmly asked. “Was it Archbishop Schönenberg of Trier who sent you here?”
Sturl rapidly shook his head. 

Ulrich removed Sturl’s hand from the device, grabbed his other hand, and jammed his thumb between the iron bands. 
Slick with blood, the screw made a squealing sound as Ulrich turned it. But just before the bands pressed together, the prisoner shouted, “Okay, okay! Please, stop this! No more!”
Ulrich looked at the man with his browless eyes, trying his best to unnerve the prisoner with his gaze. “Well?”
“Archbishop Schönenberg sent me from Trier to Cologne. He and Archbishop Ernst are acquaintances, I s-suppose.”
“So why are you here—in Bedburg—then?” Ulrich asked.

“Because Schönenberg wants Jesuits, and the bishop of Bedburg is one of the most notorious Jesuits in the land—he’s the man who uncovered the Werewolf of Bedburg, after all.”
Balthasar Schreib did not uncover the werewolf, Hugo thought. My father was no monster. 
Ulrich gave Sturl another look, as if to say, Continue.

Sturl did. “Everyone knows Bishop Schreib used to be Archbishop Ernst’s ear, when he was still in Cologne.”
“You were sent from Trier, to Cologne, to here,” Ulrich said, pointing his finger in the air three times. “But Archbishop Schönenberg of Trier doesn’t want it to look like he’s asking for help. He wants Archbishop Ernst and Cologne to simply offer their aid.” 
Sturl nodded. “Schönenberg is stubborn. He wants to look powerful. I suspect he wants his electorate to be more dominant than the Cologne electorate. He’ll appear weak if he has to ask for help . . .”
Ulrich smiled and undid the band from Sturl’s thumb. “Well, his secret is out.” 
Sturl’s eyes bulged. “P-please, I told you what you want. Don’t betray my secret. Schönenberg will kill me.”
Ulrich’s face darkened. “I wouldn’t worry about that,” he said, quickly leading Hugo out of the room by his shoulder. 
“Where are we going?” Hugo asked, trying to keep up with the punisher.
“To find the new inquisitors Sturl was talking about, and to report to Bishop Schreib.”
Hugo peeked over his shoulder. “And what will happen to Sturl?”
Ulrich shrugged. “It’s up to the bishop, but I suppose I’ll have to slit his throat and toss him in the Erft River.”
Hugo’s mouth fell open. “B-but he told you what you wanted to know!”
“Yes,” Ulrich said, “but didn’t you also hear him complain about his ‘secret’ getting out? Killing him is the only sure way of stopping that.”
Hugo wanted to say more, but what more could be said?  Here I was thinking we were the ones trying to find the murderers, 

Not become them. 
  
 
 
They came to Bedburg’s church. The lush gardens on either side danced in the wind. The stained-glass doors mesmerized Hugo with their reds, greens, and blues. 
Ulrich lightly cuffed Hugo on the side of the head. “Enough staring,” he said, pushing open the doors.
The nave inside was empty, save for two folks sitting at separate pews, heads bowed, and a homely woman sweeping by the pulpit near a gray statue of Christ. 
Ulrich approached the woman. “Sister Salome,” he said with a curt nod. The woman held a long frown. Hugo soon realized this was her regular expression. 
“Punisher,” she said with slight disgust, standing her broom upright.
“I must speak with the bishop.”
“Why don’t you go to the keep?” she said, her tone bitter. “He seems to be there as much as here.”
Ulrich opened his mouth to say something, then simply shouldered past her instead. “I don’t have time for this. I know Balthasar is here. Mass just let out.”
Hurrying behind Ulrich like a dog, Hugo could tell the torturer and nun had a history—and not a pleasant one, he guessed.  
Sister Salome shuffled behind Hugo, putting a hand on his arm. “Boy, let the brute speak with the bishop alone. Their discussion is no place for you.”
Hugo creased his brow, pulling his arm away.
“The boy comes with me,” Ulrich said over his shoulder.   
“He’s in a meeting,” Salome protested, walking past Ulrich, trying to get to the door at the end of the hallway first.
“I was hoping so,” Ulrich said, moving the nun aside and knocking hard on the door.
Hugo heard voices coming from the other side. But none offered Ulrich entry, so the torturer let himself in, pushing hard on the door and shoving his way inside. 
As Hugo followed Ulrich in, he gazed around the large circular chamber. Shimmering rays of light, in all colors of the rainbow, poured through the many stained-glass windows, casting an almost angelic haze across the room. A large oak desk stood at the front. Hugo had never seen a desk that big. And an equally large man, round-faced and jovial, sat behind it. 
In front of the desk, with their backs to Ulrich and Hugo, sat two other men, who both turned quickly at the sound of the door crashing open. 
“E-excuse me, father,” Sister Salome exclaimed, dashing into the room. “He wouldn’t be stopped.”
“I have good news, bishop.” Ulrich exclaimed, spreading his arms out like some war-ravaged general greeting his loyal soldiers.
The round man at the desk stumbled to his feet, grabbing his walking-stick leaning nearby. “Excuse me, brothers,” he said to the two men sitting in front of his desk. Taking the hint, the two immediately got up and left the room, not looking at Ulrich or Hugo as they passed. 
Nevertheless, Ulrich gave them his best torturer’s smile.
When the door closed, Bishop Balthasar Schreib sighed. “What do you have for me, my son? And who is that?” he asked, wrinkling his face at Hugo.
“Runaway boy I found. Took him in.”
“What do you plan to do with him? Send him to an orphanage?”
“Not sure yet. Guess we’ll see how good he learns. I’ve been bored in that stinking jailhouse, so I could use the company.”
Bishop Schreib chortled. “Are you growing sentimental, my friend? It’s so unlike you.”
Ulrich drew back like he’d been struck. “The man you had me arrest will be dead by sundown.”
“That’s better,” Schreib said. “Can we talk in front of this boy? I’d hate for him to end up in the same predicament as your prisoner.” 
“Yes, we can talk in front of him.” He nodded, eyeing the boy. “He’ll be helping me get rid of the body.”
Hugo’s eyes widened. That was never discussed . . .  
Ulrich moved on, saying, “Sturl was sent by Archbishop Schönenberg, as you suspected, father. It seems a storm of shit is raining down on Trier. People are turning up quite crispy throughout the principality.”
“Ah,” the bishop said, limping to a table next to his desk and pouring himself a cup of something. “Wine, torturer?”
Ulrich shook his head. “I don’t drink. You know that. But the boy can.”
The bishop chuckled, holding out the cup. Hugo trotted over and took it. The wine was warm and bitter, almost making Hugo cough. 
“Does it taste like the blood of Christ, boy?” Ulrich asked.
The bishop glared at the torturer. “So the man was sent from Trier to Cologne, and from Cologne to here?”
Ulrich nodded.
Bishop Schreib poured another cup for himself, then took a sip as he stared out the green-and-red window. “I wonder why Ernst would keep that from me . . . I’m like a brother to him.”
“Well, he’s giving you work. Maybe he just wants to keep his neck clear of any sharp blades. I doubt he wants a repeat of Bedburg.” Then, thumbing over his shoulder, “And those men?”
Balthasar tapped his tinny cup. “That was the inquisitor and his assistant. Stalwart members of the Society. They should do nicely in Trier.”
“Trier’s a long ways from here,” Ulrich said.
“Not so far, Ulrich. Why? I see that glint in your eye.”
“I have a proposition for you, father.”
Balthasar set down his cup. “I’m assuming you won’t leave until you offer your services.”
Ulrich smiled again, the scar slithering to his chin. “You know me too well, bishop.”
 
 
 
“Where are we going now?” Hugo asked, dodging and weaving around smelly, drunken men smelling of beer, shit and mud, to keep up with Ulrich’s quick pace. 
They’d left the church and immediately headed toward the southern slums, a place Hugo knew well. As they neared Tanner Row, the smell of beggars and filth was replaced by the stench of rawhide and rotting meat. This was the slum adjacent to Hugo’s old home, one of his favorite haunts for poaching unsuspecting marks. 
“All the drifters and vagrants down here . . . you must feel at home, boy.” Ulrich scowled, pushing his way past two stumbling men. His voice went low. “I know I do . . .”
They stomped through the mud, passing the taverns, brothels, and tanners, until they made their way to a large, open-spaced district that Hugo had always avoided, mainly because no one worth robbing ever frequented the area. 
A group of men were huddled in a tight circle, shoulder-to-shoulder, jeering and cheering, hands clenched into tight fists, all gawking at the same spectacle.
Hugo heard repeated rings of steel on steel, singing out like squawking birds. 
Ulrich made his way to the loud circle. Hugo stood behind him, peering around on his tiptoes to see what was happening.
Two men were at battle. One with a half-helm on his head, tufts of dirty blond hair sticking out from underneath; the other wore a chainshirt, vambraces on his arms, and a wide full-helmet covering his entire face.
The combatant in the half-helm wore the ragtag leather garb of a mercenary. Hugo could see the man’s jaw locked tight, heavy breathing blowing from underneath the helmet. 
The men circled each other, gauging the other’s footwork. The man with the blond hair and half-helm had open holes in his helmet, allowing his piercing blue eyes an unobstructed view. The man with the full-helm had simple slits in his mask, partly obscuring his view but completely protecting his face. 
Each man held, double-gripped, a crude longsword.
The blond man, his weapon held high with the blade aimed to the sky, grunted then dashed forward, striking out as quickly as Hugo’s hands moved during a pilfering.
The full-helm fighter staggered to the left, swinging his blade down on top of the blond man’s blade. He swept his weapon along the edge of Half-helm’s, trying to take off his opponent’s head.
Half-helm ducked as the blade swept overhead, nearly connecting with his face. 
The people in the circle gasped. Hugo’s eyes moved from man to man, unable to look away for even an instant for fear of missing the imminent mayhem. 

Half-helm, the quicker of the two, danced back, shuffling his feet and pacing left to right.
When Full-helm’s head tilted down, to gauge his opponent’s feet, Half-helm struck, lunging and catching Full-helm on the wrist—but only bouncing off the metal vambrace. 
Full-helm grunted, then cocked back and punched out with his gauntlet, striking Half-helm square in the face. 
Half-helm stumbled back, dazed. Full-helm raised his blade high, moved two steps forward and brought his blade down fast and hard for the killing blow. 
The crowd collectively cried out.
But Half-helm ducked at the last moment, bringing his sword around in a low, one-handed sweep, hitting Full-helm’s protected knees. He jumped back as Full-helm twisted, roared, pivoted. He raised up his weapon. Half-helm brought his down.
There was a tremendous clang as the blades met. 
Half-helm riposted, digging his back foot into the ground. He leveled his sword then hammered down, Full-helm just barely able to check it with his own blade in time. 
But Half-helm now had the momentum, fluid in motion, dancing to the symphony of crackling steel and sparkling crescendos. He continued his onslaught of offensive slashes, his blade swinging down over and over, Full-helm clearly on the defensive.  
Finally, the pressure was too much. Full-helm buckled, his back leg slipped, he lost footing and went to a knee. 
Half-helm circled the man, still swinging, wild and wolf-like yet precise as a hunting falcon. 
Full-helm was no match. He couldn’t move fast enough, couldn’t get his sword to his side quick enough, and Half-helm struck him in the shoulder, drawing blood. 
Full-helm grunted and fell to his side, dropping his weapon and clutching his shoulder. He reached out for the blade but Half-helm, standing over him, stepped on its handle and Full-helm’s hand with it. The crunch of bones was unnerving. 
Half-helm held the point of his blade at Full-helm’s throat.
Some in the crowd cheered and jumped in the air, pumping fists. Others simply stormed away, the battle over.  
Coins were handed out to the bettors. The circle dispersed, the working men going in different directions, the entertainment for the night finished.
Hugo let his breath go.
Ulrich walked to the man in the full helmet. The man was still rolling on the ground, no one coming to his aid.
Ulrich kicked him in the stomach, then stepped to the victor. The fighter took off his helmet, his blond hair sticking raggedly to his forehead and scalp. Ulrich patted him hard on the shoulder. Then the two men embraced.   
Hugo stayed back. He saw their mouths move, but couldn’t hear the words. He looked down at the man in the chainshirt and full helmet. Broken and defeated, he breathed in ragged gasps.    
Hugo bent down, eyes moving over the injured man. His eyes moved past the blood seeping from the man’s shoulder, down to the steel of his longsword. Hugo ran his finger over its cold, flat edge, then wrapped his hand firmly around its hilt.  
I want to learn to use this, too, he thought, wide-eyed. 
A moment later, he laid the weapon back down and looked up, trying to refocus his mind from its bloodlust. His eyes moved to the man Ulrich was still talking with, the victor of the sword fight. He knew that man.
Ulrich was pointing in his direction, and the fighter’s blue eyes honed in on Hugo.
Ulrich brought the man over. “Boy, I want to introduce you to Tomas Reiner.”
“Yes,” Hugo said, his eyes getting smaller. “We’ve met.”
“Have we?” Tomas cocked his head. 
Ulrich scratched his chin. “He’s going to teach you to fight proper, and he’s agreed to let you tag along with him, at my behest.”
“Tag along where?” Hugo asked.
“I’ll let you two get reacquainted,” Ulrich said, ignoring Hugo’s question. “Bring him back to the jailhouse when you’re done with him, Tomas.”
Hugo wasn’t listening—the voices drowned away. All he could remember was two-and-a-half years ago. When the blond man before him had taken him from his home, from his safety, from his family, and paraded him in front of his father. 
The man who had locked Hugo away in the jail cell next to the doomed Werewolf of Bedburg.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Gustav took the key from the pocket of his tunic and slipped it in the keyhole. The box made a sharp clicking noise as it creaked open. Besides clothing, his plants, some money, and his laudanum, the oak box was the only real possession he’d brought with him to Norfolk.  
The pistol rested inside a fuzzy red slotted compartment. He ran his hand over the muzzle, then gripped the wooden handle. 
“This was my brother’s,” he whispered to no one. 
Hedda was standing behind him, in the detached room off the main den. “What are you doing, Gustav?” she asked. 
He turned to her, gun cradled in both hands. Hedda was pretty. Her spectacles too big for her head, her short hair in a tight curl, her button nose. Gustav fought the laudanum lust and shivered. “Those two left for a reason,” he said. “They know something.”
Two men entered the room, both dressed in dark leather, knives dangling from their belts, muskets strapped to their backs. They could have been twins, despite one having dark hair and the other fair.
Both soldiers saluted Gustav. “We searched the house and surrounding land,” the fair-headed one said. “The child was not present.”
“I expected as much,” Gustav said. He’d sent the men to inspect Dieter and Sybil’s house while the couple was busy dining at Gustav’s. He hadn’t expected Dieter and Sybil to leave early—or leave at all, really. 
“We made our escape when we saw the suspects returning home,” the soldier continued.
“Did they see you?”
The man shook his head. “I advise we head back in the morning. We’ll have a greater chance of success when there’s light.”
“Nonsense,” Gustav said. “It’ll be too late then.”
“Too late for what, Gustav?” Hedda asked. Both soldiers glanced at her.
“They must have suspected something, or they wouldn’t have left early. I don’t know what you did to set them off, my dear, but we’ll have to talk about this later.” Gustav’s frown twisted into a smirk. Pictures played in his head: Hedda bent over his knee, dress hiked up, receiving her spanking, crying out, spectacles flying off her face. He felt his body tingle. 
“Me?” Hedda said, scoffing. “If anything, it was your constant gaze that raised suspicion. They hardly noticed me.”
“Nonetheless,” Gustav said, “if we wait ‘til morning, they’ll be gone. You won’t be sleeping yet, boys. We go back.”
The men sighed, softly, so as not to anger their master. They hadn’t had the luxury of a carriage to bring them to Sybil and Dieter’s estate, and it was a long trek by foot. 
“Hedda, you stay here. I’ll deal with you when I return.” Gustav reached into the red-layered box, found five bullets nestled in the cushioning, and loaded his gun. Tucking it in his waistband, he led the soldiers to his carriage and proceeded into the night. 
 
 
 
Fifty minutes later, Gustav and the men pulled up to Dieter and Sybil’s house. Stepping out of the coach, the brisk wind warmed Gustav’s face. He stormed inside, the soldiers following. His eyes darted around the cozy interior. The soldiers weren’t lying. The boy was not present. 
“Damn,” Gustav said. He’d hoped Dieter and Sybil would still be home, but alas, they too were gone. 
He walked over to the small bed. It was fit for a toddler, pillared by four planks of thin wood. Feeling his blood start to boil, he kicked the thing over. His insides gave a twist. He groaned and reached inside his tunic for his laudanum, taking a quick pull before stowing it away. 
He moved to the kitchen area. He could smell the earthy stench of boiling potatoes. 
“They probably arranged this, so we wouldn’t suspect they’d been gone long,” the dark-haired soldier opined. “Quite clever.” 
Gustav put his hand against the boiling pot, then pushed. It crashed to the floor, water and potatoes splashing across a wide area, steam billowing up. 
“Now we search the surrounding houses,” Gustav said, turning to leave. 
“That’ll raise suspicion from the reeve, my lord. He might not like that.”
“I don’t care what he likes. We won’t lose these bastards.” 
They left the dwelling. Gustav peered out into the darkness. He saw smoke rising in the distance, from the nearest home. 
He stalked across the property toward the neighbor’s place, trampling rye and barley along the way. 
When he reached the front door, he pulled out his pistol. Taking their cue, both soldiers unslung their muskets from their shoulders.
Gustav kicked in the door. It exploded into the adjoining wall, splintering one of its hinges.
A man and woman lay in bed, clothes flung haphazardly on the floor beside them. Their heads shot up as the door crashed open. The man leaped from the bed, naked, to protect his wife. He started to reach for something but thought better of it when he felt the muzzle of Gustav’s gun touch his face. 
“No,” Gustav said, “we won’t have any of that.”
“Who the hell . . .” the man started. “Wait . . . you’re the new taxman. What in God’s name are you doing here?”
Gustav didn’t recognize the man in the dark. He probably wouldn’t have recognized him in the light, either, due to the laudanum melting his brain and slowly destroying his memory. 
“What is your name?” he asked.
“David,” the man answered. “And Reeve Bailey will hear about this, sir!”
“What is your wife’s name, David?”
“I’m not his wife,” the woman said, sheets pulled to her neck.
So threatening her may not work, Gustav thought.
He walked to the bed. David started to move with him, but one of Gustav’s soldiers stopped him.  
Or maybe I can. 
“If you don’t want your mistress’ brains splattering your walls, you’ll tell me what I want to know. Maybe we can even have your wife come clean up this mess.” 
The woman cried out and began weeping into the sheets.
“Jesus, man,” David said, holding his palms up in surrender. “Say your piece and get out!”
“What is your relationship with Dieter and Sybil Nicolaus?”
David scrunched his face. “My neighbors? Er, well, I helped Dieter build his church.”
“Where are they?”
David’s body trembled. “At home, I’d think. Though how in God’s name should I know?”
Gustav nodded. One of the soldiers slammed the butt of his musket into the side of David’s head. The naked man collapsed to the ground. His mistress howled.
Gustav leaned over David. “Where would they go in case of emergencies, David?” Gustav’s eyes were red and glassy. 
Rubbing his head, David groaned. “I-I don’t know.”
Gustav cocked the matchlock on his pistol, aiming it at the woman on the bed. She cried out again.
David held out his palms. “Okay, okay! They’d most likely go to Leon and Claire Durand’s. They seem close.”
Gustav tucked the gun into his pants. “Where can I find Leon and Claire Durand?”
“Their house is a mile south.”
“Good man,” Gustav said. He exited the house quickly, his two lackeys close behind. 
 
 
 
This time when he burst through the door, a cacophony of shouts and shrieks told Gustav he’d likely found what he’d been looking for. Holding his gun on the closest person, the young man appeared to be about sixteen—and definitely not Dieter. But his two soldiers had better luck, pointing their muskets at the couple huddled in the corner.
Dieter and Sybil. 
Sybil was cradling her baby against her chest. 
Gustav counted seven people total in the small home. Besides Sybil, Dieter, and their child, there was Leon, Claire, and their daughter, plus the young man currently looking down the barrel of Gustav’s pistol.
“Aha!” Gustav grinned. “Easy now,” he said to the wiry youth. “I don’t want to have to put bits of your skull on the pretty girl behind you. What’s your name, boy?”
“Martin.”
“And the girl?”
“Leave her alone!” Claire shouted from the back of the room. It was quite obvious, even in the darkened room, that Claire was with child, her belly practically bursting at the seams.
“Shut up, woman!” Gustav growled. His eyes went wild. Pregnant or not, he would do whatever it took to get what he wanted. He turned back to Martin. The young man had stepped closer to Gustav. 
That won’t do. 
Gustav whipped his gun around, smashing Martin across the head. The boy dropped like a rock. He wouldn’t be getting back up anytime soon. The young girl rushed to his aid, kneeling. 
“What do you want with us, you brute?” Dieter stepped in the line of one of the soldier’s muskets. Pushing the gun aside, he moved away from Sybil.
Gustav cleared his throat. “Dieter Nicolaus and Sybil Griswold, I am here to arrest you.”
Everyone’s eyebrows raised in unison.  
“Griswold?” Claire asked.
“It’s my maiden name,” Sybil said. She tilted her head. “Who are you, Herr Koehler?”
Gustav ignored her question. “Yes, it is your maiden name. You are the daughter of Peter Griswold.” He faced Claire. “Have you heard that name, madame?” 
In a thick accent, Leon said, “It sounds familiar.”
Gustav pointed at Sybil. “This woman is the daughter of the Werewolf of Bedburg.”
All eyes went to Sybil. 
He reached into his tunic, but instead of his bottle of laudanum, he held a necklace. A wooden cross with fractured edges. 
Sybil yelped, her hand going to her mouth. 
“So you recognize this, witch?” Gustav clenched his teeth, dangling the cross amulet in front of Sybil’s face. “My name is Gustav Koehler von Bergheim.” 
Sybil paused. “Bergheim . . .” she said under her breath.
Gustav placed the necklace over his head so it hung from his neck. “My father is Ludwig von Bergheim. My elder brother was Johannes von Bergheim—now deceased.”
Dieter took a step back as Gustav’s eyes narrowed on him.
Gustav grasped the cross against his chest. “And this was the murder weapon that took my brother’s life.” He pointed past Sybil, past Claire and Leon, straight at Dieter Nicolaus.  
“And you, you . . . hellion, are his killer! I have come to this cesspool to take you and your wife away. So you can both be properly tried and executed. I am here to bring you back to Germany.” 
Leon and Claire stared at Dieter and Sybil. “What he’s saying can’t be true, can it?” 
“Oh, it is!” Gustav yelled, aiming his pistol at Dieter and his wife. “These two heretics you’re protecting have been lying to you, Herr Durand. They are murderers and fugitives from Bedburg. They didn’t escape Germany to flee oppression, sir. They left to escape their justified destiny.” Spittle flew from his curled mouth.   
“Dieter?” Leon begged.
Dieter’s head sank. “It’s true,” he muttered. “This man’s brother hurt Sybil. In a rage, I killed him.” He looked up with wet eyes. “But I’m not that person anymore, Leon.”
“You will always be that person, you wretch,” Gustav said.
“We are still your friends, Leon, you must know that. I love this place, the people—much like I once loved my homeland.”
“You must be held accountable for your actions,” Gustav said. Clenching the cross tighter, he stared at Leon. “Not only are they murderers and fugitives, Herr Durand, but they’re also Catholics. They have no right preaching the words of Martin Luther to your people. They are frauds!”  
“I was converted more than two years ago,” Dieter tried to explain. “I have every right to give Mass, just as my wife has every right to teach the children.”
Gustav smirked. “If that is the case, then you will be owed monies from the same people you teach. So you hurt the very people you say you are trying to help. Norwich law states that subsidies for churches must come from the landowners’ pockets.”
Dieter opened his mouth to protest, but the words would not come. Shame had chased the anger from his face. “I . . . I’m sorry, Leon, Claire, Bella. I’m sorry that Sybil and I have been a nuisance. But you must believe me—everything we’ve done here was done without expectation or reward. We only wished to be part of a conventional community again.” He lowered his head. “That is all.” 
“Ah!” Gustav exclaimed. “You hoped the past would never catch you. That was your real goal. I’ve heard it again and again.” Gustav nudged his chin toward Dieter and Sybil. “Guards, take them.” 
Dieter put his hands in the air. “We will go peacefully,” he said. “Just please don’t hurt this family.” 
Tears trickled down Sybil’s cheeks. “My baby,” she said, as one of the soldiers grabbed her arm. “What do I do with Peter?”
Gustav shrugged. “That’s not my problem. If you want him to rot in a cell with you, by all means, bring him along.”
Dieter wrapped his arms around Sybil, then kissed Peter on the forehead. He turned back to Gustav. “You’re heartless,” he spat, eyes narrow.
“Is that the same look you gave my brother before stabbing him in the skull over and over, priest?” 
“I’ll take him,” Claire cried out, rushing to take Peter from her friend’s arms. “I’m sorry, Beele. I’ll make sure he’s safe. I promise with all my heart.” 
Sybil held her breath and bobbed her head. She couldn’t speak. Sniffling, she kissed her baby, then handed her to Claire in his wrapped blanket. 
As Sybil and Dieter were led from the house, Martin began to wake, groggy and groaning. 
Hands tied behind their backs, the two were escorted into the carriage. The scene reminded Dieter of their first arrest, years ago in Bedburg.
“Let’s move,” Gustav said, climbing into the carriage.  
As they departed, Claire Durand came running out, her hands supporting her giant belly. 
“We’ll come with help, Beele!” she cried out. “I promise! Don’t give up hope!”
Gustav craned his neck as the coach rolled away. “Do that, you harlot, and we’ll be back. For your daughter and newborn.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



Rowaine lay sideways on the bed with her elbow bent, her head resting on her hand. With quiet content she watched Mia dress at the end of the bed. Mia was thin but toned from years of exercise in Dolly’s bedrooms. Despite her frame, she was ample in all the right places. She was one of Dolly’s best earners. 
Rowaine sniggered as Mia grunted and struggled to bring her pants to her waist. She latched a belt and rummaged the ground for a shirt. She bent over, to Rowaine’s delight, and Rowaine scooted like a crab to the edge of the bed and wrapped her legs around Mia’s waist, pulling her close.
Mia yelped and chuckled, running her hands across Rowaine’s feet. “Don’t you have things to do?” she asked, pulling Rowaine’s toes. “People to lead?”
They’d been locked away in Dolly’s best chamber for half the week, only leaving their room for the occasional meal, or when Rowaine had business to attend to.  
“Come with me,” Rowaine whispered in Mia’s ear. 
“You know I can’t do that,” Mia said. “I have no place on a boat. It makes me feel trapped—”
“You don’t feel trapped here? Stalking these rooms, pleasing the snide bastards who walk in, day in, day out?”
Mia frowned. “That’s not fair, Row. The bloody business you do is not for me.”
“I will protect you. I am the captain, you know. You don’t have to work here anymore—or anywhere, for that matter.”
Mia pushed Rowaine’s legs away and put her hands on her hips. 
Rowaine leaned forward and ran a finger up Mia’s leg. “Please?” she asked.
Mia shivered. She inched backward. “No, no, no. I told you, Row. Papa isn’t doing well. I have to take care of him. When he’s finally gone, maybe then I’ll have the courage. But right now, I’m staying here. Our situation works—I can keep an eye on your enterprises here.”
Hearing the finality in Mia’s voice, Rowaine leaned back in the bed, propping her arms for support and sticking out her lower lip like a sad puppy. Her red hair fell across her face. 
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Mia asked.
“Because I want you.”
“You have me.”
Rowaine sighed. Glancing down, she said softly, “And so does every other man in Amsterdam . . .”
Mia flinched. She clenched her teeth and strode to the bed, flexing her fists. 
“I . . . I’m sorry, Mia,” Rowaine said, shaking her hands. “I don’t know why I said that. I didn’t mean it.”
Mia stormed out of the room, slamming the door on her way. 
“Wait, don’t . . . go,” Rowaine said to the empty room. She sat on the side of the bed, searching for her clothes. “Stupid, stupid,” she muttered to herself.  
But Mia was right about one thing. Rowaine did have things to do. 
 
 
 
She walked down the hall, stopping in front of a door with a chair wedged underneath the knob so it couldn’t be opened. Moving the chair away, she opened the door.  
Inside the small room Doctor Jerome Penderwick sat at the edge of the bed, his hands folded on his lap. He lifted his head as Rowaine walked in.
“C-captain,” he said in a dreary voice. “Can I p-please leave? You can’t k-keep me imprisoned forever.”
“Wrong, surgeon,” Rowaine said, stepping toward the small man. She grabbed his hair and lifted his head, forcing him to look at her. “I’ll keep you stowed here until you tell me what I want to know.”
Jerome swatted Rowaine’s hand away. “I can t-tell you what you want to hear, b-b-b”—he took a deep breath—“but it would be a lie.”
Rowaine slapped him hard across the face. The surgeon yelped, then looked away. Rowaine wasn’t sure why she hit him—maybe to take her anger out after her outburst at Mia—but it didn’t make her feel any better.
A moment passed. Finally the doctor said, “Are you mad, w-woman?” 
“Yes, I am mad, Jerome.” She bent down, eye-level with the surgeon. His mouth stank, his lips were cracked. He licked his gums, his tongue going over grooves where teeth should be. 
“Why were you speaking with Adrian Coswell?” Rowaine asked. “Why did you betray me?”
“I did no s-s-such thing!”
S-words were the worst for him to pronounce.  
Pointing her finger inches from his face, she yelled, “Stop lying! I have eyes telling me they saw you speaking with Galager’s first mate.” 
“Your eyes are blind,” Jerome said. “I s-s-supported your mutiny, Row. Captain. What would I gain by betraying you?”
“That’s what I’m trying to find out.”
“I simply wanted to s-speak to Coswell about s-s-s—”

Rowaine finished his answer for him. “Supplies.” She stood to her full height. “Yes, I know. So you keep saying.”
Jerome shrugged, as if to say, What more do you want from me? 
There was a knock on the door. 
Daxton Wallace stood in the doorway, glancing back and forth from Rowaine to Jerome with a furrowed brow. 
“Is there something you need, Dax?” Rowaine asked, trying to snap him to attention.
Daxton stayed quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “Oh, yes,” he remembered. “I’ve brought the men here—the ones that want to join us.”
“And you vouch for them?”
Daxton grunted, which Rowaine took to mean yes. 
“Very well,” she said. “Anything else?”
Daxton stared down at his hands. “Um, well, wouldn’t you like to see ‘em, captain? Say a few words?” 
“I trust your judgment, Dax.”
“Right, right, but I’m sure they’d like to see you, Row. You’ll be leading them to sea for weeks, possibly months. You can’t blame them for being curious, wanting to see what they’re getting into.” 
Rowaine groaned. “Fine. I’ll be down shortly.” 
Daxton gave a curt nod and shuffled away, closing the door behind him.
 
 
 
The men were huddled together at the foot of the steps, awaiting their captain. Daxton stood in front of them. They were a ragtag bunch, some farmers, some working men, some barely men at all.
Daxton introduced each man to Rowaine, who forgot them almost immediately. She had too much on her mind.
She glanced over to the bar, where Dominic sat, alone as usual, staring at his mug of beer. 
Meanwhile, Daxton rattled on. “This is Charlie.” The young man had shaggy orange hair and freckles that dotted his face like a plague. 
Daxton put his hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “Says he’s good with a rig and line.”
Without looking over, Rowaine commented, “We already have a capable rigger,” her eyes remaining fixed on Dominic. Daxton introduced another new crewman but the words floated by Rowaine like a leaf in the wind.
Suddenly she darted her eyes around the room. “Where is he?” she began. 
“Didn’t you hear, Row? Er, captain?” Daxton said.  
Rowaine looked at him. “Hear what?”
Daxton took Rowaine’s arm and led her away from the group of newcomers. When they’d rounded a corner, he leaned close to her. “While you were sealed away in your room these past few days, Coswell took off. Took about ten men with him. I think he was scared of your . . . retribution. Probably learned about your witch-hunt. That’s why I’ve brought all these new boys . . .”
“Adrian Coswell left?” Damn. I should have killed him while I had the chance. Next time I’ll listen to my advisors.  
Daxton eyed the ground.
“What is it, Dax? Spit it out.” When Daxton stayed quiet, she rolled her eyes and said, “I promise I won’t strangle the messenger. This shyness is unbecoming of you, Dax.” 
“Well . . .” he began. He cleared his throat. “Alfred Eckstein went with him.”
Rowaine cringed. “Our rigger?”
Daxton nodded.
“Why . . .” she began, but trailed off. The implication finally hit her. “That goddamn weasel,” she growled.
“That’s what I said. It’s why I looked so confused when I saw you interrogating Jerome. I assumed you knew.” 
Rowaine shook her head. She’d been wrong. Alfred was the traitor, not Jerome.
That young, dumb fool. No . . . I’m the fool. The least talkative of my inner group, always observing, hardly speaking. I should have seen it.
“So, would you like to reintroduce yourself to the new guys?” Daxton asked. 
“Like I said, Dax, I trust you. I have to speak with Dominic.” 
She walked away quickly.
She sat next to Dominic at the bar, ordering herself a beer. She turned toward him. His fair, handsome face showed no emotion. She placed her hand on his shoulder. He flinched.  
Quickly, she removed her hand and recoiled. “How are you holding up, Dom?” she asked softly.
“I’m sorry, Row.” For the first time in days, Dominic made eye contact. He looked exhausted, new wrinkles creasing the space between his eyes and temples. 
Surprised, Rowaine leaned back. She hadn’t expected those words from him. “Sorry for what, Dom? Nothing you did was your fault.”
“I’m sorry for being so weak. I’m sorry for being such a degenerate. I’m . . . just sorry.” His eyes filled with tears. 
Rowaine smiled. “It’s okay.” She turned to her beer and took a sip. Setting the mug down gently, she said, “Do you remember when I first found you?”
A hint of a smile appeared on Dominic’s face.
“You were just a pup, running errands for thieves. A mess, really, but oh how you’ve grown, Dominic.” She squeezed his shoulder softly. “I tried to take care of you, groom you. I never wanted to see you hurt again. If anything, I’ve failed you,
Dom. I’m the one who should be sorry.” 
Before she could continue, Dominic wrapped her in a tight embrace, snuggling his head against her bosom. 
With an open mouth she hesitated, then put her arms around him. It was like coddling a child. After all he’d been through, it was no wonder he acted like one. 
“I’ll make the people who hurt you pay,” Rowaine whispered.
“You already have, Row. There’s nothing more you can do.”
 
 
 
As the Lion’s Pride prepared to leave, Rowaine stood at the helm scanning the bustling docks for Mia. And there she was, in the center of the crowd, waving goodbye. It had taken Mia three days to forgive Rowaine for her misguided lashing-out. But last night, their final night in port, the two had spent the night together and all was forgiven. 
Mia knew Rowaine didn’t mean to hurt her. The captain was simply used to getting what she wanted.
Rowaine knew she’d overstayed her welcome in Amsterdam. It was time to hit the sea with her crew. Everyone was rested and hungry for action. And now their sights were already set on one particular ship, a very sneaky one, but one that promised a good haul. 
It was a clear day as the Pride floated away. Rowaine blew Mia a final kiss as the dock grew smaller and the rowing crew’s grunts grew louder. 
Rowaine turned her attention to her shipmates. The ones who weren’t rowing stood at the ready, alert, prepared to bloom the sail once they hit the open water. 
“We move fast, we move hard,” Rowaine ordered. “For those who don’t know me—I am Captain Rowaine Donnelly. There are traders in these waters who are begging to be taken. So we take them. Do we all agree, mates?” 
The crew pumped their fists skyward, cheering their captain on. 
With a grin on her face, Rowaine gripped the well-worn wood of the polished wheel with both hands.  
I’m ready to lead. 
Eyeing the horizon with the wind in her face, she radiated a level of confidence unlike anything she’d ever known. 
It may have taken me twenty-four years to get here, but I was born for this.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



Sybil watched Dieter praying on his knees, hands clasped together. He sat in the corner of the room, speaking inwardly, mouthing out his prayers with closed eyes. 
She shook her head. He’s struck with fear, more than I’ve ever seen. Her tears had dried up. She’d wept for most of the first three days locked inside Gustav’s house. But now her tears were spent. She was dejected and faint. She worried she’d never see her son again. She’d lost all track of time, trapped in an empty room—four wooden walls, a cold floor, and a bucket.  
The room smelled rank and fetid. They hadn’t bathed. They’d been given barely enough food to live, once or twice a day—she couldn’t really tell how often. 
How quickly your senses betray you when they’re stifled and stripped away, she thought. Is it day or night? When have I eaten last? 
She could only hope that Peter and Martin fared better than she and Dieter.
“What are you praying for?” she asked Dieter, her voice cracking. She hadn’t spoken in hours; words were slow to come. Her tongue felt like leather stuck to the roof of her mouth.
“Or should I say, who are you praying for, Dieter?” 
Dieter opened his eyes and turned to his wife. “I’m hoping God will forgive me. I was foolish to think I could escape my past . . . the things I’ve done.” He looked away. “But I don’t know if He’s listening anymore.”
“Are you listening to yourself?” Sybil said, more severely than she’d intended.   
Dieter tilted his head. “Pardon?”
“Before I first met with Johannes von Bergheim, I remember my father telling me to stop being so selfish and thinking only of myself. He told me to think of my family—of the greater good that would go with marrying a man like him.”
Dieter narrowed his eyes, confused.
“Perhaps you should heed his advice,” Sybil said, her voice rising. “We may never see our child again, Dieter, and you can only think of God?” 
She knew her anger was displaced, but it was all she could do to stop herself from dry heaving or becoming hysterical.  
Dieter’s pained brows creased the corners of his eyes. “I’m—I’m sorry. You’re right, of course, my dear. It’s just that this . . . helplessness is crippling.”
He’s right about that.
This fear is worse than death. She leaned back against the smooth wall. “I’d say this madness is more painful than any physical torture.” 
“Indeed,” Dieter said, thinking how he’d been physically tortured before, in a room not too different from the one here. “But we will see our child again, my dear. And Martin. I promise.”
Sybil scoffed. “You know how I hate that word. Don’t guarantee promises you can’t keep.” She’d made her own promise like that over two years back, to her younger brother, and she hadn’t seen Hugo since. She’d never forgiven herself for that.
But at the moment she had more pressing concerns. Where will this man take us? How will we get there? How can I see my child again? 
As the hours passed, their feelings of utter helplessness intensified.
The click of the door awakened her. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep. Gustav appeared in the doorway.
“You two are proving to be much more of a problem than I’d anticipated,” he said. 
Sybil heard voices behind him. Rushed. Urgent. One she recognized as Hedda’s. 
“The boats aren’t ready,” she heard Hedda say, though she remained out of sight. “But we don’t have much time here, Gustav.”
Gustav replied under his breath, then faced Dieter and Sybil with a scowl.
“What’s going on?” Dieter asked.
Gustav stepped into the room, closing the door behind him. “Your friends are causing a ruckus, priest. That’s what’s going on.” He sighed. “They’ve been at our door for nearly two days, refusing to go to work or home, until you are released.”
“Who?” Dieter asked. 
Gustav threw up his hands. “God only knows. The farmers, priest. Your friends! Nearly ten people outside. You two aren’t making this easy.” 
“And will you let us go?” Dieter asked.
The man actually laughed at that, short and cruel. “Of course not. I merely have to hurry my plans. Though you might cost me my plants.” He frowned, looking wild and tense.
“Your plants?”
“I may not be able to bring them with us.”
“Poor man,” Dieter said.
“Where are you taking us?” Sybil asked.
Gustav ignored her, focusing instead on Dieter. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Burn in Hell, priest. I know you will once my father’s done with you.” 
Dieter raised a brow. “You’re not man enough to deal with us yourself?”  
Impatiently, Gustav huffed. “If only I could.” He reached into his tunic for his dark bottle. He swigged the liquid, then threw a thin leg-bone of dark meat into the room. It hit the floor with a thud. “Eat. We may be leaving soon.”
And then he was gone. Sybil heard the lock click into place. She crawled to the door, putting her ear against it. She felt like a young girl again, trying to eavesdrop on her father. 
“. . . we’ll have a full peasant revolt on our hands before long,” she heard Hedda say. They must have been in the room next door—Sybil could hear them clearly.
“Say one thing about those two—the farmers love them,” Hedda continued.
Sybil pictured Leon and Bella standing outside, he with a pitchfork, she holding her pregnant belly, demanding liberty. The image was almost funny if the situation weren’t so dire.
“And the harbor?” she heard Gustav ask.
“We aren’t ready yet . . .” Hedda’s voice trailed off as she likely walked into a different room.
Sybil turned to Dieter. He was eating small bites from the mystery meat. “You shouldn’t give them the satisfaction,” she said. “How do you know that’s not poisoned, too?”
“We must eat if we’re going to try and escape, my dear. Besides, we’d be dead already if he wanted it.”
“Escape?” 
Dieter leaned forward. “For Peter. Do we have any other choice?” 
 
 
 
The hours dragged on. Every so often they’d hear commotion beyond the walls, outside. Sybil recognized some of the voices: Leon, Grant, David. Dieter’s church helpers protesting their support.  
“I wonder where Reeve Bailey is hiding during all this,” Sybil said.
Dieter started to respond, then his eyes shot to the opening door.
Gustav jumped into the room, knife drawn. “Up, both of you,” he ordered, waving the weapon in the air. He seemed agitated, eyes more crazed than usual.  
Whatever concoction he’s drinking is clearly ravaging his brain.  
Both prisoners stood as ordered, Gustav grabbing Sybil by the arm. She yelped.
Dieter started to lunge but stopped when Gustav’s knife pressed against his throat.
“None of that,” Gustav growled, eyes glistening. He tensed his jaw and gnashed his teeth. To Sybil, he looked to be a man possessed. And very frightening.
“Where are we going?” Sybil asked again, and again was ignored. Gustav yanked her out of the room. Dieter followed. 
Once outside their room, the dark-haired soldier—musket drawn—stepped in behind Dieter and nudged him forward while Gustav pulled Sybil along. They were led to the back of the house, then out through the back door. 
As the cool night air jolted their senses, Sybil and Dieter anticipated a throng of friends to appear in the night. But all they heard were the lonely sounds of crickets chirping.
Where are all our friends and supporters? Did they forget to surround the whole house?
Despite the chill, the change was invigorating after spending countless hours in that stifling room. 
Dieter repeated Sybil’s earlier question: “Where are you taking us, Gustav?”  
“Shut your mouth,” Gustav whispered, spittle flying out. Though it may have seemed trivial at the moment, for some reason it bothered Sybil even more that Gustav only responded to the man of the family.
They made their way over fields. No one spoke. 
Finally, they came to a carriage hidden in the darkness, two black horses snorting at their arrival.
They were forced inside, the fair-haired soldier driving. They circled the perimeter of Gustav’s estate to avoid any lingering protesters. And as they passed by Gustav’s plants, Sybil could make out several tents and campfires surrounding the house. 
She grumbled. By the time they realize the house is empty, it’ll be far too late. 
As they plodded along in the darkness, Sybil recognized the terrain. Instead of traveling away from the Norfolk countryside, they were heading deeper into the fields. 
Before long, they came to Dieter and Sybil’s house, and then Dieter’s white church, shining like a lighthouse atop a seaward island. 
Gustav stopped the carriage at the church. He snapped his fingers at the guard. “Do you have it?” 
The soldier handed Gustav a bucket and a wooden stick. 
“What are we doing here?” Dieter asked.
Gustav smiled. The moon streaked through the carriage window, basking half his face in a savage way. “Something I’ve wanted to do since I arrived here.” He stepped out of the carriage. 
Dieter started to follow but was halted by the muzzle of the soldier’s musket.
Minutes later, tears poured down Dieter’s face as his church went up in flames. The carriage rolled off.
Through the carriage window Dieter watched the orange-white flames and thick black smoke billow into the sky. 
His beacon of hope reduced to a doorway to Hell.
Sybil also watched, transfixed, as the rafters and roof tiles crumbled into smoldering gray ash. 
The last thing to fall, like a blasphemous reminder, was the white cross that Dieter had jubilantly erected just days earlier. 
As it toppled and collapsed into the flames, so too did the hopes and dreams of a proud and honest man.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
 
HUGO
 



Hugo stumbled to the side, unbalanced, nearly falling over. His ears rang as he set his feet and gritted his teeth. Tomas stood in front of him, sword comfortably poised—like he’d done this all his life. 
Hugo had wanted to learn swordcraft. And for the last week that’s what he’d been doing. Tomas Reiner was his teacher—a harsh critic. But everyday Hugo learned more and he could tell his efforts were paying off. Muscles in his hands and arms that he hadn’t known existed no longer ached each morning.
Hugo rushed at Tomas, sword gripped in both hands. He yelled and sliced down at his teacher. Tomas made an odd flick of his wrist and Hugo’s sword flew from his grip, clanging to the ground.
They used real steel. 
When Hugo had asked why they weren’t training with wooden swords, Tomas’ response was curt: “You won’t learn anything if your biggest punishment for failure is a tap on the wrist. No one you find in the real world will be using wooden swords, so we won’t either. I’m not here to teach you a romantic fantasy, Hugo. Swords are bloody and cruel and deadly. Killing is ugly. And defending yourself from being killed equally so.” 
And Hugo had the new scars to prove that. He’d already suffered cuts on his arms and legs, though he considered himself lucky that that was all the punishment he’d received. Tomas could have done much worse. 
At first Hugo complained, believing Tomas a reckless man. And maybe he was, but his advice was strong and his words held more weight when reinforced by two and a half feet of gleaming steel.
Hugo stood wide-eyed, staring down the cutting edge of Tomas’ blade at his neck. All he could do was hold his breath and freeze. 
“You’re too eager,” Tomas said, pointing his sword to the ground. “And too . . . polite. Swordcraft is either a brawl or a dance. It can be brutal or it can be beautiful. What you’re doing is, unfortunately, neither.” 
Hugo closed his eyes and exhaled, trying to control his frustration. Tomas often spoke this way—eloquent, but not exactly helpful or encouraging.  
“Is that what you have to say to me? Or do you have some kind of critique?” Hugo asked.
Tomas stared at Hugo for a long moment. “By being eager, you open yourself up to danger. You leave yourself vulnerable, unprotected. You tell me your next move before finishing your last one. You’re an easy read.” 
Hugo quashed his first instinct—to object. He was smart enough to know that swordcraft was more than physical. It also required training the mind. And a big part of that was learning patience. 
Too eager, too quick, not defensive enough, Hugo thought, trying to absorb Tomas’ remarks. 
“It’s like playing chess,” Tomas explained. “If you try to check the king before you’re in position, you’re likely to lose your queen—or your head.”
That was another thing Hugo noticed about Tomas’ sword-teaching traits. He used every analogy imaginable—wrestling, dancing, chess. 
“Pick up your sword and come at me again,” Tomas said before Hugo could finish his thought. 
The ringing in Hugo’s ears subsided. He cracked his knuckles, then bent down and picked up his sword. By the time he looked up, Tomas already had his sword at his throat. Again.  
“Don’t ever turn your back on your opponent,” Tomas said, frowning.
“You told me to pick up the sword!” Hugo whined. 
“Don’t ever trust
your opponent. Not even me.” 
God be damned. Hugo sighed. He stepped back, loosened his grip on the sword, and tossed the blade from hand to hand. Be more unpredictable, be more savage, less polite. 
Hugo circled his opponent. Tomas remained impossibly still, gazing out the corner of his eye. When Hugo rushed in from his flank, Tomas sidestepped, bringing his sword down on Hugo’s, ready to knock it flat.
But Hugo’s sword wasn’t where Tomas expected it to be. The boy had moved at the last moment. Rather than lunge, he swung his sword high.
There was a brief pause in Tomas’ eyes. Hugo smirked. Tomas backpedaled. Hugo hammered down at Tomas’ sword, trying to get past the man’s defenses.
Tomas kept retreating, then suddenly flicked his wrist.
But this time Hugo was ready. He’d expected it, learning from his earlier mistake. He let Tomas roll his wrist outward, as Hugo stepped forward, close enough to hear Tomas breathing. Then, putting a foot behind Tomas’ ankle, he pushed him with his free hand. 
Tomas’ eyes faltered and widened. He realized he was falling, tripping over Hugo’s foot. He managed to catch himself, but in the process Hugo was already moving to his side. He had his blade at Tomas’ waist, edge-forward.
They both stopped moving and, as far as Hugo could tell, breathing. 
A long moment passed. 
As the wind rustled his hair, Tomas clapped his hands. “There we are,” he said. “That’s the kind of heartlessness I’m talking—”
Hugo finished Tomas’ sentence for him. He pushed again, with both hands this time, and Tomas lurched over Hugo’s foot and fell on his back.
Tomas snorted at him from the ground, his mouth open in a silent gasp. “You rogue!”
Hugo was smiling. “Don’t ever trust your opponent,” he said.
After one week of practice, it was Hugo’s first victory against his teacher.
 
 
 
As the sun fell behind the horizon, Hugo realized how exhausted he was. In fact, nothing he knew of sucked the energy from him the way swordfighting did. And with his adrenaline now depleted, rest was all he could think about. 
Unfortunately, that’s just when Ulrich decided to make his appearance.  
Addressing both him and Tomas, Ulrich wiggled his fingers. “You two, follow me.” 
Obediently, they followed Ulrich toward Bedburg Castle.
“How’s the boy with a blade?” Ulrich asked Tomas as they strode side-by-side, as if Hugo wasn’t there, three steps behind.  
Flipping his blond hair from his shoulders, Tomas smiled. “I think I’m too good of an instructor.”
Ulrich chuckled. “Is that right?” 
Tomas nodded. “He definitely shows promise.” 
Without looking back at Hugo, Ulrich said, “Then you must be something special, boy, because I’ve never heard this man say that about any of his students.” Neither Tomas nor Ulrich could see Hugo’s smile, stretching ear to ear.
Tomas snorted, turning toward Hugo. “Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy. And wipe that smirk off your face. Remember, your eagerness will surely get you killed. I offered no compliment—only the observation that I haven’t yet beaten the vagrant out of you.”
Hugo chuckled to himself. He could tell Tomas was still irritated about being played by his own trick.
The trio made their way up a winding hill, passing a church where several people were huddled.
A voice called out, “Jailman, over here!”
Ulrich looked perplexed as two men approached. One, about Hugo’s age, and nearly as thin; the other, a soldier with facial scars, tufts of salt-and-pepper hair at his temples, and a thick, unkempt beard reaching his chest.  
“I told you to meet me at the castle,” Ulrich barked at the older man. 
The soldier said, “I reckoned we’d cut you off, give your old legs a bit of a rest. Plus, I wanted to hear the bishop speak.”
“How was he?” Tomas asked.
The man hesitated, then said, “Still full of piss.” 
Ulrich smirked. He moved over so Hugo was no longer hidden. “I nearly forgot. This is the boy I told you about—”
“The one you took for a son?”
“Easy there,” Ulrich said with a frown. “Hugo, this is Arne,” he said, gesturing to the younger boy. “And this”—pointing to the soldier—“is Grayson.”
Considering the color of the old man’s beard and temples, Grayson seemed an apt name to Hugo. Then he turned to the boy, studying him. 
“Arne is the best tracker we have,” Ulrich added. “He has a nose stronger than a hound’s, ears bigger than a bat’s, and eyes wider than an owl’s.”
The mention of an owl instantly brought back memories of Ava. When she was taken away, before she’d betrayed him. It had been Severin—playing the role of the “Owl”—who had failed to play his part, causing Ava’s capture.  
The young boy interrupted his thoughts. 
“Is there something the matter with you?” Arne asked, his voice much deeper than his small frame suggested.  
Realizing he was scowling, Hugo shook off his expression. “No, no, my apologies. It’s a pleasure to meet you both.”
Grayson grunted. “I’m sure.” 
“These men will make the rest of your company,” Ulrich said. “So you’d better get to know each other.”
“Our company?” Hugo asked. “Company for what?” 
Ulrich put a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “You’re going with them to Trier, boy. As guards for those slippery inquisitors.” 
“I’m an escort now?” Hugo said, crossing his arms over his chest. “I didn’t agree to that.” 
Ulrich smiled, the shadows playing tricks with his scar. “You said you wanted to learn to do what I do? Well, here you go. There will be adventure and good pay. All the things a boy your age should enjoy.”
“You’re not coming with us?”
“No, son. I am content here. Besides, if I came, who would be Bedburg’s executioner? Just because Trier may need more executioners and inquisitors doesn’t mean I can abandon my post. There are still plenty of people here I need to make dead.” 
 
 
 
As the group dispersed, planning to meet bright and early the next morning, Tomas spoke to Ulrich. “There’s one more I’d like to bring along. Make it an even five of us.”
Ulrich frowned, staring at his friend. “Five isn’t even, Tom.”
“You know what I meant, dammit.”
“Who is it?”
“My nephew, my sister’s son. I promised her I’d help him get out of his transient life. Like you’ve done for young Hugo here.” Tomas gestured behind him, to Hugo, who was struggling to keep pace with the taller men. “He’s in a bit of trouble right now, in fact. I fear he might end up dead—probably by your hand—if I don’t help her.”
“Who?”
“My sister!”
“Oh,” Ulrich said. “What’s wrong with him? Can you trust him?”
“He got caught stealing something, I heard. I told my sister I’d help, but she’d have to let me do it my way.”
“Is that why we’re heading to the slums?” Ulrich asked.
 Tomas stopped walking, allowing Hugo to catch up. “I’d like Hugo to get a try at him in the ring. I deem the boy ready.”
Ulrich shook his head. “In only a week?”
By the time they reached the edge of the southern slums, all traces of daylight were gone. Hugo’s heart started racing. I’ve never fought in the dark before, he thought, running his hand over the rough hilt of the sword hanging at his waist.   
The crowd had already gathered at the square. Hugo groaned. They talk of bettering people—getting them out of their former lives—but then bring us to this . . . vagabond justice, archaic and violent.  
Several people in the circle held torches. As Hugo was pushed through to the center, the orange light of the torch flames danced shadows across the ring.
He sighed, drawing his blade, preparing for the worst. 
The other side of the circle opened—a silhouette was shoved through. 
Hugo almost dropped his sword in shock. 
Across from him stood Severin—his nemesis and former leader of his gang, the coward who Hugo blamed for getting Ava captured, the man he’d almost killed once already—less than ten feet from him, a nasty scar now adorning his forehead.
The crowd hooted and hollered. People began passing coins around, judging the combatants by their appearance. Because Severin was taller, a bit older, and had a hawkish face, Hugo assumed most of the money favored his opponent.  
A brooding rage swelled within Hugo, quickly consuming him. But he understood that his anger really wasn’t directed at Severin. After all, Severin had never done anything out of character. He had always been consistent in playing his part: the jealous, angry, bullying fool. Yes, he’d tried to steal the ring Hugo had stolen for Ava, but that should have been expected. Making life miserable for Hugo was just Severin being Severin. 
No, Hugo’s rage was traceable to what Severin reminded him of—the whole chapter of memories during that period in Hugo’s life. Flashbacks flooded his memory of Ava and Karstan kissing; of the miserable, pathetic existence they all led; of their little troop gallivanting through Bedburg, carefree; and the shock and fear when that whole lifestyle came crashing down on them. 
And now Hugo was staring at the ringleader of that entire debacle.  
Hugo’s sword was out of its scabbard before his brain could react. 
At first, Severin looked scared. But his hawkish features softened once he recognized his opponent. He narrowed his eyes, offering a concentrated stare. A man in the crowd shoved a sword into his arms. He took hold of it, then awkwardly lowered it to his side. 
With white knuckles, Hugo gripped his weapon tightly, his jaw tensing.  
“Perhaps they know each other,” Ulrich murmured from behind.
Then all sounds faded away. Hugo felt the pulsing behind his ears.  
He leaped forward.
You’re too eager.
Severin barely had time to react, jerking his sword up at the last moment, eyes bulging, trying to block Hugo’s onslaught.
Hugo rushed into him, point-first. Severin managed to slap his sword away. Hugo reeled back, preparing to swing again as Severin began taking cautious steps backward in retreat. But hands from the crowd propelled him forward, pushing him back into the middle of the ring.  
Hugo prowled around Severin like an angry wolf protecting its cub. He swiped his sword a few times to test Severin’s reaction, but the taller boy was clearly lost with a sword in his hand. 
Hugo charged again, howling.
Cheers erupted from the crowd. 
At the last moment, Severin somehow managed to stick his blade out. Hugo ran shoulder-first into the point. Searing pain shot through Hugo’s body, instantly replacing rage with momentary shock. 
Severin took the opportunity to reach his arm back, ready to stab Hugo again.
Fighting through the pain, Hugo growled, dropped his sword and smacked away Severin’s blade as it whooshed in.
Hugo was now inches from Severin’s body.
Swordcraft is either a brawl or a dance.
There was no time for dancing. 
Hugo wrapped his arms around Severin, pushing the taller boy back while planting his foot behind Severin’s ankle just like he’d done to Tomas.
Severin crashed hard on his back, crying out for help. Hugo jumped on him, punching him in the face repeatedly. 
The first strike froze Severin in panic, allowing a clear second shot which exploded his nose in a cloudy mist of blood. By the third strike, Severin’s eyes had rolled back.
The fourth . . .  
Hugo couldn’t move his arm. Something held it back. He snarled, trying to free it, desperately wanting to finish the job his former friend Karstan had stopped him from completing the last time he’d had the chance. 
This time Severin had to die, pummeled to death as savagely as possible. 
But it was not to be. 
“Save that anger,” said a low voice. 
Hugo twisted his head. It was Tomas. 
“I can’t let you kill him,” Tomas whispered, as the crowd booed and jeered at the sudden intrusion.
“He’s my sister’s son,” Tomas said, pulling Hugo off the beaten young man.
“And besides, he’s coming with us.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Leaving the blazing monument in their wake, they’d spirited away by moonlight. Gustav’s carriage bounced along the uneven roadways through the night, maintaining a steady gait.  
Gustav did not regret razing Dieter’s church. A self-described man of science, he saw religion—and followers of Christ in particular—as sheep at best, or wolves in sheep’s clothing at worst. 
And while the church could have been a great source of income for him, he wrote off the fiery inferno as a necessary loss.
Anything that will help destroy these two devils is worth doing, he thought. 
Gustav’s eyes drifted to his two captives seated across from him. Sybil was staring out the window, likely wondering where they were headed. Dieter, however, gazed straight ahead at nothing, the depth of his sadness etched in the lines on his face, clearly visible even in the darkness.
After a while, Gustav figured it was time to tell the two what was to come. “We’re going to Yarmouth,” he said. “It’s a coastal town between the River Yare and the North Sea.”
Neither Dieter nor Sybil responded. They all rode in silence for several more minutes. Finally, Dieter spoke. “And from there?”
Gustav ignored Dieter’s question. “It’s a more ancient town than Norwich, in fact.” He cleared his throat. “And from there, we set sail for the Dutch coast.” 
Knowing it was pointless to object, Dieter simply stared out at the passing landscape.  
Hedda turned to Gustav. “Given our premature arrival, Kevan and Paul say we may have to spend a night in Yarmouth since our boat might not be ready.” Kevan and Paul were the two soldiers outside on the driver’s bench.
“It’s no matter,” Gustav said, “I doubt anyone will follow us that far.” He faced Dieter again. “Once you no longer offer them a service, you’ll find your friends will quickly forget you.”
“That’s not true,” Sybil said, turning to Gustav for the first time all night.  
“Oh, dear, so beautiful and naïve. I hope I haven’t angered that pretty face—we wouldn’t want it tainted by early wrinkles.” Gustav smirked, then grew serious. “Those people have families and lives of their own. You suppose they can afford to venture out thirty miles from home, for a futile rescue attempt? They couldn’t even rescue you when they were sitting outside my doorstep!” 
“Why are you doing this?” Sybil asked. “Is this really about your brother—about Johannes?” 
Gustav scratched his scalp, then brushed several errant hairs from his face. “In part,” he said, shifting in his seat. He leaned in closer, resting his elbows on his knees. “To be honest, I always lived in the shadow of my brother.” 
“Gustav . . .” Hedda began, but his raised palm quickly stopped her.  
“Quiet, woman. Even though these bastards don’t deserve answers, I’ll give it to them if I wish.” He reached into his tunic, produced his bottle of laudanum, and raised it to his mouth. 
But nothing came out.
“Dammit.” He stared at the empty bottle, then with a quick jerk tossed it out the window. It clinked against a passing tree. 
Agitated, Gustav continued talking. “Yes, always in the shadow of my brother.” He paused, thinking about a distant memory. “My father, Ludwig, always put my brother before me. Father saw me as a nuisance. He saw Johannes as an heir. In my father’s eyes, I was emotional and erratic, while my brother was cold and ruthless—perfect qualities for a politician.” Motioning his head out the window, probably at the bottle he’d just thrown out, he added, “That probably didn’t help father’s opinion of me.” 
Sneering, he folded his hands on his lap. “Johannes was arrogant, but under my father’s tutelage he became a weapon against my family’s political rivals. Once, a man argued with my father about a land dispute. Next day—without my father asking him to—my brother built a stone wall to separate the land in question. My brother told the man, in open parliament, that if the man crossed the boundary, his house would be used for the stones to build the wall higher.
“In short, Johannes threatened to destroy the man’s land. Instead of being punished for his brashness, my brother became feared and respected.”
“You were jealous of him?” Dieter said.
Gustav scoffed. “I wouldn’t expect a rodent like you to understand the powers of fear and respect.” Then he shook his head. “Call it what you will. I was angry that Johannes was getting lauded, and I was getting forgotten. As the first son, he had every right to my father’s power and position, once my father died.
“But now, my brother is dead, and my father is still alive. Doesn’t it make sense that I would be next in line? Father doesn’t see it that way. I won’t get his blessing until I earn his respect. Bringing you two devils to him will show me in a new light. I will be the avenger of my brother’s death. My father will sing a new ditty once he sees the length I’ve gone to find you two.”
“Does your father know you’re here in England?” Dieter asked.
Gustav shook his head again. “I am not a bounty hunter, but you were easy to find. I couldn’t take action while you were in Queen Elizabeth’s court, but out here in the country is different. Your capture will be a pleasant surprise for my father—he’s currently overseeing some witch-hunt in a town I can’t bother to remember the name of.”
“And what if you father doesn’t give you the recognition you think you deserve?” Dieter asked.
Gustav narrowed his eyes on the priest. “He will, fool.” 
A loud knock came from the roof of the carriage, startling Sybil. A face leaned in from the window, upside-down. It was Kevan. His brown hair rustled in the wind.
“We have company, my lord. A horseman on our rear.”
Gustav stammered. “What in God’s name,” he muttered. He leaned over Hedda and stuck his head out the window. “Should we kill him?”
“If you’d like, my lord. Or would you care to see what he wants first?” Kevan asked.
Gustav scratched his ear. “Not particularly.”
“Very well, my lord.”
Sybil stuck her head out the window opposite Gustav. 
Her eyes bulged and she shrieked. “Don’t!”
Her head jolted back inside. She looked at Gustav with pleading eyes. “You can’t!”
“And why can’t I?” Gustav asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
Dieter wrinkled his nose at Sybil. “Who is it, Beele?”
“It’s Martin! With our child!”
 
 
 
“You say you’ve followed us this entire time? How is it only now that we’ve seen you?” Gustav asked, his pistol aimed at Martin’s chest. 
Martin nestled young Peter in his arms, shielding the toddler from Gustav’s gun. “Wheel tracks are not hard to follow, my lord. I merely decided to stay out of sight until I realized where you were headed.”
“Where is it you presume we’re headed, boy?”
“To the sea.”
Gustav sighed. “Very perceptive.” He turned to Sybil. “I suppose I was wrong about the allegiance you gained from your friends. This is quite . . . remarkable.” He turned back to Martin. “So, boy, why shouldn’t I just kill you where you stand?”
Martin stammered. “P-please, sire, this baby belongs with his mother. Are you so heartless that you wouldn’t allow them to be together? Even in Sybil’s most dire time?”
Gustav paused. Then he laughed. “Even if I agreed, you’ve given me no reason to spare you.” He pointed at Sybil. “And as for the child, do you think I have any care for this whore’s feelings? Or her tainted offspring? She’s supposed to be suffering, you fool—she’s my prisoner.” 
“You can take me with you, sire. I will be your prisoner as well. Willingly.”
Gustav’s neck jerked. He fixed Hedda with a perplexed look, then swung back to the boy. “That still doesn’t give me a reason to let you live.”
“He’s a fugitive as well!” Sybil blurted. 
Gustav’s eyes widened, his mouth curved up. “You do all this for this woman, and she betrays you so easily. Ha! What loyalty. What is your charge, boy?”
Martin scratched the back of his neck with his free hand. Peter wiggled in his arm. “Murder,” he muttered.
“Say again? I didn’t hear you.”
“I killed my father.”
Gustav clapped his hands. “Ah, patricide! Egregious.” He rubbed his chin, studying Martin’s shaggy appearance. 
Sybil started to speak. “He—”
“I don’t care what he did,” Gustav said. Then he thought more on it. “But perhaps he will fetch a nice bounty in the Netherlands. I hear the Dutch slave trade is going strong.” He eyed Martin head to toe. “And you seem to be a fit young man.”
Martin cocked his head. “A . . . slave, my lord?” 
“I have no use for you in Germany. Now give the baby to its mother and put your hands behind your back so Kevan here can tie them. Or I’ll just have him run you through and we’ll toss you in the next ditch, just like my empty bottle.” 
Martin complied.  
 
 
 
As the sun peeked over the horizon, coloring the fringes of the sky with gray and blue streaks, the carriage rolled into town. Yarmouth was a quaint seaside village, its western shore abutting the River Yare. 
Gustav had no time for pleasantries, tired as he was, so he simply restocked his purse with three bottles of laudanum, then slept for several hours at a local inn while Kevan and Paul watched the prisoners.
When he woke, a light rain had started to fall. 
Stepping out from the awning of the inn, the rain streaks felt like linen curtains tickling his face. Of course, that may have had something to do with his early-morning laudanum haze. 
After rallying Hedda, his soldiers, and his prisoners, he led the group to the docks. The overpowering reek of fish guts and salt made him gag, his insides even more upset than usual. He couldn’t wait to be rid of England entirely. 
He walked up to the boat docked in front of them, called the Willow Wisp—misspelled, Gustav mentally noted. This was the small vessel Gustav had commissioned to sail them away. Addressing the one-toothed captain eyeing him from its deck, he said, “I trust we’ve given you ample time to prepare for our voyage?” 
“Huh?” The crusty old man’s eyes were bloodshot and his beard was crusted with something disgusting. It looked like he’d been at sea for months, and hadn’t washed the entire time. 
Gustav sighed at the man’s inexpressible intellect. “Are we ready?” he asked flatly.
“Ah, right-o, lordling. We is.” The stench of the man’s breath wafted all the way to Gustav on the dock.  
Gustav turned his head. “Then let us not dawdle any longer.”
“Huh?”
Gustav spit through clenched teeth. “Let’s go, goddammit.”
“Ah,” the captain grinned. “Right-o. Let’s.”
The party of eight—Gustav, Hedda, Sybil, Dieter, Martin, Kevan, Paul, and young Peter—boarded the rickety old trading vessel. Along with Captain Jergen and his six shipmates, the ship was crowded, but seemed seaworthy enough to at least get them across the North Sea.
By mid-afternoon, the wind had cooperated, skimming them along at full sail, Captain Jergen looking every bit the seaman at the helm, his foot propped up on a stool. Even his raggedy hair and beard had taken on a somewhat majestic quality in the gusting wind. 
After a while, the captain gestured toward Dieter, Sybil, and Martin, huddled near the rear of the boat by Gustav’s two soldiers. “Saw ya brought pris’ners,” he said, trying to make light chatter with Gustav.
“Yes,” Gustav said with a firm nod, not wanting to continue the banter. 
“Why bring the whelp?”

Gustav glanced at Sybil, holding her child close to her chest. He breathed in the crisp air.  
“Dying woman’s last wishes,” he replied.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



The Lion’s Pride drifted along the North Sea. At the helm, Rowaine squinted from the blinding sunlight, unable to see the wool tradeship she’d been pursuing. 
She shook her head, frustrated. If she couldn’t locate the ship, it would be the first time her navigational skills had failed her. She was certain they’d been following the correct path—assuming she’d been given correct coordinates from Amsterdam.
They’d been searching for almost a week. The crew was getting antsy but she didn’t want to give up. If the crew saw her fail at this very first pursuit under her command, it would seriously undermine, if not destroy, her leadership.
She knew she was stubborn—I get it from my father—but at some point she’d have to let it go and move on to other prey. 
She motioned to the man stationed atop the lookout mast, but the man shrugged.
Daxton lingered beside her. He whispered, “The men won’t think any less of you if we give up the chase, Row.”
But Rowaine knew better. “They’ll see me as less of a captain. They already do—I see it in their eyes.”
“Can’t win all the time, captain,” Dax muttered, pushing out the last word with extra emphasis.   
“Where’s Dominic? I’d like to speak with him.”
“Haven’t seen him all day. Maybe he’s locked in his room.” The carpenter shuffled his feet nervously, trying to be careful with his words. “You know . . . a first mate who spends all day in his cabin isn’t a great asset to the rest of the crew and—”
“I know that, Dax.” She turned to the carpenter. Sweat from the sun seemed to oil his bald head, casting a bright white reflection off his skull.
Rowaine put a hand on Daxton’s shoulder, then wandered away, down the stairwell below deck. As she walked through the tight corridors she felt the stares from some of the crew. Even a few leers. But she trudged along to Dominic’s quarters.
She rapped on the door, but heard no response.
“Dom,” she said, “I need your help. Or guidance. I’m . . . not sure what I need, but I need to talk to you.”
Still nothing.
Creasing her brow, she tried the handle. It rotated, surprising her, as Dominic always kept his door locked when he wanted to be alone.  
The small room was empty. Dominic’s cot was nicely drawn up. Clearly no one had slept there in days. 
“Dominic?” Rowaine called out, feeling foolish. She checked behind the door, then turned to leave. From the corner of her eyes, something caught her attention. She walked to the small wooden nightstand by the bed, picking up a crumpled piece of paper.
Rowaine felt slightly embarrassed at her nosiness, but unfolded it anyway. As she scanned the scribbled writing, her bottom lip began trembling.  
 
For Rowaine— 
I am sorry I could not be stronger. My mind has been awry since the torment Captain Galager put me through. No amount of ale seems to ease my anguish. If I were like you, I know I could have rallied back. But I am weak. And I am alone. If you are reading this, please do not come searching for me. It is too late. I made my decision while in Amsterdam, and I know you may never understand, and for that I am sorry. Perhaps I will be able to explain everything to you one day, when I see you again at the bottom of the deep blue. Until then, know that I love you. I always have. 
Your favorite cabin boy, 
Dom
 
 
She was barely aware of the hot tears rolling down her cheeks. She stared at the note, then re-read it. By the second reading her shock had set in.
Twisting her face, she tried to piece the puzzle together. She knew Dominic had come with her when they left Amsterdam. He was in bad shape, but he did board the Pride.  
Where could he have gone?
She left the room—the crumpled letter still gripped in her hand—refusing to believe what her heart told her.
She rushed to the mess hall and called out, “Who here has seen First Mate Baker?” 
There were three men at a table. They collectively shook their heads, eyeing each other. One of them asked, “Dominic?” 
Rowaine nodded. “Yes. Dominic Baker,” her voice now frantic. 
“Haven’t seen him all trip, captain. Figured he was locked away somewhere.”
Rowaine left the hall, proceeding to the adjoining room where she asked the same question, and received the same response.
She scurried up the stairs to the deck. If he left, there’s only one way to do it safely. 
Jogging to the stern, she eyed the compartment housing the lifeboat, expecting it to be gone. 
But it was still there. 
Seeing Rowaine run to the back of the boat, Daxton rushed over. “Captain, is there a problem?”
Rowaine let the piece of paper slip from her hand. It floated to the ground like a leaf. Her mind raced, but she couldn’t hold a thought. Suddenly the weight of the world was heavy on her shoulders and she felt dizzy.   
She couldn’t control her tears. “He’s . . . he’s gone,” she whispered. 
Daxton put his hand on Rowaine’s shoulder. “Who’s gone, Row? What are you talking about?”
Rowaine’s knees grew weak. They buckled and she swooned. Daxton caught her, gently laying her down on the deck. He leaned across her, picking up the piece of paper and reading it. 
“Shit,” he said, his head sinking.  
Rowaine let the sun beat on her brow, blinding her. But she wouldn’t close her eyes. Let the sun blind me, she thought. So I can’t see what is true.  
She spoke softly. “I should have known, Dax. It’s my fault. I should have noticed something was wrong when he apologized to me at Dolly’s. It seemed so strange then.”
“He apologized? For what?”
“For not being . . . strong enough.”
Daxton put his hand on Rowaine’s forehead. Members of the crew started crowding, curious to see what was wrong with their captain.
Daxton screamed at them, shooing them away. “Get out of here, you scoundrels! All of you! Get back to your positions!”
He looked down at Rowaine. Sweat dripped from his forehead and landed on her face as he spoke. “My condolences, Row. This is terrible. Poor lad probably sank himself in the ocean in the middle of the night, when no one would notice him missing.”
Finally, Rowaine closed her eyes. The familiar oranges and yellows and greens beat against her eyelids. She felt the wetness on her eyelashes, on her eyes, on her cheeks. He was so young . . .
but so damaged. 
A bell rang out.
Daxton snapped to. He ran his hand along Rowaine’s curly red hair, then jumped up, facing the main mast, where the bell was.
“Captain! We have company! A ship’s on the rise!” the shout called.
“Can you take care of it, Dax?” Rowaine asked.
Daxton cleared his throat. “Row, you’ll have time to mourn your loss. We all will. But your crew needs to see their captain. It’s the first ship we’ve seen in a week—the first impression these youngsters will get of you.” 
He held out a strong hand.      
Rowaine struggled, choking on her own spit. She took Daxton’s hand and he pulled her up. She coughed and wiped the tears with her sleeve. “You’re right,” she said, stern but weak. Strutting toward the aft of the ship, she drew her cutlass. Its steel glistened in the sun. She raised it to the sky. 
“Man the cannons, boys! Train them on the ship! Let’s see what these bastards have to give us! Charlie, get those ropes and ladders ready. Jerome, get your needles and saws set—let’s see if they want blood.”
She could hear the crew cheering, but it all seemed hollow to her, like it was coming from beneath the sea. 
The target boat was small—much smaller than the Pride—with a blue and yellow flag.  
Daxton moved alongside Rowaine. “By the wood and shape of the hull,” he said, “I’d say it’s from the English coast. Looks like a simple junk. Could be our fateful wool trader.”
Rowaine steadied her breath. “The tradeship we’re after is supposed to fly the yellow, red, and blue of Holland.”
The junk stopped dead in the water, apparently fearful of the approaching raiders and the cannons aimed at its sails. The possibility of a violent death was always a powerful threat on the open water. 
“I’m not afraid to use these cannons!” Rowaine called out as the Pride closed in.  
A man cowered near the main mast of the junk, his hands high in the sky. “We’re but simple traders, madame! We mean ya no harm!”
“Same can’t be said about us, friend!” she yelled, her fiery hair blowing in the wind. “We’re coming aboard! If you try to stop us or hide anything, you’ll be the first one to feel the sting of my blade!”
It didn’t take long for the pirates of the Lion’s Pride to set ledges and ladders to the other boat. Rowaine was the first to cross, still holding her cutlass as she edged her way over the plank-bridge. 
The captain of the other ship wore a proper captain’s hat, with tufts of gray sticking out from the brim. His face was bright red. 
Rowaine pointed her cutlass at the man. “Your name, sir?”
The man removed his hat and held it to his chest. “Jergen, m’lady. This here be the Willow Wisp.” 
“I am Captain Rowaine Donnelly of the Lion’s Pride.” 
Fifteen of her hardest men surrounded her. Even the boys who’d just recently joined her crew made themselves seem dirtier and angrier by painting their faces and teeth with charcoal. 
Jergen’s eyebrows raised. Rowaine wasn’t sure whether it was because the man was looking at a female captain, or because he was aware of the Pride’s reputation. Or both. 
“What are you transporting, Captain Jergen?” 
Jergen smiled meekly. Obviously he wasn’t accustomed to being addressed as “Captain.” The few teeth he had were brown from rot. “Dyes an’ pris’ners, m’lady. Dyes an’ pris’ners.” 
“Are you the captor, or the dye-merchant?”
“The second one, m’lady.”
Rowaine hawked phlegm on the floorboards. “The next question is very important, Captain Jergen.” She paused. “Are you going to make this more difficult than it has to be?”
Jergen shook his head profusely. “By Gods, no! What’s mine’s yours, m’lady. M’wares be mostily insured. But if ya could spare a few teeny things for us to get back to shore, I’d be ’bliged.”
Rowaine eyed the dingy captain. “I’ll see what I can do, Jergen.” She faced her crew of smiling faces. “First thing we do, gentlemen, is separate the traders from the prisoners. Daxton, I’ll leave you in charge of that. The others, search below deck for the wares that Captain Jergen is holding.”
The bodies swarmed past Rowaine, their boots thumping against the wooden floor. She sheathed her sword and crossed her arms over her chest. She watched the men work.
A woman’s voice cried out. It came from the back of the boat, where a woman was being separated from her baby. 
Rowaine stormed to the end of the ship and held out her hands. She leered at a man in a ragged robe, who appeared more like a priest than a prisoner, and a scruffy young lad standing behind him. The priestly man held the hand of the girl who had cried out—younger than Rowaine but still a woman, fiercely latched onto her child.
A tall, handsome man with a head of thick, blond hair pulled a sword from its sheath, stepping in front of another woman, this one wearing spectacles. 
Instead of pulling her cutlass, Rowaine drew her pistol from the back of her waistband. She held the gun on the tall man and pulled back the matchlock. “Careful there, stranger,” she said flatly.
Two men beside the blond man—soldier types—had their hands on their weapons. 
Rowaine’s eyes drifted to the two soldiers. “If one of you moves any closer to your weapon, the man you’re charged with protecting gets a bullet through his nose.” 
“You’re making a mistake, my lady,” the tall man said in choppy English. “These four here are my prisoners.” He motioned with the edge of his blade at the priestly man, the scruffy lad, the woman, and the baby.
Rowaine chuckled. “You’re holding a baby prisoner?” 
The man scoffed. “Allow me to introduce myself, my lady. My name is Gustav—” 
“Don’t care what your name is. Explain yourself.” Rowaine kept her gun aimed at the man’s face. All around her, she could hear her crew loudly rummaging through the ship’s possessions and tossing things aside. Daxton came to stand behind her.
The man with the gun aimed at his nose continued speaking. “I’m taking these two prisoners to Germany, my lady. They are fugitives. The young lad, he’s also a fugitive, and I’m selling him as a slave.”
“What did they do?”
Gustav cocked his head. “Pardon?”
“What did the woman and the priest do?”
“They killed my brother. And the young man there killed his own father. These are frightful people, my lady.”
Rowaine pursed her lips.
“It’s not true, madame!” the young woman with the baby shrieked. “We were just living our lives decently, and this man stole us away. Please help us!”
“He burned my church to the ground,” the priestly man added softly.  
Rowaine shooed away the soldier trying to take the baby from the woman. “Give the whelp here.”
“N-no! Anything but that. Please, I beg of you.” The woman was frantic, gripping her baby tighter. The child was now crying.
Rowaine sighed and put her gun away, which caused Daxton to draw his own gun and point it at the tall man with the blond hair—the apparent captor.
“You’re some kind of bounty hunter . . . Gustav, is it?” Rowaine asked.
The man narrowed his eyes. “I am merely trying to avenge the death of my brother, my lady.”
“I can understand that,” Rowaine said, frowning. She wagged her fingers in the direction of the woman. “What is your name, lass?”
“Sybil.”
“Sybil, if you want me to help you, give me your baby. She doesn’t deserve to be part of this.”
Sybil sniffled. “My child is a boy.”
Rowaine kept wagging her fingers. “Give the boy here.”
“What are you going to do with him?”
“I simply want to look at him.” 
Sybil hesitated for a long moment. Finally, she handed her baby to Rowaine.
Rowaine cradled the child, beaming at the boy’s innocent face and deep blue eyes. For some reason, the boy’s face reminded Rowaine of Dominic, and it nearly brought tears to her eyes. 
“What are you planning to do, my lady?” Gustav asked. “What is the meaning of this?”
“Shut your mouth.” Rowaine shot steely eyes at the man. She grinned back at the baby. “What’s the babe’s name?”
Sybil wiped tears from her eyes. “Peter, my lady.”
“Hello, Peter,” Rowaine said in her best baby voice. The child whined and closed his eyes, clawing with small fingers at the bulge of Rowaine’s breasts.
“Sometimes we call him Little Sieghart, though,” Sybil said, smiling down at her child.
A jolt went through Rowaine’s head. She imagined she hadn’t heard correctly.
A moment of quiet followed. Only the sound of hooting pirates filled the sky.
“Your child’s name is Peter Sieghart?” Rowaine asked, eyes aghast.
Sybil nodded.
“After whom?”
Sybil glanced at the priest by her side. “Dieter and I named him after my father, Peter Griswold, who was murdered unjustly.”
“The child’s surname—where does that hail from?”
“Er, well, it comes from a friend of ours, a man who saved our lives. His name was Georg Sieghart.” Sybil scratched her head. “Why do you ask, my lady?”
Rowaine’s heart pounded in her stomach. She nearly dropped the baby. For a long moment, she was silent, her eyes glazed over. 
“My lady?” Sybil asked again.
Finally, Rowaine snapped to and refocused on Sybil and spoke.
“I’ve been searching for him for ten years. Georg Sieghart is my father.”




PART II
 
 
 

Baying of the Hounds



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



Sybil hiked her dress to her knees, grabbing the hems in both hands. She took a long step from the railing of the Willow Wisp to the railing of the Lion’s Pride. Dieter held her arm to steady her. Teetering, she fell into his chest with a gasp.  
“I have you,” Dieter whispered in her ear, clutching her close.
Sybil looked over her shoulder. Martin held out a bundled Peter with steady hands from the edge of the Wisp. The baby was silent, unaware that, for just a moment, he was held over a twenty-foot drop to dark waters below. 
Sybil snatched Peter in her arms and Dieter helped Martin board the Pride. The newcomers were given dark looks by the pirates on board, the worst from a bearded man with a shiny bald head who introduced himself as Daxton Wallace, the ship’s carpenter. 
Rowaine stood at Sybil’s side, sword in hand. When Gustav Koehler moved to step toward the deck of the Pride, Rowaine held her sword at the tall man’s throat. 
“Not you,” she said.
Gustav’s neck jerked back. “Excuse me?”
“You’re not boarding my ship.”
A breeze blew Gustav’s blond hair across his face. He stammered. “B-but these are my prisoners! It’s my legal right to stay with them until I transport them to Germany.”
Rowaine shook her head. “Your legal right ended when you sailed into the middle of the North Sea, Herr Koehler. Your delivery ends here, I’m afraid.”
Sybil and Dieter shared a look, but said nothing.
Gustav gave an icy stare over Rowaine’s shoulder to the priest and his wife. Through tight lips he said, “Captain, you can’t do this.”
Daxton stepped beside Rowaine. “Try her,” he said, folding his thick arms over his chest. A dozen other crewmen crowded the ship’s helm, all leering at Gustav and Hedda. 
Gustav spun toward his two guards, his expression demanding they do something. But Kevan and Paul wore blank looks on their faces.
Kevan, the dark-haired one, leaned toward Gustav’s ear. “We’re sorely outnumbered, my lord. I don’t fancy getting my blood spilled on the decks of this shoddy boat. I presume I speak for Paul, too, when I say that.”
The blond soldier nodded earnestly.
Gustav clenched his fists and let out a low growl. “Damn you, lady.”
“Careful with your words, sir,” Rowaine said flatly, her lip curling upward. “They can get you killed out here.”
Looking past Rowaine at Dieter and Sybil, Gustav growled, “This isn’t over, you devils.”   
Rowaine ignored the comment and pushed her ship away from the Willow Wisp with her foot. Her eyes remained locked on Gustav’s until the space between the two vessels reduced Gustav’s face to a tiny speck in the distance. 
She turned and, resting her hand on Sybil’s shoulder, set her gaze on Daxton. “Guide the ship back to port, Dax.”
“Already?” the carpenter said. “We’ve been out less than a week.”
“I’ll make it up to you.” She faced Sybil. “Follow me to my room. I want you to tell me about my father.”
 
 
 
Back in Rowaine’s cabin, Sybil sat next to her on the bed, while Dieter perched himself in the corner, his hands folded on his lap. 
“He was a courageous man,” Sybil said. “He saved both my life and Dieter’s when we were wrongfully jailed. He also helped us escape Bedburg and the tyranny there. A battle was raging at the time, so we slipped away with relative quiet, captain.” 
Sybil couldn’t help but stare at the young captain. With her flaming crimson hair, her piercing green eyes, and her leather shirt and pants, she struck an imposing figure. 
“Where did you go?” Rowaine asked.
“Georg told us to head for the Dutch coast, so we did. I was bulging at the belly with Peter by the time my father’s trial ended.” Sybil peered at her sleeping child resting peacefully at the head of the captain’s bed. “I never saw my father again, but I heard he was framed, labeled, and indicted as the Werewolf of Bedburg before they killed him. We had to leave the city immediately. And, once again, we have Georg to thank for that.” 
Rowaine smiled softly. “He must have really loved you two.”
“He said we reminded him of a life he once had . . . one that he wanted us to carry on for him.”
Rowaine sniffed, her gaze drifting away toward the cabin door.  
Dieter cleared his throat and shifted his weight. “The last time I saw Georg, captain, he was surrounded by four soldiers. It looked dire. The soldiers were under the employ of Gustav’s brother, Johannes von Bergheim.” Dieter’s eyes dipped to the floor. “I-I’m sorry, my lady, I thought you deserved to know.” 
Something caught in the back of Rowaine’s throat. She coughed. “Please, you may call me Rowaine, or Row.” She picked at her hands. “And even that is somewhat of an untruth.”
Sybil cocked her head. “How so?”
“I was born Catriona, daughter to Agnes and Marcus Donnelly.” She stared off. “My mother used to call me Cat. I don’t know why—she hated cats.”
“Marcus Donnelly?” Sybil said. “So Georg was not your father?”
“Not by blood,” Rowaine said, shaking her head. “My mother was Irish, transplanted to Germany. My father was a captain in the Welsh army. A terrible man. He beat my mother. And hated me.” Rowaine twisted in her seat uncomfortably. 
Sybil could tell it was difficult for Rowaine to speak of her past. She likely hadn’t done so in a long time. If ever. Sybil gave her a warm, kind smile, then gently touched her knee.
“Georg was fighting for the Duke of Parma at the time,” Rowaine continued, “Alexander Farnese. His company came to my village. Since my father was a Welsh captain, he was clearly Georg’s enemy. My father took my mother hostage—trying to save his own skin, of course.” She paused, then finished. “And with one well-aimed arrow, Georg killed him.”
For several moments the room grew silent. Then, Rowaine added, “Georg was always an expert with a bow . . . and I remember feeling a weight of relief when I watched my father die. His eyes never closed, the shock on his face frozen.” Rowaine faced Sybil. “Does that make me a bad person?”
Dieter answered. “God will forgive you, Rowaine. You saw a man die—a man who hurt your mother. It is a natural feeling.”
Rowaine leaned forward, stooping her head. “Georg took us in. At first I was reluctant. I loathed him, if I’m being honest. He was crude, dirty—I could barely understand him. I believe my mother felt the same way. But he grew on us. Without question my mother fell in love with him. As did I, coming to love him as the father I felt I never had. He was kind, affable, sometimes even funny . . .”
Sybil grinned. “He did have a way with words . . . even when he didn’t use the right ones.”
Rowaine smiled as she thought about that, then turned serious again. “Eventually, Georg had to return to his soldierly duties. We were poor. By that time, my mother was pregnant with my baby brother. I was fourteen years old. It was the last time I saw Georg.” Rowaine’s voice cracked. She eyed the floorboards as she cleared her throat and set her jaw.
“The killer came less than two months later, while Georg was gone. We were living in the house Georg provided for us, a small place, but secluded away from anyone else. We had fields of wheat, barley, and potatoes. I always wondered what brought the killer to our house. Was he there to avenge my father’s death? A Welsh soldier, perhaps? Was he there for Georg, to finish a vendetta after finally finding where he lived? I don’t know.”  
Rowaine paused and closed her eyes. It took her a long time to continue. She finally drew in a deep breath and her body shivered. “I was away in the fields when I heard the scream. The killer never saw me.” Her voice grew dark. “But I saw him.”
A thick silence filled the room again, until Sybil heard a small sob. She turned, but Rowaine’s curly locks hid her face. 
“I-I’m sorry that we’ve upset you,” Sybil whispered. She put her hand on Rowaine’s back, feeling the strong muscles spasm beneath the thick leather shirt.
Rowaine shook her hair loose. “It’s not that,” she said, wiping her face. “All this talk of death has reminded me of a dear friend. That’s all.”
“I’m very sorry,” Sybil repeated. She felt a kindred spirit to this poor woman. 
“Dominic was so lost,” Rowaine mumbled, mostly to herself. “He killed himself this morning, leaving me a damned note in his stead.” She snorted, lifting her head. Tears streaked her fair cheeks.
Neither Sybil nor Dieter said anything. Sybil knew how painful yet necessary grief was. No one else could really diminish it. She’d gone through it when she’d lost her father, then her brother. And with a wound so fresh, she knew no words of comfort would help. 
 
 
 
That night, Sybil sat on a bench with her head on the ship’s railing. She searched the black sea, listless and calm as it beat against the boat. The wind swept through her hair and she felt free again. 
She stared up at the tiny silver stars twinkling above her. She focused on the North Star—the one her father told her to always follow if she were lost. She’d thought it was something fathers said to their children, but now—in the vast open ocean—it seemed a real and honest message. It was the brightest star in the sky. 
Saved again. She exhaled deeply. When am I going to be able to do that for myself? Whether it’s Georg or Dieter or Rowaine, I’ve always relied on others to help me. Is that wrong? From here on out I must contribute to my own saving. But not for me. She smiled at Peter beside her, wiggling on the bench, wrapped in his little blanket. 
I will save myself for his sake. So he may have what I never did—a mother.  
She heard footsteps approaching and craned her neck. Expecting Dieter, she smiled. 
But it was the bald carpenter, Daxton Wallace. He sauntered over, hands behind his back. “I don’t know how you talked Captain Row into going back to Amsterdam, but you must have a strong way about you, my lady,” he said.
“Your captain and I have past acquaintances, my lord.”
Daxton laughed. “I’m no lord, missus. You can call me Dax.”
“Does everyone here have a name that someone else has given them?”
Daxton grinned. “Are you telling me you don’t?”
Sybil’s cheeks flushed. In a small voice she said, “It’s Beele.”
After a moment Daxton spoke again. “I’ll tell you a secret, my lady.” He leaned in close, whispering, “Daxton isn’t my real name, either. It’s John.”
Sybil’s eyes widened. Then she burst out laughing—a sweet, infectious laugh that started Daxton chuckling as well.  
They laughed so hard Sybil’s sides began hurting. Daxton coughed and spit over the railing, the yellow phlegm disappearing into the black void. He sat down next to Sybil. When he caught his breath, he said, “I was hoping you could do me a favor, Beele.”
Hearing him use her nickname made her smile.
Daxton ran a palm over his bald, sweaty head. “I was wondering if you could talk to Row for me . . .”
Sybil leaned in. “About?”
“Well, now that we’re out a first mate—”
“Dominic, yes?”
Daxton paused. Then, like a dam breaking open, his verbal barrage spilled out in one big flood of words. “I wanted to see if you could talk her into giving me a go at it. With the new vacancy, and Rowaine grieving in her room—which I understand—but the men need direction, you see. I’ve been on the boat the longest, my lady, always by her side, even before she was captain.” He stopped and took a breath. His face swelled red from speaking so fast. But he wasn’t done. “Dominic was a good man, don’t get me wrong about that, but I figure you women are good at talkin’ to each other and—”
Sybil placed her hand on his shoulder, which stopped him cold. “Don’t worry that shiny head of yours, John. I’ll speak with her.”
He leaned back, satisfied, then his eyes scanned suspiciously from side to side. “You can’t call me that, my lady. Please. I would lose all credibility here.”
Sybil chuckled again. She pushed up from the bench and cradled Peter in her arms. “I enjoy your company, Mister Wallace. I hope we may have more conversations in the future.”
Daxton bowed his head in mock formality. “I’m forever at your service, Lady Nicolaus.”
 
 
 
Sybil made her way below deck. The corridors and rooms
were eerily quiet. She knocked on Rowaine’s door.  
“Who is it?” came the response. 
“It’s Sybil, captain.” Then, explaining, “I’m here on behalf of Mister Wallace.”
She heard a groan, but Rowaine said, “Come in.”
When Sybil poked her head in, she saw that Rowaine had barely moved since the afternoon. She was still in the same position—on the edge of her bed, head bent low. 
Sybil stepped in closer. She noticed the captain eyeing something in her hand with deep interest. A piece of paper with a drawing on it. 
Sybil creased her brows. “What’s that you have there? A portrait of Georg?”
Rowaine shook her head. “Remember how I told you that my mother’s killer didn’t see me, but I saw him?”
Sybil nodded.
Rowaine held up the paper. 
Sybil fidgeted with her hands. “It may not be my place,” she said, “but why would you keep something like that, my lady?” 
“I drew a picture of him so I would never forget his face. I’ve committed it to memory, but I like to keep my memory fresh. When I’m feeling sad, I look at the picture so I can blot out my sadness with anger. And hope. You may not understand.”
Sybil nodded slowly. “I believe I do.” She held out her hand. “May I?”
Rowaine swept her red hair out of her eyes and hesitated. Eventually, she handed the paper to Sybil. “I’ve sworn to find him some day. It’s probably made me what I am today—vengeful, and always near the sea so every corner of the world is open to me.” Rowaine chuckled to herself.  
Sybil looked at the drawing and tilted her head, not sure she was seeing right. She suddenly felt faint. Everything grew blurry. Though Rowaine was speaking, her words seemed to fade away.
“M-my lady,” Sybil stammered. Rowaine noticed her expression and stopped talking.
“I think I know this person,” Sybil muttered weakly, looking up from the picture. Her eyes drilled into Rowaine’s. “No . . . I’m positive I know this person. I recognize this face.” 
Rowaine met Sybil’s stare, her eyes blazing with hellfire.
Sybil continued. “This man was a friend of your father—with Georg. A good friend, actually.” 
“Who is it, Sybil?” Rowaine asked. “Tell me! I’ve been hunting that face since I lost my family.”
Sybil swallowed hard. Her heart fluttered. That mustache . . . those eyes. “He’s the chief investigator of Bedburg. His name is Heinrich Franz.” 
Rowaine bolted off the bed and snatched the paper away. “Bedburg, you say?”
Sybil nodded.
Rowaine looked down at the picture one more time, then stormed out of the room. Over her shoulder she yelled back, “Then we’ve found our next destination.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
 
HUGO
 
 
The group was gathered in front of Bedburg Castle. In all, there was Hugo, Ulrich, and eight others. And one dog. 
To Hugo’s right stood Ulrich, Grayson (the bodyguard), Arne (the young tracker), and Tomas (Hugo’s sword trainer). To his left stood Severin and four others Hugo didn’t know—three men and a woman who were tasked with assisting the witch-hunts in Trier. Ulrich’s group would be escorting them. 
As Hugo gazed up at the castle, out of the corner of his eye he leered at Severin. 
Even with his bruises and scar, he still looks so smug.
Though Severin was a year older, Hugo thought he’d probably never outgrow his hawkish, angular features.
He’ll always have the appearance of an untrustworthy ferret. 
Ulrich referred to members of the group by first name only. “Herr Samuel,” he said to the one Hugo knew only by reputation as the head inquisitor, “I trust you have the paperwork that will prove your profession once you arrive in Trier?”
Samuel was middle-aged, with dirty blond hair to his shoulders and gaunt cheeks that actually enhanced his good lucks—much too handsome, in Hugo’s opinion, to be the man who sentenced people to their fiery deaths.
Samuel nodded at Ulrich’s question.
“Why do you ask?” the woman next to Samuel asked, wrapping her skeletal arm around Samuel’s waist. She had high cheekbones, substantial hair that rested on top of her head like a roll of dough, half-lidded eyes that made her look perpetually tired, and the voice of a hyena. Hugo assumed she and Samuel were married. 
Ulrich rubbed the back of his head. “Why do I ask?” He huffed. “If you run into any highwaymen or bandits on the road, Frau Tabea, it might help to clarify who you are. Less likely to get killed that way.”
Tabea put a hand to her mouth and gasped.
The remaining two men in the group were Gregor and Klemens. 
Gregor was Samuel’s secretary. Pudgy and a bit older than Samuel, his round belly resembled a soft apple. Hugo guessed he lacked the ambition or charisma of the handsome inquisitor necessary to excel on his own in that profession. 
Klemens was closer in age to Hugo, with soft features and a lute slung across his back. Besides being a musician, his role in the group was as Inquisitor Samuel’s cook. To Hugo, he seemed sad, like he was pining over some young lover he’d left behind in Bedburg. Then again, most musicians Hugo knew carried that same forlorn look. 
Rounding out the group, sitting quietly by Klemens’ right foot, was Mord, a panting bronze-and-black Shepherd dog with a lolling purple tongue and pointy, white-tipped ears. The dog immediately took to Hugo, and Hugo felt the same toward Mord, crouching down and scratching behind the dog’s ears, Mord returning the favor with a slobbery lick to Hugo’s face.
Addressing Inquisitor Samuel’s wife, Ulrich said, “The trek is more than one hundred miles, Frau Tabea, through poor roads, woods, and hills. If you aren’t prepared for the hike, or the possible danger, it is my advice that you stay behind.”
Tabea quickly shook her head, wobbling her hair bun on top. “I won’t leave my husband behind, not when there’s treachery afoot. I shall aid him in outing the witches, in God’s name.”
More likely you want to keep an eye on him so he doesn’t lay a tender hand on any of those witches, thought Hugo.  
“Besides,” Tabea said, tilting her chin, “I have the carriage.”
And while that was technically true, with the massive quantity of luggage she’d brought, it was a small miracle her husband could even fit in the carriage with her, much less anyone else. And judging from the harried expression on Samuel’s face whenever his wife started chattering, if he had a say in the matter he probably would have chosen to ride a horse like the rest of the group, rather than spend the whole trip crammed in there with his wife. 
Surveying the colorful assortment of characters before him, Ulrich said, “If you’re lucky, you’ll make it to Trier within the week.”
“And if w’re unlucky?” asked Grayson.
Ulrich shrugged. “You won’t make it at all.”
Grayson and Tomas chuckled, but Tabea once again blanched—a look she seemed quite comfortable with.
Their horses were packed and ready. A brilliant morning sun began its ascent up to a cloudless sky.
Before mounting, Ulrich pulled Hugo aside. “Since I won’t be journeying with you, I want you to follow Tomas’ lead. Whatever he says or does, you do.”
“You already told me that,” Hugo said. “I will, Ulrich.”
“Good,” he said, patting Hugo on the shoulder. He started to walk away.
“I still don’t understand why Severin has to come,” Hugo yelled out, stopping Ulrich in his tracks. Slowly, Ulrich turned toward him.
“Did he steal your woman?”
Hugo furrowed his brow. “W-well . . . no.”
“Did he get you arrested?”
Hugo shook his head. “But he certainly could have been a better help.”
“The only thing he’s guilty of, boy, is trying to steal your precious ring. The same ring that you stole to begin with. He’s a thief—has been all his life. What do you expect from him?” 
Hugo frowned.
Ulrich gave him a weak smile. “Maybe you can learn to forgive and forget. Maybe he will, too. God knows you’ll have plenty of time to do it.”
 
 
 
It was mid-afternoon by the time the group got under way. As they left Bedburg, it was clear that spring had arrived—the town’s stench of mud, sweat, and leather replaced by the almost dizzying scents of crisp, fresh pine.
A murder of crows cawed overhead. When Hugo looked back to the gravelly road, Klemens the cook rode up beside him. He bounced on his horse like a boy unused to travel—quite a detriment for a supposed minstrel. 
Hugo eyed Klemens’ white knuckles on the reins. “Loosen your hold. You’ll anger your horse, and he won’t be afraid to buck you if you treat him like a caged animal.”
Klemens smiled wide and bright, like he wasn’t accustomed to being talked to—even if just to be reprimanded. He tried loosening his hold on the reins but nearly took a tumble, causing his dog, Mord, to growl at the horse. 
“Careful with your hound, too,” Hugo said. “He’ll frighten the horse.”
In truth, Hugo didn’t know what he was talking about. He had no real experience traveling, never having ventured more than a stone’s throw from Bedburg or his home to the south. He wasn’t sure if his advice was sound, but at least it was better than listening to the verbal abuse passing between Tabea and her husband in the carriage. 
As the party rode past Hugo’s former family estate, vivid memories flashed through his mind of his life not so long ago: the horse-shaped doll his sister had carved for him when he was young; the two of them running through the fields or sneaking about and eavesdropping on their father. 
But then he thought of what had happened to his father, and to Sybil, and the pain forced him to turn away from the abandoned estate.
Better to forget it altogether. All it ever brought me was misery.
“I noticed Mord took a liking to you,” Klemens said, interrupting Hugo’s thoughts, his voice sweet and friendly.
His own memories still lingering, Hugo faced Klemens blankly, unsure what the boy had said. Then, without a word, he rode ahead to join Tomas at the front of the group. 
When Hugo had moved up behind Tomas, Tomas said, “I saw that we passed your house.”
It astounded Hugo how Tomas could know he was behind him without even turning around. 
Hugo came up alongside him as Tomas continued speaking. “My adolescence brings back painful memories as well.”
“I don’t mind it,” Hugo lied.
Tomas chuckled. “Then why did you ride up here?”
“To get away from those yammering fools back there.” Hugo thrust his thumb over his shoulder. 
“Get used to them. They’ll be with us for a while.” 
Hugo said nothing. Instead, he delayed, struggling to find the right words. Finally, he said, “What happened to you, Tomas?”
The soldier glanced at him, his blue eyes fierce. “What are you talking about?”
Hugo moved a hand from his reins and rubbed the back of his neck. “When I was a boy, I remember you leading me away from my home, taking me to the jail to see my father. That was the last time I spoke to him. You were working for Heinrich Franz then—that bastard investigator.”
“He was a bastard,” Tomas said with a nod. “But I still don’t understand your question.” 
Hugo hesitated. “Well . . . it seemed you had good work as a soldier. A respectable profession. You were the right-hand man to the chief investigator of Bedburg. You were garbed in Bedburg’s colors. Where did all that go?”
“All that went away with Heinrich Franz. Simple as that.”
Hugo could hear the disappointment in Tomas’ tone. He was abandoned too . . . he feels the same grief I feel. 
“What brought you to leading these sorry folk?” Hugo asked, realizing too late the impertinence of his question.  
Tomas didn’t take offense. “I’ve always been good at this. I escorted folk before I met Heinrich. I didn’t go anywhere—I just came back. In fact, I first escorted Heinrich when he came to Bedburg. We were both young then.”
“Why did he leave you?” Hugo asked. 
Tomas eyed the boy. “If you’re prying to get a better understanding of your own circumstances, you’re searching the wrong place. Our lives are nothing alike.”
“But we had the same thing happen to us. We were both abandoned by those we love.”
Tomas laughed. “You are sorely mistaken, boy. I never loved Heinrich Franz. In fact, I was happy he was gone. I didn’t agree with most of his methods.” 
He elaborated. “Grief is different for everybody, Hugo. Of course I felt betrayed when Heinrich moved on, but what was I to do? Wallow? I’ve never advocated self-pity. I couldn’t let myself be downtrodden. So I became a freelance guard, as I had done before. It was really nothing more than that.”
A silence lingered as both men stared straight ahead. Hugo didn’t believe the mercenary. People might react to grief differently, but we all still feel it. 
Tomas cleared his throat. “I knew a boy who was born to evil parents,” he began. “The father gave the boy to drunken friends who molested and beat him regularly. The mother finally killed the father, then drank herself to death. When the boy was orphaned out, his new parents gave him a pup, not much different than that Shepherd hound back there. But those parents were killed in a robbery, the boy left for dead. He was found by a couple, and this third set of parents seemed right and true.
“But then they killed his dog—burned it alive. Said the boy couldn’t have any ties to his old life. Slowly these heinous people became worse than any of the boy’s former parents. Yet they were the most pious of the bunch, respected in their community. The boy grew up not knowing what love was. He was misled, harmed, neglected. But did the boy let himself waste away, or be victim to his own misfortune?”
Tomas stopped his story. Hugo’s mouth was agape, eager to hear more. When it became apparent Tomas wanted an answer, Hugo uttered, “No.”
“No,” Tomas echoed. “You see, Hugo, sometimes you have to grab life by the reins when it tries to buck you off. Sometimes you have to take what you want.”
“What did he do?” Hugo asked. “How did he recover from all that pain?”
“Well . . . he became Bedburg’s torturer and executioner. He became Ulrich.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Gustav paced fore to aft on the deck of the Willow Wisp, his boots creaking on the rickety floorboards with each step. His mind wouldn’t focus and he felt flustered. It was partly from overindulging his laudanum, but also from the indignity of losing his prisoners to the pirates. A warm sensation pulsed behind his eyes. He tried blinking it away, but that just made him look even more like a crazed and confused drunkard. 
“So . . . damn . . . close,” he muttered to himself. 
Hedda took off her spectacles and massaged the bridge of her nose. “You should get some rest, Gustav. You’re in no state to—”
“I won’t hear it!” Gustav yelled, gawking at the grooves and holes in the wooden floor. He tried to avoid stepping on the uneven parts, and ended up hopping about, which only added to his crazed appearance.
Kevan and Paul sat at the end of the boat, looking everywhere but at Gustav, trying hard to avoid invoking his glare. Kevan fiddled with his boots; Paul stared off the gunwale at the black water. Hedda kept glancing at the two, trying to get them to lend a hand in dealing with Gustav, but it was a hopeless endeavor.
“I won’t let them slip away—can’t let them slip away. They will face the end of noose, even if it’s the last thing I witness.” Gustav trembled violently. He stopped in place, putting his hands on his hips. 
“You’re focusing too much on the small things,” Hedda said, nodding and agreeing with herself. “Remember that Sybil and Dieter Nicolaus are a means to an end. If the last thing you see is their swinging corpses, you’ve let them beat you.”
“My father . . .” Gustav said suddenly. “You may be right, woman, but the only way I see myself on that seat is if I bring those swine to my father’s feet. It’s the only way.”
“I’m sure there are other ways to win Ludwig’s approval, Gustav.”
“It’s the only way,” Gustav repeated a third time. 
Captain Jergen poked his head up from the stairwell, his eyes nearly shut, his appearance even grimier than usual. “Could ya shut it for a coupl’a hours there, lordling?” he said, eye-level with Gustav’s boots. “After today’s adventures, me men and meself need us some real quiet time.” 
Gustav felt like kicking the man in the face, or at least kicking something, hard. But having enough trouble just staying upright, he instead yelled, “Quiet your tongue, you rogue!”
Jergen jerked back. “Hey, I ain’t the one who robbed us, sir. So don’t go spoutin’ off on me. Listen to your lady love and give it a rest for the night.” 
The captain’s head disappeared, his loud footsteps fading as he stomped back down the stairs.  
“Wait!” Gustav said. The footsteps stopped. “Where will we be going tomorrow? When will we reach Amsterdam?”
A loud chuckle echoed from the bottom of the steps, bouncing off the walls. “Amsterdam?” Jergen called out. “We ain’t headin’ there, lordling. I got nothin’ to sell—you seen the bastards that fleeced us. They took all my goods! What am I gon’ trade, the rottin’ floorboards?” 
Anger swelled in Gustav’s chest. “Then where will we go?”
“Back to the island, I s’pose.”
“You can’t do that!” Gustav whined, stepping toward the stairs. He gazed down at the captain.
“Course I can. It’s my ship.” 
“I paid you to bring me to Amsterdam!”
Jergen shrugged. “I didn’t see us gettin’ robbed. Wasn’t in the itiner’y. We’ll go back, restock, be back to ‘Dam in a week’s time.” He smiled crookedly. “I won’t even charge ya again. How’s that?”
Gustav growled. “I don’t feel you’re taking this seriously, Captain Jergen.”
Jergen stepped onto the lowest step, peering up at Gustav. He sneered. “Course I is. Ya think I wanted to get pinched? No. But it happens—even to the great Captain Jergen.” 
Hedda rolled her eyes.
“Now stop your damn poundin’ and let me sleep,” the captain finished. He spun around and headed down the narrow corridor to his room.
Gustav faced Hedda. “That soggy sea rat is going to cost me even more time!”
“More time? For what, Gustav?”
“To catch up to the priest and the girl!”
Hedda frowned. “You still plan on pursuing them?”
Gustav wagged his head vigorously. “Of course I do—but I can’t waste any more time being stuck in the middle of the sea.”
“Well, you heard the captain, Gustav. We aren’t going to get anything done tonight. Why don’t you put away the brown bottle and sleep?”
For a moment, it seemed that Gustav might finally relent. But that moment passed, replaced by a new wildness in his eyes. He leered at Hedda with that lustful, laudanum-riddled look she so despised. “Fine, woman, I will. But you’re coming with me.”
 
 
 
Hedda squirmed and pushed Gustav’s hairy arms away from her face. She was on her back, her dress hiked to her hips, trying to hold her breath. A sickly sweet stench emanated from Gustav’s naked body, not quite like booze, but not natural, either—the smell of a frenzied soul trapped in a vicious and lewd haze. And Hedda wanted no part of it.
With every thrust of Gustav’s hips, Hedda sought refuge elsewhere, focusing her thoughts on a soothing place far from reality.
She dreamed of one day being strong enough to distance herself from this humiliating existence, to live her own quiet life. But the fact was, Gustav was a handsome man with endless prospects. The more he moved up the ladder of life, the more Hedda did, too. She’d come from a dark place and a poor family. Any vertical movements Gustav took were big steps for her. Even if she had to put up with his disgusting habits and desires. 
Gustav groaned. The sweat dripped from his face onto Hedda’s breasts and neck. Finally, after what seemed like forever, he flexed his body, grabbed Hedda tightly by the waist and, with a silent gasp, crumpled into a slick, foul-smelling mass and rolled off her to the side of the bed.  
Hedda took quick, short breaths. As her heard pounded, her hands rummaged near her knees, smoothing down her dress. Closing her eyes, she pulled the straps of her top back onto her shoulders, then reached over to the nightstand for her spectacles. Her breathing began to slow, as did her racing heart.
Quietly, she put on her glasses and faced Gustav. He was already snoring, his face mashed into the pillow.
She surveyed his naked body. His strong shoulders, his toned waist, his backside. Then, with a sigh, she gently covered him with the single blanket and closed her eyes. 
She silently prayed for a long break before Gustav’s next vile episode of debauchery occurred. Though she knew better. She’d made her choices, at least for now. 
She opened her eyes and looked down toward the end of the bed. Gustav’s half-empty bottle sat there on a stool. For a moment she contemplated pushing it over with her foot—the satisfying sound of the bottle crashing into a million pieces.
But she quickly came to her senses. She knew Gustav wasn’t beyond hitting a woman. She also knew his state of mind, how he felt it his right to have his drug at will. Maybe some day, when life was less hectic and he didn’t need to rely on that bottle, he’d become a kinder person.  
But that day was not tonight, and Hedda fell asleep before she could dwell on it further, her spectacles still on her face.
 
 
 
Gustav awoke in a cold sweat. He knew he’d been dreaming—a terrible dream, something that made little sense. But before he could put it back together, the memory dissipated like the morning fog. So he looked around, trying to gauge his surroundings. 
He was on a bed, naked, facedown. He rolled over. And there was Hedda. Curled up, still clothed, breathing lightly.
Did we . . . he arched his brows. We must have. Lucille can never find out. If she does, that will be the end of us both.   
Gustav was married. And like most men he knew, he was terrified of his wife. She was wealthier than he, with far more political influence. Which was embarrassing. And all the more reason he needed Sybil and Dieter to hang. The boost to his dignity and image would be immense. 
He had no regrets about his adultery. He did not love his wife. And he presumed she didn’t love him, either. Their marriage was one of necessity. There was no love lost. 
On the other hand, Gustav truly did love Hedda. Or at least loved the idea of being in love with her. And he hoped she felt likewise. She followed me across the North Sea. That must say something. Or does it?
Did she follow me because she felt forced? 
He couldn’t remember how he’d gotten downstairs. He hoped Hedda had something to do with it and not his two soldiers, Kevan or Paul. That would be another blow to his pride, one he’d have to reconcile with them first thing in the morning.
Is it morning yet? 
His eyes moved to the tiny window at the far end of the bed. Still dark outside. Good. 
He sighed. Then an epiphany struck his brain like lightning. He remembered his dream. He remembered what must be done.
Amsterdam . . .
He got up from the bed, as slowly as possible to avoid waking Hedda. He searched for his clothes, his mind fuzzy and aching. As he put on his clothes, they stuck to his clammy body. 
In bare feet he padded to the door, then tiptoed down the hallway. 
The vessel was silent. Eerily so. 
He moved deliberately, with practiced quiet. There was a job to be done. When he came to the door, he stopped for a moment, breathing in and out three times. Then he quietly pushed it open, leaning in slowly until his eyes adapted. 
A large form lay in the bed in the corner of the small room. Silently, Gustav inched across the room, stubbing his toe on something, then cursing under his breath before stopping near the side of the bed. 
The snoring form on the bed rolled over, onto its back, eyes still closed. 
Gustav gazed down upon Captain Jergen, his face and beard glimmering dark blue from the first remnants of light through the window. 
Gustav leaned in close, close enough to smell the rot from Jergen’s foul breath. Then he reached down to his hip with one hand while placing his other firmly over Jergen’s mouth.
Jergen’s eyes blinked open a few times. His brow creased, confused, as he started to wake.
Slowly but with firm pressure, Gustav slid the knife across Jergen’s neck, making sure to cut cleanly below the beard, through the veins, tendons, and cartilage.  
As Jergen realized his fate, his eyes blinked furiously. He let out a wet groan, then his body writhed for a moment as his warm blood sprayed outward, then spilled through Gustav’s hand, down his fingers, and began puddling around the captain’s chest. 
“Shh,” Gustav whispered, staring straight into Jergen’s fading eyes. He watched them turn from dark blue to stone cold gray as the captain’s life ended. 
When Gustav was sure the man was gone, he leaned back and wiped off the blade on Jergen’s undershirt, then returned it to his waist sheath. He gazed at the lifeless eyes of the captain for a moment as the blood continued pooling onto the sheets, turning them black. 
Before Gustav turned away, a modicum of decency prevailed. He reached over and closed the man’s eyes.
 
 
 
The six men working for Captain Jergen all slept in a large, single room below deck. As the morning took hold, they were awakened by the clicking sounds of matchlocks and the sulfuric smell of gunpowder. 
Kevan and Paul paralleled the doorway, their arquebuses aimed at two of the men.
Gustav stood between his soldiers, arms folded across his broad chest. He waited for the men—dressed only in their undergarments—to gather enough wakefulness and fear, before speaking. Then he said, cheerfully, “Good morning, gentlemen.”
No one answered. One man gulped loudly. Another, the lone sentry from the night before, sat near the door, neatly bound with rope. 
“Where’s the captain?” one man asked, feigning bravery. 
Since Gustav had discarded his blood-drenched shirt, the answer was not yet obvious. 
“Captain Jergen is currently sleeping where he’s always loved best—his natural habitat.”
Gustav waited for the men to say something—to complain, to yell, to cry—but to his dismay they stayed quiet. 
He frowned. “Unfortunately, Jergen did not want to bring me to Amsterdam, after I paid him to do so. Since he could not uphold his end of the bargain, he had to go.” 
“You killed him?”
Gustav bobbed his head from shoulder to shoulder. “Killed is such a strong word, isn’t it?” He felt in an oddly chipper mood, considering the headache that pounded behind his temples. His frown morphed into a scowl. “Since I could not open his mind, I opened his throat instead.” 
Another silence followed, Gustav eyeing each man one by one. 
“What happens now?” one of them finally asked. 
“What happens now is entirely up to you, sir. Do you want to join your captain?”
The man shook his head. 
“Then I guess we’re all in agreement. We’ll be sailing to Amsterdam.” Before leaving the room, he added, “My secretary made breakfast. You should thank her.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



Rowaine’s eyes were wide. “You’re telling me that the man who killed my mother . . . was a friend of my father?” 
“More like acquaintances, captain.” Dieter shook his hands, trying to ease Rowaine’s anger. “I doubt Georg had any inkling as to the evil Heinrich had done.”
Rowaine had grown increasingly agitated since learning the name behind the face she’d carried with her all this time. For ten years she’d tried to match a name to that face. And now, suddenly knowing, it was almost too much to bear.
She thought of how fate had led her to this life-changing discovery. 
Here is a group of strangers, floating in the middle of the North Sea, and they just happen to know my father . . . and my mother’s killer. 
Rowaine had spent the entire night locked in her room, peppering Sybil and Dieter with questions, forcing them to relive their uncomfortable time in Heinrich Franz’s presence. She had wanted to know everything about her late father. But, first, about her mother’s killer. 
“He was a rotten man, obsessed with finding the supposed werewolf that haunted our town,” Sybil said, frowning. “I never trusted him, but never imagined that he could be . . .” Her eyes grew big and she fell silent. A moment later, the tears started rolling down her cheeks. She wiped them away as quickly as they fell. “I promised myself to never weep again over things like this, but I guess I can’t even keep a promise to myself.” 
Dieter ran a hand up and down Sybil’s slumped back. “There’s no shame in your tears, my love.”
“My father . . .” Sybil said through short breaths, “Dorothea, Josephine, Margreth, all those people killed. For what?” She looked at Dieter, as if he might know the answers.
Dieter frowned. “We may never know, Beele.” 
“Could it really have all been a charade? Why did my father have to be the whipping boy? I don’t understand Heinrich’s motivations, if what you say about him is true, Row.”
“Neither do I,” Dieter added.
Rowaine scowled. Even though she’d been through a similar tragedy as Sybil—losing her parents—she couldn’t help but pity the poor girl. But watching Sybil weep only hardened her resolve. 
She can cry her tears, but I am a fighter.
I will get to the bottom of this. Even if these two can’t help me.  
But she knew that, as much as Sybil and Dieter might weigh her down, they could also be invaluable tools. To a point. She would need them to show her Bedburg—to get the lay of the land, to learn the ways of its people.
But they’re fugitives. They said as much. Can they really help me?
“There was another man whom your father was friends with for a time,” Sybil said, scrunching her nose. “He was a large, stout man with a red beard and Irish accent. He wore an eye-patch, which set him apart from most others.”
Rowaine arched one brow.
“One day, he disappeared. If you could find him, maybe you could find more about your father.”
“What was this man’s name?” Rowaine asked.
Sybil snapped her fingers, thinking.
Dieter spoke for her. “Konrad,” he said with a nod. “I saw him at Mass with Georg every so often. They did seem close.”
Rowaine threw her head back and laughed. It was a dark laugh. “Konrad Donnelly was my mother’s brother. My uncle. And he never helped my mother from my father, even when she was beaten. I’ll never forgive him for that. We had nothing to do with him. I don’t have a clue why he would associate himself with Georg, unless he was trying to spy on the man.” 
Rowaine moved from the edge of her bed to the window, staring out as both Sybil and Dieter watched her. The moon waned, turning the sky pale and gray. “Perhaps he felt guilty for letting my mother suffer all those years,” Rowaine said. 
“Maybe he was trying to atone for his actions,” Dieter added.
Rowaine scratched her head. “He’ll be of no use to me, even if we find him.”
“We?” Sybil asked sheepishly.
Still gazing out the window, Rowaine said, “We’ll be docking in Amsterdam by the time the sun rises. I’ll need your help to guide me to Bedburg.”
“But, captain, we are fugitives there,” Dieter said.
“So you told me,” Rowaine replied.  
Ever since she’d lost her family and had been forced to live on her own, Rowaine was ever the opportunist. She’d found success beyond her wildest dreams doing things she’d never thought herself capable of. She’d done awful things, but that had only built her resilience. And made her the person she was today: the captain of the Lion’s Pride.  
Rowaine turned to the couple, folding her arms over her chest.
“I’m sorry . . . but this isn’t a request. I will
force you to guide me to Bedburg, if I must. But I don’t want to have to. Remember, I didn’t become captain of the Pride by letting things go easily.” 
 
 
 
A few hours later, the Pride was safely harbored at the docks. It had taken them less than a week to arrive, to the grumbling of most of the crew. As they disembarked from the ship, Rowaine took the lead, striding quickly across the dock. Dieter, Sybil, and Martin were barely able to keep up with her, while the rest of the crew straggled behind.  
“I have a quick errand I must take care of,” Rowaine said, not stopping to look at her tagalongs. “Then we’ll be off. I’d like to be on the road before sundown.”
“We’ll be traveling in the dark?” Dieter asked.
Rowaine nodded. “I’ll be sure to arrange the horses. It’ll be the best time to travel without alerting any undesirables.”
Sybil glanced over her shoulder. “What about your crew? Do you imagine they’ll agree to follow you all the way to Germany?”
Rowaine stopped short. Sybil almost ran into her. The captain glared at the young woman. “You let me worry about my crew, girl.”
Sybil dipped her gaze and swallowed hard. 
A voice called out from behind. “Captain, can’t we drop these folks off and get back out there?” It was Daxton, his comment raising discerning grumbles from nearby crewmen. “We’re all itching for the water,” he said. “When I said we’d like to see land more often, I didn’t mean like this . . .”
“I told you I’d make it up to you, Dax. Don’t question my actions.”
That instantly silenced him. 
The crew of twenty pushed through the dockhands and sailors and merchants along the shore to make their way up the hill to Dolly’s. When they reached the tavern, Rowaine was the first to enter, her eyes wandering around the main room. 
But the only thing familiar was the stench of stale booze. The place was nearly vacant. Granted, the day had just begun, but Rowaine expected to see more faces she recognized. 
Perhaps my expectations were set too high after my last visit here.
Dolly stood behind the bar, the only familiar face to Rowaine. When their eyes met, Dolly’s lit up. “Back so soon! I knew you couldn’t do without me, lass!”
The big woman waddled around the bar and rushed to Rowaine, wrapping her in a tight hug. Feeling Rowaine’s muscled back, she said, “Oh, you’re as wound up as my patrons, girl. What’s got you fussed?” She pushed Rowaine out to arm’s-length, studying her face with eyes caked in thick black makeup. 
“I learned some unsettling news at sea, Doll. But it’s nothing.” Rowaine turned, trying to keep her feelings to herself, as she always did.  
“Well, you know I don’t believe that for a cold second. But I won’t pry. Prying ain’t what I do.” 
Except that prying was exactly what Dolly did. It is what made her such a successful business owner. But Rowaine was in no mood to enlighten her at the moment.  
“Have you seen Mia?” Rowaine asked, her eyes darting around the empty tables, finally landing on the back stairs at the far end of the tavern.  
Without making eye contact, Dolly hesitated, then shook her head, wobbling her fat chins. “Not since last night, my dear.”
Rowaine scowled. She was good at reading people. The way Dolly spoke, taking too long with her words, speaking in a high voice . . . 
But Dolly would only lie to Rowaine for a good reason. “Doll . . .” she said slowly. 
The big woman twirled around and sashayed back to her bar. “I guess you’ll have to come back another time, lass. I don’t know what to tell you. I just don’t know.” 
Rowaine’s blood began to boil. She understood. Her mind started racing. Too many things were happening too fast. Dominic’s death, the discovery of Sybil and Heinrich, her arrival back in Amsterdam, the information about her mother’s killer. Suddenly she lunged toward the stairs, racing around the tables through clouds of tobacco smoke. 
When Daxton tried to follow, she held up her hand. He stopped in his tracks. His captain had spoken. 
She continued climbing the stairs alone, her boots stomping louder with each step. At the top, she waited for a moment, listening.
At first she didn’t hear anything.
But then . . . she did.
A whimper. 
Rowaine sped toward the nearest door—not running, but not walking. She put her ear to it and heard the whimper again, this time louder. Then a moan.  
She tried the door but it was locked. 
She stepped back, braced herself, then kicked it with a violent grunt. The lock disintegrated and wood splinters exploded across the room, freezing in place the two bodies in bed. 
Don’t let it be . . . 
But it was. Mia’s shocked head popped up from beneath the sheets, her eyes wide with panic.  
Rowaine didn’t even notice the other person. She didn’t care. Her eyes focused only on Mia’s amber, terrified face.  
“Row!” Mia gasped, holding the sheets high to her neck. “What in God’s good graces are you doing here?”
The man lying next to her smirked, eyeing Rowaine, then Mia. “The two of you?” he said. 
Rowaine pulled her pistol from the back of her trousers and aimed it squarely at the tented sheet above the man’s crotch. 
The man screeched and rolled to his side. As if that would do any good. Then he jumped from the bed and ran like a rabbit for the door, his socks the only thing clothing his flabby white body. 
“Goddammit,” Rowaine said under her breath, still holding the gun. 
Mia’s eyes remained fixed on the gun, until Rowaine realized she was still pointing it at her and returned it to her holster.
After a moment, Mia said, “What do you mean, ‘Goddammit’? You haven’t answered me. What the hell are you doing back so soon?”
“Something’s come up,” Rowaine muttered, eyes sinking to the ground. 
Mia jumped from the bed and put her hands on her naked hips. “Well, you can’t be angry with me. You can’t do that.”
“I can’t?”
“You know what I do, Row!”
At that moment, Daxton burst into the room. He eyed the splintered door, then glanced quickly at Mia’s body. His cheeks flushed, his mouth gaped, and he quickly lowered his stare to the floor. “J-just wanted to make sure everything was all right. I heard a loud . . . bang.” His stare remained fixed to a spot in front of his feet as he spoke. 
“Get out!” Rowaine shouted. 
The red-faced carpenter stammered and took another quick glimpse at Mia’s gorgeous, naked body before exiting the room without another word. 
When Rowaine turned back to Mia, she was putting on her tunic. Rowaine’s eyes couldn’t help taking in her sheer beauty, her bare, dark legs, from foot to hip, smooth as a well-oiled wheel. She stuttered. “I-I found someone who recognized the face in my picture.”
Mia’s mouth fell open. “You did? That’s great news! Isn’t it?” 
“That’s why I’m back.”
Mia stepped toward Rowaine and reached out. “Come now, Row, let’s celebrate. You know I cared nothing for that man . . .”
Rowaine stepped back. Her heart sank as she gazed into Mia’s pouting eyes. “I can’t,” she said, unconvincingly. “I have things to take care of.”
Mia scowled. “Rubbish, Row. If you didn’t want to see me, why’d you walk up those steps?”
“I’m . . . not sure.” Rowaine suddenly felt dizzy. Her adrenaline was wearing off, replaced by that lethargic aftershock that often came after raiding a ship. 
She looked into Mia’s eyes. “Come with me this time,” she said abruptly, her eyes pleading.  
But Mia wasn’t ready. “Dammit, Row. Nothing has changed with you. I can’t. Papa still isn’t dead! You’ve only been gone a week!” 
Rowaine clenched and unclenched her fists. She ground her teeth until her jaw hurt.
This will never work. She can never love me the way I love her.
“What’s that look in your eye, Row? I know that look.” Mia pressed forward another step.
Again, Rowaine retreated. “I’ve . . . I’ve got to go,” she said. And with that, she rushed from the room, her steps echoing down the stairs. 
She couldn’t stay in Dolly’s tavern for another moment. She walked outside and gazed up at the sky, thinking of the past few days. Of Dominic, which brought tears to her eyes. And Mia, which brought a different kind of sorrow. 
Perhaps I should have given Dominic a chance.
Maybe that could have saved him? Maybe it was my fault.  
She didn’t normally think that way—people’s lives were their own, to do with as they saw fit. 
But
I know he loved me. I saw it in his eyes.  
Someone cleared a throat behind her. She spun around. Dieter and Sybil stood there, waiting patiently. 
“Why are you two following me?” 
“I’m sorry about your . . . friend, Captain Donnelly,” Dieter said. 
Rowaine grunted. “I don’t need your pity, priest. Life goes on. Why are you here?”
“We’re waiting to see what you’re going to do with us,” Sybil said. 
She certainly speaks more directly than her husband. Maybe she has more gall and strength in those thin bones than I gave her credit for.   
“The day is yours, Sybil,” Rowaine said, looking up at the sky again. “Like I said, we leave at twilight. I can’t go back in there, but you can do—” 
She looked down to finish her sentence but no one was there. Sybil and Dieter had already scurried back ino the tavern.
She sighed, then directed her attention to the street and businesses around her. At the corner of the tavern building she noticed Martin standing there against the wall, staring back at her. She yelled out to him, “What is it, boy?”
Martin’s face lit up, but he couldn’t seem to speak. 
Maybe he’s simple. 
She walked toward him. “Well? Say it.”
Martin tried to stand tall, but was still a head shorter than Rowaine. His fingers fiddled and twisted at his stomach.
Rowaine put her hands on her hips.  
Martin stuttered, then blurted, “You’re very pretty, like a summer rose! I’m sure you’ll find someone special!”
And with that, the boy fled back into the tavern.
Rowaine smiled to herself and shook her head. Despite her pent up anger, she blushed. 
 
 
 
Two hours later, Daxton met Rowaine at another tavern not far from Dolly’s. Unfortunately, Dolly had noticed Rowaine slip into the competitor’s business and had scowled at her, slapping a towel in her hands and cracking it like a whip, before waddling back into her place. 
Rowaine knew she’d have to explain her behavior to Dolly, but another time. 
“If this is about earlier, Row,” Daxton began, “I-I’m sorry—I saw nothing. I just wanted to make sure you were safe—”
Rowaine held out her hand, stopping his apology. She closed her eyes. “This isn’t about that. I forgive you.”
An awkward silence followed, until a waitress came to their table. “Would you like some food in ya?” she asked, but Rowaine promptly waved her off. 
Rowaine reached into her pocket and fingered a small brass pin. She pulled it out, but kept it hidden. “I’m going on my own journey, Daxton. I’m sure you noticed. I’m sorry for being so flustered. That wasn’t very . . . good of your captain.”
Daxton massaged his temples. “Well, I’m not sure I can get everyone to come along, but I’ll round up some of the boys. The loyal ones—they’ll come with us.”
Rowaine shook her head. “I presumed you might say something like that, and that’s why I know my decision is right. That isn’t what I want from you, Dax.”
Daxton arched his eyebrows.
Propping her elbow on the table, Rowaine revealed the pin to Daxton. It was a roaring lion’s head. 
Daxton stared at it like a hungry boy seeing his first meal in days.  
Before Daxton could say anything, Rowaine leaned in, grabbed his grimy shirt, and stuck the pin through. She grazed skin while trying to close it, causing Daxton to wince, but he made no complaint.
Once in place, she smiled at him. “I told you I’d make it up to you, Dax. Now I have.”
“What are you on about, Row?”
She chuckled. “Take good care of the Pride and the boys, my daft friend. Their future is in your hands, Captain Wallace.” 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



Sybil sat on an uneven bench in Dolly’s, kicking her legs out, watching Little Sieghart run around. Every time the lopsided leg of the bench knocked onto the stone floor, Peter’s eyes would shoot over, big and wide, and his dimples would show on his confused face.  
Sybil looked across the room where Dieter sat talking to Dolly behind the bar. Sybil assumed the subject was likely religious, judging from the serious expressions on both their faces.  
Even when he isn’t practicing his faith, God is beside him.
It seemed Dieter was becoming more outspoken about his faith the closer they got to Bedburg, as if the town were a religious beacon beckoning him.  
Shouting from the back of the tavern drew Sybil’s attention. Rowaine and her lady friend stood at the front of the stairs in the midst of a heated argument.
This is the company I keep . . . an easily amused toddler, a religious zealot of a husband, and a vengeful woman angrier than the stormy sea. 
Her eyes moved to the door, where Martin sat next to the crackling fire, entranced with the argument Rowaine and her woman were having. 
And an adolescent boy allured by the vengeful woman . . .
Sybil stood from the bench, the wooden leg knocking on the stone, causing Peter to turn once again. She tousled his hair, then walked over to Martin. “Will you watch Peter for me, Martin?”
Martin’s eyes never left the scene developing between Rowaine and Mia. Sybil glanced over just as the two women apparently decided to make up with a huge hug. She turned back to Martin and waved her hand up and down in front of his preoccupied face. “Hello there?” 
Martin blinked. “I’m sorry Beele, I was . . . distracted.”
“Is that right?” she said with a smirk. 
“What did you want?”
“Make sure Peter stays safe, will you?” She glanced toward Dieter at the bar. “I’ve got something I need to do.” 
“Always,” Martin said, focusing again on Rowaine and Mia. Their passionate embrace had evolved into an even more passionate kiss. Martin’s eyes bulged wide.  
Sybil sighed. “You like that woman, eh?” she asked. “You can’t seem to take your eyes off her.”
Martin finally looked at Sybil. “I think I’m going to be alone forever.”
Taken aback, Sybil kneeled next to him, putting her hand on his shoulder. “Why would you say that?”
“That woman’s so pretty, but she doesn’t even notice me.”
“It’s not that she doesn’t notice you, Martin, it’s that she has certain . . . other interests.” 
“Is it because I’m too young?”
“No,” Sybil scoffed, watching Mia grab Rowaine by the arm and yank her up the stairs like a ragdoll. “You could be the most handsome man in Amsterdam and, sadly, she wouldn’t notice you. At least not the way you’d want. But don’t sulk. We’ll find you someone. I prom—”
Sybil cut herself off. No promises.  
She squeezed Martin’s arm, then stood up. 
She pressed her wrinkled dress and walked to the bar. Standing behind Dieter, she waited a moment for him to notice her, but he kept preaching to Dolly. She cleared her throat.   
And got the desired result.
Dieter turned around, eyebrows raised. “Oh, Beele, we were just talking about you. I was mentioning how—”
“May I see you for a moment, my love? Privately?”
“O-of course. Is something wrong?”
She grabbed his arm and pulled him from his stool, across the room, to the stairs. Then, as Mia had done with Rowaine, forced him to follow her up. 
“What’s the matter?” Dieter asked, stumbling to keep pace.
Sybil leaned down toward his ear. “We haven’t had any time alone since we left England, Dieter,” she whispered. “And we probably won’t for quite some time once we get on the road.”
Suddenly Dieter stopped stumbling. With a big smile on his face, he marched the rest of the way up, arm-in-arm with his sweetheart. 
Once they were alone in one of Dolly’s small rooms, Dieter closed the door and turned. Sybil stood facing him, already snapping the dress-straps from her shoulders. She let her dress fall, her smile broadening, her eyes piercing his soul.
When Dieter realized he’d been holding his breath, he quietly exhaled, her exquisite nakedness too much to bear.
Sybil held her arms out, guiding him to the bed. Sitting on the edge, she tenderly removed his clothes, then took his hands, laid back across the sheets, and gently pulled him on top of her.
After that, everything dissolved into a blur of passion, fury, and ecstasy. Their breathing grew rapid together, as did their beating hearts. Caught in each other’s gaze, they could have been together for minutes, or days. All sense of time evaporated as the two lovers melted into blissful unity.
When it was over, there was a long silence as they lay next to each other. Sybil ran a single finger down Dieter’s arm. 
When one of them finally spoke, it was Dieter. His comment took Sybil by surprise. “I was thinking we might try to run. While we have the chance.” 
Sybil’s gliding finger stopped. “Run? From what?”
“From Rowaine, Beele. Don’t you see we’re still prisoners, just with a different captor? She might not be trying to kill us, but she has her own motives. Remember that we’re fugitives in Bedburg. I want to help her, believe me. But it isn’t safe. We have to think of Peter.”
Sybil propped herself on her side, resting her weight on her elbow. “Aren’t you tired of running, Dieter? I am. We’ve been running since we had Peter. Look where it’s gotten us. We’re right where we started—even when we haven’t been running, we’ve been fleeing.” 
“You would follow her to Bedburg? Where we might be arrested and tried?”
“That was years ago.” Sybil flopped her head down on the pillow. “Maybe they’ve forgotten about us. Bishop Solomon is no longer there.”
Dieter snorted. “The new bishop is Balthasar Schreib. Those people don’t forget, Beele. Not when you’re the daughter of a supposed killer. If we go, we’re walking right into the den of the beast. It just seems foolish. Especially with all the talk I’ve been hearing of witch-hunts.”
“Then we’ll be fools together. I want to help Rowaine. I want to uncover what’s really going on in Bedburg. I want to clear my father’s name. No one else is going to do it. I mean, Heinrich Franz . . . a killer? We could be investigators ourselves. Doesn’t that excite you—a little bit—hunting the hunter?”
“It sounds exciting for all the wrong reasons, my love. It sounds dangerous.”
“What do you imagine Georg would say to that? Don’t you want to learn what happened to him?”
“You’re starting to sound like Rowaine.” Dieter sighed. He knew he was losing the argument. Still, he had to try. “Georg would tell us to live our lives. He would be the last person to advise us to return to Bedburg.” 
Sybil bit her bottom lip. “Well, like I said, I want to help Rowaine. And that’s what I’ll do. I hope you’ll join me.” She narrowed her eyes at him, knowing what his choice would be. 
Dieter coughed or chuckled—Sybil wasn’t sure which. 
“You know I go where you go, my love,” he answered. “For better or for worse. It’s always been that way, and always will.” 
 
 
 
Rowaine embraced Daxton once again. Then she pushed him back and smiled into his eyes. “You’re a much more fitting captain that I would ever be, Dax.” She squeezed his arms. 
“I doubt that, Row. I just hope I can get these boys from one end of the sea to the other without sinking the ship. Or starting a mutiny!”
Rowaine playfully shoved him. “I’m sure of it, you big bastard. Now get out there and raise some hell.”
“Now that, my captain, I can do.” 
He gave Rowaine a final salute, to which Rowaine responded in kind. Then he stepped onto the wooden docks to begin preparing for departure. They’d likely be in port for another day or two before leaving, since so much needed to be done.
Rowaine watched as the newly-annointed Captain Daxton Wallace directed his crewmen back and forth from the deck to the shore, reloading gear, rigging the sails. 
Sybil came up alongside Rowaine. “You really trust that man, don’t you, Row?” Sybil asked, not realizing she’d used her nickname. 
“More than any of those other scoundrels,” Rowaine replied. “Even when I doubted his allegiance, he stayed loyal. There’s something to be said about that. As long as he does right by his crew, he’ll be a great captain.” 
Sybil watched the sun sink into the western horizon. The water flashed emerald green as the last sliver disappeared beneath the waves. “Is your friend coming with us?” she asked, noticing that Mia wasn’t around. 
Rowaine shook her head. Though she’d tried, she couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice. “I wish she were.”
Sybil put her hand on Rowaine’s shoulder, but quickly moved it away. “I’m sorry, Rowaine.”
Rowaine turned to her, her bright green eyes clear with resolve. “We’ve got a hundred-forty miles to cover, so we’d better get to it. But please, I think I’ll let ‘Rowaine’ die with her captaincy. From here on, please call me Catriona, or Cat, if you’d like. If I’m going to ever find my father, I want to spread a name he’d recognize.”
Sybil smiled, but with a heavy heart. While she admired Rowaine’s—or Catriona’s—hope and confidence, she feared that when she last saw Georg Sieghart, it might very well have been the last time she’d ever see him. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
 
HUGO
 



For three days the caravan bumped along Germany’s trade roads, passing travelers and merchants along the way, over wooded hillsides, through stinking marshes that dried into yellow flatlands, and whichever way they needed to detour to keep the carriage’s wheels turning.  
On the first day, Hugo kept mainly to himself, awed by the wideness of the world outside his Bedburg bubble. The air was crisper, the pines finer, the hills bigger. He saw animals he’d never seen before, homeless souls on foot clothed in rags, and others on horses and in carriages dressed like royalty.  
His eyes regularly strayed to Severin, whose expression never seemed to change—what Hugo saw as spiteful jealousy. Spiteful, Hugo assumed, for having to travel with Hugo in the first place. Jealous, probably because by the second day Hugo had formed a quick friendship with Klemens, the group’s cook and minstrel. And since Severin wasn’t treated as an adult by the others, he pretty much kept to himself. Which was fine with Hugo. 
The only time they ventured even close to each other was when forced to sit at the fire during meals. 
As for Hugo’s new friend, Klemens, they were both close to the same age and, as such, had several things in common, including their love for new adventure and their constant adolescent struggles to meet young women.
One big difference, though, was their respective upbringings. While Hugo had basically raised himself when his family abandoned him, Klemens remained close with his kin.
“A brother that I rarely see,” Klemens explained one night at the campfire, “is fighting for the Spanish right now. I miss him. And then there’s another brother I see too often and can’t seem to get away from,” he said, jokingly. On this particular night, their meal was over and Klemens, sitting cross-legged on the ground, was plucking his lute. He was quite good at it, brightening the darkness with his magical tones. “There’s a song somewhere in there, I’m sure,” he said, gazing off at the wispy flames of the fire. 
As Klemens played, no one in the group paid much attention, except for Hugo and of course Klemens’ faithful companion, Mord, who always seemed to mellow and scoot in a little closer whenever he heard his master’s lute.
Hugo liked the boy for his easy attitude, his aptitude with both a skillet and musical instrument—things completely foreign to Hugo—and for his dog with whom Hugo had already sealed a special bond. In fact, he’d often find Mord stepping on his heels, trying to get him to throw something to fetch. And most times Hugo would oblige and the dog would happily bound off, almost always returning a few minutes later with tail wagging and ears flapping and the treasured item safely secured in his mouth.
The other three members of the group—Inquisitor Samuel, his wife Tabea, and Secretary Gregor—made small talk amongst themselves, but stayed away from the others. They were stingy, uptight folk, unused to traveling, especially with youngsters, riffraf, and dogs. So they griped constantly, especially Tabea, who never stopped haranguing her Samuel, to the chagrin of everyone else in the caravan. 
Often, the others would hear Tabea bark out obscenities through the carriage curtains, to the point where Hugo almost felt sorry for Samuel. 
Until he reminded himself what an inquisitor’s job was. 
During the days, the young tracker Arne would ride ahead, then return hours later with useful news of what lay ahead. Sometimes he’d scout merchants on the road; sometimes he’d see highwaymen and bandits and warn Tomas of the upcoming danger so Tomas could guide the caravan down a different route, out of harm’s way. It was an efficient means of travel and, for the most part, kept them out of danger. 
 
 
 
On their third day, the sun shone brightly as the caravan made its way through a thinly wooded copse of pine and birch trees. Tomas sat at the driver’s seat, reins in hand, eyes searching the flat road ahead. Klemens and Hugo were bantering near the back of the caravan; Mord, as always, by their side. Grayson and Severin both flanked the group, eyes peering into the trees. Samuel and Tabea—the precious human cargo—were tucked away in the coach, blinds pulled to shield them from the sun and the lower life forms around them. 
About thirty yards off, the trees shivered. Tomas knew the breeze wasn’t strong enough to cause that. He instantly reached for his sword, as did Grayson and Severin.
But it was just Arne, popping through the foliage, streaks of mud and grass acting as his camouflage. The young man approached the horses, putting his hand on one of their manes.
“Any trouble ahead?” Tomas asked, moving away from his sword. 
Arne shook his head, his face emotionless and unreadable—fine traits for a tracker. Shielding his eyes from the sun, he said, “I reckon we have three more hours of daylight. What say you, Gray?”
The older man drew in his green cloak and stepped in from his position alongside the carriage. He frowned. “Why do you ask?”
Arne smirked. “There’s a rowdy cottage up ahead. I believe it’s a traveler’s tavern. We could stop in for the night—actually have some beds to sleep on.” 
Tomas weighed the options, shifting his head side to side. “I’m sure the inquisitors would like that.”
On cue, the handsome face of Inquisitor Samuel poked out of the carriage’s drawn blinds. “A rest-stop, you say, boy?”
At hearing the word “boy,” Arne’s lips curled downward. “Yes, my lord,” he answered flatly. “You could say that.”
“How many people are in this place, Arne?” Tomas asked.
“At least ten. It’s big, though. I’m sure there’d be enough room for all of us.”
Tomas looked over his shoulder at the carriage. “I’m not worried about the roominess, but I’d like to keep these people’s identities private.”
“Why?” Hugo asked, walking alongside the carriage.
“I doubt they’d be well-liked if people knew who they were—especially a group of sauced-up travelers. Who knows who those people are. One of them could be a spy ready to warn bandits lying in wait up ahead.”  
Grayson chuckled, scratching his peppery beard. “I think you’re giving the drunks too much credit, my friend.”
Tomas shrugged. “I still vote no.”
Severin came into view, eyebrows arched. “Vote, you say?”
“I don’t run a dictatorship, nephew. We can all have a say.”
As Tomas prepared for a vote, Tabea’s sunken face popped through the carriage window over Samuel’s. From the outside, it looked like their heads might belong to the same body.
“I won’t have a vote,” she said in her shrill voice.
All eyes converged on the hyena-woman, unsure what she meant. Tomas began to speak, then thought better and closed his mouth. 
Tabea pushed the curtain back all the way, nudging her chin pompously toward the sky like she were the Queen of England. “The ‘vote’ is decided. I’ll be sleeping in a bed tonight, sir. I won’t spend another night in a tent.” 
Tomas spoke softly. “Frau Tabea, for your safety—”
But the woman was already shaking her head. “I won’t have it, sir. Bring us to the tavern.” 
 
 
 
Arne wasn’t exaggerating. “Rowdy” definitely described the place. The second Hugo stepped inside, the familiar stench of body-heat, booze, and tobacco nearly crushed him.
Reminds me of Bedburg, he thought. 
Rather than being put off by the boisterous scene and sour smells, the familiarity actually comforted him. Even at his relatively young age, he’d already seen his share of brothels and taverns, and they all smelled and looked the same.  
Grayson also wore a wide smile, for the first time in a while. Almost like he’d found his way home. 
Tomas was the only one with his guard up, eyes scanning the big room, searching for danger.  
The tavern was a large, two-story cottage, nestled behind a cloister of trees. Built from brick and thatch and stone, it bordered the woods.
“This is where the bandits, fools, and thieves must go,” Klemens whispered, walking past Hugo and tugging Mord on a leash behind him. The dog didn’t look happy—leashed and frightened by all the people, his tail was stretched straight out like an arrow as he snorted through thick pockets of smoke.
Drunken travelers eager to get drunker occupied four of the tables, as scantily-clad women paced around them, eager for their money. Every so often one of the wenches would latch onto a target and scurry upstairs with him.  
Hugo wondered where the women came from—the nearest city was many miles away. Were they dragged from the forest, or plucked right off the road? 
Still, despite the debauchery and loudness, it was a homey, inviting atmosphere to most of the men from the caravan.  
“Can I get a beer, Tomas?” Hugo asked his designated mentor. 
Tomas chuckled. “I’m not your father, Hue. I reckon if you can make it to the bar, you can order yourself a drink. The staff don’t seem like the scrupulous type.” He motioned toward the bar where a heavy-breasted woman was pouring two different bottles of liquor directly into the mouths of two raucous young men, spilling it down their necks and shirts.
Taking a seat next to a hooded fellow, Hugo ordered a mug of ale. He glanced over at the man but couldn’t see his features. A few seconds later, the familiar twang of Klemens’ lute glided softly through the room’s noisy chaos. Hugo turned to see his friend at the other end of the tavern by the hearth, instrument in hand and trusty dog patiently resting by his feet.
As Klemens fingered the strings, the effect was magical, gradually calming the room until the music became the prominent sound.  
“Isn’t he worried someone might wreck his instrument?” Hugo asked as Tomas came to sit next to him. 
Tomas leaned back against the bar and spread his arms out. “I’m sure Klem figures the opportunity outweighs the risk. There’s money to be made here for someone with his skills.”
Hugo watched as the mostly drunken crowd collectively focused on the young musician. One man mumbled out a request for a certain ballad, but Klemens was already deep into his own selection. His head was bent low, his scruffy hair flowing with the rhythm, his fingers moving faster and faster until they became a mesmerizing blur.
As the audience quieted even further, the orange-tinged smoke from the hearth cast an eerie glow across Klemens’ image, adding even more fire to his blazing performance. 
At that moment Hugo realized that he was watching a true artist. His friend was better than “good.” He was a master at his craft.  
As Klemens’ crescendo built to a frenzy, he maintained it for the proper interval before abruptly stopping, his fingers frozen above the strings like a statue.
The ensuing silence was deafening.  
And suddenly the crowd broke into spontaneous applause and cheers. 
“Come on, boy, enough showing off! Play us something!” a man shouted, hands cupped to his mouth.
Klemens smirked. Then his middle finger plucked a single string, the warm sound resonating across the bar. His other fingers started moving, and a slow mixture of chords emerged. A few seconds later his voice joined in, softly at first, then building to a richer, more confident tone—high in pitch, yet not shrill. Firm and pretty.
 
There once was a young lass,
Who could have held kingdoms in her grasp.
 
The men hollered, a few pounded their mugs on the tables. Klemens was playing to the crowd, the subject matter perfect.
Broken dreams, damsels, and chivalry, Hugo thought. 
Klemens sang on.
 

So light was her kind laugh,  
 So fair was her skin of gold.
 
 But her soul had another plan,
 And from her queenly fate this girl ran,
 For she loved a poor and lonely man,
 And her heart could not be sold.
 
“That bitch!” a man yelled, drawing a few laughs. One of the tavern women standing behind the man smacked him on the back of the head, drawing more laughter.  
  

Her father tried to stop her, 
 By forcing her on someone proper,
 ‘You can’t marry this pauper!
 My daughter won’t be so bold!’
 
Klemens’ fingers rose up the neck of the lute as he strummed and sang the final lyrics:  
 

But her heart outweighed her soul, 
 And though his skin resembled coal,
 The poor man made her whole,
 And so together they grew old.
 
The furious strumming became a living thing—the music gasped and grew into another crescendo, this one even more transfixing than the last. The crowd marveled until the final notes slowed, then stopped.
Klemens looked up and smiled. “At least . . . that’s how the story’s told,” he said, brushing through one final flurry of notes.
The entire bar broke into cheers, shouts, and whistles. 
One of the prettier ladies crept up behind Klemens and grabbed his arm, trying to pull him upstairs, but he fended her off and instead began another tune. 
This one perked Hugo’s ears. It seemed familiar. Not the melody, but the words.  
It was about a man—a legend, actually—by the name of Sieghart the Savage.
Hugo had heard that name uttered around Bedburg. He was sure of it. Something about a ghost, a beast-slayer, a hero.
But in Klemens’ song the man was a murderer.
Hugo listened carefully to the lyrics. The man’s brother was killed in a war, which drove Sieghart the Savage insane. He then went on a killing spree, first murdering his family, then going after young women.  
The song ended by identifying this Sieghart the Savage as the Werewolf of Bedburg.
When Klemens stopped singing, a man yelled out, “Peter Stubbe was the werewolf, you fool!”  Then other patrons began shouting out other comments.
Hugo’s eyes danced around the room. The crowd was becoming unruly, the song causing considerable disagreement. 
“Not Peter Stubbe—Peter Griswold!” another man argued. “They were two different men!”
Hugo looked at Tomas, who simply shrugged. 
Soon, two of the shouters were engaged in a fistfight, crashing through several tables. Klemens’ eyes bulged. He searched for the pretty girl who had touched his arm earlier, but she’d disappeared.
The hooded man seated next to Hugo quietly rose and moved toward Klemens. In a slow, booming voice he spoke. “The Savage was neither of those men. But he did kill his brother.”  
A fourth man piped in. “Why in God’s name would he do that, you fool? They fought together—did everything together!”
The hooded man said, “Maybe he was a coward. Perhaps he still held a savage spirit in his heart.”
The other man leered drunkenly at the hooded man, then laughed. “You talk like you know the man, beggar! Well I did know the man. I can tell you he never did that.” 
The hooded man looked at the drunk with serious eyes. “I don’t suppose anyone ever really knew the man, my friend. For how can you know anyone when you don’t even know yourself?” He then drew something from his pocket and handed it to Klemens.
A coin.  
As Klemens looked down at it, the man said, “For your song . . . about the priest and the girl. I liked that one.” Then he turned and walked toward the door. 
Klemens cocked his head, eyeing the man’s back as he walked away. “I never sang about a priest, sir. But thank you for your generosity.”
The hooded man stopped and turned back around. His mouth formed an unsettling smile. “My mistake. Many thanks, regardless.”
And then he was gone.
“I knew this was a bad idea,” Tomas said in a low voice, “bringing the inquisitors to this place. I’d better go check on them.” He stumbled up and headed for the stairs. 
Hugo nodded absently, his mind elsewhere. Out of the corner of his eye he caught Klemens ascending the stairs with one of the girls, and Tomas not far behind. But his gaze remained fixed toward the front door. There was something strangely familiar about the hooded man—the way he spoke, the way he carried himself. 
But he couldn’t put his finger on it. He shuddered. Probably just my fuzzy brain from the alcohol, he reasoned.  
Finally, he looked away, focusing on one of the bar wenches nearby. 
Which did the trick.
He quickly forgot all about the strange turn of events—his immediate base needs taking priority.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



It hadn’t taken much persuading for Captain Jergen’s salty crewmen to convert to Gustav’s cause.  
A little coin and a little savage violence do wonders convincing desperate men.   
The down side to that, of course, was worrying that one of the crew might learn a little too well from Gustav’s actions and slit his throat in the dead of night. He’d just have to remain vigilant, as a man in his position tended to be.
Gustav moored the Willow Wisp into a neglected cove, away from the tradeships and galleons stationed in the Port of Amsterdam. Earlier, while guiding the ship into port, he’d noticed the blood-red hull and leonine flag of the Lion’s Pride glaring back at him. So he had steered clear. 
His heart raced as the Wisp quietly passed by the Pride, which fortunately was too busy being restocked for anyone to notice his boat’s arrival.  
Finding the Pride in port gave him high hopes. It meant that Captain Rowaine, that bitch, was not far off. And wherever she was, so were the main objects of his hunt: Sybil and Dieter. 
Scanning the docks, he saw no wild red hair blazing back at him. Which was unfortunate, but not alarming. The captain’s striking mane would make her easy to spot once his real search began onshore. If I have to scour this entire town, through every slum and nook to find them, I will. 
Once securely berthed, Gustav, Hedda, and the six crewmen quickly melted into the crowds of traders and merchants, invisible to anyone who might otherwise recognize them. As Gustav strolled through the throngs of passersby, he passed the shiny bald head of the Pride’s carpenter—Daxton, Rowaine had called him—barking orders to his men. Another sign that the captain couldn’t be far off.  
When they’d cleared the harbor, Gustav asked, “Kevan, Paul, do you know this place well?”
Amsterdam was a sprawling city, laden with canals and waterways and bridges. Gustav had only been there once before, when he’d first sailed to England in hot pursuit of Sybil and Dieter Nicolaus. 
Kevan parted a slip of dark hair from his eyes. “I know it well enough to know where pirates like Captain Donnelly might go, my lord.”
Meanwhile, Paul was swiveling his neck around, eyes wide open, taking in all the sights and sounds like a bewildered child. The fair-haired soldier had obviously never experienced the goings-on of such a big, vibrant city, and it was clearly overwhelming him. 
Gustav put a hand on Kevan’s shoulder. “Good. Take two of Jergen’s men and search the eastern part of town. Offer a ten-ducat reward to anyone with information regarding Rowaine Donnelly’s whereabouts. If she’s as renowned as she thinks she is, someone will come forth.”
Kevan gave a small salute, then departed with two men in his wake. Gustav then set Paul off in the opposite direction with two more men. 
Hedda stepped up beside Gustav. “What do you plan to do if the crew of the Lion’s Pride catch wind of your inquiry?” she asked, pushing her spectacles to the bridge of her nose. 
Gustav shrugged. “If the price is right, perhaps one of them will help me.” 
“Or maybe ambush and hang you, Gustav.”
Gustav scowled. “Has anyone ever told you that you’d be much prettier if you weren’t so negative, my dear?”
 
 
 
Gustav sat in the dim tavern, his third mug of ale—with a few drops of laudanum—in front of him. His feet hung casually out the side of the bench. He leaned back. His head felt foggy. The high anticipation of his search had now given way to a cloudy, drug- and alcohol-induced calm. 
He’d been imbibing at the tavern for two hours, waiting for his men to return. Hedda sat across from him, studying her big book on botanical merits, science, and God.
Finally, Kevan walked in. He sat down next to Gustav. He was edgy, his fingers fiddling. He waited to speak.
Gustav took another long swallow of ale, set the mug back down, then turned slowly toward the soldier. “Kevan, do you have something to say?”
Kevan nodded. “I believe I’ve met a man who is willing to help you, my lord. He says you must act quick if you want to catch the Pride before it sets off.” 
Gustav gripped the seat of his bench, leaned back slowly, and swiveled side to side, cracking his back. When he was done, he said softly, “I think I’d like to meet this man.”
“What if it’s a trap?” Hedda asked without glancing up from her book.
With a snort, Gustav stood. “I suppose we’ll see, Hedda. If you’d like to stay here and finish your reading, you’re more than welcome.”
Hedda’s finger followed the page she read until it reached the bottom-right corner, then she slammed the book shut. “No, I’ll go. I’d like to see this. Where are we to meet this man, Kevan?”
“At a tavern, my lady. Where else?”
The three set off toward the western section of town, back by the docks. A sense of anxiousness crept up Gustav’s spine as he stepped closer to the docks. 
They crossed a bridge overlooking brilliant turquoise waters where a large narrowboat was gliding gracefully under the archway. 
Gustav took no notice.
They walked by a brothel with a large, blonde woman standing in the doorway. As they passed her, she put her hands to her hips and sneered. They proceeded down the street, then crossed over to where a small, rundown structure stood, dingy and uninviting. 
They went inside. The place was dark and almost empty, save for two men drinking at the far end of the bar.
The men glanced at the new arrivals, then went back to their drinks. Convinced they posed no danger, Gustav took a seat at a table well away from the bar. Hedda joined him while Kevan lurked nearby, eyes darting about. When the bartender appeared by their table, Gustav ordered drinks for the three of them. 
A few minutes later, a large shadow stepped through the doorway, blocking the sunlight. Due to the glare Gustav could only make out a wide silhouette, until the man stepped into the room. His face was gristly, with a short-cropped beard, and he wore a large overcoat that swept to the ground. Another younger man—with a pretty face, strong arms, and big ears—followed him inside. 
“Gustav Koehler?” the first man bellowed. 
Gustav stared expectedly at the man. 
“Name’s Adrian Coswell,” the man said in a gruff voice. “This young man here is Alfred Eckstein.” He looked around the room before continuing. “Your man says there’s a reward for finding Rowaine Donnelly.” His tone soured when he uttered the captain’s name. 
Gustav motioned to the other side of the table. “Please, Herr Coswell, take a seat.”
“I want to see the reward.”
“If your information checks out, sir, you will.” Gustav narrowed his eyes.
Kevan stepped forward timidly. “Herr Coswell says he sailed with Captain Donnelly, my lord.”
“Herr Coswell can speak for himself,” Gustav said.
The big man took a seat across from Gustav. Gustav motioned the bartender for an ale for his guest which arrived seconds later. The man took a swig, then said, “I was Captain Galager’s first mate. So, yes, I sailed with the bitch.”
“Captain Galager?” Gustav asked.
“My captain before the bitch. She cut off his cock.”
Several long seconds of silence followed.
Then Gustav spoke. “Sounds dramatic,” he said, casually scratching his neck. “And you weren’t fond of her for that?”
Adrian chuckled sharply, then coughed and spit phlegm on the floor. “She should’ve killed me when she had the chance.”
“When is the last time you saw Frau Donnelly?”
“Couple days ago, right over there,” Adrian pointed past Gustav toward the bigger building across the way where they’d passed the fat lady standing outside. “That’s Dolly’s, Rowaine’s regular haunt. We’d normally be meeting there, but I worry someone there might try to cut off my cock, too.” 
“A fair concern,” Gustav said with a nod. 
Another figure stepped into the tavern. All eyes spun around. A woman, thin with wide hips, walked toward their table. She was tanned, with a pretty but tired-looking face. “Word goes you’re lookin’ for Rowaine Donnelly,” the girl said.
“Who told you that?” Gustav asked.
The girl folded her arms over her ample chest. “At least three different people, sir. It’s not much of a secret around here.”
After giving Hedda an evil look, Gustav turned back to the girl, who was probably no older than twenty. “And who are you, my lady?”
“I’m Mia.”
“What can you tell me about Rowaine Donnelly?”
Mia frowned, her nose twitching. “That she broke my heart.”
Gustav peered at Hedda again, whose eyes widened, magnified further by her spectacles. Kevan murmured something under his breath.
“I don’t trust you, woman.” It had come from Alfred Eckstein, the man who accompanied Adrian Coswell into the bar. Adrian looked up at his companion, standing next to the girl, then back at the girl. 
“Aye,” Adrian agreed.
With hard eyes aimed at Gustav, Mia said, “I know how Rowaine thinks. She’s a vengeful woman. She’ll be searching for her father, Georg Sieghart. I don’t know where she’d go to find him—she wouldn’t tell me after our final argument.” She looked around at the others, then back at Gustav. “But I will be more of an asset when you do find her than any of these vagrants, sir.” 
Gustav pondered that. He rubbed his clean-shaven chin with the heel of his palm. After a moment, he asked, “Who would know where Rowaine Donnelly might have gone off to?” 
Adrian Coswell drummed the tabletop with his fingers, then cleared his throat. “As first mate of the Pride, one of my duties was knowing all the crew—where they came from, who they were, and, most importantly, where they lived.” He paused for effect, then with a grin continued. “The man you’ll want to talk to is named Daxton Wallace. Former carpenter while I was aboard. Became first mate, I believe. He was Rowaine’s right-hand man during her mutiny. Bastard stole my position and gave me a good bump on the head. I’ve been keeping an eye on the two of them from the shadows.” 
Mia said, “He ain’t the first mate anymore. Rowaine made him captain after she left the ship. She apparently had more important plans to attend to in the country.” Her tone implied those plans hadn’t included her. 
“What can you tell me about this Wallace fellow, Herr Coswell?” Gustav asked.
“First, I want guarantees that you’ll pay my men—ten in all. You’ll have to dwell quick on it, for I doubt Daxton plans on staying in port much longer.” Adrian shifted in his seat, folding his hands on his belly.
Gustav glanced at Hedda. The secretary opened her book, ran her finger down a few lines. “We can manage those expenses.”
“There you have it,” Gustav said, throwing his arms out wide. “You’re lucky that I’m a wealthy man.”
After shaking on the bargain, Adrian clasped his hands together on the tabletop. “I saw the bald-headed scoundrel recruiting more men before he set off to port—young men, able-bodied, with moldable minds.”
“What does that mean to me?” Gustav asked.
“It means he’s planning to be out at sea for quite some time, where you’d never catch him.” Adrian raised his index finger. “But, I have an idea to stop him. As I said, I know where the man’s family lives. He has a wife and young daughter stowed away on a farm outside town.”
Gustav’s face darkened. “I don’t kill young girls . . .”
“I’m sure you’ve done worse, Herr Koehler. But you mistake my meaning.”
Gustav nodded slowly. A plan began forming in his fuzzy mind, building gradually, until a faraway look overcame him. The others continued talking, until Adrian paused.
“Gustav, are you listening?”
After a beat, Gustav broke through his trance. “Yes, yes, I understand your meaning now. You say you know where they live? Well, let’s pay them a visit, shall we? We have no time to waste.”
 
 
 
As Gustav’s coterie made their way out of Amsterdam, the sun gently nudged the horizon, causing the sky to shine pink and orange, creating a brilliant skyline behind them.
As the sun continued its descent, the colors darkened to pale blue, then deep purple. The farmlands east of the city came into view. With any luck, Daxton and his crew will wait for the morning before sailing off—not at twilight. 
But Gustav wasn’t sure. After all, these were pirates, who lived, pillaged, and fought by the cover of darkness. But he was already committed to his plan. He had a healthy crew with him: six former tradesmen who’d worked for the late Captain Jergen, plus Adrian, Alfred, Mia, and Hedda.
Adrian pointed out a small farm in the distance, smoke wafting through a hole in its roof. Confidently, the group approached the front door. Gustav knocked hard. 
After a moment, the door started to open and Gustav put his foot in the way and pushed firmly.
With a yelp, a woman retreated back, a young girl by her side. Instinctively, the woman placed her hand atop the little girl’s head. The woman had short brown hair, a pretty face, and was clearly pregnant. The girl, also brown-haired, was maybe ten years old.  
Gustav stared down at the woman. “You are Daxton Wallace’s wife?”
“Who the hell are you?” she snarled, clearly scared but putting on a good face. 
Adrian popped out from behind Gustav, smiling wide. His green overcoat billowed in the wind, knocking against the door. “Hello, Darlene. Remember me?” 
The woman gripped her daughter, pulling her closer. “Coswell,” she spat. “Who are your friends?”
“Never mind them,” Adrian said. He stepped past Gustav and headed into the small living room. Gustav followed with Hedda close behind. The rest of the crew remained outside.
Closing the door, Gustav crouched low, eye-level with the little girl. “You must be Abigail. My name is Gustav Koehler. I’m your father’s friend.”
“Don’t speak to her,” Darlene said. “I’ve never heard Daxton mention your name.” Her eyes turned to the big man beside Gustav. “But I definitely know Coswell here. What is it you boys want? We want no trouble.” 
“Nor do we,” Gustav said. He paced the room, noticing the holes and rotting floorboards. “For a carpenter, you’d assume Daxton would care more about his own house. This place is a pit.”
“He’s been busy,” Darlene replied. “We’ve had rain and storms since he’s been gone. Brought part of the roof down.”
Gustav sighed. “You mean you haven’t seen him since he’s been back in port?”
Darlene opened her mouth to say something, then closed it. She looked down at her daughter. “You lie,” she muttered. “He would see me.”
Gustav shrugged. “Family secrets aren’t my concern, woman. The fact is, he’s been in Amsterdam going on near a week. He’ll probably be gone by morning. Who knows when you’ll see him again . . .”
He let the words sink in, trying to drive a wedge between the woman and her husband. It must have worked. She shook her head slowly. “He’s always cared more about that ship and that navigator woman than he has us. Whatever you say won’t make me hate the man, though.”
“You’re a better person than I,” Gustav answered. “But haven’t you heard? The woman you speak of is no longer the navigator of the ship. Rowaine Donnelly killed the captain and took the role for her own.”
Darlene said, “It’s not my business. We’re simple folk.”
Adrian took a seat on a bench by the door. Stretching his arms out, he said, “Rowaine Donnelly passed on the captaincy to her second-in-command.”
“That boy Dominic, you mean?” Darlene asked. 
Gustav shook his head. “No, woman. Your husband is now captain of the Lion’s Pride. Maybe he wanted to save the surprise. Think of all you could buy with his new station in life.” 
“Papa is the leader, mother?” Abigail looked up at her mother with big, watery eyes. 
Darlene rubbed her daughter’s head, silencing her.  
Gustav noticed something by his foot. He leaned over and picked it up, keeping eye-level with the girl. It was a doll, shaped like a small girl, made from hemp rope and yellow curlings.
The girl ducked away from her mother’s hand. “That’s Franny,” she said, reaching for it. 
Gustav flashed a grin, then wiggled the doll in his hand. Abigail giggled. He lumbered up to his full height with the doll still in his hand. Staring down at Darlene, he said, “If you want to reap the benefits of your husband’s new title, you’ll cooperate with me. Do that and you and your daughter will be safe. So will Daxton.” 
“What do you want?”
“Information.” 
“I know nothing of what he does. He leaves his business in the sea when he comes home.” 
Gustav ignored the woman’s comments. “We have a large company of men outside. I’m afraid they will have to stay here until we return. And you will need to remain indoors. But only until we can persuade your husband to help us.” He smiled at the little girl. “And as I’ve promised, all of you will remain safe.”
Darlene put her hands over her daughter’s ears. “What guarantees do I have that you won’t harm Abby?”
Gustav wiggled the doll in his hands again. He said, “You have my word.” He crouched down again. “I’m going to borrow Franny, Abigail. Is that all right?”
The girl’s lower lip trembled, but she nodded.
When Gustav got back outside, he turned to Adrian and said, “We need to gather your pirates.” Next, he faced Mia and said, “You’ll stay here with the men from Jergen’s ship. They should be docile enough. Make sure those two inside stay safe. I won’t have their harm on my conscience. Do you understand?”
Flustered, Mia said, “What do I do if the men get . . . rowdy?”
Gustav leered at her. “Service them yourself, whore. You should be used to it.” He stormed away, walking over to Kevan and Paul, who were standing by the six men he’d chosen to stay. He leaned in close to his two soldiers. 
“If I don’t return by sun-up,” he said, “kill both girls inside and burn the house to the ground.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



Rowaine’s party was closing in on Bedburg. They’d cut into Germany near Venlo, a municipal city and stronghold in the southeastern Netherlands that sat near the Dutch and German border.  
Rowaine had purchased horses for all of them in Amsterdam, allowing them to cover ground quicker. It was the reason they’d reached Venlo in just over three days—a hundred miles from their starting point in Amsterdam.
It had not escaped Rowaine what a strange group she led: a pirate, a priest, a farmer’s daughter, a bastard, and a toddler. But she was used to that—being “different”—and not caring. She’d been that way since she was young, when she’d become a bastard herself. 
She had no concern whether the people she befriended were considered good or bad. She relied on her gut to discover her acquaintances’ strengths and weaknesses, like she had with her shipmates and the co-conspirators of her mutiny. 
Unfortunately I was wrong about one of them . . .   
So far her gut told her that Dieter Nicolaus was strong-willed but weak-boned. His greatest strength is his love for family and God. His greatest weakness is his love for family and God. This makes him easily exploitable.  
On the other hand, Sybil Nicolaus was stronger than her husband. She’d lost more. Rowaine could relate to that. She was fiery, too, like Rowaine. However, where Rowaine wanted to find her lost family and exact revenge, it seemed Sybil wanted to escape from those things and leave her past behind. But through the walls at Dolly’s I overheard her speaking with her husband, and her agreeing to come along when she could have fled into the night shows courage and resilience. 
As for Martin Achterberg, Rowaine hadn’t been able to get a good read on him yet. He was apparently a bastard, had lost his family, and murdered his own father. The latter fact alone gave Rowaine pause. But he’s loyal to Dieter and Sybil, so he can stay with us. For now. It’s also plain that he’s wildly infatuated with me, which may prove useful.  
Lastly, there was the baby, Peter Sieghart. Though clearly too young to analyze anything, it was his very existence that was the catalyst for this entire search.
And in Rowaine’s mind, that’s exactly what this journey was. On one hand, a search and rescue mission—to find her father. On the other, a search and destroy mission—to eliminate Heinrich Franz.
Sybil’s voice called out, interrupting her thoughts. “Ulrich. That was his name.”
“Pardon?” 
Sybil rode a brown mare and had Peter in a pack attached to her torso. The little boy squirmed, his legs sticking out from the bottom of the pack. “You asked who Heinrich and Georg might have both known. Bedburg’s executioner was a man named Ulrich. He hurt Dieter when we were both jailed, until Georg came and rescued us.”
Defensively, Dieter said, “I was fine . . . he only pulled my fingernails from my hand. It looked worse than it was.”
“I heard your screams, Dieter,” Martin offered, riding up behind them. 
Dieter scowled. “I didn’t ask your opinion.” 
Martin smirked. “Well, he didn’t lay a hand on me the entire month I was in that stinking cell, so he must have not liked you.” 
“Enough, both of you.” Rowaine rolled her eyes. They’re like quarreling children. She turned back to Sybil. “You say my father knew the torturer?” 
“Possibly. Georg smashed Ulrich over the head and saved Dieter from further torture. I don’t know if they were acquainted before that. But I do know that Heinrich Franz spent many days in the jailhouse. It seemed to be his headquarters.” 
Rowaine rubbed her chin, contemplating. “I’d have guessed the chief investigator of Bedburg would reside in Castle Bedburg. Unless he was trying to avoid that place . . .”
“I suppose it’s possible,” Sybil said.
“He could have been at odds with Werner, the little lord of the town,” Dieter said. 
“We can find out.” Rowaine yanked the reins of her black steed, pulling him away from an overturned log. “Until we do, our assumptions are hearsay.” As Venlo’s structures shrank in the distance, she asked, “Who else might Heinrich have known? I’d like to have a plan before we arrive.”
Silence passed, only the cawing of crows disrupting their thoughts. 
A few moments later, Dieter said, “He knew Solomon, the former bishop. But they disliked each other.” 
Rowaine smiled. “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.”
Dieter raised his shoulders. “True, but Solomon was excommunicated after his careless inquisition and investigation, though Heinrich did help escort the bishop’s replacement to Bedburg.” 
“Wait,” Rowaine said, stopping her horse. “You’re telling me the bishop of Bedburg was shunned and banished, but the investigator was rewarded . . . for the same investigation? ”
Dieter and Sybil both nodded. 
“Don’t you two find that odd?”
The husband and wife glanced at each other.  
Rowaine sighed. “Who was Solomon’s replacement?”
“A Jesuit by the name of Balthasar Schreib,” Dieter said. “He came from Cologne, and was bishop in Solomon’s wake. He’s well-known and respected, and a formidable foe to Solomon. I hardly knew him, but he seemed a strong force.”
Hiding from the castle and the lord? Conducting business with an outsider? I’m sensing a pattern here. How could Dieter and Sybil be so blind not to see it?  
“Was Heinrich Franz born in Bedburg?” Rowaine asked. 
“I’m not sure,” Dieter said. “Why?”
“I’d like to find out, first thing we do.”
“Why, Catriona?” Sybil asked, echoing her husband.
“It seems to me that Heinrich Franz may have had motivations coming from outside of Bedburg. If he stayed away from Lord Werner, cozied up with the town’s executioner, for God’s sake, and helped overthrow the town’s bishop, that all leads me to believe he was receiving orders from someone disassociated with the town itself.”  
Dieter waved his hands in the air rapidly, wobbling in his saddle. “Hold on. I don’t know if he purposefully did all of that. He could have just been in the right place at the right time. Could be coincidence.” 
Rowaine clicked her tongue. “I don’t believe in coincidence, Herr Nicolaus. It sounds more likely to me that some power-hungry man behind a mask is pulling the strings and trying to influence the whole masquerade. Maybe someone wants to keep the Protestants at bay—maybe for strategic or political purposes. And Heinrich Franz is that man’s puppet.”
“Investigator Franz never struck me as a puppet, Cat,” Sybil said. 
Rowaine’s ideas were bubbling over now, and she ignored Sybil’s remark. To both of them she asked, “Can you imagine someone who might want to sway popular opinion, but without anyone knowing he was doing so?”
After several long seconds of silence, a voice called out.
“Archbishop Ernst, elector of Cologne.”
Everyone spun toward the voice. 
It was Martin. 
“My father talked about Archbishop Ernst often. I also heard Bishop Solomon talk about him when I was Solomon’s . . . altar boy. I never met the archbishop, but I know who he was.”
At least someone’s paying attention. 
“And who was he, Martin?”
“My father hated him, but the bishop idolized him. If there was anything Solomon could do to win the archbishop’s favor, he’d do it. I imagine that’s why Solomon was so angry when Balthasar Schreib arrived. As far as my father, well . . .” the young man trailed off, looking down at the grass and scratching the back of his neck. “He worked with the Protestants, after all, so he was more inclined to agree with Archbishop Gebhard.”
“Gebhard was the one deposed by Ernst?” Rowaine asked, making sure to get her facts straight. 
Martin nodded. 
Rowaine patted the neck of her horse. The stallion breathed softly, whipping its head in a circle. “We may need to speak with Archbishop Ernst, then.”
Dieter chuckled. “You’d never get an audience with him. He’s an elector of the Holy Roman Empire, for Christ’s sake.” He squinted up at the sky and said, “Forgive me.”
“No, you’re right,” Rowaine said. “But if he’s employing Heinrich Franz, I want to know. Actually, we may not even need him. We can work around him.”
“How so, Cat?” Sybil asked. 
“By being sharp-witted, my dear girl. Clever and sneaky.” She winked at Sybil. “Two things I’m very good at.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



At twilight, the company reached the western gate of Bedburg. A chill swept through the town as the sky darkened, almost making the group’s arrival seem ominous.  
As Sybil rode through the gate, memories flooded back. Her last time in Bedburg she’d been fleeing for her life. Now she was returning to uncover mysteries she’d tried to forget for the past two-and-a-half years. 
Dieter had killed a man here, forty yards from the very gate she’d just passed. Now Johannes’ older brother was in pursuit, probably still riding on their heels.
Still in the lead, Rowaine glanced back over her shoulder. “This place is foreign to me,” she said. “Where do we go from here?”
“I reckon we find a warm place to bed, get started in the morning,” Dieter said. “If we’re lucky, we’ll be able to hide ourselves away without alerting the town of our presence.”
“What are the chances of that?” Sybil asked off-handedly. “I feel as though we’re already being watched.” She added, “I hate this place,” as she watched the shuttered windows of every house they passed. Even though it was spring, winter still seemed to cling to Bedburg, dripping damp and wet from the windows, roofs, even the ground.  
“This place was once your home, Beele,” Martin reminded her.
Sybil shrugged. “That fact doesn’t change how I feel.”
The group dismounted, opting to lead their horses in by foot rather than raise unnecessary awareness of their arrival.
“The town’s tavern will likely be bustling on a cold night like tonight,” Dieter said. “It’s on the eastern side of town, down this road.” 
“I could use some whiskey to warm my blood,” Rowaine said. “That’s where we’ll go.”
Sybil put her hands on her hips. “Not an inn?”
“You can go sleep if you’d like. But I’d prefer to make my presence known. The quicker I find news about my father and my family’s killer, the quicker we can leave.” 
With a sigh, Sybil followed Rowaine. 
They made their way to a stable near the center of town, close to the inn. They put up their horses, and Rowaine paid the man to make sure nothing ill befell the steeds. Then she marched toward a building with an orange glow coming from the windows.
Two guards holding spears passed them by. Sybil looked down, avoiding the men’s gaze. 
Suddenly she felt a presence and looked up quickly. Someone from the other side of the road bumped into her. Startled, she exclaimed, “Pardon me,” but the hooded figure kept walking.
Rowaine spun around and grabbed the fleeing person by the hood, pulling back hard.
The hood came off and the person turned. It was a young woman, hardly more than a girl by the look of her pale cheeks and big eyes. Her eyes weren’t naturally big, but were made so from Rowaine’s sudden grab.  
“Hey!” Rowaine snarled, keeping hold of the girl’s hood.
“E-excuse me,” the girl said, trying to squirm away.
“Ava!” a male voice called out from behind. 
Everyone but Rowaine turned toward the voice. If it were meant as a diversion, it fooled everyone but her. Rowaine’s eyes remained fixed on the girl.
“Give the lady back her purse,” Rowaine demanded through gritted teeth. 
Sybil felt around her waist, where she usually kept a small pouch of coins. Indeed, it was missing.
A large young man—the mystery voice they’d heard—popped into view from beside a building. “Let her go, you bitch!”
Rowaine was in no mood. She reached into her waistband and pulled her pistol, pointing it squarely at the approaching boy. He raised his hands and took a step back.
“I said give my friend back her purse, girl.” Rowaine clicked back the matchlock. Sybil gasped.
The two guards they’d recently passed, hearing the disturbance, had returned. At seeing the drawn pistol, one of them pointed his spear at Rowaine. “What’s going on here?” he demanded. 
Rowaine kept her eyes trained on the de-hooded girl. “I’ll tell you, once this—”
“This man tried to rob us,” another voice called out. 
All eyes faced Martin Achterberg, baby Peter wiggling in his arms.  
Martin was pointing to the bulky young man, whose arms remained raised due to Rowaine’s pistol still aimed at his face. 
“W-what?” the boy said.
Martin kept pointing at the boy. “This man did it. He tried to pawn the goods off to the girl.” Though he pointed at the boy and spoke to the guards, his eyes remained fixed on the girl. 
Sybil noticed the girl was staring back at Martin, too.
“Not the girl?” one of the guards asked.
Martin shook his head.
he guards stepped toward the boy, their spearheads aimed at him. The boy, hands still raised, looked from side to side—two spears pointing from his right, a pistol from his left.
One of the guards said, “Let’s go, boy. You need a talk with Old Ulrich.”
Sybil winced at the mention of that name.
“You liar!” the boy shouted, but the two guards grabbed his arms and started dragging him off. Rowaine lowered her weapon but kept hold of the girl’s hood. 
“Ava, tell them!” the boy shouted. 
The girl stuttered as the boy was dragged off. She muttered, “Karstan . . .” under her breath. When she took a step forward, she was tugged back by her hood. 
“The purse,” Rowaine said. 
The girl handed it back. 
“Consider yourself lucky, girl, and get out of our sight.” Rowaine waved her gun at the girl, who took off running the opposite way.
When she was gone, all eyes circled back to Martin.
“You want to tell us what that was about?” Dieter asked.
Martin watched the ground and stayed quiet for the rest of the walk to the tavern.
 
 
 
Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine sat at a roundtable near the bar. The tavern stank of the usual smells, so Martin sat away from the stench of smoke and booze, and held Peter. 
After guzzling her mug, Rowaine wiped her mouth with the side of her sleeve and asked, “What’s wrong with the boy?”
“Never mind him,” Dieter said, waving off Martin’s odd behavior. He drummed the table with his fingers, then said, “I’ve been thinking about tomorrow. I think we should avoid contact with Bishop Balthasar. At worst, he could arrest us and have us tried for our original crimes—and I don’t mean being branded Protestants, I mean being indicted for murder.” 
Sybil said, “We have to assume that by morning he will know of our arrival. What do you imagine he’ll do? He could still pursue us.”
“True,” Dieter said, “but if we steer clear of him, perhaps he’ll forget about us. There’s no reason for us to make a . . . scene.”
Dieter’s eyes looked past Sybil.
Rowaine had grabbed a passing bar wench and wrestled the scantily-clad woman onto her lap. Rowaine’s face rested on the woman’s bosom. She started kissing the dark-haired girl.
Sybil sighed. Trying to ignore Rowaine’s escapade, she faced Dieter. “What else do you have in mind?”
Dieter continued gawking at Rowaine and the other woman. Hoots and hollers were coming from other bar patrons. Sybil snapped her fingers in front of Dieter’s face. Shaking his head, he said, “Er, well, I’d like to see the church records. See who was killed by the supposed werewolf.”
“Balthasar is the keeper of those records,” Sybil said.
“Yes, but I think I can skirt around him. Speak directly with Sister Salome.”
Sybil’s eyes narrowed. “That woman was in love with you, Dieter, and you broke her heart. You figure she’d actually help us? I think she’d more likely turn us in!”  
Dieter raised a single finger. “I’ll use her admiration for me to our advantage, Beele. Besides, she knew Georg better than Balthasar ever did. And Heinrich. She heard me give Georg confession.”
The wench’s face shot up, her face covered in Rowaine’s sticky saliva. “Did you say Georg and Heinrich?” 
Rowaine cocked her head. “You know them?”
The girl ran a finger under Rowaine’s chin and smiled alluringly. “I wouldn’t know one name from the other, but together, sure I do.”
“In what capacity?” Rowaine asked.
“Huh?” A blank look.
Rowaine groaned. “How did you know them?”
The girl pushed her dark hair from her face. “Georg Sieghart you’re talkin’, right? His brother was one of my best customers.”
Rowaine nearly pushed the girl from her lap. She clenched her jaw. “Who are you, girl?”
“Name’s Aellin.”
“And what was Georg’s brother called?”
The girl tapped a finger to her chin, narrowing her eyes. “Eh, I recall it started with a ‘C’—Conway, Connor, something like that.”
“Konrad?” 
Aellin’s eyes brightened. “That was it.”
“And what happened to Konrad, madame?” Sybil asked.
“Well, he stopped coming ‘round on account of him dying and all.” She pushed herself from Rowaine’s lap, straightened her skirts, and cleared her throat. “You all should talk to Claus if you want to know Georg and Konrad better. That’s where they stayed. At the inn, I mean. When they weren’t here, they were there.”
Rowaine jumped from her stool. Sybil and Dieter followed.
“Where you going, mermaid?” Aellin asked, groping at Rowaine as she walked off.
Rowaine slapped the girl’s bottom. “To the inn of course, my dear. But don’t worry that pretty face—I’ll be back. And you’d better be waiting.” 
 
 
 
The inn was a small, cozy place in the shadow of bigger buildings, tucked away from most passersby. Unless you knew where to look, you’d never find it. 
An old man sat on a stool behind a desk, snoring, head slumped to his chest.
Rowaine pounded on the desk, and the man woke with a start and a gasp.
“Jesus, woman, you trying to kill an old man? ‘Cause that’s how you do it.” Even in alarm, his wrinkled face seemed jolly.
“We’re looking for a man named Claus, sir,” Sybil said softly, stepping next to Rowaine and using a bit more diplomacy. 
“What the hell do you want with me?” he asked, a smile forming as he eyed the two women. “Or am I still dreaming? Haven’t had two beautiful things like yourselves calling my name in . . . well, forever, now that I think on it.”
Sybil blushed, but Rowaine frowned. 
“We’ve heard you know a man named Georg Sieghart,” Rowaine said.
The affable look on the man’s face instantly disappeared. He sucked his lips together, his eyes darting from Sybil to Rowaine. “I haven’t heard that name in a time. What do you want with Georg?” 
Rowaine slammed her palms on the desk. “Y-you mean you know where he is?”
Claus shook his head. “You mistake my meaning, lass. What I’m saying is, how did two pretty things like you come to hear that name? By all accounts, the man’s a savage heathen.”
Sybil folded her arms over her chest. “That’s not true.”
“Georg Sieghart was my father, old man,” Rowaine said, this time a bit more civilly. “So will you talk to me?”
Claus appeared even more surprised than when first startled awake. “By God,” he said, leaning in closer and gazing into Rowaine’s face. “But you look . . . nothing alike.”
“My name is Catriona Donnelly. He was not my father by blood, rather by ward—he rescued my mother from—”
“Yes, yes, I remember now,” Claus said, wagging a hand at Rowaine. “He rescued a pretty young Irish thing while fighting with Alexander Farnese.”
“Where’s Martin?” Dieter stood at the doorway, inspecting the small interior. He held Peter, but Martin was nowhere in sight.
Sybil put a hand up, quieting him. Her eyes remained locked on Claus—like Rowaine’s were—eager to hear his next words.
“H-how in the name of the Blessed Virgin do you know all that, old man?” Rowaine asked.
Claus flashed a grin that belied his age. “Because I was with him when he rescued that girl.” He closed his eyes. “I was Georg Sieghart’s superior in the Spanish Army, my dear. They used to call me captain, a time ago.”
Rowaine smiled. “They used to call me that, too.”
Claus matched Rowaine’s grin. “Seems we have a few things in common, Catriona. You may not look like him, but you sure sound like the man I knew.” 
“What can you tell me of him, captain? How did he die?”
Claus cleared his throat. “First of all, my dear, I don’t believe Georg Sieghart is dead. No corpse found!” He made a snorting sound, dipping his hand in the air like that proved his point. “Secondly—” Claus stopped himself, pointing a finger to the ceiling, closing his eyes again, then opening them, his expression bright and cheery.
“Say, would you like some tea before I begin? I knew the man for years and have stories that could take the entire night. And I make a cup so mean it’ll sober up a wild boar.” 
He grinned. “Worked for your father, at least.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
HUGO
 



After their pleasant stay at the travelers’ lodge, Tomas and Hugo’s group set off for Trier in the dark hours of the morning. They journeyed for two more days, barely stopping to rest. Frau Tabea complained the whole way, much to the dismay of everyone else.  
“My mind isn’t as nimble as it used to be,” Tomas told Grayson from the front of the carriage. “I believe I’m turning into you, Gray. I can’t heal from a hard night of drink like I used to.”
Grayson chuckled, tightening his grip on the reins of the two horses. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the older mercenary said, “I feel as sprightly as an elf.”
From the side of the carriage, Hugo listened, bouncing atop his steed as it expertly navigated the rough terrain. Throughout most of the day the sun showed little mercy, beating down on the riders with such intensity that it was a constant battle to keep the sweat from their eyes. They used anything available—pieces of clothing, bare arms, the sides of their hat—to wipe themselves off. Mord seemed to fare the worst, his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth almost to the ground as he scampered along, trying to keep up.
“It’s too hot!” Tabea screamed from inside the carriage, as if one of her escorts could change the climate.
Hugo agreed with the woman, but would never admit it. Instead, he conversed with Klemens. “You have quite a talent with the lute,” he said. “Those songs you played were wonderful.”
“Thank you. My mother taught me to pluck when I was a young whelp. Told me that if I couldn’t find honest work, I could always learn to swindle the drunks with song. The young minstrel flashed a grin.
“She sounds like a wise woman.”
“She was.”
They made small talk for a while, until they started up a steep incline which, in the brutal heat, made conversation nearly impossible. Hugo prayed they’d finally stop for a break and a meal when they reached the top.
“Not much farther,” Tomas said, reading Hugo’s thoughts. “The other side of this mountain is more forgiving, I promise.”
“Because it’s downhill?” Klemens joked. 
“That, and more trees.”
Hugo wiped his forehead again, wondering how Tomas knew about the other side of the mountain. Has he been on this trail before? This far from Bedburg? 
Eventually the long climb started to level off.
The carriage creaked along the narrow pathway, the horses snorting and panting. When they came to a clearing, Tomas called for a much-needed break. Hugo sighed. At last. Clumps of bushes and small trees dotted the outskirts of the clearing. 
“Are we stopped?” came the shrill voice from within the carriage. “Why are we stopping? Ask them why we’re stopping, Samuel.”
She complains when we’re moving. She complains when we’re not.
Hugo dismounted, then found a rock to sit on. Mord panted over to join him. Klemens followed, sitting on the ground, his back propped against the rock. Hugo gently scratched the top of Mord’s head as the dog tried to find a comfortable spot to rest. 
“At least we don’t have to hear complaints from you, boy,” Hugo told the dog. Mord finally plopped between him and Klemens, apparently too hot for play or small talk.
Despite the heat and exhaustion, Tomas stayed in charge, setting out a circle of stones near the center of the clearing, gathering and arranging dry kindling in a neat pile, then searching about for a good stone to start a fire. “We’re less than a day out, my friends,” he said, his voice strangely grim.
Hugo noticed the peculiar look Tomas and Grayson shared for just a moment. Something seemed off.
Arne, the tracker, walked in from the brush, pushing between two bushes to make his appearance. He confirmed to Tomas that the coast was clear, not a soul in sight, and sat down next to the kindling. 
By the time Tomas was ready to start the fire, the sun had mercifully begun to set, quickly disappearing behind the rock walls. 
Secretary Gregor stepped out of the carriage and leaned against it, blinking at his fingers as he counted something in his head. Inquisitor Samuel came out next, yawned and stretched, then quickly waddled toward a bush while unbuckling his belt. 
Hugo heard the steady stream that followed, the inquisitor sighing in relief with his back to the travelers.  
Curiously, Grayson circled around Hugo, heading toward the same bush Samuel occupied.  
Odd, Hugo thought, watching Grayson move quietly toward Samuel. There’s plenty of room to piss around here . . . 
Suddenly Samuel’s long sigh contorted to a chilling groan. Hugo swiveled around just as Samuel’s head slumped to his chest, bright red liquid replacing the yellow urine stream running down his legs.
Casually, Grayson walked away, back toward the carriage. Hugo noticed the glint of sunlight reflecting off a steel, bloody knife Grayson held in his hand. 
Samuel collapsed into his puddle of piss and blood.
Hugo sat dumbfounded, then turned to Klemens to see if he’d seen the same thing. But before he got the chance, a blood-curdling scream echoed from inside the carriage. 
“W-what?” Hugo gasped, reeling toward the sound. The answer was obvious; the white curtains shielding the inside of the carriage were now splattered with blood. 
The door flew open and Frau Tabea tumbled out, hitting the ground with a thud. She began crawling, wailing, a brown, sickening mixture of blood and dirt trailing behind her.
Tomas stepped out from the carriage, sword in hand.
With panic in his eyes, Secretary Gregor—who’d been leaning against the side of the carriage—took off running. But Arne blocked his way. Gregor winced as he ran into the boy. Arne, snarling wickedly, pulled back his arm as Gregor slid from the boy’s grasp and crumpled to the ground holding his chest.
At the same moment, Hugo heard fast footsteps. It was Klemens, no longer beside him, running for his life toward the brush, his lute bouncing on his back, his dog chasing after him.
“Get him!” Grayson shouted. “Don’t let the boy run!”
Hugo’s shock froze him in place. The gruesome scene and how quickly it unfolded literally paralyzed him. He tried staggering to his feet, but couldn’t move his legs—much less grasp what was happening. 
Severin bounded past Hugo, shouldering him out of the way. Drawing a pistol from his waist, he leveled it at the running boy twenty paces away. 
Severin fired.
Acrid smoke filled the air.
“No!” Hugo yelled.
An instant later, Klemens’ hands and legs flailed as he pitched face-first onto the ground, dirt billowing around him. His lute bounced once on his back, then cracked as it struck the ground—an image and sound Hugo would never forget. 
Hugo turned in time to see Tomas plunge his sword into the still-moaning Tabea. With his boot on the woman’s back, he brutally twisted the blade, then pushed off with his foot, springing the sword free. 
Holstering his gun, Severin took out a knife and walked toward Klemens’ collapsed body, where Mord sat whining. 
“No, please!” Hugo cried again. “Not the dog!”
Tomas appeared beside Hugo. “That’s enough, nephew.”
Severin glared at Hugo, then stopped. 
The massacre was over. 
In all, it had taken less than two minutes to slaughter four souls. 
Hugo finally found his words. “W-what? Why?” His mouth was dry, his head spun.
Tomas faced Grayson. He motioned at the bush where Inquisitor Samuel lay slumped over. “Find his paperwork.”
Grayson obliged, leaning over the body and rummaging inside the man’s tunic. Finally, he let out an “Aha” and pulled a few pieces of crumpled parchment from Samuel’s clothes.
“It’s something that needed to be done,” Tomas said, resting his hand on Hugo’s shoulder.
Hugo shoved it away. He looked into Tomas’ eyes. It was like seeing a stranger for the first time. “You just killed the people we were ordered to protect and escort! What in God’s name are we doing, Tomas?”
Ignoring the question, Tomas sheathed his sword and took the papers from Grayson. “Your services are no longer needed, my friend,” he told Grayson. “Nor are yours, Arne. Your payments await you near Trier.” 
“Very well,” Grayson said with a curt bow. Arne followed the motion.
Tomas read the papers, then said, “It looks like Tabea was not on the docket, so we’re in luck. We will not need to find another woman in her place.” He looked at Tabea’s corpse and shook his head. “I tried to get her to stay home—told her it’d be dangerous, but the damn woman never chose to listen.”
Severin chuckled.
Still reading the paperwork, Tomas pointed at himself. “It seems myself and Inquisitor Samuel were of a near age—” he said, his tone as if he’d just finished a lunch of bread and wine. 
“He was prettier,” Grayson interjected.
“—I’ll be taking his place as ‘inquisitor.’ Until we reach Trier, you’ll speak to me only as Samuel, or Inquisitor, or My Lord, so we can get accustomed to the names.”
Hugo just stood there, still in shock, staring off into nothing.  
Tomas tucked the letters into his tunic. “It’s simple, Hue. We were paid to escort these people. But we were paid more to make sure they never arrived in Trier.” 
“For what cause? Who paid us?” 
Tomas shrugged. “I assume so we can be ordered around by the lord inquisitor of Trier. Simply put, we have been paid to be his puppets. I know no one wants to be a puppet, but that’s the nature of this life, boy. We work for the highest bidder, and do his or her handiwork. In this case, it was murdering and assuming the identities of these fine folk.” 
Tomas spread his arms out at the carnage around him: Samuel slumped over a bush in a pool of blood and piss; Tabea with a silent scream plastered on her gaunt face, a trail of red behind her; Gregor, a knife sticking in his heart; and Klemens, face-first in the dirt. 
With stunned eyes, Hugo surveyed the scene. “This is madness. What would Ulrich say about this?”
Tomas leaned his head back like he’d been struck. “Ulrich? It was his idea, boy. There’s wealth to be made in Trier. We assume these people’s positions and take the money they’re owed for the executions they’re in charge of. Our ‘superiors’ get to kill the people they want killed, everyone walks away happy.” He scratched his forehead and looked around. “Well, almost everyone.” 
He continued. “I know this is sour, Hugo. But we are paid to do ugly things. You said you wanted to learn what we do. Well, here you go. If you can’t live this life, I’ll understand. But you need to tell me now.”
“What do I get to do?” Severin asked excitedly.  
Tomas eyed Hugo one more time, then turned to Severin. “Since you’re a bit older than Hugo, and because the boy doesn’t seem ready, I suppose you’ll be the inquisitor’s assistant.”
Severin frowned. “I have to be a secretary?”
“Play your hand right and you could ascend the ranks, I’m sure. Hugo, it says there’s a cook on this entry list, so I suppose that’s what you’ll be. You’ll take Klemens’ place. It’s all right that you can’t play the lute—I think the thing broke on his fall anyway.”
How much of a fool I was to think I could trust these people, Hugo thought, shaking his head. Ulrich and Tomas both . . .  
Tomas clapped his hands. “Come now, boys. Get the bodies off the mountain. We’re less than a day from Trier. There are witches that need killing.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 
 
Gustav and his group made their way into Amsterdam while the moon still brightened the purple-black sky. Adrian Coswell and Alfred Eckstein were at his sides, Hedda shuffled along a bit behind, and the other eight of Adrian’s crew brought up the rear 
Glancing at the two men beside him, their contrasting demeanors were striking: Adrian, edgy and wired; Alfred, much more at ease. But at least both were focused and serious.
Nevertheless, Gustav had some concern about where Adrian and his crew had come from. As prior shipmates on the Lion’s Pride, they’d rebuked Rowaine Donnelly’s mutiny and fled with First Mate Coswell upon arriving in Amsterdam. They were thus loyalists of the ship’s original leader, the late (and mutilated, so he’d heard) Captain Galager. As such, they likely felt cheated at the sudden death of their captain, and the loot they were owed.  
Perhaps I should have brought Jergen’s men with me—men who don’t have a vested interest in this parlay.
Gustav reached into his tunic and took a sip from his brown bottle to ease his nerves. 
Or maybe I can use this vitriol for my benefit . . .
Addressing his two aides, Gustav said, “Remember, I want this to go smoothly.” 
“If the bastards are still there . . .” Adrian growled. 
“Do I have your oath that you won’t start a firefight, Herr Coswell?” Gustav asked. 
“My oath? Only people I’m giving an oath to are my women and God. I don’t make promises I can’t keep, Koehler.”   
Alfred leaned into Gustav and whispered, “I’ll try to keep the hound from baying.”
Gustav patted the ex-rigger on his shoulder. “I’d appreciate this going without any spilled blood. Threats should be enough to win the day.”
“Indeed, but Coswell has always been a man of action first, talk later.”
“Well, try your best.”
“Using the right words, we should be fine.” 
They trekked through a richly decorated shopping district, a less-crowded town square, and over three bridges. The canals were dotted with boats, even at the late hour.
Love never sleeps, Gustav thought, distractedly, as he glanced at a passing boat. Then he looked at Adrian’s angry face. And neither does hate, apparently . . .  
As they made their way to the docks, Gustav scanned the area carefully. The stench of salt, birdshit, and fish wafted in the air. He pinched his nose. He hated that waterfront smell, and the laudanum only heightened his senses, making the odor worse.   
His eyes passed over different banners and flags belonging to tradeships and galleons, until they lit upon the distinctive flag of the Lion’s Pride—the red lion and gold coin—flapping in the wind. 
Adrian noticed the ship as Gustav did and quickened his stride down the rickety plank leading to it, forcing Gustav to hurry his pace to keep up. Even when Gustav reached out and grabbed Adrian’s arm to slow him down, the anxious first mate shoved it away. 
Frustrated, Gustav stopped walking. “If you want the rest of your money, you’ll let me do the talking, Herr Coswell. I know emotions run high, but this is neither the time nor place to start a brawl.”
Adrian froze. His eyes twitched. “By all means, my lord.” With a dramatic wave he gestured for Gustav to take the lead. Storming past him, Gustav pushed Adrian’s fluttering coat out of the way.  
As they approached the ship, Gustav spotted a small man on the boat ramp, straining to push a rolling chest on board. Gustav recognized him from his first encounter with Rowaine. 
“Mister Penderwick,” he bellowed, his intimidating crew pausing behind him. On the ship’s deck, boots ground to a halt as the men onboard poked their heads out over the railing. Passersby on the dock gave Gustav and his entourage a wide berth. 
With a loud thud, Jerome Penderwick dropped his wooden chest on the ramp. “Y-yes?” the surgeon said.
“Do you remember me? I’d like to speak to your captain. Tell him Gustav Koehler would like to talk with him.”
“Talk? About what? We’re j-just getting ready to d-depart.”
Adrian pulled a pistol from his belt and aimed it at the man. “Get your skinny hide on that ship and get the damn captain, man, before I blow the few teeth you have left out the back of your skull.”
His words worked. Jerome scurried up the ramp without another word.  
They waited for nearly five minutes at the bottom of the ramp. Gustav tried to formulate the speech he’d give when the captain arrived. But when Captain Daxton Wallace did finally appear, his plans were dashed.
Daxton stood at the ship’s railing, one foot hoisted on top of a barrel, his arms folded across his chest, with about ten other sailors circled around him in support.
Before any words were spoken, things quickly escalated. Most of Gustav’s men drew their guns. Daxton’s crew did the same. 
A classic standoff. 
“The hell do you want, Herr Koehler?” Daxton shouted. “And Adrian Coswell, you louse, you have a heavy pair to be showing yourself here.” 
Gustav heard Adrian gritting his teeth. 
“How does it feel to be a traitor, you weasel?” Adrian shouted back, his hand resting on the butt of his gun, still tucked in his waistband. 
Daxton spread his arms out wide. “I feel like a captain,” he chuckled. Some of his men laughed nervously alongside him.
“Galager had it coming,” he continued. “Anyone could see that. He was sinking the ship by just being on it.” Several of his crewmen nodded.
Adrian seethed, but Gustav put a hand in front of him before he could do anything foolish.  
“You seem to have climbed the ladder quickly, Herr Wallace,” Gustav told the captain. “From carpenter to first mate to captain in, what, the span of a week?”
Daxton shrugged. “I s’pose I’m blessed to be a friend of Rowaine Donnelly.” He reached into his shirt, drawing the immediate sound of clicking matchlocks from Gustav’s men. But he brought out a pipe, ignoring the weapons pointed at him. Casually, he packed it with tobacco, lit it, then sucked in several heavy drags. Smoke dribbled out his nose and mouth. 
He’s enjoying this, Gustav thought.  
Perhaps I can change that.
After exhaling a large cloud of smoke, Daxton said, “Now, state your business. You nearly stopped poor Jerome’s heart, sneaking up on him like that. He’s the one supposed to be fixing rotten hearts, not busting his own. So say your peace or begone, before my men lose their patience.” 
“It’s regarding Rowaine Donnelly.”
“Oh?”
Gustav nodded. “Where is she?”
Daxton drew on his pipe again. The smoke came out in puffs as he chuckled. “Avoiding you, I imagine.”
“You won’t tell me where she might be, or where she’s going?”
Daxton stroked his chin. “See no reason to.”
“Is this reason enough?” Gustav reached into his shirt—drawing a new set of matchlock clicks from the men onboard—and pulled out the raggedy doll, holding it up for all to see.  
The men on the ship let out a collective gasp, as if Gustav were holding the head of his enemy. 
The pipe in Daxton’s mouth clanked to the deck. A shipmate whispered in his ear, but Daxton pushed him away. Trying to maintain his composure, Daxton asked coyly, “What’s that you got there, Herr Koehler?”
“You know what this is, Captain Wallace.”
“And where’d you get it?”
“You know that, too.” He wiggled the doll in his hand. The yellow hair curlings flopped in the wind.
Daxton drew his pistol and aimed it directly at Gustav’s face. He spoke slowly, decisively. “You could have made that thing, or stolen it from a shop.”
Unfazed, Gustav said, “Her name is Franny.” 
And just like that, the fight left Daxton’s face, his eyes widening, his shoulders slumping. “What have you done with my family, you fucking mongrel? God preserve you, if you’ve hurt them—”
“Your wife and daughter are fine, captain. I have them holed up for a bit until I receive the information I require. They are mere bargaining chips. Nothing more. Don’t take it personally.”
Daxton growled. “What guarantees do I have that they’re safe?”
“My word.”
“Your word is as useful as rat-piss.”
“Then rat-piss will have to do. If I’m injured or killed . . .” Gustav didn’t need to finish the sentence. He cleared his throat. “Now that we’ve gotten the pleasantries out of the way, tell me where Rowaine Donnelly is.”
Daxton slammed his gun down on the railing, a loud crack echoing across the dock. “Forgive me, Row,” he muttered, peering down at the floorboards. 
“I can’t hear you,” Gustav said, cupping his ear with his hand.
“She went to Bedburg, Germany.” Daxton raised his eyes from the deck’s floor and scowled at the two men beside Gustav. “You actually put yourself in this evil man’s company, Adrian? Alfred? You heartless bastards.” 
Bedburg. I should have guessed.
“Should we make him lead us to her, Gustav?” It was Hedda, leaning in to whisper in his ear. 
Gustav swayed his neck back. “He probably doesn’t know that much. I’d be worried he’d slit our throats as we slept.” He turned back to Daxton. 
“Where is she going from there? Why Bedburg?”
“She thinks that’s where her family’s killer is. She’s following the farmer’s daughter and the priest.” Daxton bent down to pick up his pipe. “No idea where she’d go from there. You’ll have to ask her.”
“I intend to,” Gustav answered, spinning around and pushing back through his men as he left.  
“W-wait, where are you going? What about my family?”
Gustav stopped, his back still to Daxton. “I left very specific instructions, Captain Wallace. As long as I returned before the light of day, they would remain unharmed.” He turned toward Daxton and smiled. “So I’m sure you understand the need for me to return to your house before dawn.” He turned away, then thought of something else. “Follow me and they both die. Do you understand?”
Reluctantly, Daxton nodded.  
“It’s been a pleasure, and congratulations again on becoming captain. I’m sure you’ll make a fine one.” 
As Gustav turned to leave, he dropped Franny from his hand. The doll bounced once on the dock, then slowly rolled into the sea. It wasn’t long after Gustav and his team left that the doll had sunk to the bottom. 
 
 
 
By the time Gustav arrived back at the Wallace estate, the first glimmers of pink were already peeking up the horizon. Yet the house still stood, neither burned nor razed. He scowled at being disobeyed. 
But what caused his scowl to deepen was how strangely empty the surroundings were. As he approached the dwelling, Mia and Kevan and Paul walked out to meet him. 
“Jergen’s men all left about an hour after you did,” Mia explained. “Said they weren’t getting paid enough to kill women and children. Said it was Satan’s work.”
Gustav frowned. He’d lost six men. But men he hadn’t trusted anyway. He walked through the front door and looked around. The house was as empty as the outside. Darlene and Abigail were gone.
“Where are they?” he yelled. 
Mia put her hands on her hips. “I let them flee once the men left. You had the doll—proof of your hostages—you didn’t need them anymore. They didn’t need to be harmed.”
“And what if things hadn’t gone as planned? They could have been valuable.”
Mia shrugged. “It seems everything worked out.”
“Where’d they go?”
“Didn’t ask. Besides, I’m not killing women or children either, Gustav.”
“Need I remind you that two of the people we’re hunting are also women—one of them your lover?” Gustav said. 
Mia whisked past Gustav out the door. “Should we get going? Don’t we have better places to be than this sorry estate?”
Gustav watched her walk. 
She’s right.
Time to head into the belly of the beast—where my brother was murdered.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



The monolithic gray structure loomed high in the dreary morning light. Bedburg’s jailhouse cast a long shadow over Rowaine as she lingered in front, surveying the main gate’s security measures.  
Which, surprisingly, was lacking. Apart from the building itself, there were no guards, no sentries, no one to stop her entry.
If a man were to escape his cell, he could easily saunter out this gate and be free. Not a very efficient means of captivity. Unless of course no one ever left one’s cell, nor saw sunlight, nor saw the justice of a real trial.
She gazed down the empty road where, earlier, she and her two “captives” had parted ways. Hopefully Sybil and Dieter wouldn’t abandon her now that they were on their own.
Surely, she thought, they too want to see this to its end. They’ve come this far with me. 
Rowaine took a deep breath, then slowly exhaled. Will this be where my questions are finally answered? 
She involuntarily shuddered from the morning chill, then strode onward toward the front entrance.
The gate was heavy but unlocked. Inside, a staircase led her deeper into the bowels of the dismal prison.
The steps were stone, damp, and grimy. The pitter-patter of water dripping from the ceiling sent a shiver down her spine, the liquid trickling down each step and pooling at the bottom. She doubted the place had ever seen repair since its original construction. 
At the bottom of the stairs, a man with a scarred face sat in a chair against the wall, half-hidden by shadow, next to a closed door. His legs were crossed and he appeared to be sleeping with his eyes open. A torch protruded out from the wall, partially illuminating the gruesome scar on his face.  
The man glared at her, his eyes unblinking. 
Could he be dead? 
After a long pause—each watching the other—the man’s forehead wrinkled as he tried to raise eyebrows that weren’t there. “It’s been some time since a beautiful woman stepped foot in this place. Am I dreaming?”
“That’s the second time in as many days I’ve heard that,” Rowaine answered, confidently, without hesitation—the only way she knew to act. Now was not the time to show weakness.
A man like this no doubt preys on that. 
The man smiled, the scar on his cheek sliding up with his lips. “What is it you need, Frau . . .”
“Donnelly,” Rowaine said, giving a curt bow. “My name is Catriona Donnelly. I’ve heard you knew my father.” No sense in skirting the issue. A jailhouse was no place for small talk, unless at the torturer’s behest.
“Donnelly, you say.” The man scratched his chin. “I haven’t had a ginger-bearded man as a prisoner in some time. I am Ulrich. Who was your father, Catriona Donnelly?”
“His name was Georg Sieghart.”
Ulrich visibly tensed. 
“I’ve also heard you were acquainted with Heinrich Franz,” she added. 
Ulrich rose from his chair with surprising agility and stormed toward Rowaine, who stood tall, not backing away even though her heart raced. 
“I knew Heinrich more than I knew your father, girl,” he said, slowly pacing around and behind her. “But I haven’t seen either in some time, so I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place. The last time I saw Georg Sieghart, he gave me a good contusion on the head. And helped two prisoners escape.”
Rowaine’s shoulders tightened. She knew those two prisoners. 
“But for his rudeness, I hardly knew the man,” Ulrich said, stopping behind her. She refused to turn, instead staring at his empty chair. “I’m guessing you know all of that,” he continued. “I’m also guessing you know the two prisoners he helped free. And that they’re somewhere in town right now.”
At that, Rowaine turned. “What will you do about them?”
Ulrich smiled. “Nothing. It’s none of my business, though it is foolish for them to have returned. But since they became fugitives based on hearsay and a wrongful investigation, I have no claim of indictment against either . . .”
He paused. Then, to prove he wasn’t bluffing, he slowly spoke their names. “Sybil Griswold and Dieter Nicolaus . . . are of no concern to me.” 
Rowaine nodded. “They’re both of the Nicolaus family now.”
“Good for them. As far as I’m concerned, they’re safe in Bedburg until Bishop Schreib says otherwise. In actuality, I feel for the girl. I put Peter Griswold through much misery and pain. Had I known the facts—that he was an innocent man—I might not have taken such satisfaction in watching him suffer. In the end, it was all for show.” He shrugged. 
Rowaine crossed her arms. “I’ll tell Sybil you said as much.”
Ulrich chuckled, his tone dark. “If you know your father isn’t here, what are you really doing in Bedburg, Catriona Donnelly?” 
“Searching for the Werewolf of Bedburg.”
“Join the pack.” 
“I have a drawing here, something I penned when I was young. A picture of the man who killed my mother and brother. Sybil already identified the man for me.” 
Ulrich extended his hand. “May I see it?” 
Rowaine reached into her jerkin, then held the picture up for Ulrich to see. He slowly exhaled, trying to remain expressionless, though Rowaine immediately noticed his subtle change of expression.
“It does look a bit like him,” Ulrich said. “You either are quite an artist, Catriona Donnelly, or you have quite a healthy imagination.” 
“Have you seen him?” Rowaine asked, carefully folding the paper before slipping it back in her jacket. 
“Not in over two years.”
“Where might he have gone?”
“No idea. Anything I say would be pure conjecture.”
“If you had to guess?”
Ulrich scratched his scarred cheek. “Somewhere far from here, possibly to do another man’s bidding, or to rest on his laurels. He was never my friend, merely a business associate. He ordered me around. But he was a friend to your father. How that must sting. Knowing your father was best friends with his wife’s—your mother’s—murderer.” 
Rowaine felt a wave of heat reach her ears. The man was frustrating and knew which buttons to push. But, then again, as the resident torturer, it was no wonder he was well versed in such tactics.
“There are other people who might know more about Heinrich Franz’s whereabouts,” Ulrich said at last, possibly sensing her building anger. 
She arched her brow, waiting for more. 
“Balthasar Schreib, our bishop, might be one.” Ulrich wagged a finger. “But that’s playing a dangerous game, is it not? Speak with him and he might decide to arrest and try your friends. Are you willing to risk their lives to get the answers you seek?”
“Why would Bishop Schreib know anything about Heinrich Franz?”
Ulrich shrugged. “Like I said, Catriona Donnelly . . . pure conjecture. But he is a man who seems to know things.”
Rowaine bit her lip, tasting the coppery flavor seep down her throat. This man’s off-handed riddles are getting me nowhere. 
“What can you tell me about the werewolf?” she asked. 
Ulrich strolled back to his seat. “All I can tell you about the Werewolf of Bedburg is who he killed. From there, you’ll have to make your own way.” 
“If you could give me that information, I’d be in your debt.”
“It’s the least I could do for a poor orphan girl. Consider it recompense for losing your mother and brother . . .
“And for whatever happened to your father.”
 
 
 
Back in the tavern, Rowaine had been at a corner table for the past two hours, reading through the list of names Ulrich had given her.
When Sybil and Dieter arrived, they pushed their way back to Rowaine’s table. Hearing them approach, Rowaine looked up, then blinked a few times to shake off her blurring vision. Immediately, she noticed the papers Dieter was carrying.
“What’s that?” she asked. 
Dieter grinned, dropping the yellow parchment pages on the table. “Church records. Names. Lots of names. With plenty of details.” 
Rowaine motioned for them to sit. Aellin brought over two mugs of ale as they scooted in their chairs. She winked at Rowaine before sashaying away, and Rowaine’s eyes followed her hips back to the bar.
Dieter sipped his drink, then motioned to the papers. “All the deceased folk in Bedburg, going back twenty years—since the murders began, and a little before.”
Rowaine raised her brows. “How’d you manage that?”
Dieter leaned closer. “Using Sister Salome’s undying love for me.”
Sybil rolled her eyes. “He stole them.”
Rowaine chuckled, more shocked than anything. “That’s not very Godly of you, Herr Nicolaus. Thou shalt not steal?”
Dieter pointed a finger, suddenly serious. “Wrong,” he said. “It’s for a good cause. I promised Him I’d return them when we’re done.” He nodded, pleased with himself. He picked up one of the pages and began reading. “Now we just need to decipher what they might mean.” He motioned to the papers in front of Rowaine. “What do you have there?” 
It was Rowaine’s turn to smile. “Something that might help shorten our search. These are the names of the people supposedly killed by the Werewolf of Bedburg. Eighteen in all. In dark detail. How, when, where. I’m shocked the torturer kept such records.” 
Dieter slapped his hands on the tabletop. “Excellent! Now we can link the names on this list with the names on your list.” 
God knows it’s never that easy, Rowaine thought. 
To be as thorough as possible, each of them assumed a different task. Dieter combed through his list of Bedburg’s deceased for the past two decades, first looking to see if anything interesting stood out. Rowaine continued reviewing her list of eighteen murder victims to familiarize herself with the killer’s methods. And when each of them would finish a page, they’d hand it over to Sybil who then began circling names common to both lists. 
Dieter was impressed with the level of detail the church had maintained for the town’s dead. 
“Not only do they list dates of death, and their backgrounds, and when they moved to Bedburg, but they even have a sidebar with possible affiliations for each person.” 
Nearly all the victims on Rowaine’s pages were female, killed in the countryside in terribly gruesome ways. At some point, Rowaine began reading aloud. 
“Helga, seventy-three years aged, killed seventeen of August, 1575. Found naked, throat torn, in the lowlands near the Peringsmaar Lake. Possible Waldensian.” Rowaine drank a sip of ale. “She must have been one of the early victims.” She continued with another passage. “Gretchin, eighteen years aged, found near the northern woods in the hills, third of October, 1580. Stomach opened, suspected unborn child missing.” At that, Sybil nearly gagged.  
When Rowaine got to one of the more recent names, she stopped, squinting at the entry for a while. “This is odd. It shows my . . .” she cleared her throat. “It shows my uncle as a victim. Konrad Brühl.” The other two looked up.
“I mean, first, he doesn’t really fit the killer’s pattern—being a man—except for his throat being torn out. And then, it lists his place of death as ‘unknown.’”
At that moment, Aellin happened to set down three more mugs of ale and, overhearing the conversation, said, “Ain’t no secret where your uncle was found, girl.” The three of them stared up at her. “At least not to anyone who lives here. I’m guessing the jailer wanted to save himself the embarrassment.”
“What do you mean, Aellin,” asked Sybil. 
The wench put her hands on her hips. “Konrad was found in a tunnel beneath the jailhouse.”
Sybil’s mouth dropped. “Why didn’t you tell us that when you mentioned him last night?”
“Figured you already knew. Everyone knows. Some say it’s a secret underground passage.”
“Leading where?” Dieter asked.
“Hell should I know? I ain’t no explorer, priest—and it ain’t none of my business.” She sauntered away, again drawing Rowaine’s attention for a brief moment. 
“Cat, what do you think?” Sybil asked.
Rowaine’s eyes veered from Aellin’s alluring backside to Sybil. “I think we’re getting closer to the truth. But before we’re forced to ask Balthasar Schreib any questions, let’s see what this tunnel
is all about.” 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
 
SYBIL
 
 


The opening to the underground tunnel was exactly where Aellin said it would be. Just after dark, Rowaine, Sybil, and Dieter had snuck around to the back of the jailhouse to see if Aellin’s information about the killing under the jail might prove useful. 

Before leaving, Sybil had once again entrusted her son Peter with Claus, the jolly old man whom she’d quickly come to trust and respect.
“Do you suppose the jailers know of this?” Rowaine asked, staring down the black fissure. Old rocks and refuse surrounded the sunken crevice, partially hiding it from view. 


“If it’s common news that your Uncle Konrad was found dead down there,” Sybil said, “how could they not?”
“Why would they not cover it over?” Dieter wondered aloud.
“There must be a reason for keeping it open,” Sybil said.
They descended down the shaky ladder that rested against the lip of the crevice, Dieter going first. Once the three were gathered at the base of the ladder, they waited for their eyes to adjust. Except for a small perimeter of diffused moonlight filtering down from the opening above, everything around them was pitch-black. Fortunately, Dieter noticed an unlit torch resting against the wall near the ladder, and Rowaine found a suitable rock nearby and used her knife to spark it.
With Rowaine in the lead with the torch, they proceeded down the only pathway.
The tunnel had the rank odor of a catacomb—stale and pungent. Water droplets from the concave ceiling occasionally trickled on their heads as they moved along single-file. After a while the tunnel widened, allowing them to travel abreast of each other.
If this place is a catacomb, it’s much bigger and goes much farther than I imagined, Sybil thought.   
At one point, the path split into a three-way fork, with two narrower walkways branching left and right while the wider one in the middle continued straight. They chose to continue straight because it seemed to be the main corridor and, thus, the best chance to find something important.
Every so often they’d pass another small walkway snaking left or right, which led Sybil to wonder what these underground routes were really for. “If this tunnel follows the breadth of Bedburg—” she began, but Rowaine was already nodding and continued her thought.
“It would be an easy way to travel through the city without notice.”
“And perfect for a killer,” Dieter added. 
Eventually, the main passage turned muddy, the ground wet and more difficult to walk on. They crunched along the soggy gravel until they came to another ladder, this one more decrepit than the first. Three feet past the ladder, their passageway dead-ended. As Sybil sloshed her way to the ladder, she abruptly raised her hand, quieting the others.
They heard voices. From above. 
Sybil grabbed hold of the ladder and slowly began climbing. With each step the thing wobbled in the mushy soil, forcing the other two to hold its sides to keep it steady. When Sybil reached the top, an iron grate blocked her path. She tried pushing it and felt the dirt begin to give, but she couldn’t budge it further.
“It will move, but I’m not strong enough,” she murmured, climbing back down.  
Dieter volunteered to try, but Rowaine took the lead. Wedging the torch into a large crack in the wall by the ladder, she climbed to the top, then gently began wiggling the grate while applying upward pressure. For several minutes she kept at it, trying to be as quiet as possible, until it finally began to dislodge. 
Mud and debris spilled onto her face. She turned her head and spat out the grime, then managed to raise the grate high enough to slide it to the side. She poked her head through the clearing, then leaned back down. 
“It opens into a dark room,” she whispered to the others. 
Sybil and Dieter both waved her on, so she climbed up the rest of the way and disappeared through the hole.
A moment later she reappeared, on her stomach with her head hanging over the edge, motioning for the others to climb up. As they did, she helped each one off the ladder and into the room.  
It was a storage area of some sort, musty, dark, and cold. Enough light seeped through the bottom crack of a door on the far side for them to make out bags of wheat and moldy crates of fruit scattered about. 
Quietly, they made their way to the door. Sybil gently turned the knob. It opened. She peeked out.
To her left, a woman with white hair—holding a knife—was leaning over a table, chopping carrots, her back to Sybil. Flickering torchlight lit the room. A younger girl dressed in a maid’s gown stood next to the woman, facing in Sybil’s direction. When Sybil materialized from the shadows, the younger girl recoiled, then tugged the older woman’s dress. 
The older woman turned slowly, still holding her carrot knife. Surprisingly, she didn’t seem startled. Instead, she calmly turned to the younger girl and, with eyes fixed on Sybil, said, “We’re fine for tonight, Isabel. Run along now.”
Isabel stared at the woman in the shadows, now joined by two more strangers. “Should I alert the guards?” she asked in a squeaky voice.
The old woman shook her head. “No. Just get some rest. We have a big day tomorrow.”
Isabel’s dark curls bobbed on her shoulders as she left through a side door. In unison, Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine stepped closer to the white-haired lady.
“How may I help you?” the woman asked evenly. She followed Sybil’s eyes to the knife she held. “Oh, pardon me.” She set it down on the table. 
Wasting no time, Rowaine stepped out from behind Sybil and unfolded the picture from her pocket. “We mean you no harm, my lady. We’re seeking this man. Do you know him, perhaps?” 
The woman’s eyes creased near the edges. Sybil sensed a certain sadness overtake her. Then the woman’s face contorted and her eyes grew moist. She looked up from the picture.
“What is your name, young lady?” she asked Rowaine. 
“I am Catriona Donnelly, and this man—”
But Sybil put her hand on Rowaine’s shoulder, stopping her, then stepped forward. It was the look in the woman’s eyes that Sybil read. She spoke softly to her.
“He’s a friend of ours, and we’re earnestly trying to find him. You know him, don’t you?”
The woman blinked several times. “Of course I know Heinrich. Or should I call him Herr Franz now? Or ‘my lord?’” She chuckled to herself. 
Rowaine shared a look with Sybil, unsure of the woman’s meaning.  
“I am Sybil Griswold,” Sybil said, using her given surname for the first time in years. It felt odd saying it.
The woman frowned. “Ah, the Griswold girl. I was sad to hear of your father.”
Sybil arched her brow. “You knew my father? Who are you?”
“I’m just a simple old kitchen-maid, my lady. My name is Odela. And no, I did not know your father personally, but I weep for any man who leaves children orphaned.” For a “kitchen-maid,” Odela’s voice bespoke wisdom and education.
“Do you know where Heinrich is, Odela?” Sybil asked.
“I do not. I have not seen poor Heiny in some time.” The sadness overtook her again, her eyes dipping downward. 
Heiny? 
“What was Herr Franz to you, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Odela studied the three faces, then zeroed in on Dieter. “Who is your handsome friend?”
Dieter stepped forward. “My name is Dieter Nicolaus. I was once a priest here—”
“I know who you are,” Odela said. 
“How do you know so much?” Sybil asked. Clearly, this woman was more than a simple staff-lady. Sybil looked around the room. “And . . . where are we, exactly?”
Odela chuckled sweetly again. “Why, you’re in Castle Bedburg of course, my dear.”
Sybil tried to mask her surprise.  
“And to answer your question—what was I to Heinrich? . . . I suppose I was a great many things to him. I’ve known him since he was a boy, so I might be considered his godmother. Though I doubt he would agree with that.”
“Why?” Rowaine asked.
Odela sat on the bench near the table. She motioned for her company to join her. They did.  
“We had a falling out, you could say.”
“What was he like?” Sybil asked. “Heinrich. As a boy.”
Odela let out another soft snicker. “If I had to choose a word? . . . Wild.” She paused. “Rambunctious. Different from the rest. His mother died when he was young. But he was still old enough to feel the pain.” She shook her head slowly, her eyes staring off. “And I just couldn’t stand to see the boy suffer, so—”
“You took him in?” Rowaine ventured.
Odela nodded. “He loved nature, playing in the woods,” she said, smiling, thinking of the memory. “One time I went to find him in the woods. When I heard him laughing, my heart soared. But when I found him, I was shocked.” 
The trio waited, leaning forward. 
“He was surrounded by wolves.”
Sybil gave a small gasp.
“Oh, don’t worry yourself, my dear. It was not like you think. He had befriended them! Can you believe it? He was throwing a stick, playing fetch with them. It was astounding.” She got a dreamy look. “I do miss those days,” she mumbled. Then her face tightened and she refocused on the group. “But he grew up so strangely. I don’t know why.” 
“What do you mean, my lady?” asked Rowaine. 
Odela clasped her hands together and rested them in her lap. “I don’t know if I should be telling you this. But since you say you’re friends . . .” She bent forward conspiratorially.
“I would often catch him . . . dressing up.” 
“Dressing up?”
Odela shifted in her seat. “Sometimes he would wear his mother’s old stockings and heels. When he learned to knit, I wondered what he was making. Until one day I saw him wearing the dress he’d knitted.” 
Sybil leaned her head back. What a strange, strange thing, she thought. But why? 
“I don’t know why,” Odela said, reading Sybil’s mind. She giggled. “Judging by the looks on your faces, I’d say it’s as strange to you as it was to me. But I still loved the boy like a son. Perhaps he was confused.”
“Maybe it was guilt,” Rowaine added. 
Odela frowned. “Guilt? Over what?” Her face softened and she waved her hand. “No, no, my dear, that wouldn’t come ‘til later.”
“How do you mean?” Sybil asked. 
“Oh my . . . Heiny would be so angry if he knew I was saying all this.” She smiled and shook her head. “I haven’t seen him for so long, and I do miss his company. It feels good to reminisce.”
Sybil smiled as warmly as she could.
Odela continued reminiscing. “He worked the kitchens with the women as he grew. Until Count Adolf must have seen his potential. He was a smart, smart boy, after all. He was my little helper, and it was sad to see him go.”
“Where did he go?” Rowaine asked. 
But Dieter had another question first. “Count Adolf? Do you mean the Protestant general who served in Gebhard Truchsess’ army? The man who ruled here before Lord Werner?”
“Ah, so the priest has found his words. No, this was before all that—before the talks of war and such. I don’t know in what capacity Heiny worked for Adolf, but I didn’t like it. I saw him change. He became a bitter young man. It pained me to see . . .” she trailed off, remaining quiet for a long moment, as if mentally reliving the past. Finally, she clapped her hands on her knees and sighed.
“Believe it or not, I was one of Count Adolf’s favorites for a time. But as I grew older, I presume the lord lost interest in me.”
Her candor surprised Sybil. Odela continued.
“I was ousted from Adolf’s court. And became bitter, I must admit. Then Heinrich left . . . for Cologne, I believe. And suddenly, I became the head mistress of the kitchens. To this day I don’t know what strings Heiny pulled, but I’m certain it was his doing.” 
Rowaine nodded. “He cared for you, like a son to a mother.”
“Yes, my dear, he did. But that became something more. Oh, this is so embarrassing.” Her cheeks flushed like a shy schoolgirl’s. “My, how you three have really opened the floodgates!”
Sybil had other questions, though. “When Heinrich went to Cologne, my lady, was Gebhard the archbishop at the time?”
Odela thought about that. “No, no, it was the Catholic man. Ernst? But why does that matter?” She tapped her foot, yearning to return to her love story. “I loved that boy like a son, but when he returned from Cologne, he was a man. He had an edge about him—I’m sure he must have gotten it from Rolf. It was very . . . alluring.”
Sybil waited, but couldn’t hold her tongue. “So, did you . . .”
Odela sighed, nodding. “We became lovers. It was meant to be. I know I was almost twenty years his senior, but we were star-struck.” Then, like a storm cloud darkening a picture-perfect day, her expression changed. She tensed her thin white eyebrows. “After spending more time with him, I started noticing odd behavior.” She fidgeted with her fingers. “He would sneak away at night. One night, oh, I shouldn’t be saying this, but he returned, hands covered in”—she leaned forward—“blood. I later learned he’d shared a meal with his wolves!” Her eyes grew big as she searched the faces of her company. “I know. Quite bizarre!”  
“You did nothing of it?” Rowaine asked, a bit of a bite behind her words.
“What was I to do? I was smitten. But the behavior got stranger. Until I could tell he was . . . detached. Something was off.” She glanced at the floor. “Very off,” she said, refocusing back on Sybil. “When I told him I was with child, well, that’s when he told me his secret. Believe me, I too thought I was too old to have a child.”
Pregnant?
Sybil nearly blurted it out. Then something caught her eye. On Odela’s hand. She was fiddling with a ring, absently twisting it around her finger. Sybil recognized it. She’d recognize it anywhere, as she used to fight over it with her friend. 
That ring belonged to Dorothea Gabler. Sybil’s best friend—the girl whose death incited the search for the Werewolf of Bedburg.  
Rowaine broke through Sybil’s thoughts. “What secret, Odela?” 
The old lady wagged her finger. “No, no, I won’t betray him or gossip any more than I already have. You’ll have to ask Rolf about that. However, I will say that he became a very severe man. I started to lose the passion I once had for him. When he took the baby, well, I couldn’t forgive him for that.”
“Took the baby?” Rowaine’s eyebrows rose so high her forehead lines almost merged together. “What do you mean?” 
With a slight shrug, Odela said, “I don’t know what happened to that babe. I can say that it tore us apart, though. Heinrich eventually told me—very cryptically, I might add—that he could not allow his own bloodline to continue. Can you believe that? He considered it the one noble thing he’d ever done in his life, getting rid of that baby. I still don’t know what he meant by it—but then again, I never tried to understand Heinrich Franz. I just loved him. Even at the end.”
Sybil was still gazing at the ring. “And you haven’t seen him since?” 
“Oh, he’d come to visit every so often. But now? No, I haven’t seen him in some time. It saddens me, of course, but life goes on. Besides, the event with the child happened fifteen years ago.”
Despite the time interval, Sybil could see the permanent hurt in the poor woman’s eyes. She placed her hand on Odela’s knee. “I’m sorry for your loss, Lady Odela. I know what it’s like to lose a parent. I cannot even imagine the depth of pain for a mother to lose her child.” 
Odela’s frown remained for several seconds before she perked herself up. “I haven’t been called ‘Lady Odela’ in years, girl. You warm an old maid’s heart.”
Sybil smiled, genuinely. How could a man raised by this woman have ended up so . . . tragically? 
Odela sighed and said, “My, I feel like I’ve been rambling for hours! It really must be time for bed. I have enjoyed your visit, my dears, but if you want to know more, I think you’d better ask Rolf.”
“You keep mentioning him,” Rowaine said. “Who is this Rolf?”
“You don’t know Rolf Anders? Why, he’s the steward of Heinrich’s estates, of course.”
“Heinrich’s estates?” Sybil asked. Her heart started to race.
“It’s less than half a day’s ride east from here, between Bedburg and Cologne. I always hoped that once Heinrich received that estate from Adolf, he would allow me to share it with him. But alas, I doubt I’d let myself be seen in a frivolous place like that. I’m sure it was just the idle fancy of a torn lover.”
“You don’t suppose Heinrich would be at his estate?” Rowaine asked, rising from the bench.
“No, no.” Odela shook her head. “Like I said, my dear, he was a wild boy. I don’t think he could stand to live in such a glamorous villa, not with the vast countryside out there, always calling his name.”
Dieter stood. Sybil clasped Odela’s hands in her own, feeling the ring beneath her palm. “Thank you, Odela, you have been a delight. It’s time we allowed you to get some rest. But be assured, you’ve given us hope to find our . . . friend.”
Odela grinned, showing teeth for the first time, yellow and crooked—a stark contrast to her clear, smooth face. She gave the trio her well-wishes, then, as they turned to depart, asked, “Where are you going? The door’s that way,” and pointed behind her, where Isabel had scurried off earlier. 
Sybil smiled. “If it’s all the same to you, Lady Odela, we’ll just leave the way we came.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
 
HUGO
 



Hugo tossed and turned in the dirt and gravel, unable to sleep. Every time the weight of exhaustion forced his eyelids closed, he jolted awake to the sound of Grayson’s shouting. 
Don’t let the boy run!
The image of his friend crashing lifelessly to the ground face-first, the heartbreaking sound of his lute cracking open, wouldn’t stop playing in his mind.  
Sweat rolled down his face. His eyes fluttered. He hyperventilated, feeling hot and cold at the same time.
Don’t let the boy run!
He knew the day would haunt him forever. So many dead people. At the hands of his acquaintances no less! His travel companions!  
The thought sickened him. It was not something he could drink away, or that time would heal. 
He sat up. They’d never left the area where the killings had occurred, Tomas deciding it was best to get a fresh start down the mountain in the morning. 
He surveyed the camp. It was eerily quiet. Everyone sleeping, or dead. Almost like nothing had happened. Even the bodies were gone. Before going to bed, Grayson and Arne had thrown them off the cliff. So except for the carriage there was no reminder, no physical evidence, of the brutal atrocity that had taken place just hours before. 
These men truly are slaves to the highest bidder. Paid pawns.
Well, not me. I will never be another man’s tool. 
With sleep futile, Hugo rose to his feet. He stretched, looked to the sky, then quietly padded around the snoring bodies sleeping next to him and walked to the side of the cliff.
He looked down, inching his toes closer to the edge, again flashing on what he knew was down there somewhere, thrown away like garbage, likely being torn to pieces by scavengers.
A sudden move would mean certain death as his body bounced down the craggy rocks. But he didn’t care. 
He closed his eyes. The image and sound of his friend’s grisly death replayed in his mind yet again. 
Though I’ve never given him much credence, today’s work was most certainly the work of the Devil. I’m a fool to have believed I could trust Tomas and Ulrich. How can I trust people I hardly know? I thought I could trust them just like I thought I could trust Sybil and Ava . . .
I can trust no one. 
His eyes took in the vast vista around him. Even in the dead of night, it was a glorious spectacle—rows of treetops in perfect harmony, rolling hills blanketing the land all the way to the horizon. And all of it illuminated by the soft glow of the moon and stars. 
A scenario played in his head, of him falling off the edge, embracing the rocks below—maybe it would ease the chaos in his mind.
The sound of gentle footsteps brought him back to reality.
He didn’t need to turn to feel the presence behind him.
To his surprise, Severin stepped beside him, gazing along with him at the majestic scenery. 
“A beautiful sight,” Severin said in a low voice.
Hugo said nothing.
“Did you ever imagine we would see a sight like that, living in Bedburg?”
“No.”
“I suppose we weren’t really living in Bedburg, were we?” Severin added wryly.   
“Whatever we were doing in Bedburg was much better than what we did today.”
Severin turned to Hugo. “What we did? If I remember correctly, you merely stood there.”  
Hugo felt his ears get hot. “You’re right, Sev. I didn’t want to kill the minstrel. He didn’t deserve it. None of those people did.”
Severin scoffed. “We all deserve it, Hue. We’re highwaymen, robbers, bandits . . . we’ll never be right to those people. We’ll always be outcasts. Don’t you see that?”
“We can change.”
“Yes, we can change. But that won’t change who we are, or how the aristocrats and nobles see us. But now, going into Trier with new identities and new lives, we really can change our fate. We can become something we’ve never had a chance to become before.” 
Hugo met Severin’s gaze. “And what will we become, Severin? We are a gang of liars and killers.”
Severin frowned, his beaked nose moving inches from Hugo—a hawk ready to descend on its prey. “We can become whatever we want to be. That’s the beauty of it. If those people had to die to let me change my destiny, then so be it. I’d gladly do it again.”
Hugo exhaled. “That’s where we differ. You are able to do barbaric things to further yourself. I am not.”
“That’s because I’m strong and know what I want. You are weak.” Severin scowled. “Why do you think Tomas made me inquisitor’s assistant, and you the cook?”
“Because you’re older. And his nephew.”
Severin clicked his tongue. “No, it’s because you are not ready. I doubt you ever will be. You can’t fault me for being ambitious, Hue. Once, I thought you were too, that we weren’t much different. But now I see that we are.”
“Thank God.” 
The wind bit at Hugo. Shivering, he tucked his hands in his pockets. That’s when he felt the ring he’d stolen for Ava, cold against his palm. He’d never had the chance to give it back to her after rescuing her from jail. Just when he was about to, he’d caught her and Karstan embracing. 
But Severin was right. Back then, they weren’t so different from each other. Maybe in temperament. But they’d both wanted to impress the girl, pilfer the biggest catch, find the lost treasure. 
We were bandit-brothers. 
As Tomas said, sometimes you have to take what you want. 
And we did. Together.
Hugo scratched his brow. “That day in the town square, when we were doing the Bird Coup . . . do you remember?”
Severin cocked his head. Hesitant, he said, “What about it?”
“Right before the guards came upon us, I searched for our Owl—you. But he was nowhere to be found. Where were you, Severin? You were supposed to alert us.” 
 shoulders went stiff. “I don’t know. I didn’t see the guard, Hue.”
“Maybe you wanted us to be captured. Maybe your ambition outweighed your loyalty.” 
Severin twisted his face. “That makes no sense. Why would I want to split up the group? We had a good thing going.”
“Because you loved Ava, and you wanted her for yourself.”
“If I loved that foolish girl, why would I want to see her arrested?”
“So you could free her and be the hero. Isn’t that why you tried to steal this?” He pulled the ring out of his pocket. 
Severin’s eyes widened as he stared at it, the emerald reflecting off the moonlight. He raised his eyes up to Hugo’s. “You have quite an imagination, Hugo. But you’re wrong. I didn’t want your little girl. I gave up on her, like I gave up on you.”
“And that’s what shows your weakness, Sev. Your lack of loyalty—your short-sightedness. You may have ambition, but you’ll betray everyone you know to reach your end.”  
Severin opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Finally, he said, “That’s a hell of a thing to say, Hugo. I carried all three of you on my back for months! I deserved to be the leader of our pack. I was the oldest and most experienced.”
“And the weakest link in the chain, Sev. But I forgive you, as I’m sure Kars and Ava did. You never were one of us. Maybe you were just better than us.”  
“Maybe I was. Maybe I still am.” 
“Well, here’s your reward.” He lifted his hand, the ring still resting in the middle of his palm. “You want it, don’t you? Of course you do.” 
“It doesn’t mean as much to me now as it once did.”
“Nor to me,” Hugo said through clenched teeth, his mind flashing to Ava and Karstan again. “Take it anyway . . . as a celebration gift for becoming the new inquisitor’s assistant.”
Severin chuckled. “I’m simply a glorified secretary, Hue . . . not really worthy of a celebration.”
“I know that. But you heard Tomas. You could move up the ranks.” He held his hand forward, until Severin could resist no longer. 
He took the ring.
“Well, thank you, I guess . . .” 
He brought it close to his face, holding it up to the moonlight between his thumb and forefinger.
As he was admiring its green brilliance, Hugo pushed him off the cliff.
Sometimes you have to take what you want. 
He wondered whether Severin kept hold of the ring all the way down. 
 
 
 
Hugo awoke feeling resolute, though a bit sleep deprived. The sun was not yet up, nor were the others in the group. He folded his blanket, then started a fire in the cooking pit. By the first hint of morning light he’d made breakfast for everyone.
Which was not really so difficult considering there were just four of them leftHugo, Tomas, Grayson, and Arne.  
Tomas woke up to the smell of scrambled eggs nearby. He groaned pleasantly and blinked his eyes open. Hugo was standing over him with a plate in his hand. 
“Hugo?” Tomas blinked rapidly, sitting up and taking the food. 
“We’ll want to have breakfast if we’re to get to Trier.”
Hearing their voices, Grayson and Arne got up and joined them by the fire. 
For the next fifteen minutes everyone ate in sleepy silence. No one spoke of what had taken place the day before. Hugo wasn’t even sure if the group had noticed Severin’s absence yet.
When the breakfast was finished, Grayson stretched, then began readying the horses. Arne joined him. Tomas stood up and, after scratching his scalp, surveyed the campsite. After scanning the area for a few minutes, in an odd tone he finally asked, “Where’s Severin? Has anyone seen my nephew?”
No one answered. 
Grayson and Arne both shrugged as they finished with their horses. 
When Tomas’ eyes landed on Hugo, they stayed there.
He knows.  
But instead of shrinking under the weight of Tomas’ stare, Hugo stood tall, staring back at him with equal intensity, thinking back on some of the reasons why Severin got what he deserved: He’d betrayed their gang early on; he’d tried to steal Ava’s ring, and Ava herself; he’d murdered innocent, sweet Klemens; he’d attempted to take Hugo’s place within Tomas’ group.
With cold eyes that Tomas had never seen before, Hugo spoke in a steady voice.
“You told me I wasn’t ready to be the inquisitor’s assistant, Tomas. But I believe you were mistaken.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Gustav’s crew rode into Bedburg just after sundown, the unrelenting wind making the horses snort and shiver. There were fifteen of them in all—Gustav, Hedda, Mia, Adrian Coswell, Alfred Eckstein, Kevan, Paul, and eight other pirates. After leaving Daxton Wallace’s house in the Dutch countryside, they’d been riding hard for nearly three days. 
Gustav felt certain that, after traveling hundreds of miles on land and sea to get to this point, his mission would finally succeed here. He knew he’d find Dieter and Sybil, though he wasn’t sure if it was a true premonition or just the laudanum.
And how fitting it would be to finally bring them down in the same town where they’d killed his brother Johannes. 
“Now let’s find them!” he instructed his party. “They won’t be in plain sight, that much is certain.”
“How can you be so sure they haven’t left already?” Hedda asked. She sat behind Gustav on the back of his horse with her arms wrapped around his waist.
“I can feel it.” He turned sideways. “Can’t you, my dear? It’s in the air.”
Overhearing him, Adrian Coswell grunted. “All I feel is the cold against my bones. I say we head to the nearest brothel and continue the search tomorrow.”
“No!” Gustav spat. “We haven’t come this far to sleep. Not yet.”
The horses ambled along the road, which meandered through a slummy, filthy part of the city. All except Adrian rode two to a horse—eight steeds in all—forcing the peasants and merchants to step aside as they filled the width of the road. People eyed them, but said nothing.
Alfred, with Mia saddled behind him, came alongside Gustav. He nudged his chin toward a white church on the hill up ahead. “Dieter Nicolaus was a priest. Maybe he’d go there first.”
Gustav hesitated. “If he’s a Protestant traitor, they might not take a liking to him. On the other hand, it’s worth checking. A fine observation, Herr Eckstein.”
Alfred smiled. His big ears twitched. 
They climbed the hill and gathered in front of the church. Gustav dismounted and the others followed. Ordering his men to stay put, he strode up to the stained-glass door, taking just Hedda with him. 
They entered, stopping a few feet inside the doorway. 
Rows of pews lined both sides of the nave; a large statue of Christ’s crucifixion stood behind the pulpit at the very front. A stout woman with a veil over her head was sweeping the floor by the first row of pews. Gustav swaggered down the center aisle toward her. The woman kept her eyes down until Gustav was directly in front of her, then she peered up from her broom.
Towering over her, Gustav said, “Sister, my name is Gustav Koehler. I am looking for a small group of people. It’s my belief that you may be familiar with one of them.” 
The woman cocked her head, staying silent.
“What is your name, lady?” Hedda asked, walking up beside Gustav.
“I am Sister Salome, my lord and lady. Who is it you’re seeking?”
“His name is Dieter Nicolaus. He used to be a priest here.” 
The nun tried to hide her surprise, but Gustav read her easily. “I know of the man, but have not seen him since he was excommunicated from this church. That was more than two years ago.”
Gustav stared into the woman’s eyes for several moments. “You’re lying,” he said flatly. “Perhaps you are confused,” he sighed, pulling his pistol from his waistband and pointing it at Sister Salome’s face. “Where is Dieter Nicolaus?” he enunciated clearly. 
Salome took a step back, but did not appear scared. 
“Gustav!” Hedda cried out. “She’s a lady of Christ, and this is a house of God!” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Have some control!” 
But Gustav was not one to be told what to do, especially by a woman, especially with the laudanum fortifying him. He’d have no qualms splattering the brains of anyone defying him at this point, “lady of Christ” or not.
Through tightened lips, and with the gun barrel poised inches from the nun’s left eyebrow, he spoke slowly. “I have a legitimate decree stating my intent to arrest that man. And his wife. My father, Ludwig von Bergheim, signed the papers. I’m sure you know of his influence and power, sister. If you value your station in life, you will tell me what I need to know.”
“My station in life is as a woman of God, Herr Koehler. You’re going to have to bring your decree to Bishop Balthasar, but he does not stay here most nights. He is in Castle Bedburg. That is all I can tell you.” Then, as if to mock him, she gave a curt bow before calmly returning to her sweeping. 
Gustav growled, realizing he was getting nowhere. They could be getting further and further away with every minute I waste.  
Holstering his gun, he spun on his heels and stormed back out through the front door, striding quickly to his horse, Hedda hurrying along to catch up.
Shortly after, they reached Castle Bedburg. The brick-and-stone structure had been built with four spires pillared on each corner, like four giant exclamation marks punctuating its importance. Crossing over a short bridge above the River Erft, Gustav approached the guards at the front gate. 
After flashing his paperwork, he and his intimidating gang were granted immediate entry. 
Once inside, Bishop Balthasar Schreib met them at the door, ushering Gustav and Hedda into the main room. The rest of the group loitered about outside. The bishop was a short man, with a round belly and red, oval face. If not for his white bishop’s dressage, he may have been mistaken for a common drunk.
The bishop greeted them cheerily. “You are Gustav Koehler, son of Ludwig von Bergheim, I presume?” 
Gustav grunted and nodded. He already knows my name?  
Raising one eyebrow, Gustav glanced around the room. It was essentially bare, with simple wooden stools, nondescript tapestries and windows, and a small table with a carafe of wine and unadorned cups sitting on top.  
The bishop, noticing Gustav’s inspection of the room, explained. “Once the prior lord here was deposed, I took the liberty of relieving the castle of its frivolities. When a town can barely survive on its own merits, it’s a bit disingenuous to parade excessive accoutrements around, no?”
I’m sure the gold and silver are either hoarded in the basement or clinking in your pockets, Gustav thought, sneering.  
“Quite,” Gustav said. “I imagine you know why I am here.”
The bishop nodded and reached out a hand. “Your letter of intent, please.”
Gustav handed it to him. 
When the bishop finished reading, he folded the paper and returned it to Gustav. Then he slowly shook his head, forming a smile that showed no pleasure. “While it may be true that Dieter Nicolaus and Sybil Griswold are both fugitives of a crime, albeit long-past, and traitors to the true Christian faith, I’m afraid I can’t help you. The crimes they committed are hearsay at best, and, at worst, unfounded. And more to the point, they were both pardoned when it was discovered that the investigation leading to the Werewolf of Bedburg was tainted.”
“Tainted?” Hedda asked. “By whom? The former bishop?”
“Indeed, my lady. By Bishop Solomon. You are familiar with Bedburg’s history?”
“I am from Bergheim, Your Grace. As is Gustav here. We are your neighbors.” She nodded, as if that explained it. “I do find it odd, however, that you have no lord in this town?”
“We’ve not had a lord for over two years, yes.” The bishop sighed. “Archbishop Ernst would have it that way.”
“But Ernst is in Cologne,” Gustav said, “and you are here. Why do you let him control you?”
Bishop Schreib chuckled, but, again, there was no humor in it. “The archbishop controls everything in this principality, sir. That includes your own town—and your father.” 
“So, you fancy yourself a statesman and a nobleman?”
“I am merely a humble servant of God, my lord,” the bishop said coolly, bowing his head. “Until we’ve found a suitable replacement for Lord Werner, I aid the town in fiscal matters. However, I am also the ecclesiastic head of Bedburg—not a political head. That would be the archbishop-elector.”
“Then you won’t help us?” Gustav said.
Balthasar said, “How can I give you answers I do not have? I have no idea where those two are. Last I heard, they’d escaped to England. I gave it no more thought after that, and, quite frankly, had not given them a moment’s musing until you came into town today speaking their names.”
“This is ridiculous,” Gustav muttered. It’s like they’re all trying to hide the priest. But why? 
Without further exchange, Gustav left, Hedda again scurrying along to keep up. Once outside, he took another swig of his laudanum, then announced to the pirates, “It seems we’ll find no help here, boys.” 
“We’ll reconvene tomorrow, Gustav, once we have rest and food,” replied Adrian, no longer asking for permission. “I’ll take my men to the brothel, where I’m sure they’ll make themselves at home. Will you join us?”
Feeling a new wave of drug-induced electricity engulf his body, he gazed lustfully at Hedda. “No, I’ve no need for whores or drink,” he said. “Hedda and I will go to the town inn.” 
“I’ll go with you,” Mia said. 
“No, you won’t,” Gustav answered quickly. “You’ll join the boys. You’ll fit in better at the brothel. We’ll meet at the tavern in the morning. ”
Mia’s icy glare followed Gustav as he and Hedda rode off. 
 
 
 
The inn was near the slums in the eastern district, not far from the tavern. Gustav and Hedda both dismounted, tied off their horse, then walked to the entrance, nearly tripping over a homeless couple camouflaged against the brown wooden wall.
Inside, the lobby was warm and cozy. A hearth-fire blazing in the corner added to the ambience. An old man sat behind a desk, his head slumped. In his arms a small toddler wiggled and whined.  
Gustav’s boots thudded loudly against the wooden floor as he trudged toward the desk. The old man’s eyes blinked open. Though bloodshot and blurry, his smile was welcoming. 
“One room, clerk,” Gustav said with a grunt. He yawned and stretched, longing to be upstairs and inside Hedda.
The old man tapped the desk with his fingers and pointed to a sign that indicated the price of the room. 
Gustav finished stretching, then flipped a coin onto the desk. The old man gave him a key, and Gustav turned to leave. 
Then he did a double-take, spinning back around to the old man and the child.
His throat caught in his chest. “It can’t be,” he muttered. 
Hedda gave him a curious look. Gustav nudged his chin forward, but Hedda was still confused. Then she followed his eyes and realized they were not on the man, but on the boy. Her eyes widened. 
“Fine boy you have there,” Gustav said, resting his hands palm-down on the desk.
The clerk softened immediately. “My grandson.”
Gustav flashed a smile. “And what a precious thing he must be to you.”
Gustav could scarcely believe his good fortune. He recognized the child. The same one Martin Achterberg had brought with him earlier. The same curly hair—there was no doubt about it. This boy had been on the Willow Wisp and the Lion’s Pride.  
Practically handed to him on a silver platter, this was Dieter and Sybil’s son. 



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



The estate of Heinrich Franz was located on a large, secluded plot of land not far from the eastern side of Bedburg. To get there, Rowaine, Sybil, and Dieter traveled most of the night through winding, heavily wooded trails that blocked out what little moonlight there was.  
Riding up to the main structure, Rowaine wasn’t quite ready for what she saw. For several moments she just sat there on her horse, frozen in place, marveling at the sheer opulence before her. Even in the dark, it was stunning. Its immense size, its gothic style with twisting spires, vaulted roofs, and flying buttresses arching into an enormous dome in the center. She could only imagine what it might look like during the day.
Dotting the perimeter of the monolithic main structure—which more resembled a cathedral than someone’s living quarters—were several bridges and a handful of small, much newer stone houses that looked strangely out of place when contrasted against the gothic mansion they surrounded.
A large black gate blocked entrance to the main quarters, but creaked open when Rowaine nudged it. Once inside the courtyard, the horses hoofed their way along a tiled roadway bordered by perfectly aligned, towering bushes on both sides. 
And the closer they got to the main structure, the more foreboding it seemed. 
Somewhere in the distance, a crow cawed, then planted itself on a single leafless tree. It gazed at Rowaine as she passed and, even in the darkness, its black beak and yellow eyes set on her like a living nightmare.
“He couldn’t have picked a more frightening house for himself,” Sybil whispered from the back of Dieter’s horse. 
“It does seem fitting,” Dieter muttered.
Eventually, they reached the grand entrance.
They tied off their horses as close as possible to the large double-door fronting the building, just in case a quick exit was required. The massive door handles were in the shape of two snarling wolf-heads. 
Since the place looked dark and uninhabited, rather than knocking, Rowaine simply pushed in on one of the handles. And as with the front gate, the door swung open. She gulped, took one last look back at her two companions, then entered. Sybil and Dieter followed. 
It was surprisingly bright inside, the main foyer lit by torches on all sides. A far cry from the desolate view from outside. They walked down a red-carpeted hallway, passing several stairways that led to darker places they couldn’t see. Murals, paintings, and tapestries adorned the walls. 
“Hello?” Rowaine called out, her voice echoing through the huge, domed space. 
To their right, a man poked his head out from behind a door. He was small, with a long white beard, a bald head, and beady little eyes. He wore a simple brown tunic that swept to the ground, hiding his legs and feet. In his hands he held what appeared to be a bleeding piece of uncooked meat.
Rowaine’s eyes immediately focused on the large chunk of meat. 
“Guests?” the man squeaked in a high voice. “We have guests! Oh my, Beauregard, we have guests!” 
Another man leaned over the upstairs railing, equally exuberant. He wore a white suit and slacks and came running down the stairs, nearly tripping several times on his way. 
“Hello, travelers,” the bearded one with the meat said, shuffling toward them. “This is Beauregard, butler of House Charmagne.” He pointed to the other man in white.
“My name is Catriona Donnelly. This is Sybil and Dieter Nicolaus. You must be Rolf Anders?”
The bearded man smiled, showing two perfect rows of tiny white teeth. “I must be.”
“We are looking for Heinrich Franz.”
Rolf Anders’ smile evaporated. “I’m afraid you won’t find him here. However, this is his house.” He stretched his arms out to show them they’d come to the right place. “Did he invite you here?”
“Er, no,” Rowaine stammered. “We were made aware of this place by the Lady Odela.”
Rolf coughed, which became a laugh. “The Lady Odela, eh? How is that senile old crone?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Come, come, I was going to feed the hounds,” he said, beckoning them with the dripping meat. “We can talk while we walk.” 
After sharing a bewildered look, the trio followed Rolf through the doorway and down another long, red-carpeted hallway lit by more wall torches. 
The trio stayed far back from Rolf as they walked. Rowaine tried to gauge his demeanor. 
“Come now, I won’t bite,” Rolf called over his shoulder, flashing his tiny white teeth. 
I’m not so sure of that, Rowaine thought. 
Moving up alongside the man, Rowaine asked, “What is your capacity here, Lord Rolf?”
The old man chuckled as he shuffled along. “I am the steward of Herr Franz’s estate, my dear. Beauregard and I watch after this place in his absence. But as a steward, please, do not refer to me as ‘lord.’ Rolf will suffice.”
“How do you know Heinrich?”
“I suppose I should be asking you the same question.”
“We are friends of his,” Rowaine replied. 
Rolf laughed at that. They rounded a corner in the hallway. The path seemed much the same as the last, like they were navigating through a labyrinth. 
“Is that what you told Odela?” he asked.
Rowaine scrunched her brow but said nothing.
“My dear,” Rolf said, elaborating, “Heinrich Franz has no friends. He’d be the first to tell you that.”
Our secret is out, Rowaine thought. 
“If you’re here to kill him, that’s no matter. I suppose he’s brought many people a life of agony.” Rolf opened a door at the end of the hall. “But I have no idea where he is. I haven’t seen Herr Franz in months.”
They entered a small room, then headed down a stone staircase, the temperature growing noticeably colder. A few dozen steps later, they descended into a basement, or cellar, or possibly a dungeon. Unlike the grandeur above them, the walls here were grimy and the air stale and damp—sufficiently unpleasant enough to make the three visitors instantly leery. 
“How did you come to know Herr Franz, Rolf?” Dieter asked, looking around nervously.
“I taught him how to inflict that agony, good sir.”
The three shared another look. 
Rolf led them to a barred gate. Rowaine took a closer look and realized it was actually a cage. Rolf wedged the piece of meat between the steel grids and flung it into the enclosure. It slapped to the ground as dark forms emerged from the shadows.
Crossing his arms over his chest, Rolf watched the forms attack the piece of meat. “I was a one-time acquaintance of Ernst of Bavaria,” he explained, obviously enjoying the feeding spectacle before him. “We met through him.” 
As the creatures devoured the food, Rowaine realized they weren’t hounds at all. They were wolves. Four of them, growling and nipping each other as they fought for the meat.
“The Archbishop of Cologne?” Rowaine asked, staring wide-eyed at the raging beasts.  
Rolf leaned his forehead inches from the cage. “They’re beautiful, aren’t they? So majestic in their wildness . . . Yet they actually turn quite docile when Heinrich is near.”
Rowaine couldn’t believe she’d heard correctly. “These are Heinrich’s . . . pets?”
One wolf snapped at another, then grabbed a chunk of the meat and retreated to a dark corner.
“Indeed. He took two of his favorites with him the last time he was here. That was . . . maybe six months ago.”
Dieter, also with eyes locked onto the feasting frenzy, asked, “What do you mean, you ‘taught him how to inflict that agony,’ Rolf?” 
The old man sighed. The original chunk of meat now gone, each animal peacefully chewed remnants in separate corners. Rolf looked away and faced Dieter. “He was an obsessive investigator. I can only imagine the hardships he brought upon his interests.”
Rowaine tilted her head. “But that’s not all you mean, is it, Rolf?”
Again Rolf sighed, his gaze turning severe. “I only speak of these things because I am no longer a part of that life. But you are a clever lass, and you are correct. I taught Heinrich the noble, diplomatic ways of . . .” he waved his hands in the air, contemplating the right word. “Politics.”
“What does that mean?” asked Rowaine. 
“Diplomacy, disguise, inspection,” Rolf said, rattling the words off as if they meant nothing. “And the darker arts involved in those things—espionage, assassinations, and the like.” 
“You taught him all those things?” Dieter asked, taken aback.
“You have to understand . . . when he was sent to me as a young man by the archbishop, he was a wild, unpredictable knave.”
“I’m afraid to say it,” replied Dieter, “but he was an unpredictable man even past his youth.” 
“That may be true.” Rolf shrugged, wiping his hands on his tunic. “I tried my best.” He started walking back toward the steps. “Come, my friends, it is chilly down here. I’ll have Beauregard prepare us supper.”
They climbed back up to the grander sections of the mansion. On their way, Rowaine nixed the dinner invitation. “That won’t be necessary, sir.” 
She glanced behind, realizing for the first time that Sybil hadn’t spoken a word. The girl’s face was stricken, ghost white and pale.
“We won’t be staying,” Rowaine added.
Rolf frowned. “That’s a shame.”
“But before we go, please continue your fascinating tale. I wish to know all you can tell us about Heinrich Franz.”
With his signature chuckle, Rolf nodded. “It is quite fascinating, isn’t it? I plan to write a memoir and release it upon my death.” He smirked, adding, “Since releasing anything before then would likely result in my somewhat premature demise.” Another chuckle, this time followed with a wink. 
They made their way into the main foyer, where Beauregard waited, as stiff as a statue, arms tucked behind him.
“When Heinrich came to me,” Rolf continued, “he was an agent for Count Adolf of Bedburg. At the time, Bedburg was a Protestant stronghold, and Adolf answered to Archbishop Gebhard of Cologne. Of course, once Archbishop Ernst defeated and deposed Gebhard, he replaced Adolf with his own Catholic man, Lord Werner. 
“Heinrich wanted no part of this, however, as he was never a religious man. When working for Count Adolf, he never cared much for his Protestant master.” 
“Is that why he so easily switched sides to the Catholics and Archbishop Ernst?” Rowaine asked.
“You are quick, my dear. And correct. Plus, Heinrich wanted to help that dear old girl, Odela, who was quite a beauty at the time, if I may say.” He ambled to another room near the back of the hall. As he walked, he rubbed his hands across his stomach while talking. “He learned who the enemies of his enemies were. Namely, I showed him who the archbishop hated in parliament, and in the aristocracy. It was Heinrich’s task to do something about those folk.”
“By whatever means necessary?” Dieter asked, reaching into his tunic. 
Rolf stopped and turned. “Indeed, young man. What is that you have there?”
Dieter pulled out a piece of rolled parchment. “Perhaps you recognize some of these names?” Unrolling it, he handed it to Rolf. 
Rolf searched his pockets, found a pair of large spectacles, and fastened them carefully over his ears. “Let’s see,” he said, running his finger down the list. “Achterberg, Tomlin, Rickenbock, Gabler . . .” He muttered a few more names under his breath, nodding as he went. “I recognize many of these,” he said. “If I can recall—and it’s been a long time—these families were associated with the Waldensians.”
Rowaine looked at him blankly. “The Waldensians?”
Rolf sucked his lower lip while he kept reading the paper. “Yes, yes, a precursor to the Protestants, if you will. But surely you noticed that by these records?”
Dieter stepped forward. “I did,” he said. “Many of them are accused of being Waldensians.”  
Rolf looked up at Dieter. “These families would have been associated with Lord Adolf at the time.” 
“Many of the women and children of those families were found murdered, Herr Rolf,” Dieter said. “Can you explain that?”
They’d entered a large dining room. Rolf took a seat at the head of a long, circular table. His company sat around him, waiting for an answer. 
Rolf sighed. “That is a shame, but I’m sure you can figure it out.” The cryptic answer angered Rowaine. Rolf clapped his hands and shouted, “Beauregard, supper!”
Rowaine opened her mouth to lash out, and to remind Rolf they were not staying for supper, but Dieter stopped her with a hand on her arm, then continued his questioning. “What good would these children’s deaths be to Archbishop Ernst?”
Rolf chuckled. “I’m sure they’d be of great value, young man.”
Great value . . . The words hit Rowaine hard. “If they were all part of a secret group,” she said, “these Waldensians, as you call them, they would all have words against Archbishop Ernst? And in turn, they’d support Archbishop Gebhard?” 
Beauregard appeared through a swinging door, holding a large tray with four steaming bowls of soup. One by one he placed a bowl in front of each guest, and Rolf, while everyone waited in silence. Rolf thanked the butler, who then disappeared. 
While the host slurped his soup, head down, Dieter broke the silence.  
“Would they have any power, though? Weren’t these families peasants and farmers?” he asked. 
“Don’t believe all you see, Herr Nicolaus. Sometimes the weakest man holds the strongest hand.”
That made Rowaine think of her last card game aboard the Lion’s Pride, gambling with Daxton and Alfred and Jerome. In some games, the power is in the Ace. In others, Deuces hold sway.  
“Hold sway,” she thought, and then . . .   
“That’s it!” Rowaine exclaimed. “The families would want to vote to sway popular opinion away from the Catholics. By putting a Protestant archbishop on the electoral seat.”
Rolf clapped his hands together.
Dieter suddenly saw the grim reality of it all. “And getting rid of these men’s daughters and wives would . . . frighten the other families against that?”
“A powerful tactic, fear,” Rolf said.
“These deaths,” Dieter continued, his outrage growing, “would have been to scare other families from helping Protestants gain a majority, or a following?” 
Sybil stood up quickly, fury in her eyes. “Dorothea died so that her family wouldn’t vote for a Protestant leader?” The first words she’d spoken since arriving. 
“Not just her family, my dear.” Rolf paused from his soup, his spoon halfway to his mouth. “It has a domino effect, fear does. Scare one man with the death of his neighbor, and what will the man think?” 
“My family is next . . .” Dieter whispered, staring at Sybil.
Rolf slurped down the rest of his soup. “I think you have the crux of it.”
Silence ensued. The untouched soups in front of Rolf’s guests grew cold.
“But Odela said Heinrich received this estate from Count Adolf,” Dieter finally said. “And I assumed it was for doing his—and the Protestant’s—bidding.”
“Odela is senile, young man. I already said as much. Heinrich gained this estate for his work with Archbishop Ernst. The surrounding buildings of this estate, however, were imported from France after his more recent successful investigations and rewards.” 
“He was a double agent,” Dieter stated, not as a question. “Working in Count Adolf’s castle, but secretly swaying the votes in Ernst’s favor. He worked against the Protestants while staying in their home.” 
Rolf, realizing his guests weren’t interested in eating, moved his own empty soup bowl out of the way, then reached over and slid the soup in front of Dieter down in its place. Without looking up, he immediately began slurping it. 
“Odela knew all of this?” Rowaine asked. “This is what drew Heinrich to madness and murdering his own offspring—killing these folk?” 
Rolf furrowed his brow and coughed up some soup spittle. “Drew Heinrich to madness? No, no, Frau Donnelly, you have that the wrong way. What drew Heinrich to madness was his own child being taken from him.” 
Dieter scratched his scalp. “But Odela said . . .”
Rolf was chuckling. “I think that old crone put you through a spin, my friend. If it wasn’t for what Odela did, I’m sure she’d be sitting in this seat right now, as steward of this house. Heinrich loved that woman, for whatever reason. Until she betrayed him.”
Rowaine’s mind raced. “You mean the baby? Heinrich didn’t kill his baby?”
“Of course not, foolish girl. Odela took that baby, and Heinrich could never forgive her. I’m surprised he didn’t kill her. I would have.” 
“How could that sweet old woman kill an innocent baby—tainted bloodline or not?” Sybil asked meekly.
“Are none of you listening?” Rolf’s voice rose an octave, the first time he’d seemed flustered. “Odela killed no one. She took the whelp, yes. But she gave it to some poor family who was wailing over the loss of their stillborn. I could never tell Heinrich that, of course, that his bastard child was still alive. Could you imagine the wrath that man would dispense upon the poor, unsuspecting family of that orphan?”
“Where is the baby now?” Rowaine asked urgently.
“Well, it’s certainly not a baby any longer,” Rolf snorted. “Only Odela knows where that bastard went. You’ll have to ask her.”
“I intend to,” Rowaine said, rising from her seat. With a curt nod to her host, she headed for the front door. Dieter and Sybil followed. A few strides from the table, she spun around. “Your knowledge is much appreciated, Rolf Anders. I won’t forget you.”
“Nor I you,” the old man said, clasping his hands at the table and pushing his bowl away. “Good luck in finding what you’re so desperately searching for.”
At that, Rowaine stared into the man’s eyes. “One last question, if I may, sir.”
Rolf gazed at her expectedly.
“Did Heinrich ever mention a man named Georg Sieghart?”
Rolf chuckled. “Of course, my dear. Georg Sieghart first came here about two years ago. He had some nasty wounds that I helped him with. When he was better, he took off into the shadows.”
“Have you seen him since?”
Rolf clicked his tongue. “I have. No more than six months ago.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



By the time the trio was on their horses headed back to Bedburg, it was early morning and still dark.   
“We must speak with Odela and get the truth out of her,” Rowaine said, setting a much faster pace back than their trip there. After hearing that her father was alive as of six months ago, her determination had reached new heights. 
“I’d like to gather my son first,” Sybil told her. “I’ve not seen him in nearly two days.”
They traveled through the woods, along the northern bank of Lake Peringsmaar, which circled the main road leading back to town. 
Thoughts swirled through Sybil’s mind as she bumped along on the back of Dieter’s steed, gripping his waist for dear life. She had learned much in the past day, from both Odela and Rolf. She still wondered who these elderly people had once been. 
Could these be the only folk that Heinrich Franz ever truly cared for? They both seem to know so much about him . . . how he was raised, how he came to become the man he is. But neither knows where to find him? I find that hard to believe.
On the other hand, if Georg is still alive, as Rolf says, where could he be hiding? If he stayed at Heinrich’s estate to heal and recover, where is he now? Could he be in those trees, peering at us, watching us from afar? And could he possibly know of Heinrich’s dark secrets?
She had recognized the ring Odela wore when they first spoke. The one that had belonged to Dorothea Gabler. Of that, Sybil was sure.
Does that mean Heinrich would go to Odela, secretly, and give the woman trophies of his conquests? If Odela knew what was happening, does that put her in the same league as that evil man? All of those deaths, those poor girls, just for the sake of scaring the Protestants away from voicing their opinions. It just doesn’t make sense. But if true, then perhaps Heinrich Franz isn’t the real evil one here, but rather Archbishop Ernst of Cologne. I must speak to this “holy man.”
As the group crested over the last hill before Bedburg, the town’s low rooftops came into view. The sun was just rising. From afar, the town seemed cramped, the buildings closing in on one another, with few roads in between. And the farmlands on both sides—flat and green and spanning off in both directions as far as the eye could see—made the town itself look smaller than it really was.
It looks so peaceful and quaint. Hardly the place where so many gruesome murders occurred.
As Sybil’s group began their descent down the hill, they noticed a carriage led by two black horses headed their way. As it neared the trio, the horses leading the carriage slowed their pace to pass to the left of Sybil’s group. The carriage’s windows were drawn open and, as it passed, Sybil glanced over, then did a double-take.
Odela’s little white head turned toward her. They locked eyes for a moment and time seemed to freeze. Sybil’s face drained of color as the carriage continued on. 
Sybil yanked on Dieter’s tunic. “That’s her!” she cried.
Rowaine tightened her reins, halting her horse in its tracks. “What did you say?”
“Odela was in that carriage!” 
Without a word, Rowaine grunted, then kicked the flanks of her mare, wheeled around, and raced off. She tucked her head low against her horse’s neck. 
“What are you doing?” Sybil called out, as Dieter circled around and followed Rowaine.
“Catching her!” Rowaine screamed, pulling out her pistol. 
As Sybil and Dieter kept a safe distance behind the carriage, Rowaine made a wide sweep, riding past it to the top of the hill and dipping out of sight. When the coach and horses finally reached the summit, Rowaine was standing in the middle of the road, left hand on her hip, right hand pointing her pistol squarely at the driver.
The driver gasped and nearly lost the reins. Once he’d brought the carriage to a stop, his hands shot up in the air. 
Dieter came up alongside the coach, Sybil peeking over his shoulder.
“W-what’s this all about?” the driver asked. He was young, scared, and obviously not paid enough to argue with a pistol-wielding, crazed-looking firebrand like Rowaine.
Rowaine’s leather jerkin creaked and her boots thumped as she ambled toward the carriage door. “I wish to speak to your guest, boy.” The young man remained silent, nervously nodding, his hands still straight up.  
Sybil could hear Odela’s groan as Rowaine approached. Sybil jumped from her horse and joined Rowaine, if only to make sure she didn’t shoot the poor woman in her fury. After all, she was the daughter of Georg Sieghart—a man with ballads written about his savagery.  
“You lied to us, Odela,” Rowaine began, resting one foot atop the carriage’s side-stair, her gun at her side. Sybil put her hand on Rowaine’s shoulder, but the redhead shrugged her away.
“About what, my dear?” Odela said, her voice sweet and helpless. 
“You knew Heinrich Franz was killing people for his lord. Brutalizing poor women and children. And you did nothing!”
Odela folded her hands on her lap, calm as could be. “You must have met with Rolf. How is that sour old weasel?”
Rowaine growled. “Dammit, woman, don’t bring—”
“We did meet with Rolf,” Sybil interjected, stepping into view of Odela. “He told us Heinrich’s secret, the one you wished not to betray. And now that we know, you must tell us where he is.”
Odela raised an eyebrow. “Or what?” she smirked. “I suppose you’ll have to kill me, girl.” She nodded toward Rowaine’s gun. “Go on. I’ve lived a full life.”
Sybil gave Rowaine a hard stare and frowned. Rowaine hesitated, then snorted and put her gun away. 
Sybil turned back to Odela. “Tell us where Heinrich’s child is, then,” she said, her tone conciliatory. 
“Now that I truly don’t know. I stopped watching him.” 
“We know that Heinrich didn’t take the baby away,” Rowaine said. “We know that whole tale—about that being the most noble thing he ever did—was a complete lie. A fabrication. And we were fools to believe you. You took the baby, once you learned Heinrich was a murderer. You took the whelp and you gave it to some poor family.” 
“We know you’re lying, Lady Odela,” Sybil added. “No mother ever stops watching her children.”
Odela chuckled. “Oh? And where is your child, Sybil Griswold?”
Sybil’s words caught in her throat. How does she know about Peter? How does she know I even have a child?  
A stiff silence ensued until Odela finally sighed.
“What would you do with that knowledge?” she asked. “What good would it do to know whom the child is, or whom he belongs to?” 
Sybil had to admit it was a reasonable question. She hadn’t really thought that far ahead. And she doubted Rowaine had either. 
She studied Rowaine’s face.   
Perhaps she plans to take the child to draw Heinrich out of hiding . . . 
But if Heinrich isn’t even aware of where his child was taken, how would he recognize the child fifteen years later?
“We aren’t leaving until you tell us where the child is,” Rowaine said, more calmly but with resolve.
Odela considered it for a moment, then seemed to make a decision to herself and threw her hands up in the air. “Then you’re in luck—we aren’t too far. If you promise not to harm the child, I will show you the house where I left him as a pup.”
Rowaine and Sybil shared a look, then nodded to each other, reaching a silent agreement.
“And one more condition,” Odela said, noticing the nod. “You have to promise to then let me go.” 
Rowaine narrowed her eyes. “Go where?” she asked. 
Odela tilted her chin. “That’s none of your concern, young lady.”
Probably to warn Heinrich of his pursuers. 
“We promise,” Sybil said.
Reluctantly, Rowaine agreed. “Fine.” 
Odela punched the ceiling of the carriage with her small hand. “Rodrigo, turn left at the bottom of this hill. We’re changing course.”
The driver glared down at Sybil, Rowaine, and Dieter, as if to say, How could you bully such a sweet old woman? 
They followed the carriage to the bottom of the hill, then down a side trail off to the left. 
“What do you plan to do with the child?” Sybil asked Rowaine while the three of them kept pace behind the carriage.  
“I haven’t decided yet. It would make a great hostage though.” 
Dieter creased his forehead. “We can’t stoop as low as the man we’re chasing, Catriona. It isn’t right.”
Rowaine spat on the ground. “That man almost got my father killed—God knows he probably tried. And that man murdered countless innocent women and children to satisfy a master and God he doesn’t believe in. So don’t tell me what is and isn’t right.” 
“You’re letting revenge cloud your mind,” Dieter said softly, his words reminding Sybil why she loved him so much. He looked down at his horse’s flanks. “I did it once, and I’ve never forgiven myself.”
They followed the coach for another thirty minutes. When they reached the top of another small foothill, Odela knocked on the coach’s ceiling again and the carriage stopped.
Rowaine and Sybil dismounted and walked to the side of the coach. Sybil peered in, then held her hand out to help the old woman out.  
Odela took Sybil’s hand and slowly navigated her way down the three steps. “Thank you, my dear.”
With both women beside her, Odela walked to the end of the path, then pointed to a structure at the bottom of the hill. “That’s the house where I left my child—mine and Heinrich’s.” 
When no one spoke, Odela continued. “When I took the babe in my arms, I could feel his little heart beating so fast. I don’t know what I planned to do with him, I only knew I had to get him away from Heinrich. As I was traveling away from Bedburg, I noticed a gathering of folk. I’d happened upon a funeral.
“I remember thinking to myself, ‘This must be fate.’ A poor woman was wailing, holding the cold body of her stillborn child. I hid away until night, and when the family awoke the next morning, they awoke to a miracle: a swaddled babe at their doorstep. My child. 
“I wept as I returned to Heinrich. I told him the child had died during the night, of a chill, but I could see that he didn’t believe me. He forsook me. I later learned that the mother of that stillborn child died of a shattered heart.”
Rowaine turned to see Sybil trembling, her eyes moist and wide, as she stared down at the house. She touched Sybil’s shoulder, whispering, “Are you all right?”
But Sybil was not all right. Hearing Odela’s story, seeing this house from this distance, had hit Sybil like a sword in the gut. 
“I-it’s . . . impossible,” she muttered.
She was looking at her own house. The house of her youth, where she’d tilled the soil during the sweltering summer days. Where she’d listened behind closed doors to her father’s conversations. Where she’d danced around the roses, trying to catch butterflies.
Dieter put a steadying hand around her waist and pulled her close.
“I’m afraid so, Sybil Griswold,” Odela said. “This is why you were better off not knowing.”
All the things Sybil had done at that house, and most of the years she’d grown up, she’d never been alone. 
She’d always had . . . 
Hugo.
 
 
 
They were on their way back to Bedburg. 
They’d left Odela and her driver on the hillside, unharmed and free to continue their journey.
Sybil’s head was slumped numbly against Dieter’s back, while jumbled thoughts raced through her mind. Of her brother Hugo. The brother she loved. The brother she’d vowed to return for, but never had.
The brother I grew up loving . . . is the son of . . . a murderer? A monster? Why did father never tell me? He’d say ‘to protect me’—but from what? I could have taken it. But could Hugo?
So many questions, so many confusing new facts and old memories mixed together. Her only refuge was to think how much she just wanted to hurry back and hold her own child in her arms. To never leave him again. Not for a day, an hour, a single minute. 
Her precious Peter. 
They made excellent time returning to Bedburg, reaching the town’s southern gate just as the morning sun slipped behind dark storm clouds and the wind shifted. 
They headed straight for Claus’ inn. 
As they moved through the town, an odd feeling overtook Sybil in the pit of her stomach. She lifted her head from Dieter’s back. It felt like she was being watched. An ominous darkness enveloped her.
Perhaps it was a mother’s instinct. Or just the weather turning brisk.
Something wasn’t right.
Nearing the inn, a gut-wrenching terror welled up inside her. She clutched her chest and gasped.
Men surrounded the inn. Evil, vile men. Men she recognized.
Gustav Koehler’s men.
In the middle of the pack, waltzing through the door of Claus’ inn, was Gustav Koehler himself.
When he saw Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine, he smiled cruelly. 
And then Sybil saw it.
In Gustav’s arms. Asleep.
Her child.
Her precious Peter.




PART III
 
 
 
Thrown to the Wolves



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
 
HUGO
 



Hugo’s tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth as he swallowed. The veins in his throat were taut, and his body shook. 
Tomas stood in front of him, looking down the length of his sword, aimed at the boy’s throat. A bead of sweat dripped down Hugo’s forehead, landing on the tip of the blade. 
Tomas clenched his jaw, the bones near his ears bulging. “I never thought you had the capacity for such treachery, Hugo Griswold.” 
It was the first time he’d called Hugo by his full name, which at any other time would have elated the young man. Unfortunately, in his current predicament, it only frightened him to his core. 
Trying to maintain his composure, Hugo locked eyes with Tomas. “I could say the same about you, Tomas Reiner, and anyone you associate with.” 
“You came to us—to Ulrich, you fool. What did you expect from the scarred executioner, a life of happiness and rainbows?” 
“I expected to learn how to be a man. I expected to learn a valuable trade. And I did, from both of you.”
“You just hoped you’d never have to use the things we taught you.”
Hugo glanced away. “That was my hope.”
Tomas bit his bottom lip. “What am I going to tell that boy’s mother—my sister? I may have never enjoyed Severin’s company, God knows he was a thorn in my side, but that didn’t give you the right . . .”
The image of Severin cascading down the cliffside replayed in Hugo’s mind. Yet despite what he’d done, despite Tomas’ piercing eyes debating his fate at that very moment, he felt no remorse. And that emptiness sickened him. He should feel something for the man who, for better or worse, he’d lived with, shared adventures with, and had known for years.  
Have I really changed so much, in so little time? Ulrich, Tomas, Severin, Ava, Karstan—how have I let them turn me into this . . . savage? These don’t feel like my thoughts . . . they feel planted.
Still, he had not lost all of himself, yet. Because he still felt something—whatever shred of empathy still lingered inside him—for the others, the ones he knew least—Klemens, Gregor, even Tabea and Samuel—and their senseless slaughter.
“Severin’s better off where he is,” Hugo said flatly. “His is a case of ambition far outweighing ability.” Hugo knew he spoke rash and blunt, but didn’t care. Suddenly the idea of joining Severin at the bottom of that cliff didn’t sound so horrible. 
Tomas’ eyes widened. He’d expected Hugo to grovel for his life. Instead, the young man remained resolute, unbending, strong. And Tomas couldn’t help but respect the boy for it.
Maybe that’s what saved Hugo’s life that day. 
Or maybe it was Grayson, who strolled up to them and, putting his hands out in surrender, tried to defuse the situation in his own unique way. 
“You could take his head from his neck and roll it down the bluff to join your nephew, Tomas—”
“I hear an alternative idea bubbling behind your words, Gray,” Tomas said, his sword still poised against the boy’s throat. 
“But before you make any final decisions, remember that the inquisitors’ paperwork expects an inquisitor’s assistant to arrive in Trier, too. Arne and I won’t be joining you, so—” 
Arne approached them. “He’s all you’ve got, is what Gray’s saying.” 
“I could kill him and leave this forsaken hill and just return to Bedburg. There’s plenty of work there—the money in Trier isn’t important to me.”
Grayson snorted. “Well, we all know that’s hogwash, Tom. If it wasn’t important to you, would you have carried out the murders? I doubt it.” 
Hugo saw Tomas’ eyes soften, ever so slightly.
“I can never trust him again,” Tomas said, still trying to justify jamming his sword through Hugo’s neck.
Grayson glared at Hugo. “If he can do what you claim he did to Severin, it goes without saying that he can do a hell of a lot worse to those folk in Trier. Perhaps he’ll fit right in. Maybe this is just what that place needs: a young savage willing to kill the innocent to set that place right.” 
“The innocent?” Tomas said, glancing at Grayson.
Grayson shrugged. “Alls I know is that he’ll make the diocese a hefty sum of gold. And maybe you, too.” He motioned toward the cliff. “He’s clearly got no conscience. A rotten soul. Look at him.” 
Hugo remained motionless, trying to minimize the chances of Tomas accidentally slicing him open with a sudden twitch. 
Grayson continued. “The burnings in Trier—I hear there’re hundreds of ‘em. Biggest witch-hunt ever. You really think they’re all witches? Or a power grab from the old bishops and clergy?” 
Arne chimed in. “I hear nobles and judges and priests are even being swept into the frenzy. No one’s safe.” He looked from Tomas to Grayson. “There’s a reason Ulrich sent us there—or whoever paid Ulrich. The money is ripe.”
Grayson nodded. “The other job me and Arne’re taking in Trier, we’re supposed to haul in a gaggle of hags and find reasons they need to die, so their wineries and fields can be confiscated. You fancy that’s all by chance? No, Tom, it’s hunting season in the diocese. Everyone is trying to make their coin, get their share of the kill.” He nudged his chin toward Hugo. “I think this boy’s got the grains to do what’s needed. He’s proven that.”
Tomas grunted. He tapped his forefinger on the guard of his sword, then finally let it drop point-first toward the ground.
Hugo let out a sigh.
“I’ve heard similar tales,” Tomas said, turning to Grayson. “Ulrich wasn’t happy about it when he told me. There was a time when judgment came by way of a traveling executioner—a horseman of death, like Ulrich. But he complained that now, this inquisition comes from priests riding carriages bought with the souls of the hapless. They ride over roads paved with blood.”
“Blood money,” Grayson said, nodding. 
Tomas scowled. “They kill heretics to build roads and mansions from the wealth they take. They sell indulgences to buy their horses and gold crosses and fineries.”
“You’re saying you don’t want some of that blood-and-soul money?” Grayson asked with a glimmer of a smile. He put a hand on Tomas’ shoulder.
Tomas stomped his feet. Then smirked. “Let’s go get us a share of the kill,” he said, walking away from Hugo who, somewhat surprisingly, was still very much alive. 
 
 
 
They arrived in the countryside of Trier a few hours later. At first blush, the land looked green and fertile, reborn from the night’s spring showers. But a closer inspection revealed the multiple plumes of thick black smoke rising off in the distance from the surrounding villages of the diocese. 
Not the burning of buildings, but of people . . . 
There was a time when Trier was one of the most prosperous regions in the Holy Roman Empire. And the current archbishop, Prince-Elector Johann von Schönenberg, still held one of the most powerful seats in the Empire. But rather than use his power for good, he oversaw one of the most destructive massacres the region had ever known.  
Hugo had done his learning while on the road to Trier. He knew what to expect, especially after the brutal deaths of his fellow travelers. The event on the mountainside validated what was to come and Hugo knew it. He could feel it. He could see it. The thick tendrils of smoke in the distance bearing witness to it. 
As the setting sun fashioned the polluted air into a flaming orange sky, Tomas and his men followed the Moselle River into the valley. They passed a small village with a large wooden cross stuck in the ground near its entrance. A man was vigilantly guarding it, white gowns over his plate mail, every bit the Knight Templar.
Grayson called to the man. “What’s this town?”
“Naurath.”
Grayson’s eyes gleamed. “Ah, Arne my boy, it seems we’re at the right place! Tomas, I suppose this is where we part ways.”
Tomas surveyed the village of Naurath below them. Mostly small dwellings, hovels, and sheds. A tiny town, surely no more than a few hundred inhabitants. “This is where you go?”
Grayson grinned. “We follow the coin, my friend. But I have a feeling we’ll see you again.” 
The two mercenaries embraced, then Tomas tousled Arne’s hair. Grayson simply gave a stiff nod to Hugo, but said nothing.
As the two walked away, Hugo felt a sense of dread. Grayson had saved his life—of that there was no doubt. And now he was gone, leaving Hugo with no protection . . . nor words of wisdom.
He was now at the sole mercy of Tomas. 
Hopefully time will heal our wounds. 
Though I have a feeling time won’t heal this wound until either me or Tomas is good and buried. 
  
 
 
When Tomas and Hugo arrived in Trier, the sparkling stars brightened its rooftops, casting an inviting glow. The city was large, but not quite a metropolis. Situated between sandstone hills and the banks of the Moselle, it was in the heart of the region’s wine country. 
Hugo dared not speak when they entered Trier’s northern gates. He waited for issue from Tomas. As they made their way through the streets, Hugo took in the sights, sounds, and smells of the city. Half-naked women clawed and dragged their hands across him as he walked by. A man flew out of a tavern, landing in the mud. A grimy beggar lifted his cup and begged for coins. Another beggar did the same. Then another.
So many penniless souls.   
Trier was unlike anything he’d ever seen. He’d never been to a place so big. So many smells invaded his senses, mostly foul and stinking, but others he couldn’t really place. Yet despite the outward appearance of raging festivities around him, Hugo saw through the façade. Trier was hurting, its people in dire need of aid. The city was crumbling.  
“Come, boy,” Tomas urged, watching Hugo fall behind, slowed by the constant grappling of harlots in the night. “Remember who you are,” he whispered angrily. “You are not a sightseer. You are Inquisitor Assistant Gregor.”
Hugo nodded.
“And who am I?”
“Inquisitor Samuel, my lord.” Hugo hadn’t meant to call Tomas ‘my lord,’ but it slipped out. 
As they moved on, Hugo saw another thing he’d never forget: Three tall crosses had been erected in the square they passed. And behind those stood three more. And even more behind those. 
But unlike when they’d passed Naurath, these crosses were not empty.
The burned shells and skeletal remains of victims and heretics were nailed to each, as if a warning to visitors entering the city. Hugo could smell the rank, rotting skin and flesh. Flies buzzed noisily about the carcasses.
Hugo gulped. “Where are we going?” he finally asked, realizing that Tomas seemed to know the lay of the land.
“To find the suffragan bishop, Peter Binsfeld. He started this witch-circus. Maybe then we’ll meet our commissioner. Keep up and don’t turn your head too much.” He nodded toward the crosses. “Lest you want to end up like those poor souls.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 
 
Keenly
aware he now had their full attention, Gustav made a show of smiling at the sleeping boy in his arms. As Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine looked on, he tickled the child awake by gently stroking his chin, then set him down on the ground. The toddler wobbled on uneasy feet, with Gustav’s soldiers, Adrian and Alfred, standing on both sides of him, while the rest of Gustav’s pirates formed a protective circle around them all. His other key aides, Kevan and Paul, remained inside the inn watching the old innkeeper. 
From inside his guarded circle, Gustav eyed Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine, one by one. He didn’t care much about the redheaded one, though he was aware of the immense hatred Adrian, standing to his left, held for the woman who had unceremoniously dispatched and mutilated his former captain.
But Gustav’s ire was squarely directed at Sybil and Dieter, his brother’s murderers. And now, after many grueling days of hard travel, his efforts had finally paid off. He’d found them!
Sweeter still, he now held all the cards—in the shape of the tiny toddler wandering around in front of him. 
Gustav wasn’t a religious man, but he thanked the stars for his good fortune in coming upon the child by sheer happenstance. Old man Claus had refused to say where the trio had gone—even with a gun pointed at him. But Gustav knew it was only a matter of time before the boy’s parents returned for their precious little one. 
And here they were.
Gustav caressed the wooden butt of his brother’s pistol, which he always kept close for such an occasion. 
With the delicious laudanum coursing through his veins, plus a healthy dose of adrenaline, his eyes grew wild. 
Noticing his crazed expression, Hedda crept up beside him. “Be reasonable,” she said in a low voice, eyeing the child as she spoke. 
But Gustav pushed her away, sending her back inside the inn. He kept a hard stare on the two people he’d worked so hard to find, deciding then and there that one way or the other he would not leave without taking what he came for: Either they’d come peacefully or their blood would spill on the street. 
Sudden shadows darkened his view. At first he assumed it was Adrian’s men closing around him, or possibly even his drugs intensifying his senses. But when he glanced over, he saw that four of the town’s guards had arrived to investigate the situation. Standing about ten paces back from Gustav’s circle of protectors, they stood several paces apart from each other to cover as wide an area as possible. 
Apparently news traveled fast in these parts. 
Gustav wasn’t too concerned. His crew vastly outnumbered these four Bedburg defenders.
But one of them in particular stood out to Gustav—the largest one, with a deep scar on his face. Two things about him drew Gustav’s attention: the grisly nature of the scar running down the man’s cheek, visible even from ten paces away, and the enormous arquebus rifle he held at his side. As Gustav looked away, refocusing on the toddler in front of him, the scarred man swung the huge weapon around, clutching it in both hands, though not yet aiming it. As Gustav glanced back up, the man spoke. 
“Frau Aellin from the tavern told me some rowdy men were set at the inn, refusing to leave until a certain couple arrived,” he said with authority. 
Gustav forced a smile, then said, “Seems you’ve found us.” He motioned toward Sybil and Dieter. “There’s the couple we’re here for. If they agree to come with us, we’ll be on our way, no harm done.”
“To go with you is to go with death,” Dieter said. 
Gustav yawned. “I have the paperwork that validates my arresting these two, if you’d like to see it, Herr . . .”
“Ulrich,” the guard replied. “There was a time when I ripped the fingernails off that man’s hands,” he said, nodding toward Dieter. “But they were exonerated for their crimes. Therefore your paperwork must be illegitimate.”
“Not true, Herr Ulrich. The papers are signed by Baron Ludwig von Bergheim—my father, and—”
“We’re not in Bergheim,” Ulrich said firmly. “Your father’s jurisdiction doesn’t extend to Bedburg. I’m going to ask you to hand over your weapons or else quit my city. There are ales and whores aplenty here, but if you start trouble, I’ll be forced to respond in kind.”
Although Ulrich was an imposing figure, Gustav still sneered at the man. Why does he speak so confidently when he knows he’s outnumbered?  
“We’ve already had our taste of your whores,” Adrian said from Gustav’s side. “We found them lacking.”
“That’s a shame.” Ulrich tightened his grip on his arquebus, narrowing his eyes.
Dieter quietly moved Sybil behind him. They both fixated on their child, who began waddling their way. Gustav stepped in front of the child, blocking his route. Sybil gasped. 
Rowaine had her hand hidden behind her, fingering her pistol. 
From his periphery, Gustav felt the presence of two hooded figures creeping in close from the other direction. His eyes darted to them but he didn’t recognize either. Then he realized they were the beggars from the night before—the ones who’d been sitting against the inn’s wall—the ones he’d nearly tripped over.
To the beggars he said, “Leave here, knaves,” and leaned down, trying to look beneath their hoods. 
A gurgling sound—then a cough—made Gustav spin around toward Alfred, his soldier to the right. Alfred wore a strange face, eyes askew, the point of a dagger sticking through the front of his neck. Blood trailed down his mouth and chin, as Mia held his forehead firmly from behind, sawing her way through his neck. “For betraying Rowaine’s mutiny,” she whispered in the dying man’s ear.
Sputtering, Gustav lifted his gun at Mia. 
Chaos erupted all around him. 
From all directions bodies sprang into action. Grunts and shrieks filled the night air—weapons engaging.  
Mia, her arms and clothes covered in blood, ran toward Sybil, Dieter, and Rowaine. The pirates nearest to Gustav aimed their weapons at the guardsmen, while others stood dumbfounded, unsure where to direct their wrath.
Utilizing the turmoil, one of the hooded beggars leaned in and swept the toddler off his feet.
“Peter!” Sybil yelled from a distance, seeing her son snatched by the beggar. The beggar’s hood flew from his head as he ran, his homeless friend a pace behind. 
As Sybil helplessly watched the unhooded beggar holding her boy scurry toward the inn, she realized it wasn’t an old beggar, but a young man. A young man she knew well. 
Martin Achterberg darted inside the inn with Peter safely in his grasp.
But Gustav had no time to think about Martin and the toddler. With a roar he raised his gun at Ulrich. But Ulrich already had his arquebus leveled squarely at Gustav. At the last instant, Gustav ducked behind one of his pirates.
Ulrich’s blast blew a hole through the pirate’s side as the pirate’s gun wildly fired into the air, smoke wafting from the barrel of his weapon.
Rowaine ran to Mia, grateful that her true colors had shone despite their earlier conflicts. Amid the chaos, the two embraced.
The two guards with Ulrich engaged Gustav’s pirates. One of the pirates took a guard with him, both falling on each other’s swords and rolling in the mud. 
Just then the inn’s door flew open and the two guards Gustav had left inside, Kevan and Paul, came stumbling out backward as old man Claus chased after them with a fire poker.
Another volley of gunshots exploded—more carnage and screams followed.
One pirate grabbed at his own leg, frantically searching for his foot in the mud while his stump bled out. 
Abruptly ending their embrace, Rowaine pushed Mia aside and pulled out her pistol as two pirates headed in their direction, one of them the former first mate, Adrian Coswell.
Dieter stepped in front of Sybil to shield her from the bloodshed. He had no weapon. The two pirates split up—Adrian heading toward Rowaine, while the other pirate approached Dieter and grinned sadistically, exposing three yellow teeth, then pulled a curved dagger from his belt.
Dieter growled and charged the man.
The pirate easily sidestepped Dieter, stabbed into his arm, then dragged his dagger straight across, opening a nasty, gaping wound. Blood spurted in pulses and Dieter crumbled to his knees, wailing in pain. 
Sybil covered her mouth and shrieked as the pirate crept behind Dieter for the kill, readying himself to slit the man’s throat.
Sybil charged forward and screamed like a banshee. Confused, the pirate craned his neck just as Sybil barreled into her own husband, which in turn shoved the pirates legs out from under him, sending all three of them sprawling in the mud.
Back near the inn’s front door, Claus—with surprising speed for his age—finally connected with one of his targets, sticking Paul in the neck with his fire poker and bringing him to the ground. The old innkeeper quickly moved on to Kevan, who was so astonished by the old man’s abilities, he momentarily froze, mouth agape in utter shock at his fallen brother. With a mighty swing of his bloody poker worthy of a man half his age, Claus bashed in the left side of Kevan’s skull cleanly from ear to crown.
Rowaine stepped in front of Mia to block an attack from Adrian Coswell, but Adrian already had his pistol drawn.  Realizing it was too late to aim her own weapon, she closed her eyes as Adrian’s gun erupted.
But Rowaine felt no pain.
Blinking her eyes open, she saw Mia fall to the ground in front of her, face-first, a thin line of smoke rippling from her back. She had sidestepped Rowaine and taken the bullet intended for her lover. 
Looking down at Mia’s contorted face, rage consumed Rowaine. She quickly aimed and fired her pistol at Adrian before he could reload. But her fury caused her hand to tremble, distorting her shot, and Adrian rocked back on his heels as the bullet landed in his shoulder.   
Meanwhile, in the mud, the pirate was straddling Sybil and choking the life from her. Dieter managed to crawl toward his wife but his bleeding arm failed him and he fell back down in the mud.
Rowaine’s eyes shifted to the pirate atop Sybil. She only had one bullet left in her gun, and Adrian—despite his shattered shoulder—was nearly done reloading his own.
Sybil’s face was turning purple, gagging and choking against the strength of the pirate’s hands.
Rowaine hesitated, unsure which target to use her final bullet on—the pirate choking Sybil, or Adrian.
She fired.
The back of the pirate’s skull exploded in a pink mist and he fell off Sybil, who coughed and crawled away on her elbows, bits of brain and skull scattered through her hair and torso. Dieter rolled onto his back and clutched his bloody arm, closing his eyes and shaking from the pain. 
Rowaine swiveled to face Adrian. Adrian grinned, set his feet in the mud, and aimed his reloaded pistol at her. 
A gunshot went off. Rowaine jumped and Adrian’s eyes rolled to the back of his head. He fell backward, a large black hole smoking from his forehead.
Rowaine turned.
Daxton Wallace stood behind her, arm and gun extended. He lowered it. “Something you should have done the first moment you became captain, Row,” he said, nodding his bald head toward Adrian’s still body.
“Dax!” Rowaine screamed.
Daxton said, “I had to tell him where you were going, Row. I’m sorry. He had my family hostage—”
But Rowaine was already on her knees, cradling Mia.
The smoke started to dissipate from the battlefield, but the screaming dragged on.
Ulrich was the only one of the three guards still alive. Covered in blood that wasn’t his own, he was swinging an axe in circles as he backed away from two advancing pirates.
By now, the rest of Daxton’s shipmates had flooded the melee and taken control of the situation. They ran past Ulrich, aiming guns and swords at their former crewmen, until the rest of Gustav’s men dropped their weapons and threw their hands in the air.
Tears rolled down Rowaine’s cheeks as she caressed Mia’s head.
“W-why were you with them, Mia? Why did you come out here?” Rowaine asked through choking sobs.
“I-I wanted to make sure you w-were . . . okay . . . my love.” Blood trickled down the corner of her mouth. She swallowed painfully. “You always wanted . . . me . . . to join you . . . yes?”
Rowaine struggled to smile. “I love you, Mia.” She wiped her eyes with her forearm.
“D-don’t worry, Row. I can’t feel a thing.” Mia shuddered. 
Snot and tears poured from Rowaine, her bottom lip trembling. She wanted to say more but Mia had stopped blinking.
“Mia?”
The girl’s murky gray eyes ceased their trembling, then saw nothing.  
Rowaine bent down and gently rested her forehead against Mia’s.  
The battle around them had ended. In the background Daxton barked orders to his men. “Tie those bastards up!” he screamed. “No, you fool, not that one. Just the ones alive!” He pointed where Dieter lay in the mud. “Jerome, get over there, patch up the priest. See if the captain’s woman is still alive.”
“Yes, s-s-sir.”
Dieter mumbled to himself. 
As the smoke cleared, the aftermath of the fierce fight took shape. At least half the pirates lay dead or dying. Kevan, Paul, Alfred, and Adrian were sprawled motionless in puddles of their own blood.
Jerome, the ship’s surgeon, went to check Mia, but Rowaine pushed him away. He scooted to Dieter, who mumbled something again.
“What was that, s-s-son?” Jerome asked, bending in closer.
“S-s-s . . .” He took in a breath. “Son!” he cried out, his eyes still shut. “Where is my son, dammit? And my wife! Where is Sybil?”
A grimy, hooded boy approached. 
“Peter is safe, Dieter,” Martin said, holding the young boy’s right hand while Ava, his new friend, held the boy’s left. “Your son is safe,” Martin repeated. He straightened and peered around, surveying the entire field, eyes quickly darting from one wounded man to the next.
“But where’s Sybil?” Martin asked.
“She was right . . . beside me,” Dieter said, huffing, trying to stay conscious.
All Martin saw next to Dieter was a pirate with half his head gone. Then he noticed the imprint of a second body in the mud, along with the telltale skidding marks of a person being dragged. 
“How’s he to pay us?” a man in the distance yelled out. His hands were bound behind his back. 
Ulrich slapped the man hard across the face as the pirate tried to open his mouth to speak again.
“What’s that?” Ulrich teased. 
Another pirate called out. “Where’d that dandy bastard go?”
The bound pirates were being forced to sit next to each other, at the feet of Ulrich and Claus.
Martin kept scanning the field, shaking his head.
That’s when he realized what the pirates were trying to say.
Gustav was gone.
And so was Sybil.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



Rowaine leaned over, her lips twisting in disgust. The wound on Dieter’s arm bled like a rushing river. It was a jagged cut from under his forearm near his wrist to the fleshy part of his arm near his elbow. He lay on his back on a table in Claus’ inn, ruining the innkeeper’s white tablecloth.  
The room was full: Rowaine, Claus, and Daxton stood over the injured priest, while Jerome, the surgeon, sat beside him, prodding and examining the wound. Martin was also there, near the door, shielding Ava’s eyes with his hands and keeping careful watch over Peter, who slept soundly on the ground near Claus’ desk.
“Seems it was done with a rusty knife,” Daxton said aloud, to no one in particular. 
Jerome coughed. His spectacles hung precariously near the end of his nose as he poked at the wound to gauge Dieter’s pain threshold. 
“I need s-s-s—” Jerome began, then stopped mid-stutter and growled in frustration. Daxton patted him on the back. 
“Stitching,” the surgeon said at last. “I need stitching to staunch the bleeding a-and something to keep it from f-festering.” He thought for a moment. “If we can find some bee-ee-ees wax”—his face bobbed up and down as he tried to say the word—“we could mix it with peroxide and make s-some s-sort of s-salve.” He rubbed his forefinger with his thumb to clarify his meaning. 
“Don’t imagine we’ll find beeswax nearby, not at this late hour,” Daxton answered.
Claus disappeared into another room, returning with a roll of thread. “I don’t have stitching, but perhaps you can thread this through the wound to close it. At least until we can get him to a proper doctor.”
Jerome leveled his eyes at the old innkeeper. “I am a proper doctor, s-s-sir.” 
“Of course, no disrespect intended, Mister Penderwick,” Claus said, bowing his head.
Jerome nudged Daxton. “Hold him down.” He poured a bit of rum onto the wound. Dieter howled. Daxton latched onto the priest’s arms as Dieter shivered and writhed. 
Jerome handed the rum bottle to his patient, who snatched it and took a hearty swig. He gritted his teeth, then Jerome pierced his skin with a needle and started to sew the wound.
“I trust you have it from here, Jerome,” Rowaine said, heading for the door. 
“Where are you going?” Daxton asked, tightening his grip on Dieter to stop him from another bout of spasms. 
“To find out where Gustav took Sybil.”
“You’re positive he took her?”
“It’s the only reasonable explanation, Dax. Sybil wouldn’t run off on her own without her husband and son.”
Dieter lifted his head, his eyes glassy. “I’m going with you,” he told Rowaine. 
Rowaine hesitated. “Where?” 
“To find my wife.” He grimaced as Jerome continued threading his wound. 
Rowaine shared a look with Daxton, who shook his head slightly. The doctor turned toward her and did the same.
“That’s not a good idea,” Rowaine said. “But I promise I’ll find her. I brought you two into this. You have my word that I’ll find a solution out.”
“I can help,” Dieter mumbled, sucking his upper lip. 
Rowaine respected the man’s resolve and regretted what she had to say next. “You’d only slow me down, Dieter. I can ride faster without you, fight better without having to look over my shoulder to make sure you’re still alive. That wound will only worsen with travel. You know that.” 
Dieter opened his mouth to say something, but then just groaned, dropping his head back down. “Bring my wife back alive, woman,” he said firmly.
As Rowaine started to leave, she heard Daxton ask the surgeon, “Still need me?” 
A moment later, Daxton was beside Rowaine, outside. “I won’t slow you down,” he said.  
Rowaine frowned. “What reason do you have to rescue Sybil? You don’t even know the girl.”
With an icy glare, Daxton said, “That’s not right, Row. You’re correct, I don’t know the girl well. But Gustav Koehler held my wife and daughter hostage. He menaced my home. Only reason they managed to escape was thanks to your poor lady friend over there.” He pointed to where Mia lay with a white sheet over her body.
Rowaine glanced over, fighting back tears. Her eyes looked downward.  
“I’m . . . sorry,” Daxton muttered.
Rowaine flicked her red mane from her face. “No, you’re right. You have a claim on Gustav, same as me. But if you want him, you’ll have to wait your turn.”
“Deal,” Daxton said, putting out his hand. They shook on it.
“What will you do with your crew from the Pride?” she asked. “They’ll grow restless away from the sea.”  
Daxton scratched the back of his neck. “Let them. Storms have plagued the waters, so they could use a time away from the ship. The men will come back rejuvenated.”
Rowaine nodded. “Very well. There’s one more thing I need to do,” she said, heading around the side of the inn. 
Ulrich was sitting on a barrel near the far wall, flicking the blade of his axe while gazing menacingly at the pirates bound beside him. Rowaine strutted past, stopping in front of the woman sitting on a bench by the pirates. She was small and shivering, though her hands were not tied. She was the one Rowaine had seen almost constantly by Gustav’s side.  
“You, girl,” Rowaine said harshly, “are going to tell me where your master went.”
“He isn’t my master,” Hedda said, pushing up her spectacles, then tightening her arms around her body. 
“Master, lord, lover . . . I don’t care what he is. I’ll kill you unless you tell me what I ask. We’ve wasted enough time. In my eyes, you’re just as evil as he.” Rowaine lifted her foot and jammed it down on the bench with a thud. The girl jumped. Rowaine rested her elbows on her knee, ogling the girl. A pretty thing. Close to my age, too. In other circumstances, I wouldn’t mind taking her for a frolic . . .     
Hedda recoiled. “I’ve never killed a man.”
Rowaine searched her face. “Your eyes tell me you’re lying, girl, but that’s not why you’re as guilty as him. It’s because you never tried to stop him. Did his attractiveness sweep you off your feet? Were you just too cowardly to ever find your voice?”
Tears welled in Hedda’s eyes. “I was originally employed as his father’s secretary. Then Ludwig, his father, forced me to be his mistress and, before long, pushed me off on his son, Gustav.” 
“I don’t pity you,” Rowaine assured her.
“I’m not asking for your pity. If I disobeyed Gustav, he surely would have killed me.”
“Perhaps you deserve it.”
Hedda opened her mouth, then closed it. She met Rowaine’s gaze. “Maybe you’re right. I’ve seen him do terrible things.” She paused, considering what to say next, then continued. “But there’s one thing he’s especially been hellbent on doing—bringing that priest and the girl to his father. That’s where he’ll be going, to find his father. He knows that if he brings one, the other will follow.”
“I don’t intend to allow Dieter to follow. Where is this Ludwig, Gustav’s father?”
“In Trier, a city south of—”
“I know where it is.” 
Hedda gulped. “Baron Ludwig is overseeing an inquisition in the area.”
Rowaine scoffed. “How noble of him.”
“The witch-hunt has been going on for years. I did my research on the area and its inhabitants,” Hedda said. “They’re doing awful things to people down there. I heard that, in one village, they slew every female in the village, save one woman. Then moved on to the next village to do the same.”
Daxton stood behind Rowaine, shaking his head. “Bloodthirsty savages.”  
“The rich prosper on the deaths of the weak and indefensible,” Rowaine said. “Nothing new.”
At that, Hedda shook her head. “Not just the weak! I’ve heard that no one is safe from the executioner’s axe, not even noblemen and aristocrats.” 
“Sounds like chaos,” Rowaine said, sighing. “We’d better get moving.”
As Rowaine and Daxton headed back toward the front door of the inn, Hedda’s voice rang out. “How do you intend to find them?”
Without turning, Rowaine said, “I was the best navigator in the North Sea. My father was—or is—a famed tracker and huntsman. I’m sure we’ll manage.”
Inside the inn, she glanced over at Martin and Ava leaning against the wall, arms wrapped around each other. 
“They grew close quickly,” Rowaine remarked. Daxton didn’t reply.  
Jerome followed the two to a corner of the room. “His wound is d-dire, captain.”
“I’m not your captain any longer, Jerome.”
The surgeon smiled, his few teeth protruding randomly from his gums. “F-force of habit. Anyway, his arm may have to be amp-amp-amput . . .” he sighed. “Cut off.”
“There’s nothing I can do for him. I leave it to you. Better to save his life with one arm than let it fester and kill him.”
The surgeon nodded. 
Rowaine glanced at the old innkeeper still hunched over Dieter. “But I’m sure Claus won’t want him staying forever. Can you find him suitable arrangements?”
“I will,” a voice called from the doorway. It was Martin. “I’ll watch over him and Little Sieghart.” 
Rowaine walked to him, looking him up and down, then offered a dramatic bow and smiled. “Very well, sir, I leave his safety in your capable hands.” She clutched his shoulder, then abruptly leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek.
Martin’s pink face boiled red. He stammered, then quietly plopped back down next to Ava, wide-eyed and weak-kneed. Ava whispered something in his ear and scuffed his head. 
Rowaine stared at each friendly face in the room—Martin and Ava, Claus, Jerome, and finally Dieter. 
“Stay safe, my friends,” she said.
Then she and Daxton left the inn and headed for the stables. 
“Wait! Let me go with you!” It was Hedda. “I want to see this through.”
Rowaine looked back at the girl now standing in front of the inn’s door. Since Ulrich hadn’t joined her, Rowaine assumed she was not officially under arrest. She narrowed her eyes at the woman. 
“I don’t trust you,” she said, “so I won’t let you come with us. But I won’t stop you from following our trail, either. Just remember, Trier’s a fair distance from here, so if you don’t keep up, you’ll make a decent meal for the wolves.”
Hedda’s face went pale. 
Rowaine spun back around and continued walking, navigating her way around puddles of blood-stained mud, abandoned weapons, and dead bodies. As she passed the covered body of Mia, her bottom lip trembled, but she kept her head bowed to hide her tears.
Farewell my love. May you finally find peace from this wretched world.



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Somewhere in a dark void, Sybil crept toward a small foothill. Dressed in nothing but a white gown, the blackness seemed to envelop her thin body. A single, leafless tree sat on the hill, darker than black. Fog swirled through the tree. As she drew closer to the tree, she saw forms on the hill. A crow circled and landed on the tree’s top branch, clutching the limb with its talons. A wolf padded along and rested on its haunches next to the trunk. It gazed up at the moon, then its eyes moved to the crow. It licked its watering lips. As Sybil approached the base of the hill, the wolf tilted its head toward her and their eyes met—the wolf’s reflecting brilliant orbs of yellow. Slowly, the creature bore its fangs, sharp white teeth glistening in the darkness. Sybil let out a scream, but no sound escaped. 
Sybil awoke with a start, her heart pounding. 
She had no idea where she was, her nightmare clouding her reality. She felt the wind blowing through her hair, so she knew she was outside. Her throat was dry, her lips raw. She tried moving her hands, but realized her wrists were stuck together. She tried wiggling her arms, but they chafed against a rope. 
From the force of the wind, she knew she was moving fast. Then she realized she was on a horse, her hands tied to the reins. Though she couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there.
Her head ached. She felt hot breath on her neck and sucked in sharply.  
Gustav was behind her on the same saddle, his warm body pressed into hers. His arms were extended over her shoulders, gripping the loop of the reins, spurring the horse onward.
She blinked through the darkness and saw trees whirling by on both sides. They were on a dark trail, only the moon and stars illuminating their path.
“What’s going on?” she croaked, barely recognizing her own voice. 
“I have you, girl,” Gustav whispered in her ear.
She shuddered. She couldn’t see his smirk, but felt it. 
Slowly, she began piecing together the night’s events.
We were standing against Gustav and his men, I remember that. Then Ulrich and the guards came from the shadows. Someone died. Mia! After she killed a man. Then everything went crazy. 
Someone had my child. Gustav? No . . . he’d already set Peter on the ground. Someone else snatched him. 
Martin! And that thief-girl? 
And I remember Dieter . . . trying to save me.
Dieter! 
“What happened to my husband?” she called out.
“Last I saw, he was rolling in the mud, nursing a nasty cut, covered in blood.”
Sybil wanted to cry, but the wind kept her eyes dry. She choked on her own scratchy throat. “Is he alive?”
Gustav said nothing, but she felt his body move. A shrug, perhaps. 
“And my son?”
“Your little friend took him. I don’t know where.” 
“Where are we going?”
“To the place I’ve been trying to take you for weeks. Trier. Where my father is.”
“What’s in Trier, besides your father?”
Gustav chuckled. “Your imminent death, girl. And my imminent glory.”
Sybil clenched her jaw. “Dieter will come for me. Or Rowaine—”
“I’m hoping so.” 
“You won’t get away with this.” 
Gustav gripped the reins tighter. “You may have friends in Bedburg, where you’ve lived your life. But you have no such support in Trier. Nothing awaits you there besides a trial in front of bloodthirsty inquisitors, and the cross you’ll burn on.”
Despite her best efforts, Sybil’s teeth began to chatter. Her body shivered. The wind was cold, but her despair colder. 
Gustav speaks true. I have nothing in Trier, no one to protect me. What can I do? If Dieter is injured, how can he rescue me? 
I once told myself I’d do my own rescuing, but how can I, strapped to this damned horse? 
As if reading her thoughts, Gustav said, “You can plan your escape all you want, but you’ll always reach a dead end, girl. I lost a lot of good men trying to capture you and, now that I have, I will not be denied.”
“You didn’t care about those men.”
Gustav laughed. “Well, perhaps you’re right.”
“You only care for yourself.”
“And Hedda. It’s a shame she wasn’t quick enough—maybe she could have joined us. But she’d only slow us down. I suppose they will hang her.” He shrugged. “She had her uses.” His voice was grim but edged with lustful memories. 
“Is she your lover?” Sybil couldn’t have cared less, but knew she had to keep Gustav talking. And not thinking. The more he talked, the more time she had to design her own plan. 
“In some ways, she was,” Gustav said. He sighed. “She’s my father’s spy. Once I bring you to him, I’ll get to enjoy the things I’ve been owed all my life. Maybe you did me a favor, killing my brother, because I am now next in line.”  
Sybil frowned. “I didn’t kill Johannes. Though I should have, after what he did to me.”
Gustav nodded to himself. “For a moment, I did wonder if that whelp of yours belonged to Johannes—”
“My son is Dieter’s.” 
Gustav steered the horse around a wide bend in the road. “It’s no matter. All that matters is that your husband and perhaps your redheaded friend follow you to Trier. Once that happens . . .” he made a sound like he was ripping paper, “I win, and you and they . . . lose.” 
“What is your father giving you for bringing us to him? Wealth? Land?”
“Those, I’m sure. But also something much more valuable. A seat!” 
“A seat?”
“In the parliament at Cologne, my dear. You are my ticket to true nobility.” 
Sybil stayed quiet for a while, the wind and horse hooves the only sounds she heard. 
So avenging his brother’s death was never his motive. It was always purely selfish. I should have known. 
“Are you guaranteed this position? What if your father doesn’t follow through with his promise?”
“He’ll have no choice.”
“Everyone has a choice, Gustav.”
“You don’t.” At that moment, Sybil couldn’t argue with that. “But I’ll play your little game,” he said, clearing his throat. “If my father doesn’t give me the position I desire, then I’ll just have to take it from him.”
Sybil winced. “You’d kill your own father to further your ambition? It’s no wonder everything went to your brother. Your father must have never trusted you.”
A low growl reverberated behind her. She knew she’d gone too far. 
“You know nothing of the Koehler family, whore. Now quiet your tongue and ready yourself for your final days. Pray, or do whatever it is you Godly folk do.”
Sybil opened her mouth to speak again, but felt a sudden heat near the back of her head. Her sight went unfocused, the edges of her vision closed in.
Then darkness took her.
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“Trier is the oldest city in Germany, Herr Samuel.”  
Bishop Binsfeld, his hands clasped behind his back, was speaking with Tomas as they—and Hugo behind them—walked down a lavish hallway adorned with timeless relics and paintings from the early Roman times. “It wields great power within the Holy Roman Empire,” the bishop explained. “Here in Trier, Archbishop Schönenberg sits on one of the most influential seats in the electorate.”
“But why this sudden outbreak of witches plaguing the diocese?” Tomas asked. 
Bishop Peter Binsfeld was a white-haired man with a stooped back and a soft voice. To Hugo, he didn’t look at all like the bloodthirsty witch-hunter he’d been made out to be. But Hugo had also learned that looks were often deceiving—Tomas being the perfect example: His mentor looked nothing like the merciless killer Hugo knew him to be. 
The bishop had yet to answer Tomas’ question. They headed toward double-doors engraved with a language Hugo didn’t recognize.
The bishop eyed Tomas. “You hail from . . .” 
“Cologne, Your Grace. My assistant and I oversaw trials in Bedburg at the request of Archbishop Ernst. We were then sent here.”
Hugo was impressed with how easily Tomas had fallen into his new role as “Inquisitor Samuel,” though still a bit apprehensive about playing his own part as Samuel’s assistant, “Gregor.” 
“Right.” Binsfeld cleared his throat. “Balthasar Schreib, he leads God’s glory in Bedburg, correct?” 
Tomas nodded.
Binsfeld gazed up at the vaulted ceiling and tapped his chin. “He is a fine man—a Jesuit, as I remember, and a very holy bishop. I’m sure he has brought the faith back to the region.”
Hugo pursed his lips. He helped kill my father, which brought back faith, I suppose. 
They came to the double-door and waited. A man of Bishop Binsfeld’s stature would never consider opening, or even knocking on, a door in front of him—he’d expect it to be opened for him. 
Which is what happened. The door opened and two guards reared back their heads to salute the bishop as he walked by. 
Ignoring them, the bishop continued. “While the blessed return of the faith may be the case in Cologne and Bedburg, Trier is unfortunately in turmoil. Protestants, Jews, and witches have berated us for some time. For those reasons, the archbishop saw fit to separate the three groups, and called upon me for that task. Witchcraft, superstition, and dangerous dealings have robbed the people of Trier of their livelihoods.”
They were in a vast hall lit by golden crosses and elegant ornaments. Doors leading to smaller rooms lined both sides of the hall.
“The study I’d like you to see is in the third room on the left. Perhaps it will help you gain some understanding of how we do things in Trier, Herr Samuel.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” Tomas said, bowing his head. 
“Lord Inquisitor Adalbert will be in that room, overseeing a trial.”
Hugo opened the door—not wanting to wait for entry—and the trio entered the room. It was a courtroom, of sorts, though it more resembled a prayer-room in a cathedral. 
Except here, the law—at least as set forth by the powers-that-be—is what is prayed to, not God.
From what Hugo had heard, secular law and God’s law was one and the same in Trier. 
Bishop Binsfeld moved to a back row and sat alongside other spectators. Hugo followed, then Tomas. 
A young woman and her daughter stood in the middle of the room, boxed in by several metal bars. Three men were seated at a dais on a raised platform at the front of the room. 
Hugo immediately recognized the older man on the left. 
That man has been in my house before! I recognize that smirk and gaunt face. 
Ludwig von Bergheim, father of the man who hurt Sybil . . . Johannes.
Hugo didn’t recognize the man on the right—a bald gentleman, older than Ludwig on the left, with a large crucifix hanging from his neck. His eyelids were so puffy they practically hid his eyes, making it impossible to tell if he was asleep or just listening through closed eyes. 
The man in the middle was a whole different matter. He wore a mask—a plain white one, nothing sinister-looking, just a way to hide his identity. He was tall and thin, but the mask gave him an unnerving quality that sent a chill down Hugo’s spine.
“Why does that man mask his face?” Hugo whispered to the bishop. 
Binsfeld leaned over. “The inquisitors in Trier face hard rebuke from the many people they prosecute. None more so than that man, Lord Inquisitor Adalbert. It is to hide his face from possible retribution.”
Though Hugo longed to learn from his mentors, this revelation gave him pause. We are to be so hated in this city from the commonfolk that we’ll be forced to wear masks?  
Tomas whispered in Hugo’s ear, out of earshot of the bishop, “Does he hide from men . . . or does he hide from God?”
Hugo almost smirked, but kept his face expressionless, taking in the spectacle before him. 
The masked inquisitor spoke, his voice high and slightly muffled. “Catherine and Anne Bartholomew, we’ve heard your testimony. We’ve heard the evidence against you both. You claim to have not stolen the cattle from Herr Armistad.” He motioned to a man Hugo hadn’t noticed, a rugged peasant-looking type sitting across from the two girls. The man held a shaggy cap in his hands. “And yet, Frau Catherine, the brown-spotted cattle just magically appeared in your shed? So it must have leaped over the barbed fencing of Armistad’s pasture—the same barbed fencing that is taller than a man?” 
Several in the crowd chuckled at such an absurdity.
The masked man continued. “But the mysterious disappearance of Herr Armistad’s cattle was not the dark omen that brought you before this council. This would not have been a matter for these courts if it weren’t for your past association with others charged with sorcery.” The inquisitor cleared his throat and readjusted his mask. “What was most telling and disturbing was the sudden death of Herr Armistad’s daughter, following the disappearance of his cattle. And the doll found in your daughter’s hands, marked with pinpricks that corresponded with the pockmarks on Armistad’s poor girl’s body . . .” he trailed off, shaking his head. 
“These are damnable things!” he screamed. Then, softening his tone like a seasoned actor, asked, “Have you anything more to say for yourself?”
The woman held her daughter’s small hand and stared at the ground. She huffed and everything seemed to leave her—her dignity, her posture, her hope. “Preserve my daughter. Please, I beg of you.”
The inquisitor was unmoved. “I’m afraid only God can preserve your daughter, Frau Catherine, for even she cited witchcraft when asked by the prosecution. Your own daughter exposed you!” 
“She’s four years old!” Catherine cried. “Children will say anything!”
Lord Inquisitor Adalbert peered to his left, then right. As he did, Hugo noticed his black hair beneath the mask. “Let us vote, shall we? If guilty, state ‘yay’—if innocent, ‘nay.’ ” 
Baron Ludwig von Bergheim raised his hand. “Yay.” 
Somewhat surprisingly, the older piest on the other side was less convinced, explaining he hadn’t seen enough evidence to convict the daughter—just the mother—so he voted ‘nay.’
Hugo heard an audible scowl from under Lord Adalbert’s mask.
The priest’s timid sentencing is probably what Tomas and I are here to replace, Hugo realized.
Adalbert raised his hand last, said ‘yay,’ then slammed down his cudgel. “Then it’s settled. I sentence you and your daughter to death for witchcraft and sorcery, to be executed on the morrow.”
The woman grabbed her daughter in a heavy embrace and howled. Unfazed, Lord Adalbert rose calmly—as if he’d just gotten up from the dinner table—and walked off. 
“The daughter dies too?” Hugo asked, shocked. “She’s only four . . .”
Bishop Binsfeld snorted. “Did you not hear the testimony I heard, young Gregor? And the evidence against them? Open your ears. She is as faulty as the mother, and all but killed that farmer’s poor daughter.” Binsfeld rose. “Come. I’ll now present you to the lord inquisitor and be on my way.”
Tomas and Hugo followed the bishop down the hallway into another room. 
The masked inquisitor stood alone in the room, turned away from them, his mask in his hand. When Bishop Binsfeld cleared his throat, the mask went back on. 
“Lord Adalbert, may I present to you Inquisitor Samuel and his assistant, Gregor.” The bishop waved his hand out in a flourish. At the same moment, the door opened and Ludwig von Bergheim entered the room. 
Adalbert gave Ludwig a quick glance before turning to Hugo. Even through his mask, Hugo could see his eyes narrow. “You seem young,” Adalbert said. “You are the two I sent for, from Ernst, correct?”
“We are, my lord,” Tomas said, bowing. 
Bishop Binsfeld smiled, wrinkles forming. “If that’s all, I will leave you.” And with that, the old bishop shuffled from the room. Hugo was still staring at the lord inquisitor. He wore an immaculate suit, sharply tailored to his body, without question the most expensive outfit Hugo had ever seen on a man.
Adalbert’s eyes fixed on Tomas. Finally, trying to break the awkwardness, Tomas said, “It has been a long journey to meet you, my lord. The bishop was telling us about the problem plaguing Trier—”
“Problems, Herr Samuel. Plural. Archbishop Schönenberg has allowed me any means necessary to dispose of these problems that have caused his country to go astray.”  
From the other side of the room, Ludwig added, “The Protestants, the Jews, and the witches,” raising three fingers as he spoke. He leaned against a bookcase, his legs leisurely crossed at the ankles. 
“Indeed, Baron Ludwig,” Adalbert said. “We confiscate the lands of the plowman, and the wineries of the vintner, who we find guilty of treason, or for abetting witches, Protestants, and Jews.” Through the mask, Hugo saw the man smile. “Systematically, we are ridding Trier of its blasphemers.”
Tomas cleared his throat, nodding slowly. “And, er, how many—if I may ask—how many of these peopl—blasphemers have you ridded since these trials began, my lord?”
The room grew silent as Adalbert stared up at the ceiling. Then he nodded. “Ninety-eight and two hundred in the five years since the trials began.”
Nearly three hundred people? Hugo almost gasped. 
“And we are not done,” Adalbert said. 
This man is proud of the ruination he’s caused . . . 
Adalbert straightened up and walked behind the desk. “Though we’ve seen recent outbreaks of unruliness and sadism from the peasants, Bishop Binsfeld keeps them in check. This is a holy endeavor, after all. We are purging the infected from God’s earth.”
“It is holy to kill so many, my lord?” Hugo dared to ask. “What did they do?”
Tomas gave Hugo a hard stare. “Quiet your tongue, Hu—Gregor.” He smiled at Adalbert. “Please, excuse my unruly scribe. He’s good with numbers and tallies but otherwise a bit . . . scatter-brained.” 
“If this is what it takes to bring Trier back into God’s favor, then, yes, it is a holy endeavor to extinguish so many,” Adalbert replied, ignoring Hugo’s slight.
“Amen,” Ludwig called from the other side of the room.
Adalbert went on. “What did they do, you ask? Well, every case is different—but perhaps it is best to ask Bishop Binsfeld about the origins of this plague. He’s been here longer than I. He is also the one who created the Classification of Demons, as it were.”
“The Classification of Demons, my lord?” Tomas asked.
Adalbert tilted his head. “Don’t tell me you haven’t heard of it, inquisitor?”
Tomas stammered. His hands began to shake. “N-no, no, of course I have. But I did not know it was penned by such a man.”
“I haven’t heard of it, my lord,” Hugo blurted out, trying to divert the masked inquisitor’s attention from further scrutiny of Tomas.  
Adalbert squinted down at Hugo. Apparently deciding him worthy of a response, he explained. “Binsfeld realized the correlation between witches, their crimes, and the demons and devils who must be inhabiting their bodies. That woman and her daughter out there? Their crimes, for instance, were likely perpetrated from envy, which correlates with Leviathan. Lucifer controls pride, Asmodeus controls lust, Satan is wrath, Beelzebub is gluttony, Mammon is greed, and Belphegor is sloth. With this knowledge, we gain a better understanding of every individual witch we’re dealing with.”
Hugo was dumbstruck. 
These poor souls are being tried for nothing more than superstitious words written by a fanatical priest!
His reaction, apparently, showed on his face.
“I see your skepticism, my young friend, but I figured you had dealt with this already in Cologne. If I may speak plainly,” Adalbert held his hands out as if balancing a scale. “Religion is tradition, Herr Gregor. Witches are a threat to tradition. These evil folk are inhabited by devils. Devils who bring change . . . evolution . . . invention—”
“The very things tradition hates,” Ludwig added, finishing Adalbert’s sentence. 
Adalbert glanced at the lord. “Quite, Herr Ludwig.” He looked back at Hugo. “Until we can return Trier to the status quo—back to faithful tradition—we are all in danger. That is why I wear this mask. I have overseen hundreds of trials. If the peasants knew my face, they would surely retaliate at the sight of me.”
Hugo crossed his arms. “Why can’t we see your face, my lord? We’re on your side.” 
Adalbert chuckled. “Because I hardly know you. Prove to me that you can carry out my will—nay, God’s will—and you’ll learn my identity soon enough. That is a promise.” 
“I don’t like promises,” Hugo said flatly, remembering back when Sybil promised to return and his father promised to never abandon him. 
Tomas stammered, again diverting attention from his young apprentice. “E-excuse my assistant. He is young and stupid.”
But Adalbert was chuckling. He shook his head slowly at Ludwig. “I like this boy. Reminds me of all the mettle and audacity I once had.”
Ludwig’s lips formed a thin line. He glared at Hugo.
Adalbert addressed Tomas. “Now that you are here, Herr Samuel, I would like you to oversee a few small trials of your own. Bishop Binsfeld and myself will be there to aid you.”
Tomas bowed. “Very well, my lord.”
“Tomorrow,” Adalbert added, “as a special treat, you can watch that demonic woman and her daughter burn.”
Tomas glanced at Hugo before respectfully nodding. 
“I look forward to . . . the opportunity . . . my lord.”



CHAPTER FORTY
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 
 




They made the trip from Bedburg to Trier in three days instead of what normally would take five. In the process, Gustav had nearly ridden his horse to death, taking minimal stops for food and rest. 

Admittedly, Gustav had enjoyed sharing his saddle with his lovely prisoner for most of the journey. But he knew that once they got to Trier that image would simply not do. He needed to project leadership. So, as they now approached the city’s gates, they were on foot—Gustav in the lead, Sybil and their horse trudging along side-by-side behind him. Sybil’s wrists were tied with a section of the horse’s reins so Gustav could use the reins as a leash to pull both horse and captive through the streets of Trier. 
As he led his horse and captive through town, Gustav took notice of the three days’ worth of grime caked on his clothes and boots. It made him grimace, especially when several noblemen passed by wearing crisp, clean attire—in sharp contrast to the embarrassingly smelly, disheveled clothes he wore. 
He decided that his very first item of business—well, after throwing Sybil to the wolves, of course—would be a steaming hot bath. 
Except . . . maybe it would be best to wait until after bathing before presenting his prisoner to his father. All the better to make a good impression on the aristocrats he expected to meet.  
Then again . . . the task at hand—delivering the witch to her well-deserved fate—did outweigh his personal hygiene . . . he supposed.
So, yes, dumping off his prisoner would come first, immediately followed by a nice long bath.
That decided, he began taking in the sights around him. And wasn’t impressed. Having traveled extensively as his father’s courier, he’d seen it all—from the dingiest cesspools of society to the most glamorous cityscapes of Germany. 
And Trier fit somewhere in the middle. 
They’d entered Trier through its northern gate, which was decidedly the ugliest part of town. Not at all fit for nobility. The brothels they passed stank of booze and unabashed lewdness. Plus, the women were hideous—nothing he’d ever pay for, no matter how hard they might try. A few of them even tried crowding around Sybil, but Gustav quickly tugged her away.
It didn’t take long for him to realize he had no idea where he was—that he needed directions. Searching for a place to ask for help, they passed several fields with rows of life-sized crosses bearing human-shaped shells of black char on them.
A definite detractor to visitors.   
Gustav’s face brightened when he saw a passing patrol of guardsmen. He approached the five men—does it really take that many to keep this place beggar-free?—tapping one of them on the shoulder. 
The guard turned to him with a sullen expression. Gustav smiled. The guard didn’t. The other guards circled Gustav, frowns of suspicion on their faces. 
“Excuse me, gentlemen, I am seeking the city jailhouse,” Gustav said cheerfully, pulling Sybil close for emphasis—and to show off his prize. 
“Which one?” the guard asked, inspecting Sybil head to toe.
Gustav raised an eyebrow. “This town has more than one jailhouse?” 
The guard nodded. “On the archbishop’s orders, we built us a new one. You’ll find the . . . nicer jail in the south of town, near the Moselle’s bend.” He glanced at Sybil again. “But for a pretty slave like that, you’re best suited to the dungeons, a quarter-mile down this road.” He pointed down a street lined with brothels, taverns, and shabby inns. With a chuckle, he added, “Or you could simply unchain her here. I’m sure she’d bring some happy brothel-owner a nice bit of coin. Though she’s a bit bony.” 
Sybil’s face hardened. “I’m not a slave,” she spat, eyeing the guard sharply. “Or a whore.”
The guard snorted and went on his way with the rest of his group. 
Gustav tugged Sybil along through the gritty streets of sin until they eventually reached a more auspicious neighborhood. The houses were white and the streets were clean. He loosened his hold on Sybil’s reins a bit. After a small span of pleasant dwellings, he rounded a turn in the road and found himself back in the heart of the poor. He did his best to weave around the peasants and farmers, leering at anyone who stepped too close.
At one point, he saw an elderly woman heading straight for him, unaware, her head bent toward the ground. Though he tried to avoid her, he bumped her shoulder. The old lady bounced with a start and said, “Pardon me, young man.”
Her hair was long and white and a partial veil covered her head. Sybil locked eyes with the woman. As Gustav dragged Sybil along, he noticed she remained fixed on the old lady. 
He lost interest when the white-haired woman disappeared from view. 
Finally, they arrived at the jail. And from the outside, it was everything the guard had described: grungy, old, decrepit. Gustav could only imagine how it must look inside. 
The perfect place for this wench.
After cutting the reins and tying his horse, he led Sybil inside, the cut section of reins still wrapped around her wrists. Just past the door, an armed and armored soldier stopped him. The man was tall—almost as tall as Gustav—and held his hand near the hilt of his sword. “Who are you, and who is that?”
Gustav reached into his tunic, clinking his hand against his half-empty laudanum bottle, and located his crumpled paperwork. He presented it to the guard. “Gustav Koehler, son of Baron Ludwig Koehler von Bergheim. I am bringing you a prisoner. The rest of the details are in that paper.”
Halfheartedly, the man glanced at the paper. His eyes twitched as he tried reading it. Gustav sighed. 
Giving up on the paper, the guard looked up. “Bounty hunter?” he asked. 
Gustav shook his head. “I’ve told you my credentials, good sir.”
“And the girl’s charge?”
“A witch. I’ve transported her here from Bedburg, so that I may present her to my father. He is a current judge and barrister of the archbishop’s.”
At the mention of a witch, the guard stepped back. He handed the paper back to Gustav, turned, and left without another word. Gustav watched him approach another person, clearly his superior, and speak in hushed tones. A minute later he returned with his superior, a skinny man with a skinny robe and skinny spectacles. 
“How is this woman touched by the Devil?” the man asked, nudging his spectacles.
“She’s the daughter of the Werewolf of Bedburg. Among other things.” Gustav hadn’t quite figured out those “other things” yet, but he would in time. He’d been in such a rush to get Sybil to Trier that he hadn’t concocted the exact wording of the charges against her—other than being related to a man executed for sorcery and cannibalism and murder.  
Seemingly convinced, the superior nodded. “Van here will take the girl.” He smiled. “And I will take you to your father.”
“You are an inquisitor for the archbishop?”
The man bowed. “I am Inquisitor Frimont. Now, please follow me.”
Gustav handed the reins to the armored guard and left with the skinny man, glancing one last time over his shoulder to make sure Sybil was being taken to the dungeons. 
 
 
 
Walking down the street with Inquisitor Frimont to meet his father, they came to a two-story inn, which Gustav stopped at to clean up. While Frimont waited outside, Gustav oiled his blond hair, slicked it back, shined his boots, then ordered a fresh suit from the innkeeper, providing an extra gratuity for quick delivery. 
Pleased with what he saw in the mirror, he straightened his jacket and returned outside to join Frimont.
The sun was beginning to set. They passed under the Porta Nigra, a brilliantly pillared city-gate that Frimont explained was built during Roman times. A short distance later, the Cathedral of Saint Peter came into view—a white-bricked monument to God of massive proportions, and, as Frimont described, the oldest cathedral in the country.
Just past the cathedral, Frimont stopped in front of a large complex of townhalls and courthouses, nearly rivaling in size the cathedral they’d just passed. At the bottom of a stone staircase leading up to the complex stood Gustav’s father, Ludwig, arms crossed. 
Gustav’s heart fluttered. He hadn’t seen his father in nearly a year. And even though his father had always been closer to Gustav’s brother, Johannes, his brother was no longer around.  
Finally, it’s my time.      
“Father! I come bearing terrific news,” Gustav began, bowing low. He felt giddy, almost wishing he could sneak a quick shot of laudanum. 
Ludwig peered down his beaked nose at his son. With a curt nod, he said, “Oh? And what, pray tell, Gustav, might that be?”
It pained Gustav to hear his forename, rather than “son,” come from his father’s lips, but he hid his disappointment.
Two men surrounded Baron Ludwig: a blond inquisitor who seemed strangely out of place in his robes, and a young assistant who couldn’t have been more than fifteen years of age. Gustav ignored their disapproving stares. 
“A witch, father! And a Protestant!” Gustav exclaimed. 
“There are many witches and many Protestants in Trier, unfortunately,” Ludwig calmly replied. 
Gustav raised a finger. “None like this one.” Glancing at his father’s two companions, he said, “If we may speak in private, father?”
“I’m busy, Gustav. You may speak plainly here. Samuel and Gregor will stay. What am I to charge this woman you’ve brought me with?”
Gustav tightened his jaw. “She helped kill Johannes.”
For a moment, Gustav thought he saw a hint of surprise play across his father’s eyes. But it didn’t last. “And you brought this woman to Trier for . . .”
“For your—no, for our benefit, father.” He threw up his arms in frustration. “I figured it would be fitting to try her together. Also, now that she’s in custody, that may well lure her husband here as well—the man physically responsible for killing Johannes! And I’m sure we can then get a confession from both of them—the witch and her murderous husband.” 
Ludwig donned a dark expression. “We won’t be trying anyone together, son”—finally that word, and Gustav’s heart jumped before quickly sinking—“though I appreciate you bringing the girl to my attention.” 
“F-father . . .” he murmured. “Why are you acting like this? I believed we could do this together. For Johannes.”
Ludwig ignored Gustav’s whining, his arms still crossed. “And what do you hope to gain from this, Gustav? What reward would you like?” 
“This is the woman who would have married your other son. Your favorite son.” Gustav’s voice got lower, angrier. Ludwig raised a brow at his son’s disrespectful tone. “I would like what you would have given Johannes, father.” Gustav spat out the last word. Which apparently worked, for his father’s demeanor softened, slightly.  
Ludwig cleared his throat. “I know you would never bring this person to me charitably. You are like your brother in that reagrd. So, I ask again: What do you want, Gustav?”
Gustav had imagined this conversation many times over, and each time it had been far different from this. It angered him. After all this time, all this travel, all this hunting and searching and killing. He’d finally brought the white queen to the black king, on a silver platter . . . 
And for this? To be treated like an insolent child? No differently than he’d always been treated by his father?
Gritting his teeth, Gustav said, “I want your place on the seat of parliament, old man.”
Ludwig snorted. “There it is.”
“I’m deserving of it.”
“Are you?” Condescension reeked through the words.  
“I will bring you the heads of the man and woman who killed your son and my brother. Then you will see my worth. You are getting old, father. You can’t wield your estate forever. You know that—who else would you bequeath it to?” 
Ignoring his son’s question, Ludwig said simply, “Your work here is done, Gustav. I will see the woman and determine if she is fit to stand trial, or if she is too far removed from God’s grace for even that. You may watch from the pews, son, but you will not be sitting at the dais.”
How I wish I had my poisons with me—even just a small dose. 
For the first time in his life, Gustav felt like throttling his father. 
Recognizing the wild look in his son’s eyes, Ludwig discharged Gustav like a common servant. “Good day, son,” then spun on his heels and marched up the steps with his two inquisitors in tow.
Watching his father walk away, for a moment Gustav felt paralyzed. But almost instantly that was replaced with a thunderous wave of roaring anger. He reached in his tunic and took a healthy chug from his laudanum bottle.
But this time it didn’t quell his fury.
Gustav Koehler was now ready to take what was rightfully his.



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
 
 
ROWAINE
 



Rowaine and Daxton arrived in Trier in the middle of the night. 
Even so, the city was bustling with spirited activity.
Hedda was now riding with them. Halfway through their hasty exit from Bedburg—once Rowaine’s nerves had settled from the battle at the inn—she’d agreed to allow Hedda to join them the rest of the way. She’d felt sorry watching the poor girl struggle to even start a fire. That, combined with Hedda’s steadfast denials that she had anything to do with Gustav’s plan to kidnap Sybil, had convinced Rowaine that Hedda deserved another chance at redemption.
During a meal break, Rowaine had asked Hedda, “What did you presume he was going to do, after trying to enslave those poor folk? If the Lion’s Pride hadn’t shown up to intercede the tradeship you were on, Sybil and Dieter would be dead right now.” With a frown, she added, “Dieter still might be.” 
“I . . . don’t know,” Hedda said, taking off her spectacles to clean them. “I was simply supposed to keep watch on Gustav, by orders of his father.”
All in all, to Rowaine, Hedda seemed harmless enough. 
I don’t know if I can attribute all of her misfortune to poor decisions, but I can’t fault her for wanting to stay with her man . . . or her charge . . . whatever Gustav is to her.
Now, walking through Trier, they were in the midst of a wild celebration of some sort. A huge white cross was aflame, dazzling orange waves leaping and brightening their path. Daxton stopped to ask an incredibly drunk, tottering man what was going on.
“Showing our discon . . . disconten . . . we’re mad, sir!” he hiccuped. “They can’t keep killing our people without retribu-taliation!” Gripping a bottle of wine, he raised it high, waddling off to join his drunken friends. 
“So, they aren’t celebrating,” Rowaine said. “They’re . . . angry?” She scanned the streets—slobbering drunks, topless whores, she even saw a couple copulating against a barrel. It was difficult distinguishing between celebration and outrage.
“I guess that would explain the burning crosses,” Daxton said, pointing at one ready to topple over on an unsuspecting group.  
“I don’t think they know what they want,” Rowaine said, “or how to achieve it. They just want the killings to stop.”
They hiked their way through the pandemonium, eventually coming to a quiet road. Rowaine sighed heavily, a worried look on her face. 
Daxton noticed. “What’s wrong?”
“N-no, it’s just . . . I’m not eager to see Sybil’s heartbreak when she notices Dieter isn’t with us.”
They kept walking. After a short silence, Daxton said, “It’s for the best, Row.”
“Call me Catriona, Dax. Rowaine Donnelly is dead.”
Daxton chuckled. “Well, I’m not going to ask you to call me John.” Rowaine stared at him blankly, so he elaborated. “In my mind, you’re still my captain. Rowaine Donnelly will never die. So, just as my real name will never see the light of day, as far as I’m concerned, neither will yours.” 
They continued on quietly for a while, trying to gain their bearings in the foreign city. They refrained from asking several passing guards for directions to the jailhouse, lest they stick out in someone’s mind. 
Eventually, they rounded a bend where a monolithic structure loomed in the distance. As they neared it, they saw guards milling about, so assumed it was either a barracks or a jail.
They hid behind a wagon abandoned on the side of the road across from the structure. Rowaine watched for a while, until she saw several guards forcibly shoving a clearly tipsy man through the gate, convincing her this was definitely a jail.
Crouching by her side, Daxton asked, “Do you think Sybil’s in there?”
Rowaine drummed her fingers on the edge of the wagon. “It’s our only hope. I have no idea where else she might be. But it’s much more protected than the jailhouse in Bedburg. It’s nearly the size of Amsterdam’s jail.”
Daxton thrust a thumb back toward the loud chaos they’d just come from. “And you wonder why?”
As she contemplated their next move, adrenaline coursed through she veins, just like whenever she bore down on an unsuspecting ship on the high seas. Then a feeling of dread engulfed her. 
“If she’s still alive . . .” she muttered.
Daxton leaned in. “What was that?”
Rowaine shook her head. 
“Let’s go to the nearest inn and plan our approach,” Daxton said. “Nothing will be accomplished if we go in blind. It will just add three more bodies swinging from a rope.” 
“I agree with John,” Hedda said, speaking for the first time. With a determined expression, Hedda was bent over, her hands on her knees like this was exactly the type of situation her analytical mind was made for. 
At hearing his true name mentioned, Daxton gave the girl an icy glare. “Don’t make me regret allowing you to come along.”
Hedda visibly gulped.
Rowaine clenched her jaw. She knew Daxton and Hedda were right, but it wasn’t easy staying put. Every fiber in her body wanted to charge ahead, slay the guards keeping watch, and save Sybil from certain doom. 
If she’s in there . . .  
But just as quickly as it had surged, her adrenaline began to fade. Exhaustion was taking over. The swift pace of their trip from Bedburg had begun to show its effects on her mind and body. Her head ached and her vision blurred.
“Fine, we’ll take refuge for the night, but only to plan things better. Sybil doesn’t have much time—”
“They have to put her to trial before burning her, Row.”
“And they couldn’t have arrived much earlier than us,” Hedda pointed out. 
“I hope you’re both right,” Rowaine said, still not comfortable leaving despite her waning strength. Finally, she relented. Stepping from behind the wagon, she crept along the shadows, Daxton and Hedda close behind. When they were far enough away to avoid being seen by the guards, they moved onto the roadway to find an inn.
As they neared the boisterous protests, Rowaine’s eyes caught the blur of the passing faces, peasants and drunkards moving in all directions. Suddenly something white and familiar caught her attention. Her face shot back around. Walking away was a small head with long white hair. 
Odela? 
She gasped, blinking rapidly. But the image was gone—evaporated into the crowd.
Had she imagined it? 
She said nothing and continued on with her group. Several minutes later, they found an inn, a small place, but from the western window of the corner room the jail would still be in sight. 
The clerk inside was delighted to greet three sober customers. Daxton approached his desk. “We’ll take that corner room,” he said, “the one that views west.” 
The clerk’s smile faded. “That room is taken, my lord.”
Without hesitation, Daxton pulled out his pistol, sighed, then told the women, “I’ll be back shortly, ladies,” and headed for the stairs. 
“Don’t hurt anyone, Dax,” Rowaine called out, but he was already gone. 
Two minutes later, a young naked couple came running down the stairs, clothes awkwardly held to shield their privates as they raced out the front door.
Daxton came back down with a wide grin on his face. “It’s a shame,” he said. “I had to break it up just as it was getting good.” 
Rowaine rolled her eyes.
Hedda said, “I’m retiring for the night, then. I’m exhausted.” She started up the stairs, holding the railing tightly to guide her unsteady feet. 
Rowaine wasn’t ready to be cooped up in a room just yet, so she headed for the inn’s front door. Daxton followed. 
“Bring fresh sheets to the room,” Rowaine called back to the clerk as she walked out the front door. 
Once outside, the city seemed like a place on fire, though strangely fitting. Warm wind blew through Rowaine’s hair, tangling around her face. Leaning against a barrel by the doorway, she closed her eyes. 
“What’s eating at you, Row?” Daxton asked, sidling up to her. 
Eyes still closed, she said, “I want to rescue Sybil, of course, but I must remember the reasons I came here in the first place. Heinrich . . . My father . . . And I think I saw Odela heading into that crowd.”
Daxton tilted his head. “The old lady you spoke of? Are you sure?”
Rowaine pondered for a moment. “If I can find Odela, I can find Heinrich. Of that I’m sure.”
“Why can’t we do both? Rescue Sybil and find Heinrich?” 
She opened her eyes and stared at her friend. “This is a big town, Dax.” She kicked at a rock on the ground. “What can we expect if we rescue Beele? The guards will be on us. We’ll be recognized, sure as day, and I may never be able to get close enough to strike Heinrich again. Not if we rescue Sybil first . . .”
Daxton frowned. “You said it yourself, captain. She may not have much time.”
Just then, the inn’s door swung open and a face poked out. It was the innkeeper. With a troubled look, he said, “My lord, my lady, I spotted your friend climbing out the window when I went to put fresh sheets in your room.” His head disappeared and the door slammed shut.
“Dammit,” Daxton mumbled. 
Rowaine chuckled, shaking her head. 
But neither of them moved. They knew it was futile trying to catch Hedda. 
Let her return to her abusive master. We have bigger things to do.
Daxton’s face took a serious turn. “It sounds like you have a decision to make, captain. Luckily, you’ve always been pretty good at that.” 
“Heinrich or Sybil? I hate that it’s come to that.”
A voice spoke flatly. “Perhaps I can help.”
Rowaine nearly jumped out of her skin. She spun around, but only saw shadows. Squinting, she realized the voice had come from the alley next to the inn.
The speaker emerged from the dark.
Rowaine’s heart raced. “It’s . . . you.”
A nod.
“H-have you been following me?” was all she could say.  
Daxton glanced back and forth between the two of them. 
“No, Catriona, I haven’t been following you. I didn’t know you lived. But I have
been following someone else . . .” 



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
 
 
SYBIL
 



Sybil sat in her cell, her filthy dress chafing her knees and legs. She’d paced the small chamber until she felt herself going mad. She’d bitten the ends of her fingernails raw.
She’d been in a similar situation before, in another cell, in another town, so she thought she’d be able to cope with the loneliness better. But in Bedburg she’d had Dieter to comfort her. Here, there was no one. 
Staring absently at the rocky stone wall, she tried to send her mind somewhere else. But the first thing that came to her almost brought her to tears. 
Hugo, my dear brother.
She recalled what Odela had told her before the skirmish outside Claus’ inn. 
Could Hugo really be the son of that man—the son of Heinrich? The son of a slaughterer, a madman?
Why would father never tell me? Is it why he always put so much weight on my shoulders, to do right by the family, for our legacy, for our land? Because I was his true blood . . . while poor Hugo was just an afterthought? 
But wasn’t Hugo a family miracle? When Mother gave birth to a stillborn, then died? Hugo appeared! The only brother I’ve ever known. Could he possibly . . . know the truth?
No. It would have devastated him. 
Or would it? Would he find relief from learning he was not the son of Peter Griswold? 
If I ever see him again, what will I say? Will he think I deserted him because I knew the truth and didn’t love him?
She shivered, shutting down those thoughts. There was nothing she could do, trapped here in this cage. 
Who am I fooling . . .  
They will kill me. I will die in this Godforsaken city. 
Gustav is too clever to allow me to live. He will say anything to strengthen his future. 
I can only hope Dieter and Peter will not see my burning corpse . . .
The isolation continued to churn up past memories. 
Tears welled up again. Visions of the grisly battle in Bedburg rushed back to her. 
So much blood, screaming, crying.
But I saw Martin escape with Peter. My son is safe—I trust Martin. 
She looked through the bars to the empty cell across from her, half expecting to see Martin there, sitting in the shadows like he’d been when she was in the Bedburg prison.
Dieter was injured. Is he dead?
She gritted her teeth, slapping her fist into her thigh. She longed to do so much, see so much, to make sure everyone she loved was alive and safe. But she could do nothing. 
With the darkness of her cell unchanging, she lost track of time. She was fed irregularly, so even that didn’t help identify day from night.  
Eventually, she heard the creaking of a door opening somewhere above her. Peering through the bars, she heard footsteps descending stairs. Boots echoing against the stone walls. Finally, a man stood just outside her cage. He grumbled to himself as he unlocked the cell, motioning for Sybil to follow.
“Where are we going?” she asked. But the man said nothing.
She was led by the arm through the hallway and up the stairs. Then through a back corridor which she wasn’t sure was still underground or not. Then she climbed another set of stairs. 
The sudden brightness blinded her. Sunlight! Showing through an open window at the top of a domed room. 
As her eyes adjusted, she took in the scene. It was a courtroom, perhaps. Pews were lined up behind her with people seated. Scores of faces stared at her, some eager, some sad, some bored. 
From the far back pew, Gustav Koehler stared at her, his arms crossed. Oddly, his expression wasn’t what she expected. She thought he’d be gleeful, watching her delivered to her death sentence. Instead, he seemed troubled and upset. 
She turned away. A guard led her to a small stand in the center of the room, facing a dais with three chairs on it. In the center chair sat a strange man wearing a white mask. 
Sybil blinked hard. She recognized the other two faces on both sides of the masked man. To the left was Ludwig von Bergheim, the baron who tried to force her to marry his son, Johannes. 
The catalyst to this whole mess of events.
On the right sat a man she recognized as Heinrich Franz’s former right-hand man. 
Tomas, I believe his name was.  
And standing behind Tomas . . . Sybil gasped. It was’t possible. But there he was. She blinked several times to make sure she saw correctly.
Hugo!
He stood without expression, like a statue, unblinking, his hands folded in front of him. 
He looked so much . . . older. His face was still smooth, but his shaggy hair was longer. Most disturbing, his eyes no longer held their joyful innocence. 
For a fleeting moment, Sybil saw his expression falter, a flash of . . . something . . . Regret? Sadness? Despair? Or was it her imagination? Whatever it was lingered for a second and then was gone. Replaced with a stone-cold indifference, as if she didn’t exist.
Sybil wanted to say something, but two guards shoved her into the witness stand, boxing her in.
All eyes set upon her. 
The man with the white mask peered down at a scroll and spoke, his voice muffled through the mask. “Sybil Griswold, you have been brought here from Bedburg on a bounty by Gustav Koehler.”
Sybil heard Gustav snort behind her.
The man in the mask glared up at Gustav, cleared his throat, then continued. “You’ve been charged with sorcery, witchcraft, and murder. Witnesses will attest that you left Bedburg to flee your murderous crime and just punishment. You arrived in England, and under the protection of the queen joined a cult of Protestant sympathizers called the ‘Elizabeth’s Strangers.’ You lured a faithful Catholic man—a priest, no less—to the arms of the Lutheran heretics. And, perhaps worst of all, you are the daughter of the Werewolf of Bedburg.”
Folks gasped from the pews, murmuring to themselves.
The man straightened his mask. “Gustav Koehler, please stand.”
Sybil looked over her shoulder to see Gustav rise proudly, his arms still crossed over his chest.
“Where did you find this woman, Herr Koehler?”
“Among a small country-shire in Norfolk, England, lord inquisitor. She was attempting to teach the folk there the ways of Martin Luther—to pollute the minds of the children.” Gustav exaggerated a hefty sigh. “I’m only saddened that I couldn’t bring her away from Norfolk before her treachery had been inflicted on those innocent boys and girls.”
The masked inquisitor looked to his side. A scribe sat in a corner, writing furiously. “Let the record make clear of Sybil Griswold’s whereabouts prior to arriving in Trier. Herr Koehler, thank you.”
Gustav sat. The inquisitor turned to his right. “Ludwig von Bergheim, how is this woman affiliated with your family?” 
The baron leaned on the table and coughed. “She was to marry my eldest son. Although my family was in better standing, Johannes—my son—felt a liking to this woman.” He spoke deliberately, as if trying to hold back tears. “I agreed to give the Griswolds land in exchange for cattle and pigs.”
Sybil almost rolled her eyes.
“Did that marriage transpire?”
Ludwig shut his eyes. When they opened, they burned with a fire. He pointed at Sybil. “She and her Devil-driven husband killed my son in cold blood. And then fled Bedburg.”
“I can attest to that,” spoke Tomas, seated on the inquisitor’s left. “I can attest to the woman fleeing Bedburg.”
Sybil gazed at the man and saw Hugo’s shoulders tighten.
Turning to Tomas, the inquisitor asked, “Oh, Herr Samuel, you know this woman?” 
Tomas nodded. “I was under the employ of the chief investigator of Bedburg at the time. She fled the town during the height of a battle with Count Adolf’s Protestant army. At the time, she was imprisoned at the town jailhouse and under investigation.”
“For?”
“For colluding with the Protestants, trying to raze the town, my lord. It was my master’s belief that she had given pertinent information of our defenses to the enemy.”
“Is that so?” the investigator said, scribbling something on his parchment. “I suppose we should add treason to the list, if that is the case.”
“My lord, this is all extraneous.” Gustav was on his feet again, pointing at Sybil. “This woman is the son of the Werewolf of Bedburg. That man’s infernal blood runs through her veins. She is the daughter of that beast!”
“I heard that the Werewolf of Bedburg was never found . . . that there had been a mistake in the investigation!” one man yelled from the pews. 
Sybil turned to see who’d spoken on her behalf, but didn’t recognize the man. 
“I heard the same,” another man added.
A chatter of lowered voices began spreading through the courtroom.
“Silence!” the inquisitor boomed. “We have heard witnesses divulge her treason, her murder, and her devilish nature—marrying and breeding with a man of God. Her bloodline is irrelevant at this point. She has quite clearly strayed from God’s grace, so I would now like to hear her defense. What do you say to us, Sybil Griswold. And, more importantly, what do you say to God?”
The brooding rage building inside Sybil blazed through her eyes. With a low, steady voice, she began.
“I have heard my name and the name of my family slandered for years. This is nothing new to me—I heard it in Bedburg, among the fields and streets. I’ve heard it in this courtroom. It’s true, my husband and I eloped to England. We did so to escape persecution. For my husband’s conversion, he would have hanged. For whom I was born to, I would have burned. So I say to you, gentlemen, what was I to do? I have killed no one, I have lured no one, and I have brought no ill to any man. But that makes no difference. I was seen as guilty before I stepped into this room. No level of defense will change that.”
“You are guilty because God’s truth has shone upon you!” Gustav yelled from the back of the courtroom.
Sybil spun around, staring daggers at the man. She thought she saw him momentarily cower at the face of her gaze, which gave her a small measure of satisfaction.
Since a little girl, Sybil had trod delicately when confronted with God’s people. She was raised to fear them. Then she married one. A man she loved without hesitation, with all her heart. But scanning across the hard eyes of most of those in the courtroom, she suddenly realized where all the grief she’d suffered had come from. And in an astounding moment of clarity, it all made sense. Her misery, her constant persecution, her current situation—it had all derived from a single source. She turned back around to face her inquisitor.
“You ask what I say to God? I’ll tell you, gentlemen. I say that God is a poison, masked as an antidote to suffering, fed to already-sick men. And once the venom is inside you, you need more to feel satiated.” With a twisted snarl she pointed at each man on the dais—save her brother—one by one. “Then, like all sickness, it spreads like a plague to other innocent folk. Slowly eating away until you become a husk of false promises. And you die, empty and broken and weak from the poison. God is a poison,” she repeated. “And priests are His alchemists and administers—the assassins of reason.”
A hushed silence filled the room, as if everyone was holding their breath. Sybil inhaled loudly, then dipped her head, wiping spittle from her chin.
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a frozen look of shock on her brother’s face. 
After several long moments of silence, the crowd seemed to come alive all at once, yelling, screaming, jeering, cursing the heretic she-devil before them. 
Finally, when the cacophony reached a fevered pitch, the masked inquisitor stood and raised his arms. 
“You are indeed a cursed witch, you succubus—tinged with Lucifer in your eyes! Take this woman away, guards. She’ll burn on the morrow! Bring the biggest cross we have, and the wheel, and the rack!”
 
 
 
Sybil sat in her cell again, staring at the same wall, this time lost and despondent. All hope was gone. She was resigned to her fate. She wasn’t ashamed of her outburst. It was something all of them probably believed at one time but never had the grit to say.
Though she couldn’t help wondering . . . had she tried a different approach, might the result have been different?
She shook her head. That would have never happened. One of the judges was the same man whose son Dieter killed! He alone would have persuaded the others.  
But why Tomas? Why was he so eager to curse me as well? He seemed like a reasonable man the few times I met him. Eager to please Heinrich, perhaps, but not vile. 
I suppose he was paid to spout those lies. 
She heard the creaking door somewhere above her open. Soft footsteps padded down the stairs, then across the hallway. 
Hugo stood on the other side of her bars. 
Sybil vaulted to her feet and lunged toward him.  
“Hue!” she screamed.
“Why did you say all that, Beele? You doomed yourself.”
Sybil clenched her eyes shut. Then she looked at him, her face twisted in anguish. “Are you angry with me?” 
A million thoughts flashed through her mind—all the things she’d wanted to tell her dear brother for the past two-and-a-half years, now drifting away, replaced with heartache.
“Does it matter, Beele? I’m not the same person I was when you left me.”
“I swear, my brother, I never meant to hurt you. I never meant to leave you or our father. I was swept away in—”
“You did hurt me. It may not have been your intent, but it happened. I had to grow up fast. We lost our home, Beele. We lost everything after father  . . . I was so confused . . . I had no one. The one person I cared about, the one person I needed most, deserted me.”
Tears were rolling down Hugo’s soft cheeks. Sybil wanted to reach through the bars and wipe them away. But he was too far away, both physically and emotionally. 
She began sobbing. “I’m sorry, Hue. You’re right. My excuses are worthless.” 
He brushed away the droplets from his face. “Now I’m here, under false pretenses, and I have no idea who I can trust.”
“You can trust me, Hue!”
He scoffed. “You’ll be dead tomorrow!” 
Sybil shrank back. 
In a lowered voice, he said, “That time has come and gone, Beele. I just came to say goodbye. I can do nothing for you. I just don’t understand why you doomed yourself with your own words.” 
“They would have killed me either way, Hue. You don’t understand what’s going on around us.” 
“You’re right Beele, I don’t understand. And unlike you, maybe I don’t have to.”
Sybil opened her mouth, hestitating. If this was the last time she’d ever see her brother, he deserved to know his true lineage.
But will that really help anything? What will he gain from knowing the truth? It would only confuse and sadden him more. 
“What is it?” Hugo asked, tilting his head.
Sybil smiled warmly, wiping her face. “It’s nothing, Hue. I’m simply admiring the man you’ve become. I’m . . . I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more for you, my brother. That I wasn’t there for you when you needed me.”
Hugo started to say more, but then just clutched one of the steel bars. Sybil put her hand over his. They stood like that for a moment, regarding each other. 
Then Hugo turned to leave.
“I love you, Hue. If there’s one last thing I can promise you—a promise that I can keep . . . it is that I love you and always have and always will.” 
Hugo paused in his tracks, closed his eyes for a brief moment, then walked away.
 
 
 
Hours passed, but Sybil, lying on the floor, remained awake. Her eyes were closed and behind her lids she saw the red and green blending into the black. She began mentally checking off the names of those she loved, realizing her list was short.
Peter—both her son, and the father he was named after.
Dieter.
Hugo.
The four men in her life. The only ones that mattered. 
Her mind raced through various scenarios. What if she’d never met Dieter? What if she’d tried to defend herself in court? What if she’d returned for her brother? 
But as with all hypotheticals, it was a futile, depressing exercise, serving no purpose other than making her feel worse. 
After a time, she heard the door at the top creak open again. 
She jolted upright, her heart pounding, her vision fuzzy. 
Is it already morning? Could the last of my time have passed that quickly? 
Boots stomped down the stairs. Each new step spelled her doom.
As the bootsteps drew closer, the form of a large man appeared. Her body trembled and her heart seized in her chest.
Something landed at her feet with a plop.
A dark hood. More like a sack that might hold apples. 
Her eyes moved up to the figure near the bars. 
“Put that on, girl. It’s time to go.”



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
 
 
HUGO
 



The day of Sybil Griswold’s execution was a bright and crisp morning—a respite from the recent rains. The town square of Trier was crowded with throngs of eager and bloodthirsty citizens. Peasants, beggars, and nobles congregated together to witness their one common interest: the execution of the Daughter of the Beast.
Hugo’s first thoughts were tinged with anger.
How could my sister have allowed herself to end up here? How could she let herself be caught? Is she so gullible as to believe any man with a golden coin?
He frowned. Staring out at the angry mob, he recognized the irony of his thoughts. Here he was, his dark robes covering his filthy jerkin and tunic, holding his leather-bound notebook to write down anything that Tomas demanded of him.
I am a fraud . . . I am the gullible one. What am I doing here? 
Is there nothing I can do to save my own sister?
He took a seat and put his hands and head between his knees, trying to block out the thunderous crowd. As the morning dragged on, the mob swelled. Huge white crosses had been set up along the perimeter of the square to ward off any evil spirits that might attempt to intervene in the “justice” about to be carried out.
The conflicted thoughts in Hugo’s mind intensified.
How can I just sit here while my sister burns? 
I never bargained to be a witch-hunter.
All Hugo ever wanted was to distance himself from his old life, from his juvenile gang of thieves. To learn a trade—one that would give him honest work. 
As an orphan and a thief, he had imagined that working the jails might be suitable for his lifestyle. Which is how he met Ulrich—the man who’d tortured his father and sister years before. 
What did I ever see in that bastard? How could I let him mold me? 
Hugo took a deep breath, holding it in for a moment before blowing out hard. 
But I sought him out—Ulrich. 
And he warned me from the beginning that his was not a pleasant life. I should have heeded his warning. 
Now I am here, staring into the wild eyes of madness itself. 
What these people see as entertainment . . . is my sister, dammit! Yet I am powerless and can do nothing. 
He looked to his right. Joining him on the raised platform was Tomas, Ludwig von Bergheim, Bishop Binsfeld, and a robed man who he assumed to be Archbishop Schönenberg—the mastermind of this fiasco. 
Hugo seethed quietly at Ludwig, sitting so properly and primly, proud of his “accomplishments,” watching the spectacle unfold before him. 
A wooden white cross on top of a scaffold was wheeled out through the crowd and delivered to the middle of the square. 
Hugo continued staring at Ludwig, who paid him no mind. 
She had no one to defend her . . . not even her brother. 
He closed his eyes and rubbed his temples, then his eyelids. 
“What’s the matter, boy?” Tomas asked, leaning over. 
“What do you think is the matter?” Hugo said, speaking through his hands. “My sister is about to be burned before my eyes.” 
Tomas leaned back and arched a brow. “I thought you never cared for her? All I’ve heard from you is outrage at her abandonment of you.” 
Hugo finally looked up at Tomas with red-rimmed eyes. “It doesn’t mean I wish her dead. She’s my sister.” 
Tomas put a hand on Hugo’s knee. “You heard the testimony and evidence—” 
“It was complete drivel. She never had a chance.” 
Tomas sighed. “Nonetheless, she isn’t going to get out of this. If you’d spoken up during the testimony, our identities would have been revealed. We could be the ones tied to a cross right now.” 
“We deserve it,” Hugo muttered. He remembered thinking a similar thought right before shoving Severin off the mountain. Try as he might to forget that night, it just wouldn’t go away. 
I’m as much a murderer as Ulrich or Tomas or Heinrich or Gustav or the Lord Inquisitor Adalbert. 
And now I’m unable to even save my own kin . . . 
He remembered a time when life was so simple. 
Work the farms during the day, alongside father. Play in the fields when work was finished. Watch the sun set. Watch the moon rise. Eat and laugh at the dining table with father and Sybil. 
Where did it all go wrong? 
The crowd hushed as Lord Inquisitor Adalbert marched up the dais steps, parading forth like Jesus giving His Sermon on the Mount. 
“We’re here to witness the execution of Sybil Griswold, a young but powerful witch hailing from Bedburg. She is a murderer—” 
Hollers and jeers erupted from the crowd. 
“Satan’s whore and succubus—” 
People lifted rocks and heads of lettuce, shaking them. 
“A traitor to Christianity—” 
The jeers grew louder, fusing together like rumbling thunder. 
Inquisitor Adalbert raised a finger to the sky, silencing the crowd. He knew his power and worked the stage masterfully. 
“She is the Daughter of the Beast. For her transgressions, she must die.” He faced the sky and clasped his hands together. “God, please cleanse this evil soul and forgive her trespasses. She will no longer stain your beloved earth with her darkness, so I ask that you admit her spirit to your side. Show her the path of forgiveness.” 
As he spoke, the crowd collectively raised their arms. 
Hugo watched the mob grow frenzied and shook his head in disgust. 
Like wolves in sheep’s clothing . . . 
He gazed across the obscene display—the “annointed” on the dais, the nobles and ladies below the platform, the hooded executioner next to the pile of kindling, the cross in the center. 
A grand and genuinely evil play. 
I am caught in the company of wolves. 
And always have been. 
His feet tapped the wooden floorboards. Tomas glanced at him, but Hugo did not look back. Once again the crowd parted like Moses at the Red Sea as two guards led a hooded figure in a white dress toward the cross. 
The crowd hissed and booed, then started throwing their lettuce and rocks, forcing the guards to shield themselves with their hands. 
Arms crossed, Lord Inquisitor Adalbert sat on his large, straight-backed chair like a king surveying the progress of his carnival. 
Hugo could see the devilish grin beneath the man’s mask. 
“What will you do?” Tomas asked, noticing Hugo’s shaking hands. 
Hugo’s head began swaying. “I can’t let her die like this. She doesn’t deserve it.” 
The guards led the hooded woman to the stairs in the center of the square. She did not struggle as Hugo had seen others do during previous executions. 
She walked calmly, one foot in front of the other, up the stairs. She allowed her hands to be tied behind her back, then secured against the thick poll of the cross. 
She’s resigned to her death. 
Hugo gritted his teeth and jumped from his chair. The others on the dais glanced over. Tomas tried to tug Hugo back down but Hugo shoved him away. His heart beat in his throat. The crowd’s thunder was too loud for Hugo to hear whatever Tomas was trying to tell him. With the woman securely fastened, the hooded executioner faced the dais and waited for a nod from the lord inquisitor and the archbishop. 
In unison they both nodded. 
The executioner took his lit torch and in a fluid motion flung the hood from the prisoner’s head. 
Cheers swept through the square. 
Hugo covered his eyes with sweaty palms. 
“She shows her true form!” a voice in the crowd bellowed. 
“The crone is revealed!” chimed another. 
Hugo peeked through his hands. 
Surely his eyes had deceived him! 
An old lady with long white hair stood on the scaffold, tied to the cross. 
Hugo stared in disbelief. 
The executioner bowed and moved the torch over the kindling. 
Lord Inquisitor Adalbert leaped from his seat, both hands gripping the arms of his chair. “Wait! Hold that torch!” he screamed, but his voice wasn’t loud enough through his mask to pierce the roar of the crowd. 
The dry twigs and hay and wood burned and hissed black smoke as the structure exploded in a blaze, instantly surrounding the woman and the cross. 
Hugo clutched the arms of his chair, his mouth open in shock as the flames licked at the old woman’s feet. 
When she caught fire, she did not scream. 
Not at first. Not until the flames reached her long white hair. 
And then she howled. 
So intensely, so enduringly, with such acute agony, it completely hushed the crowd. 
The cross blazed like a beacon. The old woman’s blood-curdling cries lingered for an eternity, then faded into the smoke. The woman’s body crumpled as it transformed into a glowing, hideous skeleton, frozen forever in a silent scream. 
Hugo and Tomas exchanged a look, both wide-eyed and confused. 
“W-what in God’s name just happened?” Hugo asked in a low voice. “Where’s Sybil?” 
Tomas was focused elsewhere. “I’m not sure, but someone isn’t pleased with the outcome . . .” he nudged his chin over his shoulder. 
Hugo looked past Tomas. The center chair on the dais was empty. 
The lord inquisitor of Trier was gone. 



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
 
 
GUSTAV
 



Gustav’s mouth dropped open when the veil came off, revealing an elderly woman he didn’t recognize. Then he remembered. He had seen her before. The previous day, while leading Sybil to the dungeons.  
As the crowd pushed into him, he tried to get away but was boxed in tightly.  He elbowed a man in the head, eager to escape the violent show. 
No one else had seen what Gustav saw. Everyone else had been focused on the roiling flames as they engulfed the woman’s melting body.  
But Gustav had seen Lord Inquisitor Adalbert jump from his seat, retreat from the dais, and run down the stairs.
Something was terribly wrong.
Gustav had no idea what it was, what was going on, how Sybil had been replaced with this old woman burning before him, and why the lord inquisitor had taken off. 
All he knew was that he had to get away. 
He raised his arms and spun the other way—the lone man in the crowd pushing against the grain. He reached out, roughly shouldering others aside. Finally, he was out of the madness.
As he moved farther away, a terrible premonition inched up his spine.
He headed for the nearby inn, next to which he’d stowed his stolen horse. Hedda would be at the inn. She didn’t have the stomach to watch another human burn.
He hurried down the cobblestone road, picking up speed as he went, the unmistakable stench of burning wood and flesh wafting in the air. He turned a corner and cut through an alley, looking over his shoulder every few seconds. He felt like he was being watched. But that was impossible.
He came to the inn and burst through the door, startling the front desk clerk. 
“Back so soon, sir?” the clerk said, but Gustav surged past and hurried up the stairs, two at a time. He rushed to the door and burst in, the sudden breach nearly knocking Hedda out of her chair. She’d been writing something on a piece of paper. 
Probably a report to my father. Gustav grimaced. 
“I could hear the screams from the window,” Hedda said, repositioning herself on the chair. “Why are you not out celebrating with the rest of the townsfolk?” she asked, her tone condescending. 
He reached into his tunic, found his bottle, and finished off the rest of the liquid.
Hedda shook her head in disgust. “That stuff will be the death of you.”
“It calms my nerves, woman.”
“It changes you, Gustav. It has changed you.” 
Gustav growled and swept past her. He’d purchased a new set of clothes prior to the execution. He started throwing his possessions in a bag. 
“What are you doing?” 
Stumbling against the edge of the bed, he hit his shin and groaned. The drug had already taken hold. He couldn’t find the right words. “We have to go—have to get out of here. My father will never give me the things I deserve. Not until he’s dead and buried.”
Hedda tilted her head, watching him move in a frenzy. “You’re paranoid, Gustav. Another side effect of that terrible—”
“Enough, woman!” Gustav thrust his finger at her. “I said we have to quit this place. Let’s go. Pack your things.”
Hedda shrugged. “I have nothing to pack.” 
Gustav dismissed her with a wave of his hand.
“And I’m not going with you.”
Without pausing or turning, he said, “And why is that?”
“You know why. I must report to your father.”
“And what will you tell him?” His hands were clenched, buried in the sheets of the bed. 
“Only of the last few weeks I’ve traveled with you. Nothing that will come as a shock to you, Gustav.”
He returned to the bag he was packing. “Will you tell him about Norfolk? About the taxman and our false identities?”
A long pause followed. He recalled that time in England. If she mentions the taxman in her report, she’ll have to add how she struck the man with a shovel. I never asked her to do that. She killed Timothy Davis. I only poisoned him. 
But I can’t let my father learn those things.
He felt his eyes grow large, the drug piercing through his body stronger than ever before. Everything began to spin around him. He slapped himself, trying to shake the murderous rage from his mind.
Reaching into his waistband, he pulled out his knife and turned toward Hedda. 
“I can’t let you do that,” he said, his face twisting into a manic snarl. 
But Hedda was gone. 
He’d been so focused on his own escape plan, he’d lost track of everything and now she’d vanished from the room like a ghost.
“That bitch,” Gustav growled, running for the door. He raced to the stairs and peered down. The front door of the inn stood wide open. 
“Where’d she go?” Gustav yelled down to the innkeeper.
“Out the door, sir. In a hurry.”
Gustav punched his knife into the railing of the staircase, struggled to free it, then ran back to his room.  
I’ll get that bitch before she destroys my legitimacy! But for now, I must get out of here.
He closed his bag and dashed out of the inn, flicking a coin to the clerk on his way out. He headed for the stable, eager to leave the memory of Trier behind.
 
 
 
Gustav kicked the haunches of his mount and leaned into its neck, gripping the reins tightly. He’d left the northern gates of Trier just as night fell, the moon already bright in the sky.
As he’d left the city, he’d heard people talking. Of the strange trial, of a witch morphing from young to old as she burned.
It had all happened so quickly. After the woman turned to ash, the archbishop dismissed the swelling crowd back to their homes, announcing the execution was over, then had descended the stairs and vanished.
It left a sour taste in the mouths of the townsfolk. People were confused. This was not like the executions they were accustomed to. There had been no post-burning celebrations. No long-winded, religious proclamations from those on the dais.
Gossip and doubt spread fast.
“The inquisitors are losing their edge and power.”
“The inquisitors have lost the faith of the people.”
“They kill for no reason—surely not for God.”
“We’re sick and tired of this. They rope us in with the entertainment, but all the while our crops are confiscated and our vineyards neglected.” 
“They wish to take everything from us. We’re more destitute now than we were a year ago.” 
Things quickly snowballed and general upheaval took hold. 
Gustav left town before things got too rebellious. He rode in the darkness, alone, down the main northern road on his way back to Bergheim, his home.
He’d be safe there.    
As he rounded a curve, he slowed his horse to a trot. Trees started to close in on the road. Before long the canopies would block out the moonlight and stars.
He noticed something ahead. He blinked several times to make sure it was real. A carriage was blocking his path, sitting crossway in the middle of the road. 
He debated whether to veer off and head into the woods, but knew it was just the drugs making him paranoid. It was only a carriage. He lightened his breathing and reined his horse to a stop. 
Two guards came from around the side and approached Gustav.
“Name, sir?” one of them asked. He wore a leather jerkin, a helmet covering his eyes, and had an arquebus stuck in the dirt at his side. 
“What’s going on here?” Gustav asked.
“The Daughter of the Beast has escaped town. We’re checking all roads leading out. So, what is your name, sir?”
Gustav straightened his back and puffed his chest out proudly. “I am Gustav Koehler, son of Baron Ludwig von Bergheim.”
The guard shared a look with his comrade.
The carriage door opened and a man stepped down. He was tall and wore a white mask. Gustav’s face paled. 
“Ah, Herr Koehler,” Lord Inquisitor Adalbert said through his mask. “Why are you leaving Trier?”
Gustav’s heart hammered. He gulped and said, “Er, family matters I must attend to in Bergheim. I’m sure you understand.”
Adalbert nodded. The mask on his face shifted awkwardly as his head moved. “Quite,” he said, stepping forward. Gustav’s horse snorted and took a step back.
After a momentary pause, Gustav said, “If that is all, my lord, I will be on my way. I ride in urgency.”
Adalbert put his hand on the neck of Gustav’s horse. “Before you do, I’ll need to ask a few questions of you, Herr Koehler.”
“Why is that?” 
“Because you brought Sybil Griswold to this town. You were with her for the week prior to her arrival.”
“And?”
“You might have information about her whereabouts.”
“I swear I do not.”
“You might know things about her that you don’t realize, Herr Koehler. Please, join me in my carriage. It will only take a few moments.”
Gustav swallowed hard. 
What do I have to fear? I’m a nobleman of a respectable house. This man is a mercenary-for-hire. A sell-sword going from city to city acting like he owns the world. 
He shook the fear from his mind.
“We will tether your horse to our carriage. You will be on your way expeditiously,” Adalbert said, gesturing toward the carriage.
“Very well.” Gustav dismounted and followed the inquisitor into the black coach.
Inside, they stared silently at each other, though Gustav could see little more than a phantom behind the mask. As much as he tried to appear confident, staring at that lifeless mask unnerved him. He couldn’t tell whether the man inside was smiling, frowning, or plotting. 
The wheels squeaked as the carriage began moving. 
“W-where are we going?” Gustav stammered, looking frantically to his side. But curtains covered the windows. 
“To my scribe, sir,” Adalbert answered, folding his hands in his lap.
They traveled a short distance before the coach began bumping roughly. Gustav realized they’d driven off the road.
They continued a while further. Then the carriage stopped. 
Adalbert stepped out and held his hand out for Gustav. 
“Why must we go outside? We’ll catch a chill,” Gustav said.
Adalbert chuckled. “Please, follow me, Herr Koehler. It will only take a moment.”
So Gustav followed. As casually as possible he eased his hand to the back of his waist and felt the comforting wood of his knife’s hilt. 
They were somewhere in the woods—surely far from civilization. The blooming trees overhead blocked the moon, save for a few tendrils of murky white. Finally, they came to a clearing. Gustav breathed easier.
The clearing rose to a small hill. At the top of the hill stood a lone tree. An odd-looking tree, leafless, with gnarled limbs and twisted branches. As they climbed the hill, Gustav’s stomach sank. 
A bird cawed in the distance. Gustav glanced up. The black outline of a large crow circled the tree. 
Lord Inquisitor Adalbert stopped at the base of the tree. The crow landed on an upper branch.  
Adalbert reached to his face and removed his mask. It fell to the ground. 
Lord Inquisitor Adalbert was a black-haired, middle-aged man with a gaunt face and sunken cheeks. His wispy black mustache twitched in the breeze, his eyes gray and piercing.
“You don’t know me, Herr Koehler,” the man said, his voice much firmer without the mask. “But I am a friend of your father’s.” He ran his fingers over his mustache. “We did a bit of business in Bedburg together, when I was chief investigator for a time.”
Gustav tilted his head. He reached behind him and gripped the knife in his belt. His eyes shot to his left, then his right as something rustled in the bushes. 
Forms appeared, close to the ground—one, then two, then maybe more—blacker than the night sky or the crow in the tree.
What started as a soft buzzing noise grew to low growls. Small yellow dots shined from the black forms. Gustav pulled his knife from his belt. 
The unmasked man’s thin smile turned to a frown. His face hardened around the edges, and the years seemed to show.
“It is your fault she died,” the man said. “You took the one thing I cared for in this world. If you’d never brought Sybil Griswold to this forsaken place, Odela would still be alive.”
“There was nothing I could do! I didn’t know that would happen!” Gustav shouted, faltering as he tried stepping back.
The forms closed in, snarling and snorting. 
Gustav spun around.  
“It is your fault she died, Gustav Koehler,” the man repeated. 
The black snarling shapes took form. 
Wolves. 
They leaped onto Gustav with a frenzy, claws and teeth ripping viciously. 
Gustav tried to run, tried to swing his knife, but it was futile. 
The wolves had no fear. They tore at his clothes and skin.
A giant maw latched onto his arm, driving him to the ground. 
With pale, lifeless eyes, the lord inquisitor stared down at him, watching impassively as Gustav writhed and howled like the woman on the cross. 
He could hear his own flesh ripping.
The last thing Gustav heard were the wolves howling back—or it might have been the man controlling them. 
And then everything went red.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
 
 
 



As the hood was ripped from her head, Sybil sucked in her breath. She blinked a few times to gain her bearing. The night was calm. A soft breeze blew through her sticky hair. Someone was holding her by the elbow, leading her along a roadway.  
She turned and there, off in the distance, was the northern gate of Trier. 
She turned toward the person leading her and her face lit up.
Rowaine smiled back.
She looked behind her and saw two more familiar faces grinning back at her. One of them was Daxton Wallace.
The other was Georg Sieghart, Rowaine’s father.   
“H-how?” was all Sybil could muster.
“My father says he was tailing Frau Odela for some time,” Rowaine said. 
Georg put a hand on Rowaine’s shoulder. “You’ve done well, Beele, bringing Odela to Trier. She was a much bigger part of this story than you might realize. I learned of her while recovering in Rolf’s—well, Heinrich’s—estate two years ago.”
“Odela?” Sybil asked. She had no idea the old woman had burned in her stead. “What of her?”
“I was waiting for her to lead me to Heinrich,” Georg explained. “She appeared here once before, a few months ago. I didn’t catch her with Heinrich, but I knew she’d be back.” He glanced over his shoulder, making sure they weren’t being followed. The road they were on was dark and winding—cut away from the main thoroughfare. “Keep your legs moving.”
Sybil was still confused, but did as Georg instructed. Memories of Georg played in her mind. He hadn’t changed much. His injured left arm seemed to work again, and he still had the rugged beard and tough look of a seasoned huntsman.
“I became a guard for the dungeons you were placed in, to hide in plain sight, if you will.” He chuckled. “I obviously didn’t plan to see you in those dungeons. Perhaps it was fate. But I found Cat . . .” His lip trembled, his wet eyes glistened in the dark. “I had no idea she was alive. It’s been a blessing ten years coming.”
“You were waiting for Heinrich to play his hand?” Sybil asked. 
Georg nodded. “It didn’t take long for me to realize he was the lord inquisitor. How he came to that position, I have no idea. I suspect Archbishop Ernst had something to do with it.”
“But wasn’t Heinrich . . . your friend?”
Georg snorted. “He betrayed my trust and tried to blame me for the murders in Bedburg. Does that sound like a friend? When he vanished, my name remained tarnished.”
“You did kill Uncle Konrad, father,” Rowaine said flatly. 
Georg pulled his beard and raised a finger. “True. Your uncle was a vengeful man, Cat. He blamed me for your mother’s death . . . and for yours. He tried to kill me—I had to defend myself. I’m sorry.” Though he didn’t sound terribly sorry.  
“When Odela arrived back in Trier, I knew my opportunity to act was soon,” Georg continued. “Then I saw you thrown in the dungeons and figured I should help.” He shrugged. “Catriona talked me into it.”
Rowaine punched him in the shoulder. “He came to us, Beele. Popped out of the shadows, of course.”   
“How did you do it?” Sybil asked.
“I tracked Odela, found her in a dark alley, and took her. Then replaced you with the old hag during your execution walk. Simple.” 
“That poor woman,” Sybil muttered. As her shock began wearing off, she remembered something vital. She stopped in her tracks. “We need to go back to Bedburg. My husband and my son are there.”
Georg shook his head. “I can’t condone that idea. If I know Heinrich, I know there’s going to be a manhunt unlike anything we’ve seen before. You already have a title, Beele.” He grinned, as if having such a title was something good.  
“Oh? A two-time fugitive? A heretic? Succubus? Witch? Traitor? . . . What are they calling me now?”
“The Daughter of the Beast. Quite ominous, though it does sound good off the tongue.” He repeated it. “Almost makes you seem more terrible than you are,” he joked with a wink. “Just by a bit.”  
“We’re going to the Lion’s Pride, my lady.” Daxton spoke for the first time. The normally cheery captain didn’t sound quite so at the moment. “We can hide away on the seas for a while, until things calm down.” 
And like Georg, Daxton also kept looking over his shoulder.
“But what about Dieter and Peter? And Martin?”
“They’ll have to survive without us for a time,” Rowaine said. She ran a hand down Sybil’s shivering back. “They’ll be fine, Beele,” she added gently. “We need to keep you out of harm—”
“Shit. I hear something,” Georg said. He and Daxton stopped and turned, while Rowaine and Sybil kept walking.
At first it sounded like the breeze rustling through the trees. Then more like creatures in the brush. 
Then footsteps.
“Run!” Daxton shouted, pulling his pistol. Georg drew his trusty bow and both men faced the rear while backpedaling behind the women. 
“Keep running!” Georg shouted to the women. “If you hear them close by, hide in the trees!” He waved them on.  
Sybil could hear faraway voices as she broke into a sprint alongside Rowaine. 
“There they are!” a voice called out. 
Sybil glanced back and saw armed troops running through the darkness. 
Georg let loose an arrow and turned to follow Rowaine and Sybil. Then Daxton’s gun erupted and a muffled cry sounded in the distance.
Georg and Daxton continued behind the women, Georg turning every so often to launch an arrow back toward their pursuers while Daxton would reload his gun and do the same.
But the trackers were gaining, their banter growing louder. 
“Get the witch! 
“In the white dress!” 
Realizing they couldn’t outrun their pursuers, Daxton and Georg waited until the women had rounded a bend, then hid behind trees on opposite sides of the road.
The first man to reach them got a knife in the back from Georg. A second one, seeing his mate go down, crouched on one knee, aimed, and fired just as Daxton snuck up beside him, put his gun against the man’s temple, and blew the other side of his head onto the roadway. 
At the same instant, Georg heard a yelp from the women. Twisting around, he realized that the half-headless tracker Daxton had just killed had hit his mark before dying.
Rowaine was on the ground, face-first.
“Row!” Sybil cried, rushing to her friend’s aid. 
Rowaine groaned, her hand reaching behind to her lower back and coming away bloody. 
Sybil grabbed Rowaine’s other hand and tried to pull her along. “Get up, Row, please!” 
“Keep running, dammit,” Rowaine croaked. She somehow managed to pull her pistol from her waistband, remaining prone on her stomach. Sybil reluctantly moved off to hide behind a tree. 
Daxton and Georg had dispatched two more approaching guards, but a third had gotten through and was charging down the road toward Rowaine.
As the only one of his group still standing, the attacker knew his best chance of survival was to simply run for his life. But his bloodlust got the better of him. He stopped and took aim at Rowaine’s fallen body . . .
Just as Rowaine pushed off, rolled onto her back with a painful shriek and, clutching her weapon by her stomach, aimed and fired. 
Before the man had a chance to get off his shot, his eyes bulged as his groin erupted in a red, thick cloud and he crumbled to the ground screaming. Georg rushed up to him and finished him off with a quick slice across the throat. 
With all five hunters dead, Georg resheathed his knife, then scooped up his daughter and rushed on, carrying her like a baby.  
“I told you—Rowaine Donnelly will never die!” Daxton cried out, running past Georg to take the lead. “Keep moving, come on! More bastards will be right behind!”
They fled down the road, Rowaine groaning in her father’s arms, the four of them—the father, the daughter, the witch, and the captain—heading northwest toward the water, the Lion’s Pride, and freedom. 
 



EPILOGUE
 




A week later in Bedburg, Dieter watched from a window in Claus’ inn as a parade marched by. He was on his back in bed, nestling his left arm—or what was left of it. Amputated at the elbow, it was rolled in a thick cushion of white bandage. 
In his other arm he held his child. He kissed the boy’s head.  
Word had spread quickly through Bedburg of Sybil Griswold’s “death.” Dying at the stake in Trier, a proclaimed witch and traitor to the Holy Roman Empire. 
Dieter’s eyes were bloodshot from weeping. As he kept watch of the activities out his window, his heart suddenly tensed and his face blanched white.
There, in front of a large retinue of followers, rode Heinrich Franz. Perched on his horse like a hero, receiving a king’s welcome.
Dieter breathed in sharply. 
“What’s wrong, Dieter?” Martin asked, sitting near Dieter’s bed, holding Ava’s hand. Ever since Ava had tried to steal from Sybil, the two had become close. When Karstan was jailed, Martin had followed Ava to her hideaway and had managed to convince her to join him and his friends, promising to eventually help her get out of Bedburg. 
So far, he hadn’t fulfilled that part of the bargain. 
When Dieter didn’t answer, Martin touched the priest’s good arm. “I don’t believe the rumors, and you shouldn’t either,” he said. “I won’t believe Sybil is dead until I see her body for myself.”
Dieter looked away from the window. “There won’t be a body. She was burned alive, Martin.” 
“Have faith, sir,” Ava said softly. 
“Yes, Dieter,” Martin said, squeezing his shoulder. “It should come as second nature to you. If there was ever a time for faith . . . it is now.”
Which is exactly what Dieter did; was all he could do; was all he knew how to do. 
Keep the faith that his God wouldn’t fail him—that his beloved wife was still alive.
Somewhere, somehow, some way. 
 
 
 
Heinrich Franz met with Archbishop Ernst and Bishop Balthasar Schreib in Bedburg Castle. He brought Tomas Reiner and Hugo Griswold with him. As the witch-hunts and trials in Trier started to lose favor with the peasants, an exorbitant tax had been levied to continue in earnest the examinations, investigations, and eliminations of witches throughout the countryside. 
But with that tax, the bloodthirsty zeal of the people began to wither. 
Following this last debacle—with Sybil Griswold and the old hag who had taken her place—Archbishop Schönenberg had had enough.
And Heinrich had left Trier shortly after.
At the steps of his castle lobby, Archbishop Ernst embraced Heinrich, then held the investigator out at arm’s-length, staring into his gray eyes. “You did a wonderful job in Trier, my friend.”
Heinrich smiled wryly. “Lord Inquisitor Adalbert did a wonderful job, my lord.”
Ernst chuckled. “Of course, of course.” He winked. “What a wily fellow he was. Especially about a certain trial in particular.”
Heinrich furrowed his brow, unsure of the archbishop’s meaning. 
“Odela Grendel,” Balthasar Schreib explained, his chins wobbling as he beamed. “How did you do it?”
Heinrich’s heart fluttered. “W-what do you mean?”
“We’ve been searching for that woman for ages, Herr Franz. You had to know,” Ernst said. He leaned his head and rubbed his chin. “She was a major benefactor to the Protestants—one of their longest-lasting spies. Giving secrets to Gebhard and Calvinists across the land!”
“We never knew she was hiding right under our noses, in Bedburg . . . as a kitchen-maid, no less!” Balthasar added, resting his hands around his belly and laughing. 
“Oh, yes . . . yes of course,” Heinrich said, trying to keep his wits about him.
“Trying her as a witch and a traitor? And with such a public execution? Brilliant!” Ernst patted Heinrich on the back. “Let’s see the Protestants rebound from that!” 
“Merely doing as you ordered, my lord.” Heinrich bowed. 
Ernst spread his arms wide. “I’ve given you land and wealth for the terrific work you did here in Bedburg, so what else can I offer you?”
“I don’t seek reward, my lord. I do this for the goodness of Catholicism,” Heinrich lied. 
Ernst waved that off. “Nonsense.” His eyes darkened, and he shared a look with Bishop Schreib. “I do believe there’s a vacant position in town.”
Heinrich opened his mouth to protest. He didn’t want a new job. He hated staying in one place for too long. He had wolves to raise, mouths to feed, an estate to look after. 
How is old man Rolf doing, anyway? That old bastard will be happy to learn Odela is dead. 
“Heinrich? What say you?” Ernst asked the investigator pointedly. 
“I . . . I suppose that would be fine, my lord.”
“Excuse me?” Ernst said flatly. 
Heinrich hesitated, then bowed low. “It would be an honor, Your Grace.”
Archbishop Ernst clapped his hands and put them on Heinrich’s shoulders. “Would you like an alias again?”
The investigator paused. “I think not. My name will be fine,” he said. 
“Very well,” Ernst said with a smile. “Then let me be the first to welcome you back home, Lord Heinrich Franz of Bedburg. 
“It does have a nice ring to it . . . does it not?” 



Fact Versus Fiction
 



Like Devil in the Countryside, this novel is based on true events in Germany between 1581 and 1593. 
The Trier Witch Trials was perhaps the biggest series of witch trials in European history, and the largest mass executions in Europe during peace time. 368 people, the vast majority women, were confirmed killed, though others say the number exceeded 1,000. In two villages, the entire female population was exterminated save one female per village.
Everyone who was not real in the first book was also not real in this one. Rowaine and her entire crew (and ship) were made up. Same with Mia and Dolly, all of Hugo’s friends—including his gang of thieves and the group of inquisitors traveling to Trier. Same with Odela, Rolf, and Heinrich’s estate (House Charmagne).
The “Elizabeth’s Strangers” in Norfolk was a real group of Protestants who fled to England to escape Catholic persecution. The individual Strangers in the novel, however, were fictionalized. 
The suffragan bishop of Trier, Peter Binsfeld, was a real person and one of the prominent witch-hunters of his time. He also wrote about the “Classifications of Demons” in 1589.
A very real Archbishop Schönenberg was the prince-elector/archbishop of Trier during the witch trials, though I did take literary license about his possible association with Archbishop Ernst of Cologne.
Despite my literary liberties, I thought the Trier Witch Trials was a fascinating subject, and it just so happened to fit into the time period as a sequel to Devil, so I ran with it. I'm not sure what tragic historical event(s) will provide the backdrop for Book Three, but I’m sure I’ll find one!
Thanks for reading!
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Shadows of the Past



CHAPTER ONE
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



Submerging his brother’s bloody head under the rushing water, he felt no remorse.
He was eight years old, his brother ten. 
Earlier that morning he’d woken before sunrise to the sound of cackling roosters, the sky still purple and misty from a rainy night. Hopping out of bed, he’d begun his daily ritual of preparing breakfast for his mother and brother. He’d started a large pot of water on the fire, then loaded up an armful of eggs to transfer into the pot once it began boiling. He’d handled the eggs with care, knowing full well there’d be hell to pay from his mother if he dropped any. She was a strict and mean woman, especially when directing her wrath at him. 
As he began gingerly placing the eggs into the bubbling water, he ignored the rapidly approaching footsteps coming down the hall. At the last moment, his brother Oscar ran up behind him and gave him a shove, laughing as half the eggs tumbled to the dirt floor, splattering around his feet, the gooey liquid flowing around his bare toes. Eyes wide, he gazed at the mess in disbelief as Oscar ran off, his laughter echoing through the small house.
At the sound of the crashing eggs, his mother, Edith, came bounding into the room. Wearing a nearly translucent white shift, his eyes momentarily fixed on the outline of her chest and nipples before he forced himself to gaze back down to the floor. Though she was a beautiful woman, with dark curly hair framing a pale face and high cheekbones, his mother’s dour expression of anger and disgust masked any hint of that beauty. 
“Damnit boy! Again?” she screeched, her voice high and piercing. “Can you do nothing right?”
His eyes grew hot, ready to burst into tears. It was Oscar’s fault! he’d wanted to scream. It was always his fault. 
But he knew he couldn’t say that, because it would do no good. He was the younger child—the “troubled” one. 
It was because of him that Father had left them. 
And it was no secret that Mother blamed him for that, as she did for just about everything else. 
Following the birth of her beloved first-born son, Mother had prayed for a daughter. A pious woman—zealous, even, in her faith and obedience to God—she’d yearned for a daughter to carry on the family legacy when she died. A legacy of godliness, of righteousness, of advocacy for women. 
But instead he’d been born.
Meanwhile, his older brother could do no wrong. Oscar constantly tormented him, yet was never reprimanded, never blamed for anything.
Oh, how he hated his brother. 
And as his mother’s verbal barrage over the broken eggs continued, he let her words float off without hearing them, pretending to be shamed by the incident as he stared down at the yellow puddle. Inside though, his body trembled with rage and his thoughts grew dark. 
When his mother realized he wasn’t listening, she grabbed his chin with one hand and, eyes wide with menace, slapped him hard across the face. His vision went white as she spoke like a woman possessed.
“We can’t afford to let eggs go to waste, can we now?”
When he still didn’t answer, she stormed off, heading for the front door where Oscar had gone. 
He rubbed his cheek, feeling the prickly sensation of pins and needles, while he remained focused on the single image still etched in his mind: his mother’s shapely breasts swaying gently beneath her shift.
Alone in the house, he walked down the hall to his mother’s room. Quietly, he opened her door and peered inside.
Draped over the small bed lay his mother’s blue dress. Resting on the floor next to it was her pair of rope-soled shoes. As he approached the bed, he glanced to his right at the blotchy full-length mirror hanging on the wall, frowning at the image he saw there.
Then he took off his clothes. 
Tunic, pants, undergarments.
She wants a daughter, he thought, sliding the blue dress on over his head. 
Now she won’t yell at me. 
The dress of course was much too big, its sleeves puffing out at his shoulders, its hems dragging on the floor. Yet he was still able to fasten it tightly at his waist. Glancing back to the mirror, he stretched his leg back and struck an effeminate pose.
And liked what he saw.
“Oh . . . my . . . GOD!”
Heinrich spun around. His bother stood at the doorway, wide-eyed, pointing a finger at him, his ten-year-old brain barely comprehending what it was seeing. Momentarily speechless, Oscar’s young vocabulary had trouble providing appropriate words of ridicule, so he just blurted, “You’re a girl! Look!” then broke into uncontrolled laughter. “An ugly, ugly girl,” he screamed, barely able to breathe, doubling over and rolling on the ground.
Heinrich’s face went blood-red. “N-no,” he squealed, tears streaming down his face. 
“Wait till Mother hears about this!” Oscar bellowed between breaths.
Beneath the dress fabric, Heinrich clenched his fists. “You can’t! You can’t tell her, Oscar!”
Stumbling to his feet, still laughing, Oscar charged out of the room and down the hall. Heinrich started after him, then realized he was still wearing the dress. Quickly, he changed clothes, then shot down the hallway after his brother.
But Oscar never got a chance to tell his story. As soon as he got outside, shouting, “Mother, mother! You won’t believe it!” he found his mother standing out front, deep in conversation with a man. Before Oscar had a chance to say more, Mother snapped her fingers, instantly silencing him.
As the two adults continued their discussion, the man ran his hand over the stack of wool pelts beside him. “These fleeces are of a good quality,” he declared, smiling. “I’ll take them.”
Just then, Heinrich flew out the front door, his face still bright red. But before he could speak, Edith cut him off as well. 
“Get away from here, both of you,” she yelled. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”
“But what shall we do?” Oscar asked, disappointed that he couldn’t relay his new lurid discovery to his mother. 
“I don’t care,” Edith snarled. “Go fishing. Catch us some dinner. I’ll be at least another hour.”
At the mention of fishing, Oscar’s eyes lit up. He loved to fish. Nodding vigorously, he headed off to the shed to grab his fishing gear. 
“And take your brother with you!” Edith added, crushing his hopes of fishing alone.
 Retrieving his rod, net and knife from the shed, Oscar headed out to the river, a five-minute walk from the farmhouse. A short distance behind, Heinrich followed with his own gear. When they got to the river, Oscar immediately headed for his favorite spot, the curve where the river narrowed, the best place to catch fish, while his younger brother rushed to keep up.
Once there, Oscar watched the clear water for a moment before jumping onto a stone embedded in the river bank. From there, with his arms held out like a T, he balanced, then hopped, from rock to rock, reaching higher and higher ground with each step. Yelling back to his younger brother, he kept up his taunting. “I can’t wait to tell Mother what a fop you are!” With his back to Heinrich, he couldn’t see his brother’s expression change—the grinding teeth, the narrowing eyes. 
“I should have guessed it,” Oscar continued, oblivious to his brother’s darkening mood. “I always knew you were a freak, but I didn’t expect you’d be so . . . so . . . foppish!” he added, chuckling. 
Heinrich squeezed the handle of his fishing knife so hard his knuckles turned white. He looked down at the glistening blade, then shook his head. 
He couldn’t.
Instead he pleaded with his brother again. “Please don’t tell her, Oscar.” 
But Oscar, still climbing the rocks with arms extended, just glanced back and sneered. “What will you give me if I keep it a secret?” he asked, climbing up another stone before spinning back around with a glint in his eye.
“What do you want?” Heinrich asked.
“You know what I want.”
“No!” Heinrich shouted, so loudly and high-pitched that it startled Oscar, making him wobble then lose his balance and, in an effort to regain it, jump too quickly to the next level of stones. As his feet made contact, his back foot gave way, sliding off the slippery surface. With arms flailing like a windmill, he tried in vain to avoid falling to the rocks below by pushing off toward the water. 
But he couldn’t. With a final breathless gasp, his body tumbled down the jagged embankment, the side of his head bouncing off a large rock with a sickening crack.
Then everything went quiet, the river’s rippling current the only sound.
For an instant Heinrich was immobilized by the shock of it all. Then he called out to his brother but got no response. Quickly, he scurried down the bank on all fours—not nearly as daring or nimble as Oscar—and finally reached his brother’s limp body. Immediately he saw the bright red gash above his right ear. Gently, he turned him over. His eyes were open but rolled back. Then he noticed his chest—rising and falling. 
Faintly. Slowly. Still breathing. 
Unconscious but alive. 
The sight of his severely injured brother strained Heinrich’s young mind. Unsure what to do, he knew he needed to get help quickly. 
Yes, that was it.
But then a soothing darkness swept over him.
And suddenly things became crystal clear.
The memory of what his brother had seen. 
Of what his brother had said. 
Of what his brother had threatened. 
And with a disturbing calmness Heinrich knew exactly what needed to be done.
How all his pain, all his mother’s anger and disappointment and disgust, all the punishments he’d endured over his short life could finally, completely, be resolved . . .

And before he was even aware, he was dragging his brother’s limp body by his arms down the rocks.
And then he was standing over him near the gurgling river. His brother was on his stomach again, so at least Heinrich couldn’t see his face. 
He looked back toward the house. Then across the empty fields. No one was watching. 
He knelt down and dragged his brother’s body to the water’s edge until his face hung over the side.
Then he pushed Oscar’s head beneath the rushing stream and held tight, a thin smile forming on his face. 
Not unlike a baptism, he thought. 
A baptism in Hell.
Suddenly the chilly water seemed to revive Oscar’s survival instincts and he began to thrash. But he was too dazed and injured to resist his younger brother’s determined grip. And soon the thrashing stopped.
When he saw no more bubbles rising to the surface, he counted to fifty to be sure before gently releasing his grip. Then he stood, wiping his icy hands on his pants, and stared down at what he had done, his brother’s lifeless head still bobbing in the water like a fishing float. 
He felt no remorse. Only calm relief.
How he loved the darkness.
And now it was time to tell Mother of the tragic passing of her favorite son.
He feigned panic and grief as he arrived back at the farmhouse and told his mother of the catastrophe at the riverside. Back at the scene, her face twisted in heartache, the tears flowing freely down her face. He watched with a grim sense of satisfaction as his mother knelt beside her beloved son and wailed like an anguished animal. 
“Oh my lord!” she bellowed, again and again.
 
 
 


“Oh my lord!”

Heinrich awoke with a jolt, his body covered in sticky sweat, his hands clutching the arms of his chair. 
A doe-eyed young man, looking scared and bewildered, stood over him, his hand resting loosely on Heinrich’s knee. 
“What is it?” Heinrich snapped, trying to clear the foggy dream from his senses.
 “Are you all right, my lord?” the young man asked. “You were shaking in your sleep.”
Heinrich Franz grimaced, his bushy eyebrows scrunching together. “I’m fine, boy. Why have you disturbed me?” 
“Er, the archbishop is ready to see you, my lord.” 
Standing up from the chair, Heinrich felt his joints creak. He’d been waiting to see Archbishop Ernst for some time, and must have dozed off. He hadn’t slept during his trip to Cologne to see Ernst—the archbishop had said the meeting was urgent so Heinrich and his entourage had ridden their horses hard. 
“Then lead on,” he told the boy, waving him forward.
The courier took Heinrich down a hallway, to the familiar double-sided oak doors of Ernst’s conference room. He knocked on the door and was admitted by two armored guards holding spears. 
Archbishop Ernst looked much the same as he had when Heinrich last saw him, when the archbishop had crowned him the lord of Bedburg in appreciation for his success in Trier. He sat—straight-backed and stiff-lipped—behind his large desk, dressed in an embroidered robe. Another man stood next to him. Both Ernst and the other fellow shared similar facial hair features: long mustaches and closely-cropped hair, though Ernst’s companion was much younger, perhaps sixteen.
“Ah, Lord Franz, how nice to see you,” Ernst said, greeting Heinrich as entered the room. Quickly, he shooed off the courier and both guards. This clearly was to be a private conversation. 
So who’s the handsome young pup, then? Heinrich wondered. Why does he get to stay? 
Once the three were alone, Ernst’s entire attitude changed. Sighing and slumping in his chair, he went from blasé to dejected. 
“This is my nephew, Ferdinand,” Ernst said, motioning to the young man beside him. “I am grooming him for the future.” 
“The future, Your Grace?” 
“I am getting old, Heinrich,” Ernst replied, frowning. Heinrich almost felt sorry for him. This man, who Heinrich had helped get seated on the electoral seat of Cologne many years before, was perhaps the only man Heinrich had ever cared for. They’d shared years of turmoil, war, and masterful schemes together. 
“A pleasure to meet you, Lord Franz,” young Ferdinand said, his voice calm and polite.
“The pleasure is mine, young master,” Heinrich replied, sounding equally polite, despite not feeling that way. If anything, he wanted Ferdinand to leave, to let the “adults” conduct their private conversation.
Ernst pointed to the boy. “In fact, Trier was his idea. He’s a brilliant young man who one day will make a fine elector. My brother raised him right.”
Heinrich’s eyes bulged. The witch-trials in Trier were his idea? If that is true, then I certainly shouldn’t misconstrue his politeness for weakness. The young man is a calculated killer.
Much like his uncle . . . 
“Is that so?” Heinrich muttered.
Ferdinand smirked shyly. “You give me too much credit, Uncle.”
Ernst shrugged. “Regardless, I’m having him shadow me while I conduct business. I hope you don’t mind.”
Even if Heinrich did mind, he wouldn’t say so. “Of course not, Your Grace.”
Ernst nodded, then his shoulders slumped again.
“What’s bothering you, Your Grace? You seem . . . vexed,” Heinrich said.
“Sugar, Heinrich. Sugar is bothering me.” Ernst sighed. He paused, then thought better of it and waved a hand at Heinrich. “It doesn’t concern you, though.”
Heinrich crossed his arms over his chest. He had no idea what the archbishop was referring to. And he didn’t like being brushed aside like that, either, especially not since becoming the lord of Bedburg. 
He tried again. “Even so, Your Grace, what’s on your mind?”
Archbishop Ernst put his elbows on his desk and leaned forward. “Eight years ago, the Duke of Parma, Alexander Farnese, blockaded Antwerp’s port in the Netherlands, trying to regain the city for the Spanish Catholics. It was the largest trading hub in Europe at the time.”
“I’m aware,” Heinrich said, nodding along. “But Duke Farnese is an ally. You seem disappointed that he did such a thing. After all, he regained territory for the Catholics . . .”
“Still, two-thirds of my sugar imports came from Antwerp! Yes, he’s an invaluable ally—helping us during our own war in Cologne. He’s done great things for the True
faith. But still, by taking Antwerp . . . he’s caused us some . . . difficulties. 
“For one, he chased the Calvinists from the city, forcing them north en masse. Which forced the Catholics living there to flee . . . here, to Cologne.” 
Heinrich was intrigued. He spun the ends of his mustache. “So he took territory for the Spanish crown, but created more strife outside of Antwerp. That is how things go, is it not, Your Grace? It still seems like a major victory for the Catholics.”
Ernst nodded. “It was. It is. But by taking Antwerp, he also inadvertently cut off the sugar trade here, which has impacted our economy greatly, giving more power to Amsterdam! In the past five years, Amsterdam has taken Antwerp’s place as Europe’s center of commerce. And, as you know, we have a . . . tenuous relationship with Amsterdam because of their trade deals with England . . . and their tolerance of Protestants.”
Heinrich indeed understood. Ernst had lost a powerful piece on the chessboard when Duke Farnese had taken Antwerp. Even worse, an ally had caused the damage. Nonetheless, Heinrich didn’t see it as Farnese’s fault. Spain was the culprit. 
Interrupting Heinrich’s thoughts, Ernst added, “Many of our textile imports came from Antwerp as well, and that trade has been severed since Farnese took the city. So, Lord Franz, you can see why I’m ‘vexed,’ as you put it, yes?”
Heinrich bowed his head. “Yes, Your Grace. I understand. I’m sorry to hear that and I wish there was something I could do.”
“Never mind that,” Ernst said. “There are other things I need from you.”
Heinrich tilted his head. “Such as?” 
“For one, the progress of the conversion efforts in Bedburg. How are they going? You’ve had several months to settle in as lord there. What is the situation with the Protestants?”
Heinrich cleared his throat. “If I’m being honest, my lord, the Protestants are becoming more ambitious. To counter that—and their growing audacity—I’ve had to strengthen my grip and resolve against them. When they rebel, when they refuse to convert, I am forced to focus on more ‘creative’ means of punishment—scaring them into submission, much like we did with the werewolf issue a few years back.”
Archbishop Ernst chuckled. “Of course. Yes, the werewolf. It was a masterstroke, Heinrich. Its legend still carries throughout the land.”
His ego swelling, Heinrich feigned modesty, nodding simply without smiling.
“So we are becoming more . . . proactive,” he told the archbishop, “when dealing with the Protestants.”
“Don’t coat your words in sugar, Heinrich,” Ernst said, then realized his own play-on-words and smiled. “We don’t have enough sugar for that!” Taking on a more serious tone, he asked, “What does becoming more ‘proactive’ entail?”
Heinrich sighed, standing a bit straighter, clasping his hands behind his back. This felt more like a battlefield report to a general—which, he supposed, it was. 
“As soon as a Protestant is discovered, sprouting up like a weed to cause the city turmoil, he is punished. If we cannot locate him, we find his family, which always draws out our target.”
Archbishop Ernst thought for a moment, running his hands over his chin.
“An excellent strategy, Lord Franz,” the young Ferdinand interjected. “Punish the faithless so they cannot get a foothold in the city. The last thing we need is another rebellion.” 
“Indeed, young master,” Heinrich said, a bit annoyed at being talked to as an equal by a young pup simply born into his high position. Let the men do the talking, boy, he wanted to say, but of course couldn’t. 
“Scare them into submission.” The archbishop nodded. “Good, good.”
Heinrich shrugged. “It seemed to work before.”
Ernst stood from his desk. Walking in front of Ferdinand, he began pacing the room, clearly uneasy about what he had to say next. 
“What is it, Your Grace?” Heinrich asked cautiously. 
Ernst walked to the stained-glass window on the far side of the room, his shape bathed in the rose-tinted light. “There’s one other thing I must ask of you, Heinrich. It’s very important for the survival of Cologne and the entire electorate.”
“Name it, Your Grace, and it will be done.” And Heinrich meant it. Archbishop Ernst was the only man he truly felt honored to please. 
Slowly, Ernst turned from the window, fixing on Heinrich’s eyes. “I need you to marry a good Catholic woman.”
Heinrich was dumbstruck. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. After all the terrible things this man knows I’ve done? The horrors I’ve inflicted on women—for his cause? He would have me marry one?
At a loss for words, Heinrich sputtered, “W-why?” Nodding to Ernst’s nephew, he added, “Was this his idea as well?”
Ernst smirked. “If you take more than a moment, Heinrich, I’m sure you’ll see why. And, no, this was my idea.” Turning back to look out the window, he explained. “I must solidify my strongholds and territories. Many of my lords, barons, and earls are stalwart Catholics. They would never turn their backs on the True faith, since they know the consequences—”
“Nor would I, Your Grace.”
“I know that, Heinrich, but you are an anomaly. People don’t see you as a proper Catholic. You have a shadowy past. In a sense, you’re mysterious. You are not a member of parliament or the royal courts—you could be, of course, but you choose not to. You keep yourself in solitude in that Gothic estate of yours, like a ghost.”
Heinrich clenched his jaw. “So . . . I am different,” he said. “Why does that matter?”
“Because I can’t have conflict amongst my subjects! The diocese must clearly be allied and connected. I need to solidify my power in the principality—no, God’s power. There must be a clear lineage of your Catholic roots in Bedburg. There can be no doubt as to whom that place belongs.”
And by that you mean you. 
The archbishop turned around. “I don’t know why you’re fighting me on this, Heinrich. Wouldn’t you like a warm body to sleep next to—even an heir, perhaps? See this as a good thing. Maybe you can find someone you can learn to love.”
Heinrich stifled a groan. He knew arguing was futile. Whatever Archbishop Ernst wanted, he got. It had been that way ever since the archbishop had fought the Cologne War against Gebhard Truchsess, stolen the archbishopric away from the Protestants, and taken the electoral seat for himself. Above all, Archbishop Ernst was conniving. And, as much as Heinrich wished he were wrong, the truth was Ernst’s strategy behind the marriage proposal was sound. It would indeed strengthen his power base. Perhaps the man was preparing a move to an even higher position. Maybe that explained the grooming of his nephew. 
Yes, Heinrich thought, that makes sense. He wants a unified Catholic front for whenever he appeals to Emperor Rudolf or that new pope, Clement. That’s why he’s so worried about trade in Cologne. He can’t appear weak for when he decides to move forward with his plan. His city must be the most prosperous region of the entire Holy Roman Empire . . . 
“So, Heinrich, what do you say?”
What could he say? After a long pause, he nodded. “I’ll do it, Your Grace. For you, I’ll do it.”
Archbishop Ernst clasped his hands together and smiled broadly, seemingly happy for the first time since Heinrich’s arrival. 
“Wonderful!” he exclaimed. “And now with that out of the way, I’d like you to view some portraits. We must find you the right woman. And I have several powerful ones in mind. Fantastic candidates, in fact—ones that could indeed strengthen your own standing. If you’ll follow my courier outside the hall, he’ll show you to the meeting room and the portraits.”
Nodding, Heinrich bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.” He paused. “Before I go, my lord, I’d like to add someone to the list of possible brides.” 
“Oh?” Ernst said, his eyebrows arching. “Very good, Heinrich. I’m glad you’re taking this seriously. Yes, as long as I approve your charge before you make any rash decisions, that is quite acceptable.” He smiled, adding, “Who might it be?”
Someone Heinrich had kept an eye on for some time, ever since becoming lord of Bedburg. A striking woman—rich, cunning, beautiful. And recently widowed. At first, Heinrich had worried she could become an enemy, but now he realized he could explore an entirely different route . . . 
“Her name is Lucille Engel von Bergheim.”
The daughter-in-law of Ludwig Koehler, lord of Bergheim, she was also the widowed wife of Gustav Koehler, the contemptuous man Heinrich had killed in Trier.
A fact Lady Lucille never needed to know.
Nor did the archbishop. 
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Dieter Nicolaus winced as Jerome Penderwick, the strange little stuttering surgeon from the  Lion’s Pride, peeled off the bandage around his left elbow. He stared at the end of the stump, where the skin was pulled tight together. It had turned purple from the soldering used to cauterize the wound. 
“If you d-don’t regularly ch-ch-change this, it’ll get infected,” Jerome said, his beady eyes darting to Dieter’s grimacing face.
In the two months since he’d lost the arm—the result of a nasty knife-wound he’d received outside Claus’ inn—Dieter had let his hair grow out. Facial and scalp. His goal was to be unrecognizable and so far it seemed to be working. The brown, curly beard running down his neck, combined with hair that now extended past his shoulders, had changed his appearance considerably. 
At first, the surgeon Penderwick had been concerned, worrying that Dieter’s changed appearance was the result of depression over losing his wife. But the former priest had assured him that this wasn’t the case. It was solely because Heinrich Franz was now in charge of the region and Dieter knew that being recognized would lead straight to jail. Heinrich wouldn’t even need a reason; he’d make one up if necessary. Whatever it took to get Dieter behind bars.
But Dieter now had two things going for him that hopefully would prevent that: one, his new appearance. And two, the fact that Heinrich was rarely in Bedburg—despite being its lord—preferring to spend most nights at his estate at House Charmagne, a half day’s ride east.
But Heinrich Franz had many eyes and ears in Bedburg. So Dieter couldn’t let his guard down; hence, the beard, the long hair, and this secret hideaway—a farmhouse he now spent most of his time at—on the southern outskirts of town. 
There were five of them sharing the house. Besides Dieter, there was his dear son Peter, the surgeon Penderwick, Martin Achterberg, and Martin’s lover Ava Hahn. The place was actually Martin’s old family house and the floorboards were still stained with the blood of Martin’s father, who’d been killed by Martin three years earlier—a dark reminder of those horrific days.
Back then, Dieter had often snuck away to the house to secretly rendezvous with Sybil when they’d first met. But that was three long years ago, when the search for the Werewolf of Bedburg was in full swing and the townsfolk were too tense and terrified to bother them. Things were different now. Calmer. So he had to keep his guard up and hope no one would come looking for him.
But even if things were a bit calmer, there was still tension in the area. And that especially worried Dieter. Whenever he’d slink into town, he’d hear the whispers—people describing what a tyrant Lord Franz had become. His renewed crusades against witches and Protestants had destroyed all hope of due process or fair trials. Fear loomed everywhere. 
And of course Dieter was one of those Protestants. Which meant he had to do all in his power, for the sake of his son, to not become a prisoner of Lord Franz. Peter’s mother—Dieter’s wife Sybil—was gone. For this, he blamed himself. And he couldn’t fail his son again. 
The one saving grace was that Peter had blossomed into a beautiful child. Curious, handsome, the shining star of the household. Also, Martin’s lover Ava had taken to him as a mother figure which, although Dieter somewhat resented, was clearly something young Peter needed. So while the thought of his beloved Sybil ever being replaced in his son’s life disturbed him deeply, he viewed Ava’s new female presence as a necessary evil.
Unraveling a fresh cotton bandage, Jerome began wrapping it around Dieter’s ugly stump. Over the past month, most of the pain had stopped, except for the occasional phantom aches Dieter had been warned about. As if his missing arm were still attached. But as Jerome tightened the bandage, he did feel a sudden jolt of pain. 
“S-so, what will you d-d-do?” Jerome asked. 
Dieter gritted his teeth in discomfort. “Don’t worry, Jerome. I’ll replace the bandage every week.”
Jerome gently patted his patient on the back and smiled, his only three teeth protruding from his nasty gums. 
Just then, the door of the house swung open, frightening Dieter and Ava, who was bouncing young Peter in her arms. Dieter spun around and Ava quickly tucked Peter deeper into the folds of her clothes. But it was just Martin, darting in from the cold. The sixteen-year-old had practically doubled in size over the past few months. He now stood nearly as tall as his father had been—with defined muscles and broad shoulders and, even at his young age, a full beard.
Another man bounded in behind Martin. Larger and definitely rounder, with a soft face shaped like an apple, about the same age as Martin, but with a much darker glint in his eyes, as if he’d been robbed of his young innocence. 
“I’ve come across another note,” Martin exclaimed, holding up a piece of parchment.
Ignoring Martin for the moment, Dieter stared at the larger figure behind him. He recognized that face. Through the corner of his eye he saw that Ava also recognized him. Wide-eyed, face perspiring, she was frozen.
“K-Kars . . .” she muttered, stepping back a pace.
Gazing at Ava, the large man-boy’s mouth fell open. “Ava!” he shouted, smiling awkwardly. 
“What are you doing here?” Ava asked, “I thought you were rotting in that jail!”
“They finally let me out,” Karstan said. “But I’d rather not talk about it.” 
His expression turned dark, probably remembering that Ava had played a role in sending him to rot in that jail. 
As the tension hung in the air, Dieter turned to Martin. “Martin, what is the meaning of this? We are trying to be discreet. I thought you understood that.” 
“Don’t worry, we weren’t followed,” he replied, unravelling the parchment. “Karstan has nowhere to go since his release from jail. I found him at the tavern. He approached me just as I discovered this new note under the table.”
Dieter looked at Karstan, then Ava. The last thing he needed was turmoil in the household. Ava had betrayed Karstan. They’d been fellow thieves for years before Ava had finally sold him out. Making matters worse, Martin had then won over Ava, something Karstan would now realize and be none too pleased about. 
Wars had started over much less. 
Trying to divert the subject from Ava and Karstan, Dieter asked, “What does the note say?”
Martin stared at the page, his eyes working line by line. 
The notes had started about two weeks ago. The initial one had been found pushed under the front door of the local tavern. Aellin, a wench there, had seen it first and, not knowing what to make of it or whom to show it to, had given it to Martin, knowing he was secretly staying with Dieter. 
That note had had two names on it, neither of which Martin or Dieter recognized, though Ava had. She explained that the first name belonged to a tanner and the second, the tanner’s wife. But since none of them had relations with any tanners in town, they hadn’t paid much attention to it, chalking it up to just some misplaced mistake. 
“Take a look,” Martin said, handing the new note to Dieter.
Dieter read it aloud: “‘Adam Jacobo’ and ‘Martha Jacobo.’ Same signature, too: ‘Mord.’” 
Mord. A telling clue. “Who would sign a letter as Murder?” Martin asked.
Dieter looked up. “Obviously someone trying to tell us something, anonymously.”
“Ever heard of Adam or Martha Jacobo?” Martin asked.
Heads shook around the room. 
Dieter was stumped. Who was writing these notes? Where’d they come from? What was their point? And, most intriguing, why give them to Dieter and his group?
Perhaps if I go into town I can learn more. It’s dangerous, but this is too perplexing, he thought.
Someone knocked at the door.
Dieter growled. What in God’s name is going on here! This place is getting far too much attention!
Rushing to the door, he creaked it open a few inches. Two people stood outside, a man and woman. Middle-aged and clearly scared. The man was clutching a cap in his hands. “A-are you Dieter Nicolaus?” he asked.
“Who’s asking?”
Without answering, the man continued. “An acquaintance says you might be able to protect me and my wife.”
“Who is your acquaintance?”
“H-her name is Aellin, my lord.”
Aellin, the black-haired beauty, the wench at the tavern, the one who’d found the first note. Somehow, she was right in the middle of this mystery. Yet Dieter was skeptical. There was only one way he knew that this man would be an “acquaintance” to a woman like Aellin. And that didn’t make a lot of sense with his frightened wife standing behind him.
“I can’t help you,” Dieter said.
The man looked ready to weep. And his wife did, bawling suddenly, uncontrollably. 
“P-please, sir, you must help us!” the man pleaded.
Dieter opened the door a bit further, showing Jerome, Martin, Karstan, Ava, and little Peter all staring back. “I can’t!” he growled. “Don’t you see how many people we have packed into this place, man? We have no room.”
“Aellin said you’d protect Protestants,” the man said. “She said you were a . . . a saintly man.” His shoulders and head slumped.
Dieter wanted to yell, How could you ever trust that whore? Then realized his anger was misplaced. These people looked innocent and hardworking. He wondered what trouble they could be in. A pang of guilt swept over him. Once he’d been a priest and would have helped them. And if he were alone, he’d also help them.
But he wasn’t. He had others to protect, especially his son. He couldn’t just open his door to strangers. And why would Aellin say this about him? Didn’t she realize how dangerous that kind of talk was with a man like Heinrich Franz as lord? 
It immediately put Dieter and his whole extended family in jeopardy.
We’ll need to leave this place now. No doubt about it. Damnit, woman! 
The man at the door just stared at Dieter. Then, defeated, he returned his cap to his head and turned to leave. 
“I-I’m sorry,” Dieter said in a low, pained voice. “I just can’t help you.”
The man put his hand on his still-weeping wife’s shoulder and walked off into the darkness.
Who were those strangers? And speaking of strangers . . . 
Dieter spun around, his brow furrowed. “You, boy,” he said, pointing at Karstan. “You can stay just for the night. But we can’t help you, either. I want no trouble.”
Karstan nodded. “That’s fine, Father. You won’t have any.”
Taking little Peter from Ava’s arms, Dieter retired to the back room of the house. He had things to think about: Where will we go now? Why is Aellin making me out to be some sort of Protestant hero? I’m certainly not. I couldn’t even save my own wife!
Dieter closed his eyes as Peter breathed softly next to him. At some point in the night, he heard soft voices seep through the thin walls of his room, recognizing them as Ava’s and Karstan’s.
“Why are you here, Kars?” he heard Ava say. “Really? What’s your game?”
“I have no game, Ava. I had nowhere to go . . .”
“And you thought you could stay here by befriending Martin? The person who put you in jail? I don’t believe you.” When the pirate-woman Rowaine had caught Ava trying to steal from Dieter’s wife, it had been Martin who’d blamed the pilfering on Karstan, sending him to jail. 
“Well . . . I had a feeling I might find you here,” Karstan said, finally spilling his guts.
Ava groaned. “I’m surprised Martin let you join him,” she said.
“I hold no grudge against him,” Karstan said. 
But Dieter didn’t believe him. He’d known too many sinners, heard too many confessions, to believe this one.
“He’s a good man,” Ava said. 
And where is this “good man” now? Dieter wondered. Why does he let Karstan speak with his woman?
After some moments of silence, Ava whispered, “So . . . I can guess why you’re here, Kars. But I won’t go with you. I’m staying with Martin. I’ve put my old life behind me.”
“No, that isn’t why I’ve come, actually. I came to ask a question. That’s all.”
“Oh?”
Karstan paused, finding it hard to find the words. Finally, he said, “Why did you do it, Ava? I thought we . . . were good together.”
Ava sighed. “Severin was gone. Hugo was God-only-knows where. It had nothing to do with ‘being good together,’ Kars. It was a fantasy. What? Did you think I loved you?”
Clearly hurt, Karstan mumbled, “I . . . I hoped so.”
Ava’s voice took a mean tone, probably more than she’d intended. “We were going nowhere, Kars. Our gang was through. It was only a matter of time before we ended up dead in an alley somewhere—or at the end of a noose.”
“I wish I’d known you thought that way, Ava. It would have saved me a lot of grief.” He paused for a moment. “And so you betrayed me because of that? Because you thought we were going to end up dead? How could I miss that in your eyes? How could I be so fooled?”
“I don’t know, Karstan. I suppose I learned to be quick and witty from Hugo. And mean from Severin.” Then she softened. “And kind . . . from you. But you also taught me how to hide my emotions. The three of you taught me everything. And this is what I’ve become.” 
Dieter closed his eyes and the voices grew faint. Then he fell back asleep. 
The next morning Karstan was gone.



CHAPTER THREE
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Hugo Griswold sat in a high-backed chair looking bored, one leg crossed over the other, his head tilted in his palm, as Bishop Balthasar berated him. Seated at the head of the council room, he was surrounded by bearded men twice his age and more, all born into families of high stature. 
Which, to Hugo, explained why everyone seemed so displeased with him: not being born into high stature. That, and perhaps his age. Few sixteen-year-olds wielded the power he’d been given.
“What could Lord Franz possibly see in this boy,” one of the councilmen cried, a white-bearded gentleman wearing an embroidered tunic over his fat body. Though directing his ire at Hugo, he spoke to the other noblemen in the room as if Hugo weren’t there. 
But Hugo didn’t mind. In fact, he gave his attacker a smug smile, knowing the man couldn’t do anything about it. The truth was, while Hugo wasn’t sure exactly what Lord Heinrich Franz saw in him, he certainly didn’t dwell on it, gladly accepting the rewards that came with such “royal” support. 
Hugo waved the letter in his hand—the one with the red-waxed stamp of approval from Heinrich’s own pen. That was all Hugo needed to justify his current position of power at Castle Bedburg. 
Heinrich had placed Hugo in charge while away on “urgent business” in Cologne. And as surprising as that might have been to Hugo, it utterly boggled the minds of these nobles and parliamentarians, who couldn’t stop yelling and whining and getting red in the face. 
Perhaps it’s because I’m so far removed from the goings-on at Bedburg that Heinrich gave me this authority, Hugo pondered, staring at the indignant face of Bishop Balthasar. 
“I’m going to have a talk with Lord Heinrich about this madness, young man,” Balthasar said, shaking his head, his multiple chins wobbling. “You can be sure of that.”
“Of course you will, Father,” Hugo muttered. “That’s your prerogative.” 
Several noblemen groaned. 
“Prerogative!” the white-bearded man shouted. “He thinks because he uses big words, that gives him power over us!” 
Hugo shook his head. “No,” he said, again waving the stamped letter. “This gives me the power, Lord . . .” he paused, stroking his chin as if trying to recall the man’s name. “What was it again?”
Of course he knew he was Lord Alvin, a man with many acres of land and two grain mills along the Erft River. But this was just too much fun. As Alvin’s cheeks puffed and his nostrils flared, Hugo worried the old man might drop dead on the spot.
“I’m Lord—”
“. . . Alvin,” Hugo finished, lifting his head and snapping his fingers. “Right. Now I recall. Well, Herr Alvin, when Lord Heinrich returns you can go to House Charmagne and plead your case.”
Which instantly stopped Lord Alvin’s yammering. Hugo knew none of them would ever go to Charmagne voluntarily. The place was dark, foreboding, and intimidating. No, these men just liked complaining and Hugo was an easy target. 
Besides, Hugo hadn’t really done anything to complain about since Heinrich’s departure. Heinrich’s instructions had been clear: “Make sure the town doesn’t implode while I’m gone.” So Hugo had done precisely as instructed: exactly nothing. Bedburg was doing just fine, so there was virtually nothing to do. It was the nobles who were in jeopardy of imploding.
In fact, Hugo’s only real project was to oversee the Town Fair scheduled for the following day.
The large door at the end of the hall swung open. Two guards stepped in momentarily to allow the newest visitor’s entry. In the hallway, boots echoed as a scar-faced, giant of a man confidently stomped down the red carpet and into the council room.
An eerie stillness enveloped the room as Ulrich—Bedburg’s torturer and executioner—leered at the gathering.
Smiling back, Hugo rose from his chair. “Ulrich! A pleasant surprise,” he lied. 
It was never pleasant to be in the company of Ulrich. He was gruff, sadistic, and downright evil. Three months earlier, he’d tricked Hugo into joining a group of traveling inquisitors to the city of Trier, in the guise of an escort, only to end up slaughtering the group and stealing their identities so that Heinrich—under an alias—could force guilty verdicts on hapless souls. 
It had been a diabolical plot, orchestrated entirely by Ulrich, though probably at the behest of Heinrich. And not only had it reaffirmed Ulrich’s immense depravity, it had also convinced Hugo that the man could never be trusted.
Still, at the moment he’d rather look at the torturer’s ugly, pock-marked face than spend one more minute with these relentless, noble windbags. 
“What are you doing here, boy?” Ulrich asked, his eyebrow raised.
Hugo smiled. “Heinrich’s put me in charge while away on business.”
“You?” Ulrich scoffed. Surveying the gaggle of frightened noblemen, he then shrugged, choosing not to press the issue. “Interesting,” was all he said.
“I thought the same,” Hugo replied. Pointing to a paper in Ulrich’s hand, he asked, “What’s that you have there?”
“Something I’ve been working on . . .” Ulrich held up a note.
“Sounds devious,” Hugo said with a smirk. He took it from Ulrich and read it aloud. “Adam and Martha Jacobo. Signed, Mord.” 
He glanced up at Ulrich. “What does it mean? Who are these people?”
“Protestants.”
Hugo’s brow jumped. “You’re sure?”
Ulrich nodded. “Secret ones. I’ve been keeping a ledger, listing possible Lutherans and Calvinists in Bedburg, in case Heinrich wants to take action against them.”
“Do you have proof that they’re conspiring against the Catholics? Or even that they’re really Protestants?”
Ulrich scratched the scar on his cheek. “Well, no . . . that’s why my ledger isn’t official.”
“And what’s the significance of these two names? Who was this note intended for?”
“I’m not sure. I’m guessing they were somehow taken from my ledger and someone’s trying to save them.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “Or at least warn them. But I have no idea who wrote it . . .”
“And how did you come by this note?”
Ulrich stifled a laugh. “You’re sounding more and more like Heinrich everyday, boy—”
“Don’t call me boy. I’m not your boy. Just answer the question.”
Ulrich’s smile disappeared. “I have an operative—”      
“Who?”
“That’s none of your concern, my lord,” Ulrich spat. “That’s between me and Heinrich.”
Looking into Ulrich’s face, Hugo suddenly realized that, in his eagerness to appear in charge, he may have overplayed his hand and angered the executioner—the last thing anyone wanted to do. Ulrich was not one to provoke. Phrasing his tone more respectfully, Hugo asked, “And what will you do about these two?”
“Also none of your concern.”
Hugo pursed his lips. They were at a standstill. Despite technically being in charge, dealing with Ulrich was always touchy. Hugo had once served as the man’s apprentice, so trying to now act superior—to a psychopath nearly twice his size—didn’t really work. 
“Then why are you showing me this?” Hugo asked.
Ulrich snatched the note back from Hugo. “To be honest, I had no idea you’d be here. I expected to see Heinrich.”
Hugo crossed his arms. “Then is that all?”
Fascinated by the ongoing power struggle playing out, the noblemen listened in rapt silence. For a long moment the two men stared each other down, until Ulrich finally seemed to relent. 
“I suppose so,” he replied.
Hugo gave a curt nod and Ulrich did the same. Clearly, there would be no bowing. Then Ulrich turned and left.
As Hugo faced the noblemen again, Ulrich paused at the door.
“Hugo?” he called out.
Hugo turned. Ulrich was smiling, the scar on his cheek nearly piercing his upper lip. 
“Yes?” Hugo replied. 
“I’m glad to see you landed on your feet.”
 
 
 
The next morning—the day of Bedburg’s Town Fair—was breezy and sunny, a perfect autumn day. This would be the last market before the town’s brutal winter set in, when Bedburg’s inhabitants would brave their months-long, self-imposed hibernation. 
Traders, merchants, farmers, and vintners came from all over to take part in the fair. Whether buyer or seller, it was a day to prepare for the long, bitter winter, drawing people from well beyond the city—Jülich, Elsdorf, Bergheim, Erftstadt, and further south.
Even before dawn broke, Bedburg was bustling as merchants set up stands and tents, loading crates of apples and onions, cartloads of wool and linens, wine from various vineyards, mead and ale from the breweries, freshly baked and ornamented breads, confections, cakes and pies, roasted pigs, chickens, ducks and cattle.
Hugo watched from the steps of Castle Bedburg as Tanner Row was transformed into a vibrant marketplace. Even the stink of the hides and animal flesh had been washed away, giving the area a pristine appearance. It looked nothing like it used to, when Hugo and his gang were begging and running schemes on unsuspecting victims. The entire region—not just Tanner Row but other typically seedy areas such as Priest’s Circle—had been cleared of the beggars and miscreants one usually found roaming around. 
The epicenter of the fair was the town square. From there, the activity cascaded outward—all the way to the taverns and inns and residential districts bordering the eastern end of town. 
Hugo watched from Castle Bedburg as the eastern and southern gates were opened. Because of the festivities, they’d remain unguarded for the rest of the day. As the early morning sun warmed the streets, travelers began trickling in from all around. With no specific duties to attend to, Hugo decided to wander around for a while like just any other fair-goer. Heinrich wasn’t scheduled to return until later in the day and, even then, was unlikely to come into town. So Hugo could while away his time as he pleased. 
The first thing he noticed were the town guards vigilantly patrolling every block, ready to quash the occasional quarrel or disturbance. Hugo knew that as the day progressed, the number of guards would increase, likely double, as the crowds got drunker and wilder. 
He walked past a row of stands bearing different varieties of fruit, marveling at the level of salesmanship the vendors exhibited. Vying for the wandering eyes of passersby, they’d offer free samples, then hawk their wares as potential customers savored their free treats. As he passed a peach vendor, he plucked a small morsel and plopped it into his mouth, drawing the silent ire of the merchant who instantly recognized that he wasn’t there to buy anything. Unfazed, Hugo just smiled and walked on. 
He probably thinks I’m here for the free food, waiting for nightfall to rob drunk fair-goers, Hugo thought. Once upon a time, that is exactly what he’d be doing. Such festive occasions presented the perfect opportunity for the town’s petty criminals. Something he’d learned first-hand. 
But those days were over. 
Proceeding further down the street, Hugo ducked into an alley, re-emerging on the west side of the town square. This was the city’s busiest section, with hundreds of vendors crammed row after row, in their individual stalls. While Hugo pondered which direction to go from there, a commotion on the far side of the square caught his eye.
Pushing through the crowd, wondering why the guards hadn’t stopped the disturbance, he realized it was the guards causing the ruckus. Five of them, led by one who towered over everyone else, were harassing two frightened peasants. When he got closer, he realized the lead guard was Ulrich.
Hugo stayed back in the crowd to watch, his curiosity piqued. By now a large gathering had formed, all eyes intently focused on the spectacle. 
“Adam and Martha Jacobo,” Ulrich yelled to the couple, “I place you under arrest for conspiring against the lordship of Bedburg.”
So these are the two from Ulrich’s little note, Hugo thought. What fools to come here in broad daylight . . . But how did Ulrich find them so quickly in this massive crowd?
The man under arrest was middle-aged, thin and bony, a cap gripped in his hands. He looked absolutely terrified. Even from a distance Hugo could see his whole body trembling. His wife, a bit wider and also middle-aged, was pulling on her husband’s arm, trying to yank him away as if they could escape into the crowd. 
But there was nowhere to run. Guards and spectators surrounded them.
“W-what have we done?” the woman cried out, finally stepping forward to speak for her frightened husband. “We’ve conspired with no one! We’re innocent.” 
Ulrich snapped his fingers, then pointed at the two. Instantly, the guards descended on them. The husband, resigned to his fate, slumped his head. But his wife continued to struggle. “We’ve done nothing wrong, you animals!” she screeched. “Unhand me!”
Calmly, Ulrich walked off, pushing through the crowd which seemed to melt away as he passed. Twenty paces away, he stepped onto a raised scaffold that the city’s carpenters had erected for the big auction scheduled for later in the day. His guards followed, dragging the two peasants along. Ulrich stood at the auctioneer’s podium and looked out at the sea of faces. On both sides of the podium two vertical poles stood—wooden stakes pounded into the ground to serve as columns for the scaffolding. 
Ulrich again snapped his fingers and a guard handed him two lengths of rope. The torturer’s fingers moved swiftly and expertly as he formed a familiar loop with one of the ropes, then tied its end to the top of the pole on his left. He then repeated the process with the second rope, attaching it to the pole on his right.
Gasps could be heard from the crowd.
Without preamble, Ulrich took the husband, tied his hands behind his back with a bit of torn cloth, then looped one of the nooses around his neck as the the man wailed in agony. He then did the same to the wife, who stood stone-faced and petulant. 
Hugo’s first thought was that this was all for showa sadistic, yet effective, way to terrify the populace. Surely he can’t do something so rash without even the semblance of a trial? What would Heinrich say if he knew of this?
The murmuring crowd quieted as Ulrich stepped back to the podium.
“In the name of Lord Heinrich Franz of Bedburg . . .” he began, which told Hugo that Heinrich had to know this was happening, “. . . Adam and Martha Jacobo are hereby sentenced to death for their habitual abetting of the Protestant cause.”
“Where’s the proof!” a brave soul yelled out from the crowd.
“Seize him,” Ulrich ordered nonchalantly, pointing to the man who had spoken. Two guards bounded down the stairs, as the man turned and fled through the crowd. When the guards looked back at Ulrich for instructions, he shook his head slightly. There was no sense diverting attention from the matter at hand. Then Ulrich turned to his victims, scanning back and forth from husband to wife. “You know what you’ve done,” he announced. “Do you have anything to say?”
The man shook his head. “There is nothing to be said. We are innocent,” he mumbled.
The woman shrieked and sputtered. “I curse you all! God will strike you down with furious vengeance for the wrongs you have committed under the guise of His grace! You will all perish for—”
But she never finished. Ulrich shoved both husband and wife off the scaffolding at the same time, their bodies dropping five feet, an audible snap from the man’s neck drifting over the crowd like a dried chicken bone splitting apart. His body swayed gently, his feet dangling an arm’s-length from the ground, his pants darkened and soiled. But the woman continued to writhe, froth gurgling from the side of her mouth, forming two gooey strings of yellow bile that eventually dripped to the ground. Then, with one final spasmodic jerk, she also went still—eyes popped wide open, face frozen in a silent scream, her body slowly swaying almost in unison with her dead husband’s.
After several more seconds of shocked silence, the angry jeers began. The onlookers were appalled—horrified—not only for what had just happened, but for how quickly it had transpired. Without warning, without process, without fairness or mercy or the slightest hint of humanity.
Hugo peered over the sea of angry, stunned faces, his own eyes equally wide and shocked. As he perused the grim scene, a face in the crowd caught his attention. Though he wore his brown hair long and beard thick, the man’s stance and gestures were unmistakable. 
Dieter Nicolaus.

His sister’s husband. 
He wore what looked to be a monk’s habit, with his arms tucked into his tunic and his head covered by a brown hood.
The former priest hadn’t yet noticed Hugo, his attention fixed in horror at the sight of the hanging peasants. 
Meanwhile, Ulrich gazed out defiantly at the sea of angry spectators. Then he casually walked down the stairs of the scaffolding and out through the crowd, his guards close behind, leaving both bodies dangling in the wind. 
With the immediate threat gone, the townsfolk’s disgust quickly turned to rage. 
“This treachery can’t stand!” a man shouted.
“What gives Lord Heinrich the right?” another called out. “He isn’t even present!”
“Those two deserve justice!”
“They deserved a trial, you fool!”
When Hugo turned his attention back to Dieter, he was gone. Off in the distance he could see the back of the brown hood, growing smaller as the man disappeared among the fair-goers.
“Help take them down!” a man yelled, but Hugo was on the move, pushing his way through the crowd, trying to follow the fading image of Dieter. As he struggled through the horde, he thought, I should have been consulted about this. These people will rebel over something like this . . . that damned foolish torturer! 
He could already sense a change in the fair’s atmosphere as word quickly spread about what had just happened in the town square. This was supposed to be a joyous occasion. Now it was quickly, foolishly, turning riotous.
But Hugo was too preoccupied at the moment, trying to keep sight of Dieter while remaining unseen. He followed him through alleyways and roads. Dieter knew the city’s layout just as well as Hugo. And he was obviously heading for the southern gates. 
But why is he in such a hurry? And what in God’s name is he doing here in Bedburg? Doesn’t he know my sister is far away? 
Then Hugo realized that maybe that wasn’t the case. In fact, he had no idea where Sybil was. 
When they reached the gates and beyond, it became harder for Hugo to hide, but he managed to stay in the shadows, keeping a fair distance back. At one point, he was able to advance closer by hiding behind a passing horse-led cart. 
As they came to a hill, he watched Dieter crest it, then begin his descent down the other side. Hugo hid in a bush at the top and watched Dieter walk to a small farmhouse where he knocked on the door, then entered. 
Hugo knew the place. 
It was the abandoned estate that once belonged to the Achterberg family. 
What is Dieter doing here in Bedburg? He and Sybil have a child together! Why is he not out searching for his wife?

Hugo knew that Heinrich Franz had conducted a massive manhunt for his sister, labeling Sybil the “Daughter of the Beast,” but had come up empty. He also knew his sister well enough to be confident that she was still out there somewhere. 
Does Dieter live alone? Surely he knows he can’t stay there . . . he’ll be discovered. Worse still, he’s a Protestant sympathizer—no, a Protestant no less! Surely he knows that, if caught, he will be tortured or worse, just like those two in the town square.
But the main question haunting Hugo was whether to tell Heinrich about Dieter. Doing so, after all, would bring him immense favor from his lord. He’d be the one who brought in “the husband of the Daughter of the Beast.”
As he thought of his lord, Hugo remembered that Heinrich would soon be returning from Cologne. It was time to head back to town.
A short time later Hugo arrived at the stables. From there, he rode his horse to House Charmagne, where he awaited Heinrich’s arrival.



CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
SYBIL
 


 


Norfolk, East Anglia, England
 


Sybil Nicolaus cradled baby Rose in her arms, bouncing her up and down. The babe whined and Sybil kissed her tiny pink ear. Rose’s eyes opened and she groped at Sybil’s breast. The child was only a few months old and needed to feed frequently. 
Staring into the child’s deep blue eyes nearly brought Sybil to tears. The baby reminded her of her own child, Peter, off somewhere in Germany, lost to her. Peter would be almost three now and Sybil missed him terribly, as well as her husband, of course. 
Claire Durand, Rose’s young mother, saw the look Sybil and Rose exchanged and it tugged at her heart. As a mother, she could feel the heartbreak in Sybil’s eyes. Gently, she reached over to take the baby from Sybil. Opening her tunic, she bared a breast as she walked to the corner of the room to feed her. 
The men in the room took no mind; everyone was too busy. 
In the opposite corner of the room Rowaine sat in a small wooden chair. She was watching Daxton, seated at a table a few paces away, discussing something in hushed tones with her father, Georg Sieghart. Ever since Daxton’s elevation from carpenter to captain of the Lion’s Pride, he’d handled his position with the enthusiastic intelligence of a seasoned leader, though he was far from that. At the moment he was pointing at something on a drawing he’d made as Georg nodded in agreement. 
Sybil walked out the front door, taking measure of the morning. It was cold, gray, and misty but the green pastures of the Norfok countryside somehow brightened everything. Despite the early hour, people were already engaged in their morning work activities—men hammering and constructing, women bringing their husbands water and food, ox- and horse-pulled carts carrying tools and building materials, armed guards inspecting the goings-on. 
After escaping Trier two months ago, Sybil and her company had traveled across the Dutch border, making their way to the North Sea where they’d been able to hide the Lion’s Pride from their pursuers. After being branded a witch and fugitive, her group had taken up here, a place she knew well, in the county of Norfok, run by an assembly of Protestant refugees known as the Elizabethan Strangers. They referred to their growing town as Strangers Shire.
And she’d returned to Norfolk just in time. Within days of her arrival, her good friend, Claire Durand, had given birth to a beautiful daughter, Rose. Since then, all Sybil could think about was how one day little Rose and her own son Peter would meet and play together.
Most of Norfolk had greeted Sybil with open arms. But some of the Strangers had been less than gracious. The tension came from what had befallen the residents the last time Sybil had visited the area. Back when Gustav Koehler, a ruthless man posing as a tax collector, had terrorized the community. And then the body of the actual tax man, Timothy Davis, had turned up buried in Gustav’s garden. 
These were simple, non-violent folk who kept to themselves. They’d settled in Norfolk to escape the evils of city life. Corruption and murder were the antithesis of what they stood for. When Sybil had arrived that last time, she’d lied about who she was. And then all that evil had come—the wrath of Gustav Koehler, the murder of Timothy Davis, the armed guards subsequently brought in from nearby Norwich to patrol the area. When so much misery disrupts so many peaceful lives, someone must be blamed and, for many, Sybil was the perfect scapegoat. So, yes, there was some tension with Sybil’s presence there.
The front door opened and Georg came out, joining Sybil to watch the activities in the fields. 
“It’s amazing,” Sybil commented, looking out at the scenery. “You should have seen this place when I first came here. Farmland and pastures all the way to the horizon. That was it. And now . . . this.”
They both gazed off to where Dieter’s former church had been rebuilt. Sybil had been surprised when Reeve Clarence Bailey had decided to rebuild it after Gustav had burnt it to the ground. Of course Sybil knew Bailey’s ulterior motive: the church would bring in money—generous tithes. But rebuilding the church had set the quiet shire off in a direction of rapid growth. Once the church was built, other buildings and structures began sprouting up around it. The Strangers’ land had now become a church town—with the holy building as the epicenter and lots of new construction expanding outward.
Georg responded with a grunt, leaving Sybil to wonder whether he agreed or disagreed.
A few moments later, Georg spoke in a low voice. “Daxton is going to help build something for Catriona.” He often called Rowaine by her birth-name, Catriona. But ever since he’d finally found her, Georg had become more and more despondent. Badly injured, Rowaine still couldn’t walk and Georg feared she’d never be able to again. 
“Daxton is the right man to do it,” Sybil said. “He was the carpenter of the Pride, after all.
What will he build her?”
“Crutches, to begin. Then he’s planning something more ambitious . . . some type of chair with wheels on it. Sounds ridiculous to me.”
Sybil nodded, smiling to herself. She only hoped whatever was built brought Rowaine out of her morose disposition. She’d become just as despondent as her father. Once the liveliest person Sybil knew—fiery, passionate, demanding—ever since being shot in the back during their escape from Trier, she barely spoke. 
Thinking of that escape reminded Sybil of just how much she missed Dieter and their son. It also brought back memories of her plan to find Heinrich Franz, the man responsible for killing her father. So far that plan hadn’t moved forward. She had no idea where Heinrich might be. But now was not the time for that anyway. Georg needed to care for his daughter and Sybil could tell that her presence seemed to help him deal with that. 
Georg interrupted her thoughts. “I’d like to build something here.”
“Oh?”
He nodded. “Put down roots.”
“Have you seen the way people look at you here, Georg?”
Georg scoffed. “Of course. That’s another reason why I want to build something—get on the right side of everyone.”
“What ever will you build to make people like you . . . or trust you?”
Georg grinned—a goofy sight against his leathery, bearded face. He put his arms out wide and said, “A tavern, Beele. What else?” 
Sybil chuckled. “I should have guessed.”
“Daxton said he’d help me build it.” As Georg began describing his plans for his tavern, his spirits rose, but then just as quickly died back down. “But for now I need to take care of Cat. I’m sure you understand. I know you’d like to find Dieter and your son—”
“It’s not that I’d like to, Georg. I must.”
He paused, opening his mouth then closing it with a nod. “Of course. My apologies.”
“And wouldn’t you like to find Heinrich Franz?”
Georg shrugged. “I’m not as hellbent on the idea as I once was.” Clearly, reuniting with his daughter Rowaine had eased his obsession over finding and killing Heinrich.
In the distance through the fog, a carriage made its way down the dirt road, heading toward them. Only one person would be riding a carriage through the country, Sybil thought, groaning. 
And she was right. A few minutes later, Reeve Clarence Bailey hopped out and sauntered up the small hill toward them, his hands clasped behind his back. He wore a frilly shirt and an expensive robe, looking more like a baron than a humble reeve.
It seems the church has already started to work in his favor, Sybil thought, inspecting the man’s clothes as he approached them. 
Bailey lifted his chin to stare at Georg. Teeth clenched, his gaunt cheekbones protruded like a skeleton. He’d gained weight since Sybil had last seen him—money and gluttony obviously agreed with him. But to Sybil he’d always be the same untrusting, skinny reeve. 
“Thank you for coming, Reeve Bailey,” Georg said. Sybil shot him a look, clearly confused why Georg would call for the company of such a man. Clarence Bailey didn’t like anyone that Sybil brought to Norfolk. He’d only agreed to take Sybil back after Claire and Leon Durand had pleaded with him.
“This better be good,” Clarence said. “Do you know how far I had to ride to get out here?” 
Sybil frowned, wanting nothing to do with the man. Still, she was intrigued as to why Georg had arranged this meeting.
“I know you don’t like me,” Georg began, clearing his throat. “That’s why I’d like to do something for the people here. I want to show the Strangers that they can trust me.”
The reeve put his hands on his hips. “I’m listening . . .”
Holding his forefinger and thumb of both hands in the shape of twin L’s, Georg made an imaginary frame of the picturesque countryside. “I can see it there . . .”
“See what?” 
“Something everyone can enjoy. I’d like to build a tavern.” 
The reeve seemed stunned. “Have you told anyone else of this?”
Georg scratched his cheek. “Uh, no. Just Beele here. I’ve only recently come up with the idea.”
“So you’d like to profit off the hardworking folk here.”
“N-no, of course not. That’s not my intent at all. I’d hire the workers here to help build the place. It would be taxed, so you’d make money. It would be a place for people to enjoy themselves and unwind after a hard day’s work.”
“Enjoy, unwind . . . and spend their money.”
Georg’s face contorted. Sybil knew that look. Frustration. Which for Georg wasn’t far away from outright anger. But, to his credit, Georg maintained his composure. “I have to make a living, Herr Bailey. There’s nothing wrong with that. I like drinking. Everyone else likes drinking, too. There’s nowhere in this entire little town for people to go and relax, or get away from their wives at night.”
At that last comment, Reeve Bailey’s eyes bulged. “You plan to make it a brothel!”
Georg shook his head furiously. “You mistake my meaning,” he said. “I just meant it as a place where . . . men could be . . . men . . . and socialize.”
At least Georg has the man thinking about it, Sybil thought. She saw the glint in the reeve’s eyes. He knew it was a good idea. He was probably just put off that it was Georg’s idea and not his own. But Georg pointing out that Bailey would profit from it had seemed to turn the tide. Bailey had already shifted from “bad idea” to just “no brothel.”
“Where men can socialize?” Sybil asked, taking a step forward. “So women won’t be allowed?”
Georg held his palms forward, waving them around, “No! I mean, yes. Of course they would!” He narrowed his eyes at Sybil, as if to say, Why are you undermining me? We’re supposed to be on the same side!
“This is a quiet, Protestant refuge, Herr Sieghart,” the reeve continued.
“I understand that. I’d make sure the place remained civil.” 
“The last thing we need is more patrolmen from Norwich interrupting our way of life here.”
“Agreed.”
“And you’ll need a license to build it in the town proper,” Bailey finished, crossing his arms over his chest.
“How can I get one?”
“Only the reeve issues licenses,” Bailey answered, smiling as he turned up his nose to make clear he was in charge here. Never again would the reeve allow another Gustav-type situation in his peaceful little hamlet. 
Georg sighed. “May I have one?” he asked, his frustration creeping back. 
Reeve Bailey seemed to think about that for a long while. Sybil thought the man utterly absurd—making things far more difficult than necessary. Then again, that was his style.
Finally the reeve’s eyes brightened and Sybil knew he’d thought of something to use to his advantage. He turned around, looking back toward his carriage, then turned back to Georg. “There is something I need doing, but I can’t do myself. If you will do me a small favor, Herr Sieghart, I will give you your license.” 
Georg stroked his bushy beard for a moment, apprehensively. “What is it you need done?”
“Do you know the primary export of Strangers Shire, Herr Sieghart?”
A pause. 
When Georg stayed quiet, Sybil spoke up. “Textiles,” she answered.
“Correct, Frau Nicolaus. The Strangers are some of the country’s best textile workers. Don’t ask me why—I haven’t a clue. But for whatever reason, our shire attracts them. I am trying to . . . expand that export business.”
Now it was Sybil’s turn to be apprehensive. Something dubious was coming.
There was another pause as Reeve Bailey appeared to be deciding how much to tell Sybil and Georg. His mouth moved but no words came.
“Continue, sir,” Georg coaxed, exasperation in his voice. 
Reeve Bailey nodded. “I would like to extend our business to Germany. But that is proving more difficult than I thought. Lords and ladies in Cologne and Münster will pay heavenly amounts for our work. But . . .” he trailed off.
“You can’t legally sell to Germany,” Sybil said.
 The reeve coughed. “Technically, that is correct—”
“Not technically, Herr Bailey,” she replied. “That is the law. Say what you mean, please.” She was growing tired of this man’s antics. 
“Fine,” Bailey said. “You are right. We are part of England, after all, and the queen is not on good terms with the Deutschland. But I know a man that will do my selling for me, without connecting our shire in the trades. I just need to bring him the goods.”
“Then why don’t you?” Georg asked. “Seems simple enough.”
“There are guards and watchmen where I’d need to go. No one from this region would be safe—they’d surely be recognized and stopped—possibly even jailed. Nearly all the working men in Strangers Shire have done this task before. I would certainly be recognized. So you see, we need fresh blood . . .”
Georg nodded. He finally understood.
“I’ll do it,” he said quickly.
Sybil made a small sound in her throat. “Georg, are you certain? You don’t even know the details. What about your daughter?”
“I need to build something so my daughter can live. She will be safe here . . . isn’t that right, Herr Bailey?”
The reeve nodded profusely. “Yes, yes. Absolutely.”
“And where would I be taking these goods?” Georg asked.
“My operative is in King’s Lynn, about forty miles from here—a three-day journey.” 
Georg thought for a moment. “Fine.” He stuck out his hand. “I take your textiles to your man in King’s Lynn, and when I get back you give me my license.”
After a short pause, Reeve Bailey took Georg’s bear-like hand and shook it, wincing from Georg’s grip. “Deal,” he said.
Once the reeve had gone, Sybil turned to Georg. “I hope you know what you’re getting into.”
“How bad could it be? I’ll need a horse though. And I have a request for you.”
“For me?”
Georg nodded. “I’d like you to take care of Catriona while I’m gone.”
Sybil sighed. She’d been stuck in this place for too long. She felt restless and needed the wind in her hair—if only to relieve some of her negative energy at being separated from Dieter and Peter for so long. 
“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” she said.
Georg’s mouth fell open. “W-what? Why?”
Sybil put a hand on Georg’s shoulder and looked up into his dark eyes.
“Because I’m coming with you. Someone needs to make sure you stay out of trouble, Georg Sieghart.”



CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



Young Heinrich stared at himself in the mirror. This would be the last time he’d dress in his mother’s clothes before giving up the fantasy.
Heinrich was almost ten now, the age his brother was when he’d died. It had been almost two years since Oscar’s tragic death along the riverside and being an only child hadn’t turned out to be as pleasant as Heinrich had hoped. Not when your mother was such a malicious shrew. 
Edith still blamed him for Oscar’s death—for not saving him. And even though he secretly knew she was right to blame him—just for the wrong reason—he still despised her. When questioned after the incident, Heinrich’s excuse was that he’d frozen in fear and, instead of trying to pull his brother from the water, he’d gone running for help. Edith didn’t mince words about what she thought of that—spineless, stupid, worthless. 
Appraising himself in the mirror, Heinrich turned slowly so he could see how the red dress curved around his body. On his mother, the fabric stopped just below her knees; on him it bunched onto the floor. Yet still, he liked the way he looked in it. 
It made him smile.
Mother had been out all day, doing business with a clothier. Edith was a fleece merchant. She’d taken over her husband’s wool trading operation after he’d disappeared. And she’d done pretty well, keeping her family out of poverty, raising the sheep, shearing the wool, readying the pelts, and selling them to spinners, tailors, and other merchants.
Lost in the trance of his reflection in the mirror, Heinrich didn’t hear the footsteps down the hallway. A moment later, his mother barged in. Her mouth dropped, as did the coins she’d been holding. As the pennies rolled and scattered, her hand rose to her mouth and she gasped. 
Heinrich spun around, his face bright red.
“This . . .” Edith shouted, then could hardly finish, so great was her fury. “This is what you do while I slave away to provide us a living? Y-you . . . little bastard! You foolish, foppish bastard!” 
Tears streamed down Heinrich’s face. He wanted to scream It’s not what it looks like! But it was exactly what it looked like. He had no answer, his mind blank. He just wanted to disappear. He’d killed Oscar to save this secret from getting out. And now… 
Edith raced up to him and grabbed him by the ear. With a yank, she pulled him from the room and down the hall as he cried and sputtered. 
Opening the front door, she pushed him out. 
“Do you see this?” she shouted in a shrill voice. “This is what I have to put up with!” 
A man dressed in luxurious clothes stood outside, startled. He took a step back and ran his eyes up and down Heinrich. “Well, she’s a pretty lass. Is it so wrong for her to try out her mother’s clothes?”
Heinrich wanted to die. 
Why didn’t she just walk away from me. Why must she humiliate me so?
“Nothing would be wrong with it, Jacques, if ‘she’ were my daughter!” Edith huffed, shaking her head. “Unfortunately, this is my son!” 
The merchant took a closer look at the boy. He started to speak, than thought better of it and just mumbled, “Well . . . then never mind.”
“Get out of here you stupid, stupid boy,” Edith screamed. And Heinrich rushed off, around the side of the house to the backyard. Leaning back against the shed where his mother kept her fleeces, he slid down to the ground, burying his head in his hands. 
Then he wept uncontrollably. 
After a time, a tiny clucking noise drew his attention. 
Looking up he saw a rat skittering across a branch of the tree in front of him. He grabbed a rock next to him and leaned forward. The rat stopped, tilting its head to stare at him. “Don’t look at me like that!” the boy screamed, launching the rock at the mocking creature.
His aim was dead on. With a squeal the animal careened off the branch and fell to the ground, its hind legs trembling. Crawling to it, Heinrich found a bigger rock, gritted his teeth and smashed it into the dying rat. The rodent exploded, spewing guts and blood everywhere. Again and again Heinrich brought down the rock, until his anger ebbed and nothing was left but a bloody pulp. 
Afterward, he felt guilty. Gently, he picked up the rat’s remains, holding it by its tail, and opened his mother’s fleece shed. He chose a pile of wool pelts between several others and flung the rat on top. Then he folded the top pelt over it, leaving his mother with a stinking rat sandwich to remember him by.
Just one of many he’d left her in the past. 
Wiping his bloody hands on his red dress, he closed the shed door as Edith came rushing around the side of the house. Snapping her fingers at him, she pointed to the shed. “Bring me that stack of pelts,” she demanded. 
Heinrich obliged, handing her the middle stack. Snatching it from him, she stared daggers into his tearful, hopeful eyes.
“You’re useless, boy,” she seethed. 
 
 
 
“Utterly useless.”
Heinrich awoke with a start and began coughing. Sitting up, he surveyed his surroundings, unclear where he was. Then he recognized the white curtains and leather bench. He was riding in his own carriage. 
Sweating, he poked his head out the window. “What was that, Felix?” he asked his driver up front.
The young man glanced over his shoulder. “Oh, it’s nothing, my lord. These horses are just utterly useless. Totally uncooperative today.”
Heinrich furrowed his brow, then leaned back inside the coach. Closing his eyes, he let out an exhausted sigh and rested his head against the leather backing. 
Another nightmare, he thought, shuddering. Where are they coming from . . . what do they mean?
A short while later, as the sun set behind gray clouds, they arrived at House Charmagne. 
Two guests were waiting for him at the mansion. 
One was Bishop Balthasar, sitting at the head of the large dining table with his walking staff across his knees. The other was young Hugo Griswold, standing in the corner, his legs and arms crossed, shooting a disapproving glare at the back of Balthasar’s head. Heinrich sighed, took off his black cloak, and handed it to his butler, Beauregard, who shuffled away. 
As the elder and most self-important man in the room, Bishop Balthasar took it upon himself to start the conversation. “How was your trip to Cologne?” he asked. “And the archbishop?” 
Balthasar had once been the vicar of Cologne—Archbishop Ernst’s right-hand man before taking over as bishop in Bedburg, by overthrowing his predecessor.
“Ernst is fine, bishop. But please, I am weary from my travels. Let’s move past the chatter.” Heinrich took the seat at the foot of the table, across from the bishop. He steepled his hands in front of him. “What report do you have for me?”
Glancing over his shoulder, the bishop spoke softly. “The information I have is quite . . . delicate. Could we not speak in private?”
Hugo, the target of Balthasar’s unease, uncrossed his arms and seemed ready to pounce. But Heinrich held up his palm. 
“Anything you say, the boy may hear. He stays.”
Balthasar shook his head. “I still don’t understand why you’ve given such a young delinquent such power,” he muttered.
Heinrich was quickly losing patience. “Please,” he said through gritted teeth, “continue with your report.”
The bishop took his cane from his knees, smacked its tip on the ground, and slowly lifted himself to his feet. “Bedburg is in an uproar. Your torturer publicly executed two suspected Protestants during the Town Fair yesterday! Summarily! In broad daylight! The townspeople aren’t having it.”
“Bedburg is fine!” Hugo said loudly, pushing himself off the wall and stepping forward. “The townspeople don’t know what’s—”
“I am speaking, young man!” Balthasar bellowed. 
Heinrich noticed Hugo ball up his hands into fists, but ignored Balthasar’s outburst. “I won’t reprimand Ulrich for doing what he thought best,” he replied calmly. “In fact, it may be just what the town needs right now. To fully appreciate how serious I am about quashing this Protestant plague.”
“This violence will only work for so long, Heinrich—”
“Lord.”
“What?”
“It’s Lord Heinrich.”
Balthasar stammered. “R-right, my lord. If you don’t want to see another rebellion, I suggest taking a softer approach to your methods of punishment.”
“Such as?”
“I believe I could convert these weak-minded folk to the True faith.”
“We’ve tried that, bishop. It has failed before.”
“We haven’t given it much of a chance,” Balthasar said.
“Even so. There will always be fringe groups of Protestants who refuse to see the light. In order for their false ideas to stop spreading, they must be punished.” 
“But—”
Heinrich held up his palm again. “That is my decision, Your Excellency,” he said, adding the bishop’s title to soften his rebuke. “Let’s move on. Do you have other news?”
The bishop hesitated. After a long silence he said, “Well . . . I took a confession the other day, from a stonemason named William.” Balthasar hesitated, clearly conflicted about how much to reveal.
“What did William tell you, bishop?”
Balthasar looked toward the wall, away from Heinrich. “It’s blasphemous for me to say. It would be breaking the holy confessional covenant between him and God.” 
“You wouldn’t have brought it up if you didn’t wish to speak of it, Balthasar. Pray for forgiveness. I’m sure God will understand.”
The bishop’s face paled. “William confirmed my belief. He admitted to being a Protestant—his whole family believes in the teachings of John Calvin, in fact. And . . . he confessed to planning an attack.”
“An attack?” Heinrich jumped from his seat. “What kind of attack?”
“He wouldn’t say. He was simply asking forgiveness before the fact.”
Heinrich slammed his palms on the table. “What did you tell him?”
“That the penance doesn’t work that way . . .”
Heinrich took a small notepad from his tunic. He snapped his fingers for Beauregard, who came a moment later with ink and pen.
“This man’s full name?”
Balthasar again hesitated. Then, “William Edmond.”
Heinrich scrawled on his notepad. “And his family?”
Balthasar stayed quiet for a moment, his face reddening. Heinrich peeked over his notepad, glaring at him until Balthasar relented. “His wife is Mary. They have a son Wilhelm.”
Heinrich finished writing, then stared at his pad, reading aloud: “William Edmond, Mary Edmond, Wilhelm Williamson. Good. Well done, Balthasar.”
“I’ve sinned,” the bishop muttered, his shoulders slumping.
“Is there anything else?” Heinrich asked, ignoring the bishop’s self-pity.
Bishop Balthasar slowly shook his head. 
“Beauregard will show you out, Your Excellency,” Heinrich said. “One of my carriages will see you back to Bedburg.”
The bishop limped out of the room, his head lowered, his staff slowly clacking the stone floor with each step. When they no longer could hear his footfalls, Heinrich turned to Hugo. 
“I suspect you disagree with the bishop’s diagnosis of Bedburg.”
Hugo nodded, opening his mouth to speak. But before he could, Heinrich cut him off. “That’s quite all right. I have an important mission for you.”
Hugo’s eyes lit up. 
Heinrich smirked. Since taking Hugo under his wing a few months back in Trier, there was no question his “conversion” of the young man was now complete. The boy had become a trustworthy apprentice, totally in tune with Heinrich’s mindset, available day or night for any and all requested duties. 
In fact, Heinrich hoped that Hugo might one day take his place at Castle Bedburg, overseeing the everyday goings-on of the town, while Heinrich took charge of more important issues at House Charmagne. Ever since Heinrich’s beloved Odela had been burned alive in Trier, Heinrich had trouble staying at Castle Bedburg for very long. There were just too many painful memories everywhere he looked.       
And now, staring into Hugo’s puppy-dog eyes, Heinrich finally had the assistant he needed, someone ready to forsake his own family, possibly even give up his own sister for the “greater good.” Heinrich had been working on this, reminding the boy that his sister had abandoned him, labeling her “the Daughter of the Beast” to emphasize his sister’s evil bloodline. Soon, he knew Hugo would be primed to betray his sister, should the need arise.
And having the young man perform small assignments for him only advanced Heinrich’s plan.
“What is the mission, my lord?” Hugo asked eagerly.
“To go to Bergheim. Do you know where that is, boy?”
Hugo shook his head.
“It’s on the southern border, only a day’s ride. That petulant baron, Ludwig Koehler, rules the place. You will go there as my emissary and speak with him.”
“What will I tell him?”
Heinrich reached into his tunic, pulled out a rolled parchment and handed it to Hugo. Sprinting forward to take the paper, Hugo treated it like a holy relic. 
“Read that over before you arrive,” Heinrich instructed. “It describes everything you need to know. In so many words, my boy, you will find me a wife.”
Hugo’s head shot up from the parchment. “You? Marry?”
Heinrich chuckled. “You can’t see it? Well, neither can I. But yes, your mission is to find my next wife. It is the archbishop’s wish that I marry. To solidify the Catholic stronghold in the principality. I’m sure you understand.”
“And I’m going alone?” Hugo asked.
“I was considering sending Rolf with you—he knows more about the local politics, but he’s also old.”
“I heard that,” a voice called out from the hallway.
Heinrich smiled as the venerable Rolf Anders entered, his white beard swishing as he walked. The two men embraced, then Heinrich turned back to Hugo. “I have faith in you, boy. I’m sure you’ll do fine. I feel you are ready for more responsibilities. Isn’t that right, Rolf?”
“Absolutely not,” Rolf said, shaking his head sternly. Then the shadow of a smile appeared inside his beard. “I only jest, my boy. You’ll do fine in Bergheim.”
“So . . . I am going alone,” Hugo said, looking back and forth between the two men.
“Felix will go with you,” Heinrich said. “My driver is strong and young, with an able mind.”
“I’d better get to reading then,” Hugo replied, shaking the parchment.
“Indeed,” Heinrich said with a nod. “You leave in the morning. Run along now.”
Hugo hurried from the room.
Heinrich turned to his old friend and housekeeper and frowned, his face looking even gaunter than usual.
Immediately Rolf noticed. “What ails you, lad?” he asked.
“I’ve . . . been having nightmares . . .”
Rolf breathed loudly through his nose. “And what? You suspect premonitions?”
“Ha!” Heinrich pretended a smile. “Absurd. You know I don’t subscribe to such superstitions.”
“Then why tell me this?” 
“I . . . I’m not sure.” Heinrich started to fidget.
Rolf smiled warmly, like father to son. “I know a man who may be able to help.”
“Truly?” Heinrich looked up at Rolf. “Cure me?”
“I didn’t say that,” Rolf said, shaking his head. “I make no promises. But perhaps he can help you sleep easier.”
“Very good. Then call your man. I must go to Bedburg to see what’s going on there for myself.” Returning to his autocratic nature, he added, “I expect this soothsayer to be here when I return tomorrow night—the day after, at the latest.”
“I-I will try my best, my lord.”
Heinrich clapped the old man’s shoulder and stormed out of the room. 
As he passed the red-carpeted stairs, he glanced up toward his bedroom. He knew he needed sleep, but was afraid what that might bring.
So he continued on.



CHAPTER SIX
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



Dieter was distraught.
Incessantly biting his lower lip, he paced the living room of the Achterberg estate. Ava, Martin Achterberg, Jerome, even little Peter, all stared at him as he nervously shook his head. 
“I’m a damned fool,” he muttered. “And a coward.” 
He’d recognized the people executed in the town square, the same two who had come to the house the day before begging for shelter and protection from Heinrich Franz’s oppressive Catholic regime. 
And he’d turned them away. 
He wondered if God could ever forgive him.
“You aren’t a coward,” Ava told him. “You had no way of knowing what would happen to them.”
“Of course I did!” he cried, rushing past her without making eye contact. “I sent those poor people to their deaths. I could have saved them.”
Martin tried to reason with him. “They might have brought unwanted attention here.”
Which stopped Dieter in his tracks. Unwanted attention. He’d been so distressed over what he’d seen in the square that he hadn’t yet told the group the other bad news. “There’s already unwanted attention. And that too was my fault.”
“What are you talking about?” Martin asked. When Dieter didn’t answer, Martin prompted him. “What aren’t you telling us, Dieter?”
“On the way back from the fair, I was followed.” 
All eyes fell on him, waiting for more.
“By whom?” Martin finally asked.
“Hugo Griswold.” 
Dieter scanned the faces around the room. 
“Your wife’s younger brother . . .” Martin said under his breath. Dieter nodded.
On his way home, right before he’d entered the house, Dieter had stopped to remove a pebble from inside his shoe. Sensing he was being followed, he caught a glimpse of Hugo hiding behind a bush. He was sure it was his brother-in-law. If he hadn’t been hiding—if Hugo had just approached him, he would have spoken with him. But the fact that Hugo was concealing himself had troubled Dieter. So he figured it best to pretend he hadn’t seen him, and casually continue on inside. Maybe that would at least buy the group time to decide what to do. Plus, at that moment he was just too distraught over the hangings to think straight.
When Ava heard it was Hugo, her face paled and her mouth fell open. She seemed about to faint. 
Dieter noticed. “Are you all right, Ava?” She was holding Peter, so Dieter took him from her arms. 
Handing the child to Dieter, she nodded. “Y-yes, I’m f-fine.” Though she didn’t look fine and took an unsteady seat on the bench behind her.
“You d-don’t s-s-sound fine,” Jerome stuttered. “You s-sound like me.”
Ava shook her head. “I have a . . . history with Hugo Griswold.” 
Staring at Ava, Martin sounded edgy. “Hugo Griswold is not a virtuous man. I was his friend growing up, and he was innocent enough then. But now he’s an arm of Heinrich Franz, and thoroughly conditioned by that hateful man.”
Dieter nodded. “Which is why we must leave. Immediately.”
Ava opened her mouth to speak up, then paused. “Are you sure?”
Dieter nodded. “Hugo could tell Heinrich, or Ulrich, where we are. And if they somehow connect us to the poor Jacobos, our fates are sealed.” 
As the color began to return to Ava’s face, she shook her head. “Do you really believe he’d do that? Your own wife’s brother?”
Martin had no doubt. “He is capable of much more treachery than just that. Dieter is right. We must leave my house at once.” Instinctively, Martin still referred to the house as “his” because he’d grown up there and still believed it rightfully belonged to his family, not to Bishop Balthasar and the church who now claimed it.
“Where can we go?” asked Ava.
“I know a place,” Dieter said. “But it, too, can only be temporary.” A place that will hopefully bring back memories too painful for Hugo to consider returning to, he thought. “It’s abandoned but should give us some respite until we find something more permanent.” 

“Where?” asked Martin.
Instead of answering, Dieter walked to the far wall and stared out the small window—the same window he’d stared out many nights, years earlier, while waiting anxiously for Sybil when they first began their rendezvous. The sun was sinking below the horizon. Darkness was coming—the perfect time to make their escape.
“Where Dieter?” Ava repeated.
Dieter turned to the group. 
“The Griswold estate—Sybil and Hugo’s childhood home.” 
 
 
 
The group had meager belongings so it didn’t take long for Martin, Ava, and Jerome to ready themselves for their evacuation. Martin wore a large backpack with his, Ava’s, and little Peter’s clothes in it. Jerome carried his weathered medical supply bag. Ava held Peter in her arms.
Dieter stayed behind, watching solemnly as the foursome dashed into the night, up the hill and east. He’d told them he’d join them soon but first needed to speak with someone in Bedburg. Martin had thought that foolhardy. “Why risk your life again? Now you are acting foolish.”
But Dieter said it was nighttime and he’d be fine under the cover of darkness. So shortly after watching his friends and son disappear up the hill, he donned his cloak, pulled his hood over his head, and started off for Bedburg.
He kept in the shadows because, even in the darkness, the moon was bright, illuminating the streets in a murky yellow glow. Heading northeast, he made his way through the southern district until he heard loud, boisterous voices coming from a building down the road. Orange light poured out the structure’s windows. 
For several moments he just stood there watching the place, then sighed, steeled himself for what was to follow, and headed for the entrance.
As he approached the tavern door, his heart beat in his throat. 
Who will be here? What if I’m recognized? 
In months past he’d been a regular here, while doing research with Rowaine and Sybil on Heinrich’s whereabouts. Thinking of those two lovely women now—his wife and their dear pirate-lady friend—brought him a pang of both guilt and grief. But he quickly buried the thought. 
Pushing open the door, he stood for a moment to look around. No one stared back. Good. The drunks were drinking and story-telling around the tables, the whores were busy beckoning men up the stairs, and the bar counter was lined with happy customers enjoying another raucous evening. 
Dieter breathed easier. Standing on his tiptoes to peer over a customer in front of him, he searched for a particular person.
And found her, easily. 
The most beautiful harlot in Bedburg and surely one of the most popular. She was standing—animated and engaged—by a table occupied by three men, telling them a story that clearly had their undivided attention. Dieter couldn’t help smiling, thinking how it was likely not her story drawing the men’s attention. Not with those breasts bouncing, hips swaying, and jet-black hair flowing. 
As Dieter approached, he could see how frustrated she was becoming that her audience was paying more attention to her “assets” than her story. 
“Aellin?” Dieter called out softly. 
The woman paused mid-sentence to look over her shoulder, ready to bite the rude intruder’s head off. But, immediately recognizing Dieter, her face brightened with a warm smile. 
“Priest!” she shouted, dropping her hands from the air, instantly forgetting the drunks at the table. She grabbed Dieter’s arm and pulled him aside. One of the men at the table bellowed, “What’s he got that we ain’t got, girl?”
“A brain,” Aellin shot back, drawing laughter from the others. Taking Dieter to a quieter corner, they sat at an empty table. “Haven’t seen you in some time, priest. And where’s that beautiful, fiery mermaid?” She’d had a fascination with Rowaine.
“Rowaine’s gone. I don’t know where.”
Aellin pouted. 
Dieter gazed at Aellin’s face for a long moment. She was still as beautiful as ever. High cheekbones, fair complexion, dark eyes matching gorgeous hair, and, yes, an awe-inspiring bosom. Dieter felt a twinge of desire, immediately felt guilty, then, with much difficulty, suppressed it. 
But more than just beauty, Aellin was a woman who knew her way around town. Better than probably anyone else. It had been she who’d helped him, Sybil, and Rowaine find the secret underground tunnels that led to Castle Bedburg’s kitchens. Which had pointed them to Heinrich Franz’s lover, Odela Grendel. 
Following Dieter’s eyes on her, Aeillin playfully joked, “Focus on my eyes, you lecherous dog.” 
Shaking the blank look from his face, he turned beet-red. “M-my apologies.” 
It had been months since he’d been with a woman, not since his wife’s disappearance, and it literally pained him to sit next to someone so beautiful. Refocusing his thoughts, his face turned grim. “I have a problem, Aellin, and I believe it’s your fault.”
Her playful look disappeared. “What on earth are you talking about, priest?”
“Why did you send Adam and Martha Jacobo to my residence—no, to my hiding place? Why did you think I could help them?”
Aellin held out her palms. “Hey now, calm down,” she said. “Everyone in town knows you’re a Protestant convert, priest. It’s no secret.”
Dieter groaned. “But how did you know where to find me?”
Aellin looked over Dieter’s shoulder, at the busy tavern, the tables, the bar, the men huddled around the hearthfire. “I have my ways of finding things out, Dieter.”
Dieter narrowed his eyes. “You must stop sending people my way. You put my entire family in danger—”
“Your wife is gone . . .” she interrupted, trailing off. Then she winked and Dieter’s face flushed again. 
Gritting his teeth, he returned to the subject at hand. “I can’t help these people.” Then he thought of something else. “What made Adam and Martha Jacobo so important, anyway?”
Aellin shrugged. “Nothing, I suppose. They were simply names on a note. For some reason, someone wants to save these Protestants.”
“You still have no idea where these notes are coming from?”
Aellin shrugged again. “They’ve been slipped under the front door a couple times, before dawn. That’s all I know.”
Another dead end, he thought. 
He stood up, looking around the tavern, then heard something.
Or maybe not . . . 
It was a conversation at the next table. Despite the room’s loudness, certain words coming from two men had caught his attention. He wandered in closer, pretending to be searching for someone across the room. Aellin stood behind him. He heard one of the men say, “If the archbishop had any idea his rival was so close, he’d turn red with bloodlust.” The other responded, “Gebhard has no power now, and Ernst knows that. The archbishop has nothing to fear from that old man.” 
Aellin whispered over Dieter’s shoulder. “What are you doing?” But Dieter held up his hand to quiet her. 
The first man continued. “Nonsense! I heard that Gebhard recently became bishop of Strasbourg. Sounds like he’s trying to regain power.” 
“In France?” the second man said, gulping down his ale. “Then what in hell is he doing in Bonn?” 
The first man shrugged. “No idea, but I can guess. Campaigning for Protestants, I suspect . . . needs more support!” 
“Maybe,” the second man said, finishing his own mug of ale. “Got a feelin’ we ain’t seen the last of that wily old man.”
An idea started forming in Dieter’s head. A good one, but dangerous. 
He turned to Aellin and walked her a few paces away. 
“What was that all about?” she asked, frowning. “Eavesdropping on my patrons?”
Dieter smiled. “I’d like to hire your services.”
Aellin’s eyebrows arched and she suppressed a chuckle. “Men! You’re all the same!”
Dieter shook his head. “No, not that. I don’t want your body.” He paused, giving her a quick up-and-down look. “Well, at least that’s not what I meant. I want your mind.”
Aellin looked confused. “I don’t take kindly to riddles, priest. Even I know my mind ain’t exactly my prized possession.”
“Nonsense,” Dieter said, resting his hand on her shoulder and staring into her beautiful face. “I think you know more than you think you know, Aellin.”
And then he told her his dangerous new plan.
 
 
 
Later that night, when he returned to the hill above the Achterberg estate, his premonition proved true. Hiding in the shrubbery, he watched armed guards and patrolmen from Bedburg raiding the premises they’d all vacated just hours earlier. Some searched the grounds, others milled about inside. 
And there was no doubt who to blame for this.
Martin had been right. Hugo Griswold was no longer a virtuous young man. He’d obviously been transformed into Heinrich’s puppet. At least with Sybil gone, she’d never have to know how her own brother had betrayed them. 
As he watched the house being torn apart, and the disgruntled soldiers groaning and complaining for being brought out in the middle of the night for a pointless excursion, a new idea began taking shape in his mind. 
Rubbing the stump of his aching left arm, he knew that if he decided to follow through with this new plan, someone would try to talk him out of it. 
It was both foolhardy and dangerous. 
But his guilt over the fate of poor Adam and Martha Jacobo was just too much for his conscience to bear. I could have saved them. 
And if he chose this new path, there’d be no turning back. 
I will be an enemy of the state.
A fugitive, an outlaw, a criminal. 
If Heinrich Franz finds me, I will hang. 
I know I will never see my sweet Sybil again. But at least this would honor her memory. Perhaps she’ll look down on me proudly . . .
He sighed and headed off to the Griswold estate—the childhood home of his wife. 
And the further he walked, the more his new idea came to life. 
And by the time he reached the Griswold estate, he was sure.
Only through dumb luck had he overheard those two drunks at the tavern talking about Gebhard Truchsess—the Protestant archbishop of Cologne before the Catholic Ernst took over.
But now he knew it was not by chance. That, and today’s other events, had brought him to this moment, to this life-changing decision.      
I will help all Protestants and their sympathizers escape the persecution of Bedburg and Heinrich Franz. 
I will protect them. I will give them refuge.
And I will bring this ruthless regime to its knees.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Hugo and his driver left Bedburg on a cool, gray morning, traveling out Bedburg’s southern gate and down a road paralleling the Erft River. 
Although they didn’t expect trouble traveling the short distance to Bergheim, Hugo still brought two men-at-arms with him from Bedburg’s garrison. Not so much for protection as appearance—he wanted to present himself to the gentry of Bergheim as a person of importance, not just a boy and his chaperone. 
The truth was, Hugo wasn’t sure how he’d be received once they got there. Being sent by Heinrich Franz was tricky. An anomaly to many, Heinrich wasn’t a true nobleman since he hadn’t been born into it. So Hugo worried that, as his representative, he could be met with a certain degree of condescension. 
His driver, Felix, proved to be a perfect travel companion. He spoke only when spoken to and, when he did, was easy to talk to. So whenever Hugo had a question about the notes he was reviewing during the trip, Felix was happy to offer his opinions. 
From the documents, Hugo learned that Lucille Engel was the daughter of Josef Witten von Erftstadt, a wealthy old baron in control of his family’s namesake, the city of Erftstadt. Hugo knew that seven electorates—or territories—basically controlled all of Germany and that a key one of those seven was Cologne, whose territory included the cities of Bedburg, Bergheim and Erftstadt, among others. Hugo understood that having power in Cologne’s parliament was very significant.
According to Heinrich’s notes, Josef Witten von Erftstadt’s original plan had been to give his daughter away in marriage to the powerful Koehler family, the rulers of Bergheim, specifically to be married to Ludwig Koehler’s eldest son, Gustav. In return, Erftstadt would receive a seat from the elder Koehler in Cologne’s parliament. 
And while a part of that plan was realized and Lucille did marry Gustav, the parliamentary power never passed to the elder Josef because Gustav was killed and his marriage to Josef’s daughter annulled. 
From this information, it was clear to Hugo that the cities of Bergheim and Erftstadt, separated by a mere fifteen miles, were at odds. And that the tension between them was likely fueled by the two fathers—Ludwig Koehler of Bergheim and Josef Witten of Erftstadt—each one in control of his respective city and both responsible for the failed marriage.
The most important document among Heinrich’s notes was of course the one reciting exactly what Heinrich hoped to achieve from his marriage to Lucille—what he would give and what he would get. It was Heinrich’s plan to turn tension between the two cities and their rulers into positives. And Hugo was intrigued by the way Heinrich explained in his instructions how Hugo was to accomplish that. 
As the carriage drew closer to Bergheim, in an effort to ease his nerves Hugo kept re-reading the papers. He had a heavy responsibility ahead of him and the last thing he needed was to be unprepared. Disappointing Heinrich—knowing his temper and tendency for swift, vicious punishment—was usually not a survivable option. 
In Hugo’s mind there was just one glaring omission Heinrich had failed to take into account: that Heinrich himself might not be the most viable groom in the eyes of either father Koehler or father Erftstadt, not to mention Lucille herself. But there wasn’t much Hugo could do about that. 
By the time the sun had peaked in the sky, Hugo’s carriage pulled through the northwestern gate of Bergheim. And immediately, Hugo was overwhelmed. 
Nearly three times the size of Bedburg, Bergheim’s streets reflected the city’s bustling population. Workers, peasants, and travelers buzzed about in all directions. Tall buildings of stone competed for space with wattle-and-daub huts. And nestled in the center, a large natural park occupied a huge patch of hilly, green countryside.
After his experiences in the metropolis of Trier, Hugo was well aware that the size of a town directly correlated with how poorly its inhabitants treated foreigners. The larger the city, the snobbier its citizens. Once the people of Trier had learned that Hugo was not just an outsider, but from a smaller town as well, he had not been treated kindly. The only thing saving his dignity had been the fact that he’d played the role of an inquisitor’s assistant.
Which meant Hugo had his work cut out for him in this very large, likely haughty municipality.
As their carriage rumbled down the main thoroughfare, a few beggars surrounded them, shaking their cans and hats. No matter a town’s size, some things remain the same, he thought. Not wanting to be associated with the poor—which could only exacerbate the snobbery—he ordered Felix to ride around the beggars quickly and head straight for Bergheim Castle. 
As the castle came into view, Hugo realized it was not much bigger than the one in Bedburg. They rode through a grand archway with ornate spires on top, stopping in front of the mostly-brick structure where a valet greeted them. While Felix transferred the care of the carriage to the valet, Hugo took in the full measure of the place, craning his neck and squinting his eyes. Accompanied by his two armored men, he then headed to the castle entrance while Felix stayed behind with the carriage.
To Hugo’s surprise, the inside of Castle Bergheim wasn’t at all flashy. Unlike most castles—which tended to resemble grand cathedrals more than luxury living quarters—this one was quite practical and reasonable. No circular staircases or marbled floors or other expensive extravagances. Just a simple structure intended for one purpose only: to serve as a fortress to ward off invaders, not impress visitors. 
At the bottom of the staircase, Baron Ludwig Koehler stood waiting, his arms crossed over his chest. A thin man with a beaked nose and permanent scowl, his clothing preference gravitated to the darker
side: a deep purple tunic under a crimson cloak. Though Hugo had seen the baron less than three months earlier in Trier, Ludwig had clearly aged. Lines creased the edges of his temples and puffy purple skin sagged below his eyes. 
Of course Hugo knew there were good reasons for Ludwig’s ancient appearance. He’d lost both his sons in terrible ways: Johannes, killed by Hugo’s brother-in-law, Dieter, after raping Hugo’s sister; and Gustav, disappearing from Trier under mysterious circumstances and presumed dead. 
“Who in God’s name are you?” the sullen old man croaked.
Hugo’s eyes widened. “I . . . I’m—”
“I was expecting Heinrich Franz,” Ludwig continued, his frown growing more pronounced.
After a short pause Hugo said, “You don’t remember me, my lord?” 
Ludwig scoffed. “Should I?”
“I aided you in Trier. I was Inquisitor Samuel’s assistant.” The lie over the aliases he and Tomas had used came easily to Hugo.
Ludwig narrowed his eyes. “Ah, yes,” he said at last. “Gregor.”
Hugo was impressed that the old man had remembered his alias. He bowed. “Hugo, in fact. Hugo Griswold.”
Ludwig shook his head and mumbled to himself. “Can no one speak the truth in this Godforsaken land anymore? All these names . . . you and ‘Samuel’ and . . . Grand Inquisitor Adalbert.” He made a guffawing sound. “Follow me, boy,” he said, spinning around.
Hugo followed him up the stairs. Ludwig led him to the first door down the hallway and into a large room. It was an assembly hall of some kind with a rectangular table set in the middle. Two women and an elderly man were seated around it: the first woman was petite, with large spectacles and a heavy book opened in front of her; the man was fat, white-haired, and old, with a disdainful expression on a very wrinkled face; and the other lady was blonde and middle-aged, with the same arrogant sneer on her face as the old man’s.
Ludwig ordered Hugo’s two men-at-arms to wait at the door beside his own guards. They glanced at Hugo for approval, then obliged once he nodded, clasping their hands in front of their stomachs with pseudo-authority.
Ludwig led Hugo to the table and, with a wave of his hand, said, “This boy comes to speak on the behalf of Lord Heinrich Franz of Bedburg,” he announced.
The fat old man immediately grumbled. “Rubbish!” And all eyes shot to him as he rambled on. “That peevish bastard can’t even be bothered to speak with us directly? And he expects favors? This is nonsense, Ludwig. I’m leaving.” 
The old man made an effort to rise, but struggled against his massive weight. 
“Oh, father,” the blonde woman next to him said. “Don’t be such a grouch. Sit.”
The old man breathed hard through his nose, stared daggers at the woman, then relented, dropping back in his seat. 
As Ludwig tried to hide his smirk, he introduced the man and blonde woman to Hugo. “I give you Baron Josef von Erftstadt and Lady Lucille Engel.” 
Ah. Lady Lucille! Hugo thought. He’d found her with ease. He mentally checked off that box from his list.
Lady Lucille was a handsome woman, almost regal in her fine silk robe. But Hugo was more intrigued by the much younger girl at the far end of the table, the one with the spectacles and giant book. Ludwig saw Hugo’s eyes focus on her. “And that’s Hedda, my scribe and assistant,” he said. She seemed strangely familiar to Hugo, but he couldn’t place where he’d seen her. 
“Sit,” Ludwig ordered, so Hugo did. “We are all busy people here,” the baron continued, “so let’s get to this. It comes as quite a shock to hear that Heinrich Franz wishes to marry Lady Lucille.”
“Shock isn’t strong enough a word,” Baron Josef grumbled. 
Shooting the old man a wary glance, Ludwig continued. “What does the new lord of Bedburg wish to achieve with this proposal? And what will he give in return?”
Hugo cleared his throat. So that’s it, then. No subtlety. No lead-in. Just get to the quid pro quo. 
“My lord wishes to form an alliance with the fine city of Bergheim,” Hugo stated. 
“Let me stop you right there,” Ludwig said, holding up his palm. “We are practical people, young man. Our city is prosperous—much more so than your little hamlet. Why would we need an alliance with tiny Bedburg?”
“Because Archbishop Ernst wishes it.” 
Which got immediate raised eyebrows from all in attendance.
“So the archbishop is behind this,” Josef said. “I should have guessed. That . . . changes things.”
“Why?” Lucille asked. 
Meanwhile, Hedda was eagerly transcribing the conversation in her book.
“Because, my dear daughter,” the old man told her, “while Heinrich may be a lesser noble, Archbishop Ernst is not. And if the former can’t deliver what we want, the latter could.”
Hugo was dying to ask him what it was they wanted, but Heinrich had ordered him to stay on script and not deviate. All eyes returned to the young emissary. 
Calmly folding his hands on the desk, Hugo tried to appear in control despite his heart thumping so loudly he was sure the others could hear it. “My lord wants to solidify relations with Bergheim and Erftstadt,” he explained, focusing on old baron Josef.
“You mean Archbishop Ernst wants these lands under strict Catholic rule,” Ludwig said. 
“Are they not already Catholic territories, my lord?” Hugo queried.
Baron Josef answered for Ludwig. “Technically, yes. But Erftstadt, for instance, has twelve wards—twelve separate villages, each with its own mayor in charge of how to control its ecclesiastical elements. We don’t go out of our way to persecute Protestants,” he said, adding, “unlike Heinrich Franz.”
Ludwig nodded. “Your lord’s vicious reputation precedes him.” 
“Yes,” Lucille added, “why should I marry such a man?”
Hugo’s head swiveled from speaker to speaker, beads of sweat dotting his forehead and upper lip. Clearly, he was outmatched here. Heinrich hadn’t prepared him for this.
“W-well,” he said, clearing his throat again. “Lord Franz is willing to give bountiful endowments to each of you.”
“That still doesn’t speak to the rumor of his ruthlessness,” Lucille reminded him. “How do I know he will make a good husband?” 
“Was Gustav a good husband?” Hugo blurted, immediately regretting it. 
Ludwig clenched his fists. “Excuse me, boy? What are you insinuating?”
“N-nothing, my lord,” Hugo backtracked, waving his hands in the air. “I meant nothing by it. Pardon me. I only meant to say that we can all benefit from this agreement, despite any individual qualms.” As he tried to will his heart rate to slow, he spoke evenly. “Lord Franz is not an evil man. He’s a staunch ally of Archbishop Ernst, and he’s been asked to wed. It came as much of a surprise to me as to him. I’ve never even seen him with a woman—”
“Except when he’s burning one at the stake,” Ludwig shot back.
Hugo sighed, pausing for a moment. But he knew the longer he stayed silent, the more Ludwig’s remark about Heinrich’s viciousness would reverberate. He needed to regain control before it was too late.
“Would you like to hear what Lord Heinrich proposes, my lords and lady?” he asked.
The men at the table griped, but Lady Lucille seemed to consider the question. “Yes,” she said at last, drawing the eyes of both her father and former father-in-law. “I would like to hear his offer.” 
Reciting by memory from the parchment Heinrich had given him, Hugo responded. “In return for Lady Lucille’s hand in marriage, Heinrich will give control of two villages in the Bedburg territory to either baron, redirecting all taxes and tithes to that baron—”
“Does that mean he’s passing over land title, or just the right to usage?” Baron Josef asked. 
Hugo didn’t know the answer to that one, so he answered with what he knew Josef wanted to hear. “The title, my lord. The villages would be yours—to till, to police, to tax.”
“That may perhaps leave one of us fulfilled, but what about the other? You can’t expect us to fight over these villages,” Ludwig said. 
Hugo shook his head. “Of course not, my lord. For the other of you . . . Lord Heinrich will bestow his second seat on Cologne’s parliament.”
Both of the baron’s eyes twinkled. Hugo could see their greed blossom almost like a physical thing. Until then, he hadn’t known it was the seat they truly coveted. 
Baron Josef asked, “He has two seats?”
Hugo nodded. “Archbishop Ernst granted him a second two months ago, when Heinrich advised him he wouldn’t be taking residence in Bedburg. So the archbishop created a new seat for his House Charmagne estate in the countryside. Currently it’s vacant, but Heinrich hopes to fill it with one of you, so that you might work together in the future.”
Baron Ludwig stroked the bottom of his chin, thinking, while Baron Josef nodded slowly. Neither looked at the other, both obviously considering their sudden competing interests. Hugo, with Heinrich’s guidance, had brilliantly managed to deflect these powerful men’s need for more power away from him and Heinrich and onto themselves. He was quite proud of himself. 
But before the two barons turned on each other, Ludwig leaned forward conspiratorially. “You haven’t told us what Heinrich Franz wants in return, boy.”
Hugo was now the most relaxed he’d been since arriving. He smiled coolly. “What he is giving is far more valuable than what he seeks in return.”
Lady Lucille’s shoulders tensed, her eyes ablaze. “What did you just say, you little heathen?”
Hugo’s eyes bulged, realizing he’d seriously blundered.
Baron Josef took his daughter’s cue, slamming his palm on the table, causing Hugo to jump. “That’s my daughter you’re talking about, you rogue!” he bellowed.
Hugo’s mouth fell open. 
Shit. And I’d been doing so well. 

So he backpedaled. “No, no,” he said, shaking his head and hands furiously, “you mistake my meaning—”
“I understood you just fine, you wretch,” Josef said.
Hugo had lost them. Both the old baron and daughter appeared ready to leave the table. But surprisingly, it was Ludwig who came to Hugo’s rescue. After all, he couldn’t allow a deal like this to vanish over a mere slip of the tongue from an inexperienced messenger. 
Ludwig turned to his companions. “I understand your apprehension,” he told them, “but let’s hear the boy out. He’s young and stupid. I’m sure he didn’t mean anything by it.”
Josef thrust a finger in Hugo’s direction. “Let your tongue slip like that again and I’ll rip it out.”
“My deepest apologies, my lords, my lady.” Hugo took a breath, then continued. “All Heinrich wants is Lady Lucille’s hand in marriage. And for the cities under your control to remain Catholic, a most reasonable demand—that you merely fight any Protestant uprisings and take a hard line with Calvinists and Lutherans . . . and that you’ll come to Bedburg’s aid if needed.”
The barons looked at each other, not speaking, but Ludwig gave an imperceptible shrug. 
Of course Hugo was well aware that, when all was said and done, his demands meant little to these men for three very simple reasons: first, because Heinrich was too far away to enforce any laws that might require them to punish Protestants in their cities. Second, because both Bergheim and Erftstadt were already Catholic. And third, because the barons could simply refuse to aid Bedburg if the time came, and there’d be nothing Heinrich could do about it.
In reality, Hugo realized, Heinrich wasn’t asking for anything,
really, except Lady Lucille’s hand in marriage. The barons were getting a far better deal here, and Hugo could see in their eyes that they too realized this. 
Was this Ernst’s idea? Hugo wondered. I’ve never known Heinrich Franz to do anything without careful strategic clarity . . . and an ulterior motive.

“Those are reasonable requests,” Josef said, trying to make the deal sound more neutral than it was. Turning to Ludwig, he said, “I’m getting too old to travel to Cologne and sit on that damned council. I’m willing to concede the proffered parliamentary seat to you if you’ll give me the villages.”
Baron Ludwig promptly stuck out his hand and Baron Josef shook it. 
“Deal,” Ludwig said. 
Hugo smiled. 
“What are the villages Heinrich is giving me?” Josef asked.
“Kirdorf and Oppendorf, my lord. The first has an abundance of arable land, and the second—”
“I want a third,” Josef interrupted. 
Hugo again cleared his throat. “Er, a third, my lord?”
“I’m willing to concede the council seat to Ludwig, and I’m giving away my widowed daughter in marriage. So I want a third, to make my ward fifteen villages strong.”
Heinrich’s parchment had warned Hugo of this, but it still caught him by surprise. Fortunately, Heinrich had included a remedy, stating in the letter, “fight for two villages, but allow a third.” 
Not knowing how to properly negotiate such a fight, Hugo said simply, “Lord Heinrich has authorized me to give you Millendorf as well.” Millendorf was right next to Oppendorf and nearly twice its size. Both sat on the northern edges of Bedburg, while Kirdorf in the south was bigger than the other two combined. 
Again, Hugo had trouble understanding Heinrich’s reasoning here. He was agreeing to give up ownership of three villages that surrounded Bedburg, not the best defensive position to take, militarily speaking. 
Baron Josef reached out to shake Hugo’s hand on the deal but before he could, Lady Lucille, her head shaking back and forth, grabbed her father’s hand and pulled it back. 
Taking the cue, Baron Ludwig stood from his chair, straightened his tunic, and said, “You’ve come with a fair offer, boy, and I misjudged you. Baron Josef and I will have an answer for you shortly. But until then, you may return to your home. Good day.”
Hugo’s heart raced. He’d been so close.
If only that damned woman didn’t have a say in . . . her own future.



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



Driving a horse-drawn cart provided by Reeve Clarence Bailey, Sybil and Georg made it to King’s Lynn in three days. They traveled northwest from Strangers Shire, down a densely populated thoroughfare that provided them with safe passage—from both criminal elements and patrolmen—all the way to the seaport town. As they passed farming villages and hamlets, no one paid them any mind; they looked like two ordinary married farmers, a big brawny fieldworker and his younger wife.
They arrived at the entryway to King’s Lynn in the morning. Two lackadaisical guards stopped their cart at the gate, demanding a penny payment if they intended to do trade. It was a common tax Reeve Bailey had warned them about.
Flipping one of the guards the money, the other guard asked Georg what he was bringing in. 
“Vegetables, sir,” Georg said, gesturing over his shoulder to the covered cart. “Potatoes and yams.”
The guard walked to the back of the cart and threw back the blanket. Underneath lay four crates, three with potatoes, one filled with yams. 
“Bringing them to the market, or for export?” the guard asked.
“To the docks, sir. Export.”
The guard hesitated, then nodded to his mate who allowed them entry.
King’s Lynn was a large town, responsible for most of the trade in West Norfolk, and the morning was a busy time for exporters, importers, and merchants alike. As their horses slowly pulled them down the road, Georg had to manuever their cart around groups of men and women pulling their own goods in wheelbarrows, crates, and carriages.
Most exports emanating from King’s Lynn were wool, grain, and salt. And even though there was nothing illegal about trading textiles, Sybil and Georg didn’t want to chance questions about where their textile stock was headed, so they’d simply hidden their cloth stacks beneath their vegetable crates. No one cared where potatoes went.
They passed the bustling marketplace and made their way north toward the docks. Reaching into his pocket, Georg pulled out a small map Clarence had given him. He scrunched his brow, studied the map, looked up, then down, then back up again. Finally he pointed off in the distance to a nondescript warehouse situated between several buildings.
“That’s it, at least according to this map,” Georg said. Handing the map to Sybil, he snapped the reins and whistled to his horses, setting course for the warehouse.
When they arrived, a man was stationed on a chair outside the building. He got up and walked toward Georg and Sybil. 
“Do you head to land or sea?” he asked sternly.
“The sea, if the bishop permits it,” Georg said, reciting the code phrase Clarence Bailey had instructed him to use. According to Clarence, the town was once called Bishop’s Lynn, and had been a simple parish with a grammar school, market, and thriving import-export trade. In 1537, King Henry VIII took control of it because of its strategic location along the Great Ouse River, which spilled into the North Sea. He also renamed it King’s Lynn for obvious reasons. But old ways die hard and most local folk—including the underground exporters and illicit fences—missed the easygoing days when the town was run by a more lenient bishop.
The man nodded and walked back to the warehouse. Reaching down, he grabbed the bottom edge of the wall and lifted up, giving way to a garage. Georg and Sybil rode their cart inside as the man quickly slid the wall back down behind them.
Rushlights and torches lit up the interior, along with of a few small windows which allowed sunlight in. The structure was quite long, with a multitude of barrels, crates and stacks of random goods and accessories lining the walls.
“I recognize the cart, but not the people riding in it,” a man said, skulking out from the shadows, carrying a torch. As he approached, Sybil saw a middle-aged gent with a bald head and thick mustache, reminding her a little of Daxton.
Georg started to explain. “We’ve come on behalf of Reeve Clarence Bailey of Strangers Shire—”
“Yes, yes,” the man interrupted. “If you knew the password, then you’re all right by me. Come, get down off that thing and let me take a look at the two of you.” 
Georg jumped off and held his hand out for Sybil. She took it and gingerly stepped down. The man with the torch was about her height, much shorter than he looked from the cart, at least a head smaller than Georg.
“You two married?” he asked.
Georg and Sybil looked at each other, then shook their heads. It made Sybil realize that they should have prepared their background details much better beforehand.
“Shame,” the man said. “Married folk seem to do the best work together.” 
Sybil wasn’t sure what that meant. The man looked hard at both of them, making Sybil uncomfortable. She looked away and the man smirked, then held out his hand for Georg. “They call me Guy.”
Georg shook it. “Georg,” he replied. He nudged his chin to Sybil. “And this is S—”
“Beele. Please, call me Beele,” Sybil said quickly, shooting Georg a look. She certainly didn’t want everyone knowing her real name, especially if they were doing something illegal.
“So what do you have for me, Georg?” Guy asked, crossing his hairy arms over his chest.
“The same thing Reeve Bailey always has,” Georg said with a shrug. “Textiles.”
Guy nodded slowly. “Why didn’t he come himself?”
“Worried the town guards might notice him.”
“And where is he trying to send these goods? Amsterdam?”
Georg furrowed his brow, glanced at Sybil, then shook his head. “No . . . he’s trying to sell them to folks in Cologne.”
Guy frowned. 
Noticing Guy’s changing expression, Sybil wondered what they were missing. Reeve Bailey led us to believe this was routine.
“Germany?” Guy asked.
Georg nodded.
“Rubbish,” Guy said. “The reeve of your little shire doesn’t have the money to send goods to Germany! Do you know how much trouble I’d be in if I got caught? I could hang.”
“I thought that’s what you do . . .” Georg began, getting frustrated. “You know, send things to places they’re not supposed to go.” 
“To an extent, yes. But Germany’s too dangerous. The League would kill me if they found out I was lodging in their territory.”
“The League?” Sybil asked, giving Georg a look to calm down. 
Guy turned to her. “The Hanseatic League.” He tilted his head a bit. “Did the reeve not tell you who you’d be working with?”
They both shook their heads. 
“Please explain,” Sybil demanded.
The man chuckled. “We go back centuries, my dear. That story would take the whole day. Basically, we’re a confederation of guilds, formed to help merchants against the overbearing nobility, protecting them from tyrannical trade laws.” 
“If you’re such a powerful underground organization, why have I never heard of you?” Sybil asked.
Guy’s proud smile evaporated. “We aren’t as prevalent as we once were. I’m the only Hansa representative here, and this warehouse is one of our last strongholds in England. But if we’re caught dwelling in the waters of Germany—where the League began and where its roots hold strongest—it would be disrespectful and dangerous. I won’t risk my ships.”
Georg threw up his hands. “Then how does this work? You’re telling me we’ve come all this way for nothing? Christ, we have a ship—we could deliver the damned stuff ourselves if we just knew the way!” He turned and stomped back to the cart, leaning against it. 
Sybil could tell that something Georg said had sparked Guy’s interest. She looked at Georg. “Is this tavern really worth it?”
Before Georg could answer, Guy said, “You have your own ship?”
“Why?” Georg asked with a shrug.
Sybil saw the wheels spinning in Guy’s mind. His nose seemed to twitch, causing his mustache to quiver. After a long pause, Georg grabbed a potato from his cart and began tossing it from hand to hand as Guy stepped forward. 
“If you have the means to deliver the goods, I have the instructions,” he said in a low voice. “Routes, amicable ports, taxmen, traders to contact . . . all in my ledger.”
Sybil had known enough greedy people in her life to know what was coming next. “But you won’t give us your ledger, will you?” she asked sarcastically, hands on her hips.
“I will,” Guy said, lifting his finger, “if you’ll do something for me first.”
“What?” Georg asked, pushing himself from the cart, tossing the potato back. 
“My ledger is a valuable commodity. People would pay a hefty sum for—”
“Just get to it, man,” Georg growled. “I’m growing tired of your jabbering.” He stepped forward and Guy backed up. Even at his age, Georg was still an imposing figure, especially when angry.
Fidgeting for a moment, Guy cleared his throat. “A nemesis of mine has stolen goods from me. He’s taken them on his ship, the Silver Sun, and anchored off the coast of Wells-next-the-Sea—a seaport in North Norfolk. I don’t know where he plans to take my goods. Perhaps he doesn’t either and is now realzing how hard it is to sell things that aren’t his . . .”
“And you want your goods back,” Georg stated.
Guy nodded.
“What’s this man’s name? The thief who stole them.”
“Corvin Carradine.”
Georg looked at Sybil for approval. 
Sybil slowly began shaking her head.
This plan is growing too convoluted. And all so Georg can get a license to get drunk when he pleases?
“We could talk to Daxton . . .” Georg muttered, noticing that he was losing Sybil’s support.
“Why would he want to do this?” Sybil asked.
“For Rowaine,” he answered. “This is all for Rowaine.”
As Sybil started to protest, Guy put up his hand up. “Wait, wait,” he said. “You just mentioned Daxton and Rowaine?” His eyes narrowed. “What ship exactly are you . . . part of?” 
Sensing a shift in power, Sybil straightened her back. “Judging by your look, I think you know what ship we’re talking about, Guy.”
Guy’s face blanched. He started nodding profusely. 
Apparently the Lion’s Pride’s reputation precedes us, she thought. 
“If we can convince our colleagues to look for Corvin Carradine and the Silver Sun, to get your goods back,” Sybil asked, “you promise to give us that ledger?”
“And more,” Guy said excitedly. “With the Lion’s Pride at the front of my fleet . . . no one will trifle with that. I’ll personally lead your expedition to Germany, if you’d like.”
Georg shook his head. “We won’t be flying the Pride’s colors, you fool. Talk about unwanted attention.”
Guy nodded again. “Right, right, of course not.” He stuck his hand out for Georg and Sybil. “Do we have a deal?” 
“We’ll have to talk with our friend,” Sybil said.
Guy beamed. “Of course. Captain Daxton Wallace!”
Both Sybil and Georg were surprised at the level of respect this man was showering on Daxton. To them, Dax was still the loud-thinking, quick-talking carpenter of the Pride, not some feared, important pirate captain.
“We’ll either return here in a week with what you want,” Georg told him, “or you’ll never see us again.”
Sybil hopped into the driver’s seat of the cart, wheeled the horses around and waited for Georg. Then she heard whispering. Glancing over, she saw Guy speaking quietly into Georg’s ear. 
And during the whole ride back, no matter how hard she tried, Georg would not tell her what the man said.



CHAPTER NINE
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



It was nighttime and Heinrich was roused by the relentless sound of shouting and a deep orange glow coming from his small window. 
He peeked out. To his shock, a large gang was gathered in front of his house, carrying pitchforks and torches. A moment later, Heinrich’s mother, dressed in her robe, burst onto the scene to confront the angry mob. She raised her hands, shouting over the din of the protestors. “What is the meaning of this?” 
A man stepped forward. “It’s your fault, witch!” He pointed to several people in the crowd, one by one. “Her daughter! His nephew! Her cousin! My son!”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Edith screamed.
“Of course you do!” a woman yelled back. “You cast a hex on them all, for losing your son!”
A rumbling chorus of agreement rose up from the crowd. Heinrich ducked from the window and crept to the front of the house.
“We are here to arrest you for the murder of Jacques, the first to fall ill from your tainted, sorcerous wool!”
Heinrich gasped, holding his breath. He was standing behind his mother now. For once, he felt protected. She seemed so strong and resilient.        
“I still have no idea what you mean!” she told the man.
“Every person who has laid hands on your pelts,” he shouted, “has fallen ill and died. First, Jacques, the transporter. Then, Mary, the tailor. Last, a spinstress and a maid.” 
“We thought it was a pox at first,” another woman yelled. “Then we found out the sickness was isolated—from a single source!”
“From you!” someone else shouted.
“Mother?” Heinrich called out. 
Edith turned, pushing Heinrich back toward the front door. “Go inside,” she whispered before turning back to the crowd. “Don’t hurt my child!”
It was the first time Edith had shown concern for the boy. 
But to Heinrich, it was too little too late. It couldn’t wipe away all the years of abuse. And now, finally, he saw the way to be rid of her. 
And not even of his own making!
The gang of angry peasants took Edith prisoner, waving their sizzling torches as they led her away into the misty night. 
The next morning, Heinrich traveled to the city alone to look for her. 
A trial had already been set for that day. When a shackled Edith looked out into the crowd and saw her son, she screamed, “Tell them, my son! Tell them I’m innocent—that I would never do something like this!”
But Heinrich just stared. 
He could have said something, but he didn’t.
As he listened to the testimony at his mother’s trial, he realized that it had been him.

He’d been the one who’d gotten all those people sick. 
By wrapping the carcasses of the dead animals he’d killed into his mother’s stacks of pelts in the shed—all the birds, the mice, the rats he’d slaughtered every time his mother had made him angry. 
They must have rotted and become infected, poisoning all the people who’d then worn them. His mother was innocent. She had no idea she’d been selling tainted, diseased wool. 
And he could have spoken up. He could have saved her.
But he didn’t. 
He wanted her gone.
And so on a glorious springtime afternoon, Heinrich sat stone-faced as his mother was tied to the cross and the kindling was lit. 
And he watched the heat grow in intensity, feeling it sear his face, but wouldn’t look away. 
And he watched his mother’s screams turn to cries, and her cries turn to incoherent wheezes. 
And he watched her skin transform from a molten red-hot crust to a gooey, slippery paste as it slid off her bones.
And he watched to the very end.
When it was over, a beautiful woman came up to him. 
“My dear, you’re the last one here. Why don’t you come with me?” 
Gently touching his shoulder, she turned to lead him away. 
But he just stood there, silently staring off at nothing. Finally, he said quietly, “That was my mother.”
The woman wrapped him tightly in her arms. “You poor, poor thing.”
But he didn’t cry. Instead, he felt the beautiful woman’s breasts push up against him and a strange stirring tingle inside. 
Then the woman moved him back to arm’s-length and smiled. Her hair was blonde like the sun, her eyes blue like the sky.
“Do you have a father?” she asked.
Heinrich shook his head.
“Well I’ll make sure you don’t starve,” she said softly.
Heinrich thought she was an angel. 
“Who are you?” he asked. “Why are you doing this? I don’t deserve it. I should join my mother on the fire.”
“Nonsense, my sweet,” she replied, wrapping her hand around his and leading him away from the carnage. As they left, Heinrich turned back, catching a glimpse of his mother’s smoldering ashes. 
He squeezed his radiant angel’s hand tighter as they walked away.
“My name is Odela, my dear,” she told him, “and I’m going to take care of you . . .” 
 
 
 
“I’m going to take care of you—damned horse, I swear!”
Heinrich shot up, gasping for breath. His heart raced, sweat lined his face. Quickly, he knocked on the top of the carriage. 
“Yes, my lord?” Felix said from the driver’s seat, sounding frustrated.
“Where in God’s good graces are we?” Heinrich asked, his voice muddled with confusion.
“Almost to Bedburg, my lord.”
Heinrich sunk back in his seat. He knew he must rid himself of these frightful dreams. 
Felix guided the carriage to the stables. Once there, Felix stayed with the carriage while Heinrich ventured off into the city. He had work to do.
Walking through the streets, he held his head high, glancing away each time a peasant would pass too closely. For the most part people avoided him like a plague, fearing his wrath. Which was just how he liked it. 
In fact, he hated being in Bedburg—its muddy roads filled with excrement, the unpleasant odors of the tanneries and slaughterhouses, the poor pathetic people. 
He’d gotten used to a way of life far beyond the means of most everyone in the city. And he loved it that way. At first he hadn’t wanted a big mansion in the country. He’d thought that staying near town would help him keep a closer eye on his constituents . . . and his prey. 
But Archbishop Ernst had insisted on giving him House Charmagne, as a reward for his deadly work regarding the Werewolf of Bedburg. And then the archbishop had awarded him the lordship of Bedburg, for his even deadlier work in Trier. 
So now he rarely stepped foot in Bedburg proper. 
He knew other noblemen and women frowned on that. A lord who doesn’t stay in his own town must not think much of it. But he didn’t care. He had no one to impress. 
Except . . . perhaps now, Lucille Engel . . .
He was in town because Hugo had warned him of the possibility of a peasant uprising. So he needed to see first-hand how the situation looked. So far, everything seemed the same as when he’d visited nearly a month ago. 
Or maybe it was just that the people were better at hiding themselves and their true feelings. 
It’s just like those damned Protestants to go hiding in the shadows, planning and scheming. Ever since that troublemaking pastor, Hanns Richter, first stepped onto his overturned fruit crate in front of the church, the people have taken a sympathetic ear to any rabble-rouser with something to say.
Well, not while Lord Heinrich Franz rules Bedburg!
Making his way to the garrison near the west end of town, he searched for Tomas Reiner. A rigid man-at-arms told him that Tomas wasn’t there.
“Where is he?” Heinrich asked.
“At church, my lord. As he is each morning.” 
Heinrich’s scowl grew deeper. 
Church! What could that man possibly do at church? He’s supposed to be cleaning up my streets!
Heinrich proceeded eastward. Passing through the circle where the homeless congregated to beg, he was pleased to see that even the beggars kept their distance from him. 
At the base of the hill leading to the church, he stopped. He hadn’t been inside a holy site in some time—only when forced to pray alongside Archbishop Ernst in Cologne—and he wasn’t about to change that habit. So he stood there and waited, arms crossed over his thin chest, until Tomas came out almost an hour later. 
When Tomas spotted Heinrich, he looked surprised—almost shocked—seeing him there. Tomas seemed to have aged in just the few short months since Heinrich had last seen him. Though his hair was still blond, the man’s features seemed more weathered. Or maybe it was just that the man seemed more relaxed, less anxious, almost . . . at ease.
“M-my lord,” Tomas said, “what brings you here to the church?”
“You,” Heinrich replied, his arms still crossed over his chest. “You’re my garrison commander, lest you forgot.”
Tomas nodded. He’d been granted the coveted position as a reward for his work in Trier, helping Heinrich cook the wretched witches. He was now the highest-ranking military man in Bedburg, doing very nicely with a pretty—and pregnant—new wife he’d brought back from Trier. And while he owed all of his success to Heinrich, the man seemed to still harbor resentment at being, once again, under his master’s thumb. 
“What did Bishop Balthasar tell you in there?” Heinrich asked.
Tomas raised his eyebrows. “Tell me, my lord? You know that’s between me and God.”
Heinrich snorted. “I don’t care about what you and God have to say, Tomas. I mean about the stonemason and his family.” 
Both men began walking. Looking uncomfortable, Tomas scratched his cheek. “He told me the man was a Calvinist sympathizer, and that you want to get rid of him.”
Heinrich nodded. “What else?”
Tomas stopped and turned to Heinrich. With pity in his eyes, he said, “Do we have to kill the whole family, my lord? What could the wife or child possibly do?”
Heinrich smiled. “My young, naïve friend,” he answered in his patronizing way. “They must perish so there can be no thoughts of revenge. The last thing we need is for some young pup to grow up with hellfire in his eye, aimed at me.” He turned from Tomas, looking off in the distance. “The entire family knows my edict on Protestants, so they must all pay the consequence.”
“What if they repent?” 
Heinrich put his hand on Tomas’ shoulder and looked into his friend’s sad blue eyes. “People like William Edmond can repent with words, but never their hearts.”
Tomas shook his head. “But such action could have the opposite effect. The townspeople are unsettled. Have you seen how they look at you?” He motioned to a passing, hunchbacked man who stole a glance at Heinrich over his shoulder, then quickly turned away when Heinrich stared back. 
“They’re terrified of you,” Tomas said.
Heinrich smiled, watching the hunchback limp away. “I know. Isn’t it wonderful?” Then his smile faded. “Just do as I say with the family, Tomas.”
“It is Ulrich’s jurisdiction to arrest guilty townsfolk, my lord.”
Heinrich grunted. “Fine, but don’t you dare oppose him.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
Heinrich stared into the man’s eyes. “Or me,” he said, his tone sending the intended chill down Tomas’ spine. 
“Of course not, my lord.”
After a moment, Heinrich broke his stare, patted Tomas on the back, and resumed walking. For a while the two didn’t speak, Heinrich instead taking pleasure in just watching the reactions from people they passed. Finally, Heinrich turned to Tomas. 
“What have you heard about the peasant uprising?”
Tomas shook his head. “What are you talking about?”
“Don’t play the fool with me, Tomas. Balthasar told me the citizens are not pleased. He expects another Protestant uprising because of what happened at the Town Fair.”
“Ah yes, that,” said Tomas. “They were quite shaken from witnessing the summary executions of Adam and Martha Jacobo. Frankly, I was too. It was so . . . abrupt. Did you instruct Ulrich to do that?”
Heinrich shrugged. “Not in so many words. But I did give him a long leash to do as he saw fit with people resisting my orders regarding Protestants. They must all leave this city. Those who choose not to will die. Plain and simple.”
“But my lord, there are more peasants in Bedburg—and likely more Protestants—than soldiers! That might become a bloody battle.”
Heinrich clapped Tomas on the shoulder again. “Tomas, there are always more peasants than soldiers. That is why unrelenting force is required, to tame the masses. When their minds are properly terrorized, their will is ours. A single soldier can then easily manage ten-fold his number!” Heinrich smiled. “Also, that’s why I have you leading my forces, Tomas. I trust you will know what to do if things get out of hand. We know it will get worse before it gets better.”
“Yes, that’s what I’m afraid of,” Tomas said, his tone deflated. 
“Just stay on the right side of this battle and you’ll be fine, my friend. And report to me whenever you see anything out of the ordinary. I can’t have the peasants getting the upper hand.” Heinrich smiled again, then turned to leave.
“Where are you going, my lord?”
Heinrich waved over his shoulder. “I have matters to take care of at House Charmagne, Tomas. I’ve overstayed my welcome here.”
As Heinrich walked toward his carriage, Tomas shook his head, watching the thin tyrant’s black cloak ruffle in the wind. 
“But it’s your town you’re abandoning, you selfish, soulless bastard . . .”
 
 
 
By nightfall Heinrich was back in the safe solitude of House Charmagne. He sighed with contentment as Felix brought the carriage through the front courtyard, past the perfectly aligned rows of trees leading to the mansion’s front door. 
If anything bad happens at Bedburg, I always have this place. My impenetrable retreat.
His eyes drifted to the palisade and ramparts surrounding the estate. Rolf Anders was waiting at the front gate, his back stooped, his hands clasped in front of him. Somehow, the man’s long white beard seemed to have grown a few extra inches in the one day Heinrich had been gone.
Tightening his coat, Heinrich exited the carriage. “Rolf, what are you doing out here? You’ll catch cold.”
Rolf beamed. “You’re right on time, Heinrich. My visitor has only just arrived.”
At the news, Heinrich forced himself not to sprint to the door, or appear too excited. Instead, he rubbed his hands together thoughtfully as he walked past Rolf. 
He was definitely ready for these mind-boggling, debilitating dreams to stop. To have them erased from his mind.
Rolf’s man had better have the cure.
Inside the main foyer, Beauregard closed the front door behind Heinrich, then led the two men down the red carpet to the dining room. 
A strange little fellow was waiting in the room. Wearing furs and pelts, he looked more ready for the forest than a castle. His hair was black and wiry, his legs bare beneath a wool skirt that stopped at the knees. Tattooed on his clean-shaven face were strange blue symbols, matching the color of his striking, blue eyes. It was impossible to tell his age. 
In short, he was unlike anything Heinrich had ever seen, and Heinrich’s expression said as much. 
“What the hell are you?” Heinrich asked, his voice tinged with disgust.
The man chuckled, a high-pitched, annoying sound. But as soon as he spoke, Heinrich realized he was not what he seemed. His voice carried a soft, deep resonance, flavored with an edge of wisdom that contrasted sharply from his otherwise outlandish appearance. 
“My name is Salvatore, my lord,” the man said with a thick accent.
Heinrich tilted his head. “Are you . . . Italian?”
“I am neither of the city nor the sea. I am a nomad, a tree-dweller, a soul of the sky.” The man put his palms together and raised them above his head, closing his eyes.
Heinrich frowned, unimpressed. “So you’re a madman . . .” he said, trailing off. Turning to Rolf, he demanded, “Why have you brought a lunatic to my abode, Rolf? Is this your idea of a joke?”
Rolf chuckled, shaking his head. “Salvatore is no madman, Heinrich. He just has a . . . strange manner about him.” 
Salvatore opened his eyes and, smiling at Heinrich, gestured to a chair already pulled out from the table. 
Which immediately irritated Heinrich. 
This man thinks he can command me in my own home . . .
“Where did you find this lunatic, Rolf?” 
When Heinrich did not sit, Rolf sat in the chair Salvatore had offered. Leaning his elbows on the table, Rolf said, “I’ve known Salvatore for many years. We worked together in . . . politics.”
Heinrich was shocked. “He was an assassin, too?”
Before Rolf could answer, Salvatore spoke up. “Yes, I was a purveyor of evil in my youth. I sought to separate the souls and minds of the devil-worshippers from their bodies.”
“He was a poisoner,” Rolf clarified.
“And now I’ve been brought to separate your thoughts from your mind, my lord,” Salvatore said, smiling, his purple eyes widening. Two rows of jagged, yellow teeth greeted his subject. 
Heinrich shook his head. “I don’t need any separating. I just need these damn dreams to cease!”
Salvatore nodded. “Yes, of course. In your world, you call them nightmares. In my world, they are but images shaping our lives. Every image means something. If that meaning can be deduced, it can be changed. Like waves of the ocean, some are bigger, some smaller, some devilish, some divine. You must learn to ride the waves of your mind to avoid crashing onto the sands of your soul.” 
Heinrich stared at the man. “What is this blasphemer getting on about, Rolf?” 
Rolf smiled warmly. “He is what they call a benandanti, my lord. As you suspected, they hail from Italy. A visionary. Or if you will, literally, ‘a good walker.’”
“I am not a blasphemous man!” Salvatore stated. “So please take that back.”
Ignoring his demand, Heinrich arched his brow. “A good walker?”
Rolf tried to explain. “The benandanti claim to travel out of their minds and bodies when they sleep—like phantoms in the night. They fight with evil spirits during their body’s slumber.” 
Heinrich shook his head. “I’ve always known you to be a practical man, Rolf. But I seriously think you’ve gone senile.”
Rolf grinned. “He may be strange, Heinrich, but I’ve seen his methods. They work. Just give him a chance.”
“What will he do?”
Salvatore looked offended, being talked about like he wasn’t in the room. But then Rolf spoke several words to him in a language Heinrich didn’t understand and the man’s yellow-toothed smile reappeared. 
“Yes, yes,” Salvatore replied. “I can help you combat your dire images. I can shape your thoughts to your will.” 
“You can cure my nightmares?”
“If you take back what you said,” Salvatore nodded.
Heinrich sighed, eyed Rolf, then finally took a seat at the table beside Rolf. 
“I take it back, witch-man. You are not a heretic.” 
Salvatore clapped his hands suddenly, startling both Heinrich and Rolf. Kneeling down, he enthusiastically reached into a small bag hidden away. Heinrich noted that the bag was made from something very strange-looking, some kind of animal part. 
Salvatore held up a vial of dark liquid. “Take this potion, my lord. It will help you fight your demons while you are entranced.”
“Entranced?”
“Asleep,” Rolf clarified. 
Heinrich hesitated. He had no idea what was in the little vial. 
At best, he thought, it will heal me. But at worst . . . this man was a poisoner! 
He glanced at Rolf. I’ve always trusted him. Why would Rolf try to kill me? If he wanted that, he’d just have Beauregard put something in my dinner.
Heinrich snatched the vial. “Where are you staying, madman?” 
“I am neither of the city nor the sea. I am a nomad—”
Heinrich put up his hand. “Yes, you already explained that.” He turned to Rolf. “Give him a room for the night, Rolf.” He stood up and walked behind Rolf. Leaning over the man, he whispered, “If he tries to kill me, I don’t want him escaping.”
“You have nothing to worry about, my lord,” Rolf replied.
Heinrich took a long look at the madman, who was now seated at the table, staring down at his own palm as he traced real or imaginary lines with his finger.
Before dwelling on this bizarre image any longer, Heinrich chugged the liquid, then retired to his bedroom to sleep.
He quickly fell into a dreamless, black slumber. 
With no thoughts of his brother, or his mother, or his angelic savior.
No thoughts at all.
Just nothing.



CHAPTER TEN
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



“If you do this, you will never be safe,” Ava told Dieter as he paced the room of the Griswold house. “You’ll always be looking over your shoulder.”
She smiled at little Peter, walking on wobbly legs behind Dieter, imitating him.
“I know that,” Dieter said, stopping for a moment and swinging around to surprise Peter. The child bumped into his legs and giggled. Dieter whisked him off the ground and held him in the crook of his arm. 
Looking up at Ava and Jerome, he asked, “Isn’t this what you all wanted?”
Jerome swiveled his head from side to side. “In some ways, y-y-yes. But it p-puts us all in, in danger. Though it is ad-ad-admirable.”
“You can never go back to an easy life, Dieter,” Ava added. “Not while you remain in Germany.”
“I’ve never had an easy life, Ava,” Dieter said. “Plus, I don’t plan to stay long.” He sat down on the bench next to him and put Peter down beside him. The child quickly jumped off and began marching in circles, mimicking Dieter’s pacing. Despite the tension, everyone laughed.
“Where’s Martin?” Dieter asked. Dieter had returned from the Achterberg’s estate early that morning, before the sun had risen, and Martin was already gone.
“He said he was going reconnoitering in Bedburg,” Ava said. 
Dieter scoffed. “He acts like we’re at war.”
“Aren’t w-we?” Jerome asked.
Dieter shook his head. “We’re a peaceful group, Jerome. We have no weapons and no ill will toward anyone. All I wish to do is aid the unfortunates who have fallen to Heinrich Franz’s whimsy.”
“Well, when you s-s-say it like that . . .”
“You remind me of a preacher I once heard,” Ava interrupted, “in Bedburg, when I was still a young girl.”
Dieter smiled. To him, Ava was still young, about sixteen. But he respected her courage. After being orphaned, she’d grown up quickly, living on the rough streets of Bedburg.
“He would shout at the top of his lungs on top of a crate,” she continued, “waving his arms around spastically. He was daring—preaching near the church, of all places. At first he drew just a few . . . but before long he had dozens listening.”
Dieter nodded. He remembered the man well. “Pastor Hanns Richter,” he said fondly. “He was a friend of mine. A brave man.” Thoughts of Hanns Richter brought Dieter back to when he was baptized. It was at a spring in the middle of the forest outside town. He remembered his head being submerged in the icy-cold water. At the time, the pastor had warned him of Heinrich Franz’s malevolence, but Dieter hadn’t believed him. Now, it was no secret. 
In fact, it was Pastor Richter who’d helped form Dieter’s decision to marry Sybil—reconciling the conflict of being a priest, loving Sybil, and somehow still retaining his faith in God. Yet the good pastor had met a horrible fate. He’d been tormented, imprisoned, persecuted, and ultimately killed outside the city ramparts when Georg Sieghart’s archers mowed down his group.
Perhaps I am a bit akin to him . . .
The front door flew open. It was Martin. Ava jumped up, running to embrace him. They kissed briefly, and a pang of jealousy swept through Dieter. He longed for Sybil.
“Where have you been, Martin?” Dieter asked, with a bit more hostility than intended. “You worried us all.”
“You ran errands last night,” Martin replied with equal hostility, “and left without telling us a thing. So I did too.” He reached into his tunic and pulled out a small piece of paper. “We’ve received another note.”
He handed it to Dieter, then immediately wrapped his arms around Ava’s waist. “Aellin received it at the tavern during the night,” he said, staring into Ava’s eyes.
“Three names,” Dieter commented somberly, staring at the note. “Likely a family.” 
Martin looked over at him. “Are we going to do anything this time?”
The horrific image of that poor couple dropping from the scaffold in the middle of the square filled Dieter’s head. “Yes, we are.” He headed for the door. “Right away.” 
“That’s the spirit,” Martin said, smiling wistfully. He and Ava joined Dieter at the door. 
Dieter shook his head at Ava. “I’m sorry. Just the men are going. It’s too dangerous.” 
Ava frowned, her eyes darkening. “Have you any idea where these people live?”
“Not really. But I have a rough idea—” 
“I know Bedburg better than either of you,” she said. “Every nook, cranny, alley, and gutter. Do you forget what I used to do?”
Ignoring her last comment, Martin said, “She could be useful, Dieter.”
Dieter hesitated, then nodded. 
And with that, the three dashed from the house, leaving Jerome alone to stare blankly out the window while little Peter stopped pacing and stared at Jerome.
 
 
 
They hid behind a tree at the outskirts of the town’s southern gate, watching two men patrol the gate. Ava immediately made herself useful.
“I’ll distract them,” she said. “You two hurry in while you can.”
Before Martin could stop her she was already on her way, striding toward the gate, hips sashaying in a way that made both Martin and Dieter blush.
Dieter realized how he’d initially misjudged the brave girl. Even at her young age, she was already quite a woman, reminding him of Sybil in both courage and beauty—yet still distinctly different: when they’d first met, Sybil had been innocent, fair, and kind; whereas Ava was dark, streetwise, and confident. 
“Are you coming?” Martin whispered to Dieter.
Dieter nodded, shaking off the thoughts of the women in his life. 
Creeping along the shadows, they walked quickly through the gate while both guards, their backs turned, carried on an animated conversation with Ava who smiled, flirted, even touched their arms. 
Once they got past the gate, Ava’s disposition with the guards changed abruptly. Pretending to be insulted by one of them, she walked off in a huff through the gate. 
When she caught up with Dieter and Martin moments later, she had a wide smile on her face. She gave Dieter a smirk.
He chuckled. “You were right. I was wrong.”
Nodding triumphantly, she asked, “So where do we go now? I suspect their abode would be in Tanner Row.”
“Where?” both men asked in unison.
“Where the tanneries are, boys. Keep up.” She sighed and walked off.
Dieter tapped Martin’s shoulder. “Stay with her.”
“You’re running off again?”
“We’ll work faster if we split up. Do you know what to say if you find this family?”
Martin shook his head. 
“Convince them to come to the Griswold’s. Tell them it will only be temporary, but that their lives are in great peril.”
“What makes you think they’ll believe me?”
Dieter stared into Martin’s eyes. He thought of the sermons he used to give. “Speak with conviction, my friend—honestly and truthfully—and they will have no choice but to believe you.”
His words seemed to give Martin a much-needed boost. The young man nodded firmly, then ran off after Ava. 
“No matter what happens,” Dieter called to Martin, “meet at the tavern by midday!” 
Then Dieter headed for the tavern. There was another way he might be able to find this family.
Since it was a busy morning in Bedburg, Dieter walked confidently—no need to hide—but still avoided eye contact with passing town guards. Minutes later, he arrived at the tavern. At this early hour it was nearly empty, though the smell of spilled ale and other foul odors lingered in the air. Only one man sat on a stool at the bar, his head stooped down in front of him. Behind the bar, a bartender was wiping the table with a white cloth.
“Where’s Aellin?” Dieter called out.
“Gone for the day, priest,” the barkeep replied. Dieter wondered why the man had called him “priest.” He certainly wasn’t dressed like one. Taking a closer look at the man, he realized he knew him. His name was Cristoff. He’d taken over for the last bartender, Lars, who’d been a secret Protestant rebel, killed fighting Heinrich Franz and his men during the hunt for the Werewolf of Bedburg.
But Dieter wasn’t sure where this man’s allegiances lay. Was he also a Protestant like Lars? Or an upstanding Catholic, advocating the interests of Heinrich Franz?
Dieter chuckled at the thought. No one was an advocate of Heinrich Franz.
“What can I help you with?” Cristoff asked. “If you aren’t ordering something, I’ve work to do.”
Dieter decided to grease the man a bit. “I’ll take an ale,” he told him.
As Cristoff delivered the drink, Dieter reached out and grabbed his hand.
“Hey! What are you doing?”
Dieter leaned forward. “I’m begging for your help, Herr Cristoff. Please tell me if you recognize these names.” He let go of him and pulled out the note.
Cristoff read it, then sighed and nodded. “Of course I do. I see William Edmond at Mass every Sunday.”
“Do you know where they live?”
“Why? Are they in trouble?”
Dieter thought for a moment. 
Do I trust him? Will he betray me the minute I walk out that door?
He decided he’d have to take the chance. “I’m afraid they are,” he said. “Can you help them?”
“What kind of trouble?”
“It’s better you don’t know, my friend. You don’t want to be involved.”
Cristoff thought for a moment. “You’re right about that.” Then he thrust his thumb over his shoulder. “They live not more than half a mile down the road, near the eastern gate.”
Dieter nodded, paid for his ale, then got up to leave. 
“You didn’t touch your ale!” 
Dieter smiled. “Too early for me. But don’t let it go to waste.”
 
 
 
“My husband is working on a house,” the woman said frantically, shocked to hear her husband was in danger. Mary Edmond was plump but sturdy. She also hadn’t denied being associated with the Protestants. 
“Who would want to harm us?” her son asked. Wilhem was a tall, lean young man with sharp eyes and a flat face, perhaps Martin’s age.
Dieter shrugged. “I’m not sure, but it seems your father said the wrong things to the wrong people.” 
Wilhelm hugged his mother. “I can retrieve him.”
“Where is this house he’s working on?” Dieter asked. 
“West, near one of the slaughterhouses,” Wilhelm said, suddenly looking ashamed. “I was supposed to help him. But I find no joy in stonework . . .”
Mary grabbed her son’s chin. “There’s no time for that, boy. Can’t you see? Go fetch your father, with haste!”
“No,” Dieter replied. “I have two associates who are in that part of town. They’ll find him faster. I know it. It would be best if we all go to the tavern, to wait for them.”
After talking quietly to each other for a moment, Mary and Wilhelm grabbed a few personal belongings, then left with Dieter. During the entire walk to the tavern Mary eyed Dieter with suspicion since the poor woman didn’t know whom to trust. But apparently sensing Dieter’s innate goodness she chose to believe him. As soon as they got to the tavern, Mary saw her husband walking toward them from the opposite direction with Martin and Ava close behind. Immediately erupting with a happy shriek, she raced to him. 
Once the six of them had gathered in front of the tavern, Dieter said, “We can discuss the matter more when we reach our hideaway. But until then let us stay silent and alert.” William, though understandably nervous, nodded, his arm wrapped tightly around his wife. He was tall and broad, with dusty brown hair and a bristly face. 
They exited the area out the west gate—not the one they’d entered from—so as not to draw attention from the guards Ava had distracted earlier. 
And before nightfall they’d made it to the Griswold estate. 
It was then that Dieter realized there was barely enough room to house all of them. And he’d already vowed to himself not to turn anyone away. So what would they do if more came? He needed another plan.
“There is somewhere I must go,” Dieter announced.
Martin looked incredulous. “Again? What are we to do with these people?”
“Make sure they stay safe. I will be back in less than a week.”
“A week!” Ava cried. “No one is going to stay cooped up here for a week! I demand you tell us where you’re heading!”
Dieter sighed. “You’re right. We’re running out of room. I’m going to seek help from the only man I know who might be able to aid us.”
“Who?” Martin asked.
“His name is Gebhard Truchsess. He used to be the archbishop of Cologne before being deposed by Archbishop Ernst.”
Martin and Ava’s eyes widened, as did all three of the Edmond’s. Everyone knew who Gebhard Truchsess was. He was the single main reason for the Cologne War—which had ravaged the principality for five long years.
“What makes you think a man like that would help us?” Martin asked.
Dieter shrugged. “I’ve heard he’s in Bonn,” Dieter said. “And with him that close, I must at least try. He could be our only hope for saving these poor souls.”



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Hugo returned from Bergheim feeling depressed. His mission with the noblemen had been to propose a wedding between Heinrich Franz and Lucille Engel. And he’d laid it out as best he could. 
Yet he’d left with no definitive answer. 
Heinrich would surely be disappointed. And angry. Hugo could only hope he’d understand, and wouldn’t react as he usually did when things didn’t go his way. At best, Heinrich’s wrath was painful. At worst, fatal.
So, fearful of having to present his less-than-positive report to Heinrich in House Charmagne, Hugo’s plan was to sneak into Bedburg and stay low for a few days. That would at least give him time to hear how the lord’s trip to Bedburg had gone. He’d also gauge his mood by speaking to his friend Tomas, and possibly Ulrich. 
As the carriage made its way toward the western gate, Hugo suddenly froze, his heart pounding. He slammed his fist into the carriage roof and popped his head out the window.       
“Felix!” he yelled. “Stop the carriage!”
It was twilight, the sky pale and pink from the setting sun. He blinked several times to make sure the play of light wasn’t affecting his vision. But when he looked again, the vision was still there: a half dozen men and women hurrying out the west gate.
And two of the six he knew well. 
Even with a hood covering much of his head he could see the man leading the group was Dieter Nicolaus. And the woman bringing up the rear was Ava Hahn—his first love and member of his old gang. She was holding hands with another man whose face he couldn’t see. 
The other three in the group, walking between Dieter and Ava—two tall men and a woman—he didn’t recognize.
As he thought of Ava Hahn, his ears grew hot. He’d spent many nights thinking of running his hand through her luscious hair. But there she was, holding another man’s hand! Jealous rage quickly smothered his lust. Gritting his teeth, he jumped out of the carriage. 
Felix looked confused. “My lord? The town gate is still a ways off.”       
Hugo waved him on. “Go ahead, Felix. Take the carriage into Bedburg, to the inn. I will see you there later tonight.”
“Are you certain, my lord?” Felix asked.
But Hugo was already walking toward the group, out of earshot. Not to confront them, just to follow. Staying in the shadows, he trailed them first south, then east. They kept to the outskirts of town, away from the view of the watchtowers. After a while, he watched them continue down a well-traveled road, finally disappearing into a small house.
Which dumbfounded him.
Because the house was his
house. At least the one he and his sister Sybil used to live in.
He shook his head and squinted, making sure he was seeing things accurately. But the moon was now bright and there was no mistaking it. 
They’d entered the abandoned Griswold house, his childhood home.
Days earlier, when Hugo had last followed Dieter from Bedburg—after the Town Fair hangings—Dieter had gone to the old Achterberg estate. 
And now, the old Griswold house.
The two places had only one thing in common: both were abandoned . . .
His brother-in-law and his first love were both hiding. In his own home.
With at least four others.
But what are they scheming? And why did Dieter leave the Achterberg’s so quickly?
Why is Ava there? Should I stop them?
Too many questions. Hugo realized he needed to talk to someone. Someone who could help him figure out what was going on and what to do about it. But who? Certainly not Heinrich. If he told him, soldiers would be sent, everyone imprisoned or worse, and the house destroyed. Is that what he wanted?
No.
But if not Heinrich . . .
Hugo left the area and headed into Bedburg, more confused than ever. 
 
 
 
Tomas Reiner had just left the garrison, on his way home. As he sauntered down the road, a figure suddenly appeared, a dozen paces away, facing him. 
Hugo. A thin smile on his face.
Tomas hadn’t seen the young man in a while. 
Hugo wondered if Tomas was still angry with him for killing his nephew, Severin, months earlier during their journey to Trier.
“Tomas,” Hugo greeted him with a tight nod.
Tomas hid his surprise, replying calmly. “What brings you to the garrison, Hugo? I would think Heinrich Franz would have more important things for a man of your stature to do.” Though he likely hoped his sarcastic tone would sting a bit, he got no reaction.
Then he noticed the boy was distraught, his eyes darting about, furtively checking over his shoulder.
“What are you scared of, boy?”
Hugo shook his head. “Nothing,” he said defiantly. “I came to hear your report.”
“My report?”
“Yes, what’s been going on in Bedburg since my absence?”
“Your absence?” Tomas said, as if he hadn’t noticed he’d been gone. 
Hugo said nothing, just kept staring.
Finally, Tomas sighed. “You’re becoming more and more like Heinrich Franz every day.”
“That’s not true. He’s a murderer.”
Tomas cocked his head. “As I said . . .” then trailed off, not needing to say more.
Hugo growled. “Just tell me what’s happened in Bedburg.”
Tomas thought for a moment. “Protestants are everywhere. Heinrich wants them dead. Same old business.”
“Does Heinrich have a plan?”
Tomas snorted. “Yes, to use me, to capture and try said Protestants.”
“Did you agree?”
“I told him it’s not my jurisdiction to arrest people.”
“And who are the latest names on his list?”
Tomas raised his eyebrows. “You know about the list?”
Hugo cleared his throat. “I know everything Heinrich tells me. He said there’s a list of Protestant sympathizers making the rounds in Bedburg’s gossip circles.”
“That much is true,” said Tomas. “This time it was the Edmond family: William, Mary, and their son Wilhelm. A family of stonemasons. Ulrich was placed in charge of arresting them but someone got to them first.”
They must have been the three other people with Dieter and Ava . . .
But Hugo said nothing. He thanked Tomas for the information, gave him a curt nod, then headed down the road to the jailhouse to talk to Ulrich.
 
 
 
He saw the scar-faced torturer standing in front of the jail, speaking with a younger man. Though he had lost some weight, he recognized the man. Karstan Hase, another of Hugo’s old thieving friends. 
First Ava, now Karstan? People from his past seemed to suddenly be popping up all around him.
Hugo wondered what Karstan could possibly be talking to Ulrich about. But as he approached, he found out.
“I don’t know where they’ve gone,” Karstan was saying, then turned and spotted Hugo. 
“Hugo!” he called out. “What brings you here?”
“I could ask you the same, Kars.”
“We were just discussing Dieter Nicolaus and the Protestant uprising.”
Hugo’s heart began pounding. How could they have located them so quickly?
“We aren’t sure where they went,” Karstan finished. 
Hugo quietly sighed in relief. 
“Although we know where they were. But someone must have tipped them off and they’re gone now. Poof—into the wind.” 
Ulrich eyed Hugo disapprovingly. 
Hugo worried Ulrich could somehow tell that he knew where Dieter and the others were. 
But how does he and Karstan know Dieter had been staying at the Achterberg’s abandoned estate? 
Trying to divert attention from the subject, Hugo asked, “Do you think Dieter poses a threat to Bedburg?”
“Likely not,” Karstan said, “but we know that a few days ago he was talking about saving Protestants.”
“Heinrich wouldn’t like that,” Ulrich added. 
“So you’ve seen them?” Hugo asked Karstan. “When?”
The man nodded, his chins wobbling. “I stayed at their hideaway for a night, to speak with Ava . . .” With a taunting tone, he added, “Oh yes, Hugo. Ava is alive and staying with the priest!”
Hugo kept his expression blank. “I don’t believe you,” he said. 
Karstan nodded again. “They were staying at the Achterberg’s and were in possession of a note with Protestant names on it. The names of the people—”
“The two Ulrich killed at the Town Fair,” Hugo finished. 
So Karstan spied on Dieter and Ava, then betrayed them to Ulrich, had their hideout raided, and got two people killed the next day. Quite the busy man. Perhaps I’ve underestimated my old friend.
Hugo had learned enough. He couldn’t fake ignorance much longer. They’d see through it. 
The problem was, he didn’t know if he should laugh or cry. He couldn’t interpret his own feelings about what was happening.
All he knew was he had to get away from these people.
So he bid Ulrich and Karstan good night and left.
 
 
 
By the time he returned to Felix and the carriage, and arrived at House Charmagne, it was nearly dawn. He hoped Heinrich was still sleeping. He had much to think about before speaking with him.
When he walked in, Rolf was waiting. The old man smiled. “How did things go in Bergheim?” he asked, as they both proceeded down the hall.
“I’m not sure,” Hugo answered. “I think I did all right. But I’ve gotten no firm answer.”
“That’s the way of the nobility, my boy. Indecisiveness. They can’t seem to butter their own bread without help from a friend.” Rolf chuckled, clasping his hands behind his back, adding, “Promise me you won’t be like that when you’re a lord.”
When I’m a lord? The very idea caught Hugo off guard.
Rolf had always been kind to him, calm and respectful, and Hugo had always appreciated that. In fact, as far as Hugo was concerned Rolf was the only honest person around. He hoped to be like Rolf when he got older—wise yet wily, and fatherly and understanding when appropriate. Clearly that was how Rolf had survived as long as he had around so many unscrupulous and vicious characters. More than just a trusted friend, Rolf had become a father figure to Hugo, replacing the father he’d lost. The sudden thought of his own father, Peter, caused Hugo’s shoulders to slump.
“What’s the matter, boy?” Rolf asked, instantly picking up Hugo’s discomfort. 
Hugo shook his head. “Nothing.” 
“I’m sure you handled the nobles just fine,” Rolf assured him, misinterpreting his sadness. “After all, you made it back here, didn’t you?”
Hugo tilted his head. “Should I not have?” 
Rolf smiled and shrugged but said nothing. They came to the master’s chamber and Hugo heard coughing on the other side of the door. With a sigh, he knocked.
A raspy, angry voice answered. “What?”
“It’s Hugo, my lord.”
The tone changed quickly. “Ah! Hugo, my boy. Come in, come in. Rolf, you old dog, why didn’t you tell me he’d returned?” 
Hugo pushed open the door. His eyes widened as he saw Heinrich in bed, blankets pulled up to his neck, sweating profusely, his skin waxy yellow. 
“My God,” Hugo said. “What in Christ’s name happened to you?”
Heinrich chuckled, then broke into a coughing fit. “I’m a bit sickly. That’s all. Come, come. And close the window, will you? I’m freezing.”
Hugo nodded to Rolf, who left his side and shuffled back down the hallway to his room. Hugo walked to the window and, before closing it, peered outside to admire the rowed trees in the courtyard. 
“Come here, boy. Let me take a look at you,” Heinrich said, waving at Hugo with a bony hand.
Hugo walked to the bed.
“How did your trip to Bergheim fare? Were you successful in conveying my request?”
Hugo nodded. “I think it went favorably.” He didn’t want to disappoint Heinrich in his current state. “They are discussing the proposal as we speak. I believe they’ll say—”
Heinrich raised his hand. “Let’s discuss this when I feel better, yes?”
Hugo stopped talking and nodded.
“You look . . . sad, boy. Why? Is it because you hate seeing me like this?”
Of course that wasn’t it. It was thoughts of Ava and Dieter hiding in his old family home, but Hugo wasn’t about to tell that to the most bloodthirsty man in Bedburg. 
“Yes,” he replied.
Heinrich patted Hugo’s hand. Hugo stifled a grimace, pulling his hand away from Heinrich’s sweaty, slimy, repulsive hand as casually as he could. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Hugo asked.
Heinrich blinked a few times. He looked even thinner than usual; clearly he hadn’t been eating. And his normally gray eyes were black, the lids red-rimmed. 
“Rolf enlisted a man to help me rid myself of the awful dreams I’ve been having.”
He stopped. Hugo waited for more. 
Heinrich smiled. “The good news is, I think his potion worked. I haven’t dreamt in days. The bad news is . . . I think the man’s trying to kill me.” His smile turned to a scowl. “Be a dear and check on the man for me? Make sure Rolf is keeping him close at hand . . .”
“Of course, my lord.” Hugo hurried off. At the door he asked, “What do you plan to do with this man?”
Heinrich shrugged under his blanket. “I suppose I’ll have to kill him, if he doesn’t succeed in killing me first. What else is there to do?” 
Hugo sighed and left the room, heading downstairs to check on the “houseguest.” But at the end of the hall Beauregard, the white-headed butler, was waiting for him—a smile half-hidden inside his mounds of wrinkles. The jovial expression surprised Hugo. He’d never known Beauregard to offer any expression, much less a happy one. 
“What is it, Beauregard?”
Beauregard’s gloved hand came out from behind his back, offering Hugo a letter.
“A message for you, young master.” 
Hugo took it. It was sealed with red wax by a house he didn’t recognize. 
Tearing open the envelope, he skimmed the lines and his melancholy immediately lifted. 
Barons Josef von Erftstadt and Ludwig von Bergheim had formally accepted his proposal. Heinrich Franz and Lucille Engel were getting married.



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



Sybil tightened her coat. It would be a cold day at sea. The men had tried to convince her to stay in Norfolk, that their journey would be too dangerous, but it had been Rowaine who’d spoken up on her behalf.
Rolling into the living room on the crazy chair that Daxton had fashioned for her from wood, an axle, and carriage wheels, Rowaine had spoken of things the men never thought much about.
“Every woman deserves to have the wind in her hair if she wishes,” Rowaine said to Daxton and Georg. “You’re just lucky I can’t go with you.”
Georg strapped his heavy belt around his waist—the belt getting tighter and his waist rounder—and fastened his bow and quiver over his shoulder. “I wish you could, Cat.”
Daxton nodded. “You have the courage, Beele, I’ll give you that. You’ve taught me to appreciate what a woman like you is capable of. But things may get violent.”
“She can handle it,” Rowaine said, speaking of her good friend. She stared at Sybil with her piercing green eyes. “Can’t you?” 
Indeed, Sybil was ready to stand up for herself. “I’m accustomed to violence,” she said. “Do you forget, Georg, that I was there when Dieter slew Johannes von Bergheim? Or that I was there at Claus’ inn, Dax, when war broke out with Gustav?”
“Yes, you were,” Daxton acknowledged. “But can you kill a man? If you’re engaged with a ruffian who thinks nothing of your life, could you put an end to his?”
Rowaine pushed her wheeled chair out of the room, returning a few moments later with a pistol. “Take my gun,” she said, handing it to Sybil. “Just in case.”
Sybil gulped, then tucked the gun beneath her dress. “I can if I must,” she said. “But I’m also going to try preventing you savage men from pushing things that far.” 
Georg and Daxton both went quiet. Georg placed two pistols in his waistband and strapped a sword to his belt. There was no point in arguing—especially when Rowaine took Sybil’s side. She was a hardened captain whose fearlessness had clearly rubbed off on Sybil.
There was a knock on the door, then before it could be answered Claire Durand and her husband, Leon, entered. Claire had agreed to watch Rowaine—much to Rowaine’s chagrin—while Leon joined the crew on the Lion’s Pride. Behind Claire and Leon stood seven more local men—husbands and textile workers and builders—who’d also signed onto the ship. Daxton had figured that eleven crewmen would be enough. 
Claire held a large banner of soft wool folded in her arms. Holding it up to Daxton, she smiled and said, “Your new pennant, finished just this morning.”
It displayed a replica of the Saint George’s Cross: a red cross on a white background, one of the most common flags in England. The Lion’s Pride would be hiding in plain sight.
Daxton bowed and took the flag. And with that, they were ready. 
The large group left Strangers Shire while it was still dark, the sky a vibrant purple in anticipation of sunrise. By the time the sun cleared the horizon, they’d be onboard the Pride.
 
 
 
The wind whipped the salty air through Sybil’s hair, making her squint as she stood by the helm. By now the sun was halfway to its peak in the sky, but clouds shielded its rays and the North Sea was cold and dreary. 
When they’d boarded ship, Daxton had ordered two of his men to replace the Pride’s flag—a leonine face biting into a gold coin—with the Saint George’s Cross Claire had made for them. They’d then rowed out of the little cove they’d stored the ship in and headed west around the coast toward the seaside port of Wells-next-the-Sea. 
Once the wind picked up, they released the mast furls and stowed their oars. Maneuvering around other ships, they soon cleared the port traffic, their full sails gliding them along a vast empty ocean for as far as the eye could see.
Daxton ran his hand over the wheel, admiring its wood, while Sybil watched. 
He seems so at ease.

She turned to Georg, sitting on the bench, his hands nervously clenched together. 
And he doesn’t. 
Georg saw her staring and, reading her thoughts, said, “I don’t much like the sea.”
Sybil chuckled. “Then why didn’t you stay behind with your daughter?”
“This entire plan is my fault, Beele. I must see it through. Even if I die.”
Sybil walked over to the man, resting her hand on his broad shoulder. “You won’t die, you fool.”
Georg ignored her comment. “And to think,” he muttered to himself, “all this so I can just get drunk whenever I wish.”
Sybil smiled. 
The goal of this journey was to get Guy’s ledger from King’s Lynn, so they could ship the textiles to Germany, which in turn would earn Georg his building license from Reeve Bailey so he could build his tavern. 
All this for that.
But even though they both joked about it, Sybil knew there was more to Georg’s plan than just the tavern and getting drunk. “You’re doing this for Row, you big oaf. We all know that. So you can support her and she can live reasonably.”
Georg nodded. “She tried to stop me from this wild plan. And maybe she was right . . .” he trailed off. Sybil started to tell him that his lack of confidence was unbecoming but before she could Leon called out from the lookout tower.
“A ship on the horizon! Anchored not far from the coast!”
Daxton walked to the gunwale and brought out his spyglass. With Georg and Sybil standing behind him, he surveyed the situation.
“Well?” Sybil asked.
Daxton smirked. “It’s got a big, round, silver circle on its hull.”
“The Silver Sun,” Georg said. 
Sybil smiled. “Let’s charge him!”
“Not so fast, my dear,” Daxton said. “We don’t yet know what we’re dealing with. 
Putting his spyglass away, he cupped his hands over his mouth and shouted to Leon at the lookout tower, “When I give the command, lower the Saint George and raise the lion!” Then he crossed his arms over his chest, looking every bit the captain he’d become. “Let’s see what kind of a scare we can give them.”
 
 
 
Daxton aimed his pistol at the chest of the young man. The man, maybe twenty, had scruffy brown hair and a handsome face, and Sybil couldn’t take her eyes off him. Her heart even fluttered a bit when his eyes locked onto hers. 
Georg and Sybil stood behind Daxton, who had taken command of the situation. The Silver Sun was much smaller than the Pride, with seven crewmen. Once the crew had seen the Pride’s English flag lowered and its true lion flag raised, their captain had wisely decided not to engage or try to flee.
When they’d first breached the ship, Daxton had been tense, not having boarded another vessel in some time. It brought back violent memories that he’d just as soon leave behind, so it was no wonder that the knuckles of the hand now aiming his pistol were bright white. Sybil touched his shoulder and he flinched. 
“You’ll lose feeling in that hand if you clench any harder,” she said softly.
Daxton inhaled quickly. Glancing around he realized he was the only one holding a weapon. Slowly he lowered his arm, his face flushed—part embarrassment, part relief. 
Meanwhile, near the stern, Georg, Leon, and the rest of the Pride’s crew were keeping watch of the rest of the men of the Silver Sun. Though the situation was tense, it was not overly so, which Sybil reckoned was a good thing. 
Jittery men made stupid decisions.
Her eyes moved from man to man. 
Good thing I’m here. Our men are itching for combat, but it doesn’t have to be like that.
Over Daxton’s shoulder she called out to the handsome young man. “What’s your name?” 
“Corvin Carradine, ma’am,” he said evenly. Sybil found it interesting that, though he was clearly in charge of the ship, he hadn’t included “Captain” in his title. Also, he spoke quite politely. 
“Well, Corvin, do you know why we’re here?”
The young captain scanned the men around him. “I can guess why they’re here,” he said, his eyes moving to Leon, Georg, and Daxton. “But I haven’t the slightest idea why you’re here, ma’am. Please don’t take offense, but you don’t look like one of Guy’s scoundrels.”
Sybil arched her brow. “Scoundrels? You’re the one on the run, are you not? Wouldn’t that make you the vagrant?”
The young man flashed a wistful smile. “I suppose we’re all champions in our own story, no?”
Sybil couldn’t hide her smile. 
“I will respectfully say, however,” the man continued, “that your group is on the wrong side of this.”
“Why do you say that?”
“Well, you’re here to kill me, are you not?”
With a look of surprise, Sybil shook her head. “No one said anything about killing. We’re simply here to gather the stolen goods you have—”
“Actually, we are,” a voice from behind said. Everyone turned.
Georg stepped forward, pulling a long knife from his belt. “I hope there’s no hard feelings, boy. But let’s get on with it, shall we?” 
Standing between Georg and the young captain, Sybil held her arms up. “Hold on now, Georg. This wasn’t part of the plan.”
Georg frowned at her. “It’s what Guy whispered in my ear, Sybil.”
Upon hearing their names mentioned, Corvin took a step back. 
“Sybil? Georg?” he questioned, staring hard at Sybil. “So you’re the Daughter of the Beast, ma’am? Piracy does not suit you, I’ll say. You are much too beautiful for it.”
Sybil chose to ignore that, assuming it nothing more than an attempt to buy one’s life back. She looked at Georg. “What could we possibly gain from killing this man?”
“Don’t get attached, Beele. He’s trying to charm you. This is why it’s better that women don’t participate in these things.”
“Oh, rubbish, Georg! Answer my question.”
He shrugged. “I don’t know why Guy wants him dead. It’s none of my business. But if we want that ledger, it must be done.”
“Is it really worth it, Georg? All for a builder’s license?”
Corvin began chuckling. Sybil eyed him with a perplexed look. 
“Is that what Guy told you?” he asked, “That if you kill me, his ledger is yours?”
Georg narrowed his eyes but didn’t answer.
“Why do you think he wants me dead?” the man continued. He waited for a response, then sighed. “I have that rogue’s ledger, my friends.”
Sybil turned back to him. “Is that why he wants you dead—you’re stealing his business?”
Corvin shook his head and grinned. “Oh, no. Guy is the thief, my lady. I am sailing to Amsterdam to show the ledger to the other representatives of the Hanseatic League, to prove that Guy is a thief. He’s been undercutting and stealing wares from the League, right under their noses, for years. He wants me dead so that I can’t expose him.”
A long moment of silence fell over the crowded deck. 
Finally Georg muttered, “This is madness,” shaking his head, still gripping his knife.
Sybil scratched a spot above her forehead, then pointed to the barrels in the ship’s holding tank beneath the main mast. “So you didn’t steal these goods from Guy?”
“Well, yes. That I did,” Corvin admitted. “But they weren’t his to begin with. They’re filled with sugar and tobacco, all property of the League.”
Daxton joined the conversation. “So you just expect us to let you go and take your word for it?”
Corvin smiled again, dimples forming in his cheeks. “Expect? No. Hope? Absolutely.”
Sybil looked at Georg and Daxton. “I can’t make sense of this. What do you think?”
Daxton spoke first. “I say we kill him and be done with it. You can explain it to your friend in King’s Lynn when you get there with his ship and barrels.”
Daxton’s burst of savagery surprised Sybil. She turned to Georg, who seemed a bit more thoughtful.
“I don’t know if we can trust him,” Georg said. The young captain, who’d been holding his breath as his fate was decided, exhaled. His chest deflated and his shoulders slumped.
“But,” Georg added, “I say we take him to port and figure out what to do with him then. Either way we get the ledger and our work is done. Now that we’ve heard this man’s story, I’m not comfortable killing him based on hearsay alone.”
Sybil nodded. She turned back to Corvin, stroking her chin. After a moment, she nodded. “I agree.”
Georg turned to the man. “You are no longer captain here; you are our prisoner.”
Surprisingly, Corvin smiled. “Of course, my lord. That’s all I can expect. But I think we can help each other.”
They glared at him, waiting for more.
“First, I have the ledger,” he said. “And I’m guessing you have things you’d like to trade overseas—illegal things, or you wouldn’t be speaking with the Hanseatic League. Second, I know the people you need to speak with to make that happen.” He surveyed his captors, then put up his hands. “So why even deal with Guy at all?”
“Simple,” Sybil answered. “First,” she said, mocking the young man, “we don’t trust you.”
Corvin frowned. “Fair enough. But can you harbor an idea of mine?”
Sybil sighed. “What is it?”
“I’d like to store my barrels at your port,” he said. “I can’t let Guy get hold of them.”
Sybil turned to her companions.
Georg shrugged. “We’re returning to the shire anyway, to send back the rest of our crew. I see no harm in that.”
Daxton added, “We can always bring the goods to Guy if it turns out he’s their rightful owner.”
Sybil wasn’t so sure. Something about this charming rogue storing his goods at their shire bothered her. 
He’d know where we live. She thought back to Gustav Koehler. How he’d found them, disrupted their peaceful shire, caused utter mayhem and destroyed Dieter’s church. 
No, I’ll never let that happen again. Unless . . . we don’t store the goods in town, but just nearby . . .
“Beele?” Georg said, gently shaking her shoulder.
She turned to him with a blank look.
“It’s up to you,” Daxton added.
She felt the crew staring at her.
I really have taken Rowaine’s place. 
Though it unnerved her, it also gave her a new sense of power.
Then she thought of something. 
She smiled. “I have an idea, what we can do with this young man.”
And with that, the two ships headed back to port.
The Silver Sun captained by Daxton; Sybil at the helm of the Lion’s Pride.
 
 
 
They decided to stow the cargo from the Silver Sun in the same cove that the Lion’s Pride usually settled in. Georg would stay onboard, keeping watch over Corvin until Sybil returned in the morning. Once Corvin’s crewmen were released from their ship, Corvin would be no threat by himself.
It was Sybil’s idea, the only way to keep Corvin from knowing where their actual home was.       
And the young captain had seemed to accept his fate, acting not at all like a scared prisoner. In fact, to Sybil he seemed a bit too confident, though she did find him pleasant to be around, which gave her pangs of guilt. It made her realize how desperately she missed Dieter. It had been so long since she’d been with a man.       
Once they’d left Georg and the young captain at their hidden port, Sybil, Daxton and the crewmen headed back to Strangers Shire. 
As Daxton and Sybil walked together, Daxton—seeming to read Sybil’s mind—volunteered, “I miss my wife and daughter.” His wife was on the other side of the North Sea, on their farm near Amsterdam. Sybil, with similar longings, indeed empathized with the man.
The rest of the way home was a time of quiet contemplation, everyone with much on their minds.
Back at Leon and Claire’s house, Sybil happily described their adventure to Rowaine, watching Rowaine’s face streak with envy as she heard of their successful confrontation at sea. Then, when the night grew late, Sybil helped Rowaine from her rolling chair, half-dragging her unceremoniously into a bedroom with Rowaine’s arm wrapped tightly around Sybil’s shoulder. 
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Sybil pulled Rowaine’s covers up, then gently stroked her arm as she quickly fell asleep. Watching her sleep, tears came to Sybil’s eyes, overwhelmed with both pity for her good friend and thoughts of her beloved Dieter. But with Leon and Claire standing near the bedroom door, she stifled her sobs so she wouldn’t be seen as weak. Leaning over Rowaine, she whispered, “I pray that you feel better and that you recover, my dear friend. God has a purpose for you. I know it.” 
It was something Dieter would have said, though Sybil wasn’t totally convinced of its truth quite yet. She stood up and followed Leon and Claire into the living room where Daxton was drinking ale by himself at the table, staring blankly into the unlit hearth. From a different room, Claire’s young daughter Rose began crying so the French couple excused themselves for the night.
Once they were gone, Daxton looked up at Sybil. “Big day ahead of us tomorrow,” he said, a bit drunk. 
Sybil nodded, still thinking about poor Rowaine.
“Today I saw more action than I have in a long time,” Daxton continued. Despite his inebriated state, it was clear to Sybil how much he had missed being at sea.
“Go to sleep, Dax,” she urged. 
Daxton stared at her with glazed eyes. He looked like he wanted to say something—that he needed to say something—but instead just nodded dumbly, closing his mouth and resting the side of his head on the table. Within seconds, he was snoring.
Rolling herself up in a blanket, Sybil lay on the bench in the corner and closed her eyes.
 
 
 
A loud thud.
Sybil’s eyes shot open. She wasn’t sure if the noise was real or a dream. She lay perfectly still and listened. 
A moment later she heard it again. Very loud. 
Then a groan pierced the quiet night. 
She jumped up, sweating, her heart racing. Looking around in the dark, she could make out Daxton still fast asleep on his chair, snoring. 
She heard another groan and dashed out of the room toward the sound.
Coming from Rowaine’s room.
Racing down the hall, she almost ran into Leon and Claire, both in their robes, anxious looks on their faces. Leon held a lit candle as they all rushed into Rowaine’s room.
She was sprawled out on the floor by the bed, on her back, rubbing her head and moaning.
“Row! Are you all right?” Sybil cried, rushing to her friend’s aid. 
She noticed a spot of blood on the ground where Rowaine’s head had apparently hit. Sybil cradled her as Rowaine went into a fetal position and started weeping. Gently stroking Rowaine’s fiery red hair, suddenly all of Sybil’s pent-up feelings burst forth—pity, sadness, helplessness. 
“Shh,” she said softly. “It’s all right. You must have had a bad dream and rolled off the bed.”
Trembling in Sybil’s arms, Rowaine’s continued sobbing. “I-it’s not all right, Beele. I’ll never be the same!”
Except for the sobs, several long moments of silence followed.
Suddenly Claire let out a gasp.
“My God,” Leon echoed.
Sybil turned to see what they were looking at. Wide-eyed, Claire made the sign of the cross over her heart.
“What?” Sybil demanded.
Claire pointed. “It’s her . . . her—”
“Her legs!” Leon cried out. “They’ve moved!”
It was true. Bent at the knees, Rowaine’s legs were now up toward her chest.
Sybil’s mouth fell open.
“By God, it’s a miracle!” Claire cried happily. “You prayed for it, Sybil, and it happened!” 
Their loud voices woke Daxton who came rushing in, a knife in his hand, his eyes in a red-rimmed haze. “What the hell’s the commotion?”
“Beele has worked a miracle!” Leon announced, still pointing. “Rowaine’s legs are working!”



 
 
 
 
 
PART II
 
Resist the Iron Fist
 
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



Still sniveling from the effects of that damned potion, Heinrich spent the entire day alone in bed, giving himself plenty of time to dwell on things troubling him. Like, how he couldn’t trust anyone. That madman, Salvatore, was a perfect example. The so-called benandanti was still at House Charmagne and wouldn’t be allowed to leave until Heinrich figured out what to do with him. Heinrich had no doubt that the man had tried to kill him. Yes, his herbal rubbish had apparently nullified Heinrich’s dreams. But at what cost? 
Will I die on this bed, surrounded by people who only want to see me in a casket?
So, after a day filled with such negative thoughts, Heinrich was understandably relieved to hear Hugo’s good news: that Lucille Engel had agreed to marry him. Well actually, that her father, Josef, and her ward, Ludwig, had come to that agreement. 
Of course he hadn’t been quite as happy to hear that Hugo had given away so much of his land—three villages surrounding Bedburg—mostly because he didn’t trust Baron Josef, the man receiving those properties. He also wasn’t ecstatic about giving away his empty seat on Cologne’s parliament to Baron Ludwig.
But Hugo had assured him these concessions were necessary to secure the marriage agreement. 
Ernst had better properly reward me for all this.
After all, it was the archbishop’s idea to marry a rich, bountiful Catholic woman. And the benefits flowing from that union would all go straight to the archbishop, not Heinrich, since, try as he might, Heinrich just couldn’t figure a way to personally profit from the arrangement.
Heinrich decided he needed to get away from his stuffy chambers and breathe some different air. He got out of bed slowly and, still in his sleeping robe, headed down stairs to feed his pets. Walking through the hall, he passed an opened doorway. Glancing in, he noticed the benandanti sitting off in a corner, conversing with himself. No, Heinrich corrected himself. On closer inspection the man was conversing with Rolf, who sat across from him, partially-obscured by the open door. The two were speaking in hushed tones and Heinrich wasn’t sure what to make of that. 
He continued to the end of the hallway, then down the stone staircase that led to the cellar. The room was cold, damp, and smelled sickly and pungent. He walked to a barrel against the wall to his right and reached in, pulling out several morsels of rotting meat. He took them to the far end of the room where a large cage stood. He rattled it several times until he heard low growling. Six wolves crept out from the darkness, warily circling the cage. As they sniffed and snarled, Heinrich tossed in the meat strips and waited. 
But the hounds ignored the food, instead continuing to snarl, their yellow eyes fixed on Heinrich as they continued to pace.
“Eat your food, damn beasts,” he yelled, knocking on the cage bars. But the wolves turned away, ignoring both him and the food, and continued their pacing. 
Perhaps in my ill state, they don’t recognize me. 
He watched as they kept circling.
Either that, or something is making them edgy.
He heard the patter of steps descending the stairs behind him. Turning, he saw Rolf and his madman friend. To Heinrich’s disgust, they approached the cage and stood beside him.
“Beautiful beasts,” Salvatore said in his thick Italian accent. “The minds of men trapped in the bodies of savage animals.”
Rolf chuckled at Salvatore’s strange comment, then said to Heinrich, “You shouldn’t be down here, my lord. You’ll get sicker.”
In no mood for Rolf’s wise words, Heinrich snapped, “Don’t tell me where I should be in my own house, old man.” Suddenly he wanted to be back in bed. His head ached and he wanted to be rid of these two. He eyed Rolf and Salvatore from the corner of his eye.
Perhaps they’re plotting together. Could Rolf be a Protestant sympathizer? He’s the only person who really knows my plans—to punish the Protestants and use my marriage to Lucille Engel to unify the Catholics. 
He stroked his chin, his thoughts growing darker.
Yes . . . perhaps the old man believes I’ve overstayed my welcome and he thinks it’s time for fresh blood. After all, this crazed witch-man could not have acted alone in trying to kill me.
At that moment, Heinrich wished he were armed. Then with a quick move he could slash Rolf’s soft neck beneath his jolly white beard and be done with him. And before his madman friend had a chance to react, he could plunge the same blade into his crazed skull, perhaps pry it open to see what his madness really looked like.
Salvatore interrupted Heinrich’s thoughts. “They’re not eating,” he commented, quickly moving his hands around in a crazy, waving motion.
“What are you doing?” Heinrich asked, wanting to kill the man even more. Salvatore muttered a few more words under his breath, this time in a language Heinrich didn’t understand, then made a strange whistling noise.
The wolves stopped dead in their tracks, their growling and pacing ceasing immediately. Then, amazingly, the animals stood on their haunches, their tongues lolling out their mouths, their eyes fixed on Salvatore in subordinate stares. 
Alarmed, Heinrich asked, “W-what have you done to my hounds?”
Salvatore continued his strange, high-pitched whistle, tapping the top of the cage and snapping his fingers. He pointed to the meat near the center of the cage. Immediately, the wolves got off their haunches, walked slowly to the pile of food, each choosing a different piece without conflict. Then each of them withdrew to a different spot and calmly began eating.
The wolves always fought over food, which Heinrich enjoyed watching. Survival of the fittest and all that. So seeing this totally unnatural behavior shook Heinrich to his core. Something was not right with this madman and his sorcerous ways.
Seeing Heinrich’s reaction, Rolf tried to explain, “Some benandanti are well-known wolf charmers, my lord.” He smiled. “I believe Salvatore clearly has the touch.”
Salvatore rapidly nodded. “The touch of the ancients. Yes, yes. The pull of the spirits.”
Heinrich scoffed. He’d had enough. Pulling his robe more tightly around his waist, as if to ward off some unknown force, he stormed away. As he climbed the stairs he could hear the wolves calmly tearing off and chewing their food.
No snarling, no growls, no fighting.
Which only made him suspect Rolf even more. 
That man is clearly trying to get rid of me. But would he really try replacing me with such a lunatic as Salvatore? I must learn more about this witch-man. 
Once up in his room again, Heinrich donned proper clothes, then set out with Felix in the carriage for a trip to Bedburg.
It was time to pay a visit to his favorite torturer.
 
 
 
“You’ve gone soft on me, Ulrich,” Heinrich told him in a low voice. 
Scratching his nose, Ulrich shrugged. “I just don’t think there’s anything I could learn of this man. But if you wish to bring him to me, I will certainly interrogate him for you,” adding almost as an afterthought, “. . . my lord.”
“You’ve never heard of this . . . benandanti?”
Ulrich shook his head. “I am not a learned man.”
Heinrich groaned, then another thought struck him.
Could it be Ulrich plotting against me? Maybe they’re all working together. 
His eyes moved past Ulrich to the little room behind him, not much larger than a jail cell. In the middle stood a table with a small book on it, a book that Heinrich knew was Ulrich’s personal ledger. Heinrich’s eyes narrowed. 
Ulrich has had that ledger for as long as I can remember. He writes every death and execution in it, as well as the names of all suspected Protestants. As I’ve instructed him to do. If anyone were to get a hold of that book . . . 
“And what has happened to the stonemason family I was warned about?” Heinrich asked Ulrich. “What were their names again?” though he remembered them quite well and was just testing the man’s memory.
Ulrich responded quickly, without checking his ledger. “William and Mary Edmond, and their son Wilhelm, my lord.”
Heinrich nodded slowly. “And?”
Ulrich looked away, touching the scar on his face. “They’ve managed to escape my reach, my lord. I don’t know how. Someone must have alerted them.”
Heinrich’s stomach twisted into a knot. This is exactly what he feared. Someone had gotten to Ulrich’s ledger. 
Or perhaps Ulrich himself had allowed someone to see it. That is a reasonable explanation. Who else could warn these damned Protestants if not Ulrich?
But Heinrich knew he couldn’t let his suspicions be known. So he said nothing, instead just breathing in deeply. 
“I apologize, my lord,” Ulrich said. “I’ve sent patrols from Tomas to look for them. They will be found.”
“Tomas said it wasn’t his jurisdiction to arrest people,” Heinrich replied, trying to mask his growing anger.
“That may be the case,” Ulrich answered. “But once they became fugitives, any lawman has jurisdiction. Tomas, as garrison commander, has the power of the law on his side, and I told him so. I don’t have the manpower for a search party, but Tomas does.”
Heinrich frowned. “I want that family found, Ulrich. We need to set an example, as you did at the Town Fair, before the people forget.”
“It will be done, my lord.” Ulrich bowed, hoping Heinrich was done.
But he wasn’t. “And even more than that family, I want the man responsible for warning them we were coming! Do you understand?”
“Of course, my lord,” Ulrich said. “He will be found.”
Yes, Ulrich could easily be the traitor. He has the means—the ledger, and he knows the people—especially the criminals—better than anyone! 
But what is his motive? 
Heinrich nodded to Ulrich, then left the jailhouse. The sun was setting. This trip to Bedburg had taken much longer than he’d intended, and, as sick as he felt, he was ready to return home. But as he sneezed, an idea popped into his head. Instead of heading for his carriage, he turned down the road leading to the garrison. 
He’d speak with Tomas, find out how the search for the family was progressing. He’d also confirm if what Ulrich had told him was true—about Tomas sending out a search party to look for the fugitives. Because if Ulrich had lied about that, he would surely be capable of much worse.
Passing the base of the hill leading up to the church, his eyes instinctively glanced up in that direction. As he began to look away, he did a double-take. 
There was Tomas, standing in front of the church, arms crossed, talking to a robed man.
Tomas seems to spend more time at that church than at the garrison.
Even worse, the man Tomas was talking to was none other than Bishop Balthasar. 
Heinrich squinted up at the two. They continued talking, not noticing him.
Balthasar had already made his animosity toward Hugo clear the last time he visited House Charmagne. He’d been furious that Heinrich had chosen Hugo to oversee things during Heinrich’s trip to Cologne. 
Perhaps the bishop not only hates Hugo, but me as well.

Heinrich thought back to that first time he’d led Balthasar—a Jesuit priest and vicar of Cologne at the time—to Bedburg. How he and Balthsasar had so strongly debated the existence of God. 
Balthasar surely thinks he’s better than other men, as most priests do. Perhaps his entitlement encompasses the entirety of Bedburg. Maybe he would like to see me deposed so he could elect a more Godly man as lord of Bedburg. Perhaps even himself . . .
Heinrich’s eyes moved to Tomas. 
And with the commander of the militia at his side, Balthasar would surely have the potential to accomplish such a thing. If these two are friends, what’s stopping them from arming the citizenry and creating a rebellion for their own cause? By nightfall, they could be at my doorstep, with soldiers and guns and swords. 
And perhaps they’d use Ulrich to hang me.
Heinrich had seen enough. He moved away before Tomas or Balthasar could see him, and headed back to the stable where Felix waited with the carriage. 
And soon he’d be back within the safety of House Charmagne.
But how safe am I really? 
And for how long?
 
 
 
He couldn’t sleep. Not because of nightmares. But rather because of how those nightmares now filled his waking world as well.
Covered in blankets, he sat in his straight-backed chair in his conference room, slowly tapping his fingers on the chair’s arms. Thinking, scheming, his mind racing. 
He had called for the only man he still truly trusted. He needed his opinion. He smirked thinking how this man he trusted was barely a man at all.
And as he waited, he thought of all the men he wouldn’t call. Because he could no longer trust them.
Rolf, from my own household, jovial and endearing. The man who, as a former assassin, had taught me everything about killing and politics. Yet he could be plotting with Baron Ludwig, whom I’ve never trusted. Or perhaps with the witch-man, Salvatore, as his agent of chaos.
And Ulrich, my own torturer. A man I’ve trusted with my life, a man who’s always followed orders. Yet he has that ledger, the ultimate means of outing my secrets. He could be angry at his station in life, angry that he hasn’t seen more promotions. And seeking to destroy me.
And Tomas and Balthasar. One—the military man, my former bodyguard, my right-hand man in Trier. The other—a man of God, with a hunger for all things spiritual. Separated, they are not threats; Tomas is not cunning enough, Balthasar doesn’t have the support. But together . . . they could be my most fearsome foes. Tomas with his influence over the military; Balthasar who may wish to see Tomas in charge . . . a stray voice whispering treacherous thoughts in my former bodyguard’s ear . . . 
Hugo entered the room. “Are you all right, my lord? You don’t look well.”
Heinrich could only imagine how he must look. He certainly knew how he felt—heart beating irregularly, face soaked in perspiration, anxiety over all these potential traitors eating away at him. 
“I’m fine,” he lied, waving for Hugo to come closer.
Hugo stepped forward, his hands clasped behind his back, which gave Heinrich a sense of pride over the young man’s progress.
After a long moment of silence, Hugo finally said, “You called, my lord?”
Heinrich nodded. “I wish you to send a message to Bergheim—by way of Felix, so that you may stay here close by my side.”
“Of course, my lord. What should the message say?” 
“Tell the barons Ludwig and Josef, and Lady Lucille Engel, that they are cordially invited to House Charmagne for a dinner feast, in celebration of our marriage agreement. Tell them that I wish to have the marriage settled as soon as possible with the ceremony here.”
Perhaps new alliances will shore up my strength.
Hugo smiled brightly. “Very good, my lord. Is there anything else?”
Heinrich nodded. “I’d like you to extend invitations to Ulrich, Tomas Reiner, dear Rolf Anders, and Bishop Balthasar Schreib. Ask the bishop if he will administer the service.” 
He stroked his chin and leaned forward. “And now, my boy, tell me what you think of that crazed benandanti, Salvatore, will you?”



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



Like many German cities, Bonn was settled by the Romans. One of the oldest cities in Germany, it was nestled between the Cologne lowlands and the thick-wooded, mountainous region of Eifel. Traveling southeast from the Griswold house in Bedburg, it took Dieter nearly two days to reach it. 
The trip had been arranged by Jerome, the surgeon. Being less-recognizable in Bedburg than Dieter, he’d rented a small palfrey at the stables for Dieter’s journey. 
It was Dieter’s first trip alone from Bedburg. In the past, Sybil had always accompanied him, whether from Bedburg to Amsterdam—to flee persecution—or from England across the North Sea—after being captured by Gustav Koehler and rescued by Rowaine Donnelly.
Dieter arrived in Bonn on his docile steed in the early morning hours of a cold autumn morning. As he passed through the city’s medieval wall, his first impression was how subdued things were. Along the roadways people kept to themselves, their heads bent low.
The reason Dieter had come to Bonn was of course to seek the help of Gebhard Truchsess. With Dieter’s ever-growing clan of associates and Protestant sympathizers back in Bedburg, he just couldn’t continue his plan without some outside support. Gebhard had been the former archbishop of Cologne until he’d converted to Protestantism and the Cologne War had erupted. So there was no love lost between him and the current Catholic leader in Cologne, Archbishop Ernst. 
But now came the most important part of Dieter’s trip—finding Gebhard Truchsess, who he did not personally know, and asking for his help.
Dieter had no idea Bonn had such a stronghold of Protestants. Yet there was no other explanation for why Gebhard would be here if not to raise support or seek out like-minded Protestant leaders. Dieter would have thought that, being so close to Cologne, Bonn would have been one of the first cities Ernst would have taken over to force it back to Catholicism. In fact, were Ernst to find out Gebhard was a mere twenty miles from Cologne, Dieter had no doubt that Gebhard would be quickly imprisoned on some trumped-up charges and never heard from again. 
So the fact that this town of Bonn was so hushed, where the residents didn’t seem to worry about other people’s business, was—at least to Dieter—a very good thing for Gebhard’s continued well-being. It meant that, assuming he was here, it was unlikely Ernst would discover him.
Dieter asked for directions to Bonn Minster. It was the premiere church in Bonn, built some four hundred years earlier, making it one of Germany’s oldest holy places. When Dieter arrived, the immense cathedral was an awesome site to behold. The massive gray structure was an homage to Saint Martin, with a huge, blue-roofed spire that rose to the heavens. 
Dieter hesitated for a moment before going inside, recognizing full well the symbolism in play here—that he was a Protestant sympathizer stepping foot in an iconic Catholic church. Also, that he wasn’t here to pray, but rather to seek information.
Stepping through the massive doors, the interior was busy with activity—parishioners giving prayer in the nave, paying respects to the sacred ground, kneeling before altars and statues. Dieter sat down in a pew surrounded by worshippers speaking in low tones. He hoped that, although unlikely, maybe he’d overhear a conversation about Gebhard’s whereabouts. 
He soon realized he’d have no such luck. Not only could he barely hear others’ conversations, he felt guilty even trying. So he stood up from the pew, walked to the aisle and crossed himself in front of Saint Martin, then left. 
Leading his palfrey by the reins, he made his way to the central marketplace. As he passed a group of merchants setting up their wares for the morning, his eyes caught something highly irregular. Near a small, nondescript building off in the corner, about ten horses were huddled together, big and imposing, many in armored barding and dressage with red crosses and suns displayed on their hindquarters. 
Warhorses. 
Dieter walked over to them. Two men-at-arms stood stoically nearby, guarding the entrance to the building, their hands on spears. 
“Excuse me, my lord,” Dieter said meekly. He asked, “What is this building?” while pointing to the structure behind them.
Staring straight ahead without the slightest glance toward Dieter, the guard curtly replied, “None of your business, priest. Be on your way.”
Dieter wasn’t dressed in priest’s robes and he certainly didn’t otherwise look like one. “You must mistake me for someone else, my lord,” he replied. “I am a friend of Martin Luther.”
The guard frowned, tilting the spear toward Dieter. “I said be away with you!” 
Dieter stepped back. Though not easily deterred, he also wasn’t foolhardy. He walked back toward the marketplace. 
After milling around in the shadows for almost an hour, keeping a watchful eye on the guards by the building, he noticed a merchant carry a pan of freshly baked bread to the house. The merchant spoke briefly with the guards, who then allowed him to proceed into the house.
Despite hunger pangs now actively distracting him, Dieter was afraid he’d miss something should he take the time to buy food from one of the merchants, so he continued to keep watch from the shadows for the better part of another hour until the guards by the structure finally changed shifts. 
Both guards retreated into the house and the spear-wielding one who had reprimanded him was replaced by a younger guard. When Dieter noticed more servants bringing food and gifts up to the house, he got an idea. He walked over to a wine-seller in a nearby booth and, with the precious little money he’d brought, bought a clay flask of wine. Then, donning his hood, he walked back to the new guards, joining the line of people bringing their wares to the house. When his turn came, he said to the guard, “I bring wine from my vineyards near Bedburg, my lord. I hope His Grace will take favor in it.”
The guard narrowed his eyes, but didn’t deny the presence of a holy man in the house. “Take a sip of your wine,” he demanded.
“Pardon?”
The guard rolled his wrist at Dieter. “Go on. Show me that you don’t bring poison.”
Dieter uncapped the flask and drank a small sip, sloshing it around his mouth for a time before swallowing. For several minutes the guard stood there patiently watching Dieter. When he was convinced there was no sign of Dieter’s impending death, he motioned him through. 
Dieter smiled as he stepped into the doorway, still wondering what the small house was. He followed a line of other peasants and merchants into a wide room where four men were seated at a table. At the head sat a tall, gangly gentleman with short-cropped hair and a small mustache, dressed not like a holy man but more like a nobleman or baron. As the man accepted each person’s offering, he nonchalantly blessed him or her with the sign of the cross as the train of offerors cycled through the room. 
When it was Dieter’s turn, he placed the wine-flask on the table. “From Bedburg, Your Grace,” Dieter told him, “where we are in desperate need of your aid.”
The tall man paid him no mind, blankly blessing him while chatting absently with the others at the table. 
No response. No recognition. 
This journey has been pointless.
As the next man in line pushed and shoved, Dieter was forced to walk off, allowing the next man to present his offering. Then the tall man at the table suddenly quieted the crowd, holding up his hand and demanding silence. He pointed to Dieter. “You there.” 
Dieter, now close to the door, turned around, realizing the man was addressing him.       
“You’re from Bedburg, you say?”
Dieter nodded vigorously.
“I remember the fighting at Bedburg, three years back, when Ferdinand of Bavaria came and routed my forces commanded by Count Adolf. I was ashamed I could not make it to the battlegrounds. Were you there?”
Dieter nodded again. “It was a bloody battle, Your Grace. Many great men were lost that day.”
The man asked, “What is your name, my son?”
Dieter walked back closer to the table, his heart beating faster. “Dieter Nicolaus, Your Grace. I am a friend to Martin Luther and a friend to Hanns Richter.” 
A glint shone in the nobleman’s eye. He stood and held out his hand for Dieter. Rather than shake it, Dieter knelt then kissed the man’s knuckle.
“Do you know who I am?” the man asked.
“I believe you’re Gebhard Truchsess von Waldburg, Your Grace. Former archbishop of Cologne, now bishop of Strasbourg, France.”
The man smiled fondly. “Then you’ll know that Hanns Richter was a great friend and ally of mine, too.”
Dieter tilted his head. “Was he?”
Gebhard chuckled. “I sent him to Bedburg to disrupt the corrupt teachings going on there.”
Dieter smiled. “Well, he succeeded. He nearly brought the city to its knees. He also baptized me in the cleansing waters.”
Gebhard nodded, his face taking on a serious tone. “Why are you here, my brother?”
Dieter wanted to ask the bishop the same question. “Bedburg is again brought to its knees, Your Grace. Only this time it is from a tyrannical secular ruler, rather than from a lost brother.”
“I wish I could help, my friend. But alas, my forces are spread thin.”
Dieter bowed his head. He didn’t know what else to say. Then he realized this was possibly his only chance to ask the man directly: “Why are you here, Your Grace, if you don’t mind my asking? Surely Archbishop Ernst would—”
Gebhard held up his palm. “Yes, I’ve heard that from my advisors. Please, Herr Nicolaus, not from you as well.” He cleared his throat. “I am here on campaign, to raise a new army. I have just been elected bishop in Strasbourg. Rather than retire, as I had originally planned, my new position has reinvigorated me to fight for the Lord. I am speaking with my peers and allies”—he motioned to the other three men at the table—“and making sure I still have some.”
“You have many in Bedburg, Your Grace,” Dieter said, “but they are oppressed and hunted like beasts. Just the other day two Protestant sympathizers were hanged without trial in the town square. Lord Heinrich Franz shows no mercy for our ilk.”
Gebhard frowned, lines forming down his cheeks. “I only wish I had the support in Bedburg that I do here in Bonn. But I’m afraid that city is already lost to me. I cannot help you.”
The air seemed to escape Dieter’s lungs. So that was it, then. Other than meeting a wise and holy man, this journey had been in vain. Dejected, he lowered his head.
Gebhard gently placed his hand on Dieter’s shoulder. “I can see your distress, Dieter Nicolaus. And your disappointment. Clearly, you love your people.”
Dieter nodded.
“And what is it you’re doing for your oppressed brothers and sisters?”
“Trying to smuggle them out of the city, Your Grace, before they’re all caught and murdered.”
Gebhard sighed. “A noble cause, brother. And one I wish I could help with. Perhaps once my army is raised, and I can properly battle the Pretender Ernst, I could come to Bedburg’s rescue. But until then, I can only offer you a name.”
Dieter’s ears perked. He looked into Gebhard’s solemn eyes. “A name, Your Grace?”
The man nodded. “I have two men in Bedburg, working covertly. I cannot give you the name of one, he is too entrenched. But the other has always been a great help to my cause, having served me well for years, in secret of course.”
Dieter waited.
Gebhard continued. “During my lost war against Ernst, this man provided much pertinent information. If you like, I can send you to him.”
Dieter’s eyes sparkled. “Yes! That would be most advantageous, Your Grace! Who is he?”
“His name is Patric Clauson. May God bless your endeavor to find him, and may He also bless your most worthy cause.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Hugo could see the changes in Heinrich—his hyper-edginess, the wild look in his eyes, his growing paranoia. He suspected it was his master’s illness causing these symptoms. Heinrich had been feverish for days now and Hugo wondered if the man was going mad. 
He only hoped that Heinrich’s paranoia wouldn’t extend to him. Hugo had always been completely loyal to Heinrich and certainly didn’t deserve suspicion. But more importantly, Hugo was well aware of the extreme measures Heinrich was capable of for those he no longer trusted. 
When Heinrich had asked Hugo what he thought of their newest “houseguest”—who’d basically become a prisoner in House Charmagne—Hugo had said, truthfully, that he thought Salvatore was strange but not malevolent. Hugo honestly believed the man was sincere in his desire to help Heinrich with his nightmares. He just thought his potion was ill-conceived—and likely responsible for Heinrich’s physical and mental deterioration. 
Heinrich, however, had dismissed Hugo’s opinion of Salvatore, implying that Hugo’s belief that the “witch-man”—as Heinrich often referred to him—wasn’t intentionally trying to harm him was simply naïve. Hugo had silently fumed about that. To Hugo, such a casual dismissal of his opinion was like an insolent parent patting his child on the head before telling him to “run along and play.”
The morning after Heinrich had spoken to him about Salvatore, Hugo prepared for his trip to Bedburg. His instructions were to personally invite Tomas, Ulrich, and Bishop Balthasar to join the wedding feast Heinrich had planned. 
Before leaving, he and Rolf had breakfast at the dining table. 
For several minutes the two ate in silence. Then Rolf said, “Heinrich asked you about Salvatore, I presume?”
Hugo nodded, stabbing at his eggs and watching the yolks leak out.
“What did he want to know, specifically, my boy?”
Hugo narrowed his eyes at the old man. 
Why does he care? Is everyone becoming paranoid in this house?
“He thinks Salvatore tried to kill him with that potion,” Hugo answered.
Rolf chuckled. “He told me the same. What do you think?”
Hugo took several more bites of food, then looked up. “About what?”
“Do you think Salvatore tried to kill Heinrich?”
Hugo put down his fork. “Well . . . my lord seems to be getting better now. Somewhat. If Salvatore were really the evil witch-doctor Heinrich claims him to be, I’m sure he’d have a better poison to use.”
Rolf smiled. “You are wise beyond your years, my boy.”
“I think Lord Heinrich is just being paranoid.”
“And why do you think that is?”
Hugo thought for a moment. “I’m not sure.” He began eating again, then stopped. “I suppose one can be justifiably paranoid, no?” 
“Meaning what?” asked Rolf.
“Meaning he might have good reason to be suspicious.”
Rolf shrugged. “Perhaps he believes his lordship is in jeopardy. He’s done so much to please Archbishop Ernst—punishing the Protestants, this marriage to Lucille Engel—that he hasn’t thought much about his own people. Perhaps the citizens of Bedburg are getting angry with him about that.”
“It’s not the first time people would be angry with Heinrich Franz,” Hugo added.
“True, my boy.” Then Rolf’s smile disappeared. Leaning forward on the table, he put his hands together. “He’s done many unforgivable deeds . . .” His words trailed off, his eyes turned sad. Hugo could tell the old man was fond of Heinrich—yet conflicted. He’d been helping Heinrich since Heinrich wasn’t much older than Hugo was now.       
“Heinrich turned into something I didn’t expect,” Rolf said in a soft voice. 
When he didn’t continue, Hugo prompted him. “Into what?”
Rolf thought for a while, pulling on his white beard. Looking deeply into Hugo’s eyes, he said, “A fearmonger.” 
Hugo’s nostrils flared. He leaned back in his chair.
“I suppose he learned that from me,” Rolf confessed. “He plays on the consternation of others to get what he wants. He molds people’s terror to suit his own needs. He’s a master manipulator—as I was once. So I suppose I shouldn’t be terribly surprised. No doubt, it’s taken him to great heights. He knows how to play the chessboard well.”
Rolf’s words reminded Hugo of his own past. He’d started out an innocent boy, wide-eyed and believing. Then his father died and his sister left him. He’d grown up quickly after that, placing his trust in the wrong people: Severin, Karstan, Ava, Ulrich, Tomas. He’d watched the massacre in the mountains near Trier, where his new, dear friend Klemens had been slaughtered before his eyes. Which had forged a rage inside him he hadn’t known was possible, ultimately leading him to his own murderous ways—first killing Severin, a long-time acquaintance he’d never trusted; then progressing on to help Tomas and Heinrich kill many others in Trier under the guise of a witch-hunt and inquisition. Looking back, he realized that that first killing of Severin, instead of evoking remorse, had only served to reinforce his confidence, giving him a twisted sense of satisfaction knowing he was capable of such violence. 
But all that death and darkness had begun to take a toll on him. He no longer felt right about himself, and didn’t like what he’d become. When he’d finally seen his sister Sybil again, years later in that jail cell, instead of feeling anger over her abandoning him, or joy over just seeing her alive again, he’d felt . . . nothing. 
And on the rare occasion he did feel something, it was always a confusing, conflicted tangle of both empowerment and fear. Empowered by what he was capable of, and fearful for what he was capable of. He was turning into a younger version of Heinrich, and that both excited and petrified him.
Rolf interrupted his thoughts. “There are two ways to lead your people, my young friend. The first is through fear, as Heinrich does. But as you can see, that can lead to troublesome times.” He held up a finger. “He is untrusting and paranoid.” He held up a second finger. “People are angry with him.” He held up a third finger. “And that means he must always be fighting back.” Rolf took a sip from his glass of water before setting it back down and continuing. “He is never in a position of comfort—should he try to get comfortable, another thing comes along to destroy his peace. You see?”
Hugo nodded.
“And the second way to lead is through love. Trust. Loyalty. Friendship. I believe if Heinrich could see that, things might be better for him. But it’s much too late for that.”
“Are you loyal to Heinrich?” Hugo posed out of the blue.
The question clearly took Rolf by surprise. His mouth opened a bit, showing tiny yellow teeth. “Of course I am. I’ve known him since he was a young pup.”
That doesn’t speak to whether you’re loyal to him now.
Rolf waved his hand at Hugo. “All I’m saying, my boy, is that when it’s your time to lead, I implore you to lead by example. Lead with your heart, not your sword.”
My time to lead? When did that become part of the deal?

Rolf gazed into Hugo’s dark eyes. “Can you do that, Hugo? For me? And if not for me, then for the people?”
Hugo stared back at the old man, then slowly nodded. 
“I think I can do that, Rolf.” 
 
 
 
After breakfast, Hugo left the dining room and finished readying himself for his trip to Bedburg. He strapped on his hiking boots and shrugged into his winter coat. 
But something was nagging him, in the back of his mind. Also, Rolf’s words kept rolling through his head. 
Was that Rolf’s intent? To distract me? No . . . he just thinks he’s helping. Senile old fool. Doesn’t he know how busy I am?
He went down to the library, where Salvatore had been forced to stay. The library was one of the largest rooms in the mansion, with shelves built into each wall up to the ceiling, every one packed with old books and manuscripts. A rolling ladder allowed for easy access to the upper-most shelves. Salvatore was on the ladder, leafing through a section of books near the top.
“Hello, Salvatore,” Hugo announced.
With his back to Hugo, Salvatore reached out and grabbed a book, then started down the ladder. “Salutations, young master,” he replied, stepping off.
“What’s that you have there?” Hugo asked, nodding at the book in his hands.
“A treatise on necromancy,” Salvatore said with a gap-toothed smile. It was a thick volume and he cradled it like a baby. “The art of communicating with the deceased.”
Hugo’s face darkened. He didn’t like these superstitious things, especially when they involved a crazed warlock like Salvatore. “You wish to speak with the dead?” Hugo asked.
Salvatore shook his head. “I can already do that in my trances. I wish to control the voices speaking with me. Perhaps this book can help.”
“Why don’t you let the dead rest? Haven’t they already been through enough . . . in life?”
Salvatore shrugged. “Yes, young master, they have. But there is much to learn from the dead. You see, though the dead are dead, they’re also alive. They form our opinions and ideals—their deaths make us who we are.” He waved his arms out to his side, as if that explained his theory. “I see them in my mind. Their spirits wander the seas and the trees and the plains. I wish to cultivate their knowledge so I can incorporate their learnings into my own spiritual adventures.”
Hugo scratched his head. This was not the conversation he wanted; he’d come to Salvatore with a purpose, not to discuss dead people and their spirits. 
So he changed the subject. “How do you like staying here, Salvatore?” he asked.
The witch-man shrugged. “Though my body is a prison, my mind is free. Therefore, I can be anywhere and be content in this world, you see? There is no trapping Salvatore.”
“Great . . . I guess,” Hugo said. “And how do you like Heinrich—my master?”
“He is as troubled as the next man. Though he cannot be blamed for that. I do think, however, that his dreams no longer ail him.”
“He thinks you tried to kill him.”
“I know he does.” Salvatore stopped smiling. “And I know I didn’t.”
“Then why do you stay?” Hugo asked.
Again Salvatore shrugged. “Curiosity. I want to see what happens. And I don’t suppose he’s too keen on seeing me leave.”
“You want to see what happens?”
Salvatore nodded. “I’ve seen a great feast in my dreams—a premonition, I suspect.”
“Well, he is planning a celebratory feast for his wedding party,” Hugo said.
Salvatore raised a finger in the sky. “Then my suspicions are confirmed!”
Hugo sighed. “I don’t think it’s wise for you to stay here any longer. I don’t think you should be here for the feast.” Hugo was trying to give this crazy man a hint, but it just wouldn’t take. 
“Was I not invited?” He frowned, looking a bit confused. “In my dreams I was. How strange.”
“You are invited, Salvatore, but I don’t think you should attend.” Hugo spoke his words slowly, hoping the man would understand. 
Salvatore moved to a chair by the desk and sat, opening his book. Licking his finger before placing it against the edge of the first page, he began reading, apparently done with the conversation. 
When Hugo continued standing there staring, Salvatore finally looked up. “You’re probably correct, young master,” he said. “Perhaps I will go then.”
“When?” 
The madman smiled his gap-toothed smile again. “When you least expect it, of course.”
 
 
 
A messenger advised Hugo that the wedding party would arrive by nightfall. He’d spent too much time talking to Rolf and Salvatore, and was running out of time. It was almost midday and he needed to be on the road if he intended to invite the guests whose presence Heinrich had requested and return to House Charmagne in time.
He called for his carriage. On his way out, Rolf tried to speak to him again but Hugo brushed him off, telling him he was too busy. Rushing out to the carriage, by the time he was seated inside, Felix already had the carriage moving, on its way to Bedburg.
Hugo carried three letters with him, tucked in his tunic, one for each guest he was tasked with inviting to the wedding festivities. He was expected to deliver them and return by nightfall to greet the wedding party and make them comfortable at House Charmagne. He mentally calculated that, as long as there were no further delays, they’d make it in time. 
Once they reached Bedburg’s eastern gate Hugo implored Felix to go faster. They barreled down the road toward their first location, pushing aside merchants and peasants. When they arrived at the garrison, Tomas was outside training with his men. Hugo noted that, just as when he’d trained with Tomas, the men didn’t use wooden swords. Tomas insisted that training always emulate actual combat, so the harsh sounds of steel blades clashing, while a bit jarring, was no surprise to Hugo. 
As Hugo stepped out, Tomas looked neither pleased nor displeased to see him—his face a blank canvas. Walking up to him, Hugo handed Tomas the letter, saying, “A message from Lord Heinrich Franz,” then turned and abruptly left.
Quickly, Felix wheeled the carriage around, traveling back the way they’d come, and headed for the church. At the base of the hill Hugo told him to stop, got out of the carriage, then raced up the incline alone. Barging through the front doors, he was met by Sister Salome and a nearly empty church. Salome told him Bishop Balthasar was not present.
“Where is he,” Hugo asked, “if not in his own church?”
“At the castle to speak with Lord Alvin,” Salome replied, blushing. Unable to lie, she’d shared what Hugo knew was information Balthasar would rather keep private. Lord Alvin had been the inhospitable, old landowner who’d loudly disapproved of Hugo’s role under Heinrich’s regime. Not a likeable character at all.
Remember to tell Heinrich about this—Balthasar speaking with Lord Alvin.
Hugo bolted from the church, in too much a hurry to bless himself on his way out. 
The next closest destination was the jailhouse. When they arrived, Hugo jumped out, entered through the front door, then rushed down the damp, cold steps to Ulrich’s room, where Ulrich sat half-asleep. Hugo handed him the letter. “A message from Lord Heinrich Franz,” he repeated, then turned and left before Ulrich could respond.
When they reached the castle, their last stop, where Sister Salome had said Bathasar was, Hugo considered handing his third letter to a guard, but decided the task was too important to leave to subordinates. Since he was well known here, no one stopped him when he entered the castle, quickly finding Bishop Balthasar Schreib in a small room seated across from Lord Alvin.
“What’s this?” Balthasar asked when Hugo handed him the letter. 
Hugo eyed the bishop and the lord suspiciously, from one to the other. 
“A message from Lord Heinrich Franz. He wishes you to officiate the wedding ceremony between himself and Lady Lucille Engel von Bergheim. And he wants you at the wedding feast afterward. Do you accept?”
Bishop Balthasar frowned. Clearly this was a major inconvenience. Hugo almost smirked. Finally, the bishop sighed. “Yes, tell Lord Franz I accept.”
Hugo bowed. “He expects you to witness the trade agreements and proposals as well,” he added.
“Fine, fine,” he said. “When does the wedding party arrive?”
“Tonight.” Hugo peeked out the window. The sun was ready to set. “The wedding is in two days’ time.”
The bishop nodded. Hugo bid him and Lord Alvin a curt farewell, then left the castle.
They rode out the eastern gate back to House Charmagne. As the carriage picked up speed, a sudden impulse overtook Hugo. He ordered Felix to turn at the next road. 
When they’d ascended, then descended, a hill, Felix asked, “Where are we going, my lord?”
“Don’t ask questions, Felix, just steer.”
They came to another hill, in a wooded area, overlooking an old house. 
Hugo’s old house. 
Though nearly a hundred yards away, Hugo clearly recognized the young man out front, axing firewood, the sky blazing orange and pink behind him.
Martin Achterberg. 
Looking much older than last time Hugo had seen him. Now with a beard, he was taller and broader, his muscles glistening with sweat from his work. Only two years Hugo’s senior, he looked much older. 
“Come on,” Hugo whispered to himself, tapping his feet impatiently on the carriage floor. 
“My lord, the sun is setting,” Felix said through the window. “We should be go—”
“Quiet, Felix,” Hugo said, raising his palm. 
He just wanted a glimpse. He’d been dreaming of her ever since that day, seeing her at the Achterberg estate, opening the door for Dieter as he returned from the Town Fair. 
He only wanted one lasting image, something to satiate his mind.
And then the door opened and she appeared. Beautiful as ever.
Ava Hahn stepped through the doorway and handed Martin a clay mug of water. 
Hugo’s throat went dry, his voice caught in his chest. He heard a low groan come from deep within. And he felt himself getting aroused, his pants tightening in a certain area.
Then Martin grabbed her by the waist and pulled her close. They embraced. Then kissed. 
Hugo’s mouth fell open. He was dumbstruck. His fists clenched. He blinked rapidly, unbelieving. 
It was not Ava Hahn and Dieter Nicolaus together, as he’d originally assumed. 
Of course not. Dieter still loved Sybil.
It was Ava and Martin Achterberg!
Which made even less sense.
Doesn’t Ava know that Martin is a murderer? That he killed his own father? 
Doesn’t she know he was a former prisoner and fugitive of Bedburg, that he’d escaped his justified arrest and execution? That his mother had burned as a witch in the public square? That he’d been an altar boy for the former bishop of Bedburg, and had probably taken part in grave, disgusting habits with the old man? Does she not know any of that?
How could Ava love such a man? 
No. She must not know any of it. She wouldn’t love him if she did. 
Then a strange thought occurred to Hugo.
Would she love me if she knew my past?
It didn’t matter. 
Hugo looked away, staring out the opposite window of the carriage. Suddenly he caught a glimpse of someone else. 
A hooded figure on a horse, flying down the road away from them, heading back toward Bedburg.
Hugo had been followed. Ava and Martin’s presence were now known.
But he didn’t care.
Let them be caught!

Heinrich Franz had his enemies.
And now Hugo Griswold had his.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



The “Rowaine Miracle” swept through Strangers Shire like a firestorm. With Sybil Griswold featured in the starring role as the miracle-maker—a part she neither deserved nor wanted. 
And certainly not the best way to keep a low profile.
When Sybil woke the next morning and shuffled groggy-eyed into the living room in her night shift, stretching and yawning, she was met by Leon and Claire. They were both just standing there, eyes bulging, staring at her as if she’d just arrived from another plane of existence. 
“What?” she asked, looking back and forth between them. Before they could answer, there was a knock at the door. Claire opened it. An elderly woman stood outside, her hands clasped before her, begging to speak. 
But before she could, Claire cut the old woman off. “Not now, Lady Marie. She’s just now waking. Please give her space!”
Lady Marie frowned, wrinkles framing her mouth. Three others stood out in the cold behind the woman. The old woman’s eyes moved past Claire to Sybil, who looked stupefied.
“There she is!” the woman cried, pointing a skeletal finger at Sybil. “The Pale Diviner has risen!”
A chorus of murmurs rose from behind as more people squeezed in. Then the growing crowd moved toward the doorway to peer over Claire’s shoulder for a glimpse at the newly-christened diviner.
Claire slammed the door in their faces.
The commotion was enough to wake Daxton, who’d been sleeping on a table on the other side of the room. He rubbed his eyes and looked around, trying to get his bearings as the buzzing of exuberant peasants and farmers outside still echoed through the door. 
“What is this insanity?” Sybil exclaimed. 
“It’s our fault, really,” Claire said with a sigh. “I’m sorry, Beele. After the miracle last night, I just couldn’t keep my mouth shut. Shame on me.”
Sybil eyed her accusingly. “What did you do, Claire?”
With a guilty look, Claire explained. “I told anyone who would listen about the miracle you performed. I’m afraid you are . . . famous.”
Sybil blinked rapidly. “Me? But I had nothing to do with Rowaine’s recovery.”
Daxton, still unsteady but starting to join the land of the living, announced, “I’m sure if Jerome were here he could explain what happened last night. Though it is quite amazing, Sybil. What you achieved. You don’t give yourself enough credit.”
“It was God’s doing,” Leon explained. 
Claire nodded. “But Beele was the conduit of His touch.”
There was more banging at the door, then a baby’s cry could be heard from the back room. 
“Damn, they’ve woken Rose!” Claire cried, storming off. “Get those people away from our door, Leon!” she called out as she went for the baby.
Scared of his wife, as any wise man would be, Leon gulped then swung open the door. “Get away from here, people, before you draw even more attention to her!”
Behind him, Sybil crossed her arms over her chest.
“We just want to see her!” a woman cried out.
“Just a peek!” said another.
“We have much suffering! She’s needed!”
Leon slammed the door again and sighed.
Claire returned, cradling Rose in her arms. As she rocked her back and forth to stop her crying, she told Sybil, “As you’ve already heard, Beele, it didn’t take long for them to come up with a new title for you.”
“The Pale Diviner,” Leon repeated, smiling like he’d thought it up himself.
Sybil shook her head. “First, I’m the ‘Daughter of the Beast.’ Now, I’m the ‘Pale Diviner.’ No wonder they call these people Strangers.” She looked at Leon and narrowed her eyes. “And why . . . pale?”
Daxton, who was now at the stove boiling eggs, laughed at that. “I suspect it has something to do with your skin, lass. Bony and white. Would you rather they call you the White Witch?”
Sybil sat down at the small table. “I’d rather they not call me anything. I don’t like, nor need, the attention.”
Daxton brought over a bowl of cooked eggs and set them on the table. “I reckon you don’t have a say in it, Beele. You are now the celebrated miracle-worker.” He thought about that for a moment, then declared, “Oracle. Seeress…” His eyes widened as he reached for an egg, “Ooh, how about Enchantress?”
Sybil shook her head, then picked out her own egg and peeled it. After she took a bite, she said, “I have greater things to worry about than fake epithets. We need to leave here as soon as possible, Dax.”
Daxton took another egg from the bowl, his face turning serious. “Of course, Beele. You’re right.” Then he grinned again. “But when we come back, this will be your future! Everyday, you’ll get to fight off these poor wretches with a broom. Maybe I’ll get you a magic wand!”
 
 
 
When they got to the ship and gave Georg the news about his daughter, he was understandably jubilant—though disappointed that he hadn’t been there to witness the miracle himself. 
“It really wasn’t as big a thing as everyone’s saying,” Sybil told him.
“Nonsense,” joked Daxton. “I saw her hand turn orange when she ran it across Row’s arm. Saw it myself! Her fingertips sparkled!”
Georg’s mouth fell open. He looked at Sybil. “Is that true?”
“Of course not.” Sybil glared at Daxton, elbowing him. “He’s just being silly.” 
A voice came from behind. “Your legend will likely grow as the days pass—especially if you don’t show your face to the townsfolk.”
They turned to face Corvin Carradine, their prisoner, seated at the bench by the gunwale, leaning back against the rail. The Silver Sun was slowly meandering up Norfolk’s coastline. With just four of them controlling the boat, it had taken longer than expected to row it out of the cove. But now they were gliding smoothly along the North Sea, their sails billowing in the wind.
“That’s how these things work, you know,” Corvin continued, resting one leg on his knee, completely calm and content despite being a prisoner on his own ship. “First you’re just an oddity—something rare. Then word spreads of your deed and before long your story becomes legend, then myth, then explodes into something far grander than anything close to reality.”
“How do you know what it was, or wasn’t?” Sybil spat out. “You weren’t even there,” she said, arguing just for argument’s sake, not really knowing why, other than to not give this charming man any comfort. 
Corvin flashed her his dimpled smile. “Fair enough, my lady.” He shrugged. “That’s just been my experience.”
Daxton scoffed, waving him off. 
Georg stayed silent. He wore the same smile on his face that had been plastered there since hearing the wonderful news about his daughter’s recovery. It was the first time Sybil had seen him happy since he’d rescued her months earlier from her imprisonment and near-execution in Trier. Soon after that, Rowaine had been shot and injured, her legs paralyzed.
Georg saw Sybil eyeing him. “It’s a father’s greatest fear,” he explained, “that his little girl will never walk again.” 
Sybil rested her hand on the big man’s shoulder. “Regardless, you found her, Georg. You spent ten long years thinking she was dead, remember?”
Georg covered Sybil’s hand with his. “You’re right, Beele. I cannot take that blessing for granted. But still, I thought I’d crippled my own child.”
Sybil leaned over, resting the top of her head in the crook of his neck. It was cozy there. She felt protected. She gazed out at the clear blue waters and smiled. The sun sat high in the sky, showering them with uncommon warmth for autumn, its radiant rays glistening off the water’s surface. 
He may be a drunk and a brute, but he’s the best drunk and brute I’ve ever known. 
“Thank you, Beele,” Georg said in Sybil’s ear, in a voice so low only she could hear. She sensed him brushing off tears. 
But rather than deny what she’d done, or continue making light of the miracle people thought she’d performed, Sybil said simply, “You’re welcome, Georg.” 
As they glided on toward King’s Lynn, she snuggled in closer, watching the sparkling reflections of light spin off the waves.
 
 
 
By nightfall the Silver Sun had drifted past the delta of the Great River Ouse and was closing in on King’s Lynn harbor. When it reached the dock, Daxton remained at the helm while Georg and Sybil disembarked and Corvin stayed hidden below deck.
The plan that Georg and Sybil had devised took into account the untrustworthiness of both their prisoner, Corvin Carradine, and Guy, who’d sent them on this retrieval expedition. 
The first part of their plan was to convince Guy to join them at the harbor, to witness for himself that the Silver Sun was indeed empty. They wanted to see the look on Guy’s face when he discovered that fact—if the ship was even his in the first place.
Georg and Sybil walked off the dock and headed for the Hanseatic League’s warehouse—not a far walk. Eventually they came upon the same sullen man sitting by the warehouse garage, eyeing passersby suspiciously. Giving him the same pass-phrase, the man allowed them entry. 
Once inside, Sybil surveyed the dark surroundings carefully. Were there fewer torches lit this time than before? It seemed so. And where were Reeve Bailey’s barrels of textiles and linens? Last time, they’d been stored here in plain sight. Sybil’s suspicions grew. Maybe this was a bad idea, placing the goods in Guy’s trust while they embarked on their reckless rescue mission. 
As Sybil scanned the rest of the area, her eyes met the man himself, standing across the way, his arms crossed, a blank look on his face. They walked up to him and stopped. Guy, beneath the light of a torch, continued to watch them for a long moment before speaking. It was quite unnerving for Sybil, who was glad to have Georg by her side. 
Finally Guy spoke. “Is it done?” he asked, looking directly at Georg as if Sybil weren’t there. Under the circumstances, she didn’t mind. The cold, dark warehouse was bleak and made her skin crawl. She kept glancing over her shoulder, expecting the man who’d let them in to appear, but he didn’t. 
“It is,” Georg replied
“And my goods?”
“Where are ours?” Georg asked, peeking skeptically around at the few barrels in sight.
Guy smiled. “Safely lodged in the back, awaiting your arrival. I had to make room for other goods being shipped here.”
Georg said nothing.
“Now,” Guy said, “where are my barrels? My sugar and tobacco?”
“First, I want to see the ledger,” said Georg.
Guy clicked his tongue and shook his head, raising one finger and wiggling it. “It doesn’t work that way.”
Sybil heard rustling behind her. She closed her eyes to focus better, then heard another sound, someone stepping on a piece of wood. 
They weren’t alone.
“Georg,” she muttered.
“I know,” he said in a hushed tone. 
Three men appeared from the shadows into the torch light, surrounding them. It was Sybil’s worst fear. She felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. 
“Bah!” Guy cried, throwing his arms in the air. “Not yet, you fools! I was just starting to have fun!” 
His smile turned menacing.
“What is this?” Georg asked. “We had a deal.”
“Deals are made to be broken, you fool.” Speaking to the three men around them, Guy pointed to Sybil and Georg. “These are the two pirates I told you about. Thieves and killers from the dreaded Lion’s Pride. Now . . . where do I collect my reward?”
Georg calmly shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re raving about, man.”
Sybil glanced at the men surrounding them, suddenly realizing they weren’t Guy’s thugs at all. They were dressed in the liveries and armor of English patrolmen. They were town guards. With spears in hand and guns in their belts. Trained and dangerous. 
Fortunately, mention of the Lion’s Pride didn’t seem to fluster them. Sybil knew that anxious men did stupid things—like accidentally pulling a rifle trigger.
“We’ll see about that,” Guy said to Georg, flapping his hands at the guards. “Take them to the docks—these thieves stole my goods! Let’s see what they’ve got on their ship.”
So Corvin Carradine was telling the truth. 
Sybil raised her arms to show she was unarmed, then the guards led her and Georg from the warehouse to the harbor. 
This despicable man. Having us return his stolen goods only to blame us to avoid our reward.
As they approached the docks, other traders and sailors gave the town guards wide berth as they walked their prisoners to the Silver Sun. Georg seemed unusually calm, though Sybil’s heart was pounding. 
When Guy finally caught sight of the ship, he grinned, then rubbed his hands together. “Let’s see here,” he said, jumping onboard. He walked to the first hold, underneath the main mast, and looked in. His grin disappeared.
The hold was empty.
He crossed to the back mast and tossed aside the blanket covering the second hold.
Nothing in there either.
“What’s the matter?” Georg yelled sarcastically from the dock. “Can’t find what you’re looking for?”
Guy growled and clenched his fists, then thrust a finger at Georg. “Where in God’s name is my merchandise, rogue?”
Georg shrugged, giving him a blank look. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, sir.”
Guy pursed his lips and sucked in his breath. Turning his fury toward Sybil, he screamed, “Where are the barrels, bitch?”
Sybil tilted her head, looking confused. Her heart was pounding in her chest so hard she thought it had to be visible to everyone. But keeping her composure, she said simply, “I’m just as surprised as my friend, sir. There must be some mistake.”
The three guards shifted their feet awkwardly, one of them saying, “Come now, Guy, what’s this all about? Did you drag us out here for nothing, again?” 
“W-wait, wait,” Guy stuttered, waving his hands in front of his face. “They’re still murderers! They killed the captain of this ship—one Corvin Carradine. You must arrest them for that!” he yelled, his wicked smile returning. 
The guards moved toward Georg and Sybil, their leather armor creaking. One of them muttered to the other, “Can we arrest them without a body?” To which that guard whispered, “Just do it—if you want to get paid. Let him produce evidence later.”
At which point another voice bellowed out from somewhere below deck. 
“You can’t arrest them for something they didn’t do, gentlemen.” 
And out walked Corvin Carradine, climbing up the stairs from the lower deck. He smiled, the moonlight shining off his handsome, confident face—making Sybil’s heart flutter, more from fright than attraction.
 “You can’t arrest them for murdering me,” Corvin announced, “since, obviously, they didn’t.” He turned to Guy. “You dim, sad man,” giving him the most pitiful look Sybil had ever seen. Still nervous, she had to stifle a laugh.
Guy’s mouth fell open. He tried to think of something to say, his head swiveling from Corvin to the guards, then back again. With spittle flying from his lips, he screamed at the young captain. 
“You bastard!” 
The guards started to walk away. 
Then Guy did something no one anticipated. His face red and the veins on his neck taut, he pulled a small dagger from his sleeve and charged at Corvin.
Sybil gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. With his dagger swinging wildly, Guy lunged as Corvin backpedaled. Then, at the last moment, Corvin sidestepped, and as Guy flew past, Corvin spun around and kicked him in the rump.
Guy cried out as the ship’s railing caught his momentum, but only partially, bending him at the knees the wrong way before flinging him over the side. 
His flailing body hit the water with a loud splat. Several sailors and tradesmen watching from the docks let out a chuckle, some even clapping. 
From atop the deck, Corvin hopped onto a barrel, his ego fueled by the crowd’s cheers. He bowed his head low, rolling out his arms like a royal jester. When he looked up, his piercing eyes aimed straight for Sybil. 
She blushed. 
“Do you believe me now, my lady?” Corvin yelled out to her. “That I’m not the bad guy here?”
Sybil nodded, then looked at Georg who was rolling his eyes.
To satiate the crowd, Corvin pointed to the man bobbing in the water. “That, ladies and gentlemen, is a bad, bad . . . Guy!”
The crowd clapped and cheered more, as the guards left the docks.
Georg stepped onto the boat as Corvin held out his hand to help Sybil on deck. When he flashed his smile again, her face turned a deeper red. 
“Quite the performance, Herr Carradine,” Georg said to him once they were headed back down the river. A short while later, he asked, “So you’ll still help us with the ledger and the trade routes, then?” 
Corvin, who’d never stopped staring at Sybil, nodded. Dramatically gesturing toward her, he said, “How could I ever say no to such a beautiful creature?”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



Still recovering from the final stages of his illness, Heinrich Franz did not look forward to what Rolf had suggested he do. Sitting on his horse—who was trying to walk in circles, eager to be gone from House Charmagne—all Heinrich wanted to do was stay home and plan his wedding. 
 But he’d reluctantly agreed to Rolf’s suggestion.
“It would be a decent gesture to show both your future wife and the noblemen,” Rolf had told him. “Tour them around Bedburg.”
Initially Heinrich had been skeptical. “So they can spy on my defenses and military capability? I think not, old man.” He still firmly believed that Ludwig von Bergheim wanted him dead.
“No, no,” Rolf had explained. “You mistake my meaning. Don’t show them around Bedburg proper. Show them the villages. The ones you are granting to Baron Josef.”
Heinrich still didn’t like the idea. “I don’t enjoy watching that fat old buffoon openly gloat about his victory while I chaperone him around my territory.”
“You are receiving his beautiful daughter’s hand in marriage, Heinrich. You are a victor in this agreement as well.”
Heinrich had scoffed. “Beauty is a relative term, Rolf. I don’t find icy-veined, middle-aged women particularly beautiful.”
“Then perhaps prosperous is the correct term, my lord. She can bring great riches to Bedburg and greatly enhance your status in the eyes of Archbishop Ernst. After all, she’s the Catholic unifier he’s looking for.”
Rolf was no fool. He knew how to downplay what Heinrich saw as the negatives of the marriage by refocusing him on the positives. And by reminding Heinrich of “great riches” and the positive way he’d be viewed by Archbishop Ernst, he’d finally persuaded the man to agree to this “tour.”
So here Heinrich now sat, on this cold early morning, on his too-eager horse, still aching and sniffling from that madman’s nasty dream-stopping potion, waiting for his guests to arrive for their daylong journey.
By the time they arrived, Heinrich had managed to calm his horse down—so much so that he’d almost fallen asleep in the saddle while waiting. But when his steed heard the approaching hooves of other horses, it neighed and snorted, bringing Heinrich back to his senses. 
“I told you to be here an hour ago,” Heinrich grumbled to the riders. Baron Ludwig Koehler sat stiff-backed on a brown mare that was nearly as lean as he was. Baron Josef Witten’s mount was an old black stallion. And his daughter, Lucille, rode an energetic colt. All three wore riding gear of the highest quality. 
Anticipating correctly that they’d be overdressed for the occasion, and thus make excellent targets for roving criminals, Heinrich had ordered three soldiers from Bedburg to accompany them. The last thing he wanted was for his guests to be robbed by highwaymen in the very region they’d soon control.
Or maybe that wouldn’t be so bad, after all.

As the sun rose higher, brightening the sky from pale gray to soft pink, the four riders and their escorts left House Charmagne. Heinrich rode in front, directing the entourage onto the wide dirt road, then dug his heels into his horse’s hindquarters, bent his head forward, and broke into a gallop. At first the noblemen bickered, complaining that this was supposed to be a leisurely experience, but ultimately they followed suit, picking up speed to keep up with Heinrich.
They rode away from the sun, heading west toward Castle Bedburg. And when one of the castle’s spires eventually came into view, Heinrich turned the party southward. 
“Our first stop will be Kirdorf, on the southern tip of Bedburg,” Heinrich announced, reining in his horse and slowing the group to a trot.
“Your young emissary told us there is much arable land around Kirdorf,” Baron Ludwig called out, pulling alongside Heinrich. As he did, Heinrich glanced at the man’s cramping hands, stifling a smile at his visible discomfort. 
“Hugo is correct,” Heinrich said. 
“What is the primary crop grown there?” Baron Josef asked.
“The plains and uplands around Kirdorf are usually good for rye and potatoes,” Heinrich said, though he had no idea what they really grew there. He’d have to ask Rolf. 
Baron Josef shook his head. “That won’t do. My villages already have plenty of rye fields. I think I’ll change them out for oats, possibly beets.” 
Heinrich frowned. Josef’s sanctimonious tone made Heinrich’s blood boil. “Do with it what you wish, Herr Josef,” he answered evenly. 
The sun was just beginning to burn off the morning mist when they reached Kirdorf. The village was fair-sized, with a central thoroughfare wide enough to run their horses abreast. Riding to Heinrich’s immediate left was Lucille Engel, giving Heinrich his first chance to get a good look at her. 
She was pretty. Blonde with barely any facial wrinkles, which he assumed was the result of never having worked a day in her life. She did, however, look extremely uncomfortable, likely because her corset was too tight for an afternoon ride. But more than that, she seemed uninterested, unimpressed. Which Heinrich understood. After living a lavish lifestyle in a beautiful townhouse with maids and butlers, it made perfect sense that a poor village like Kirdorf wouldn’t resonate with such a woman. Her father Josef, on the other hand, was showing a keen interest in the place, his eyes darting around in all directions. Heinrich could almost see the golden coins spinning inside his head.
“There seems to be a good amount of acreage here, Heinrich,” Josef commented. “I am pleased with this place. Where now are the other two villages?”
Heinrich nudged his head forward. “To the north, on the other side of Bedburg. They’re neighboring villages, each smaller than this one. But together, with their good soil and potential for hefty tithes, all three should produce you great wealth.” 
Heinrich knew that the soil quality in this part of Germany was actually not that robust. Which was why oats, barley, rye, and potatoes were the premiere crops of the land. All were simple crops requiring only mediocre conditions at best. He presumed that Josef, being a successful estate mogul, knew this too but the baron said nothing. 
They rode on from Kirdorf, skirting around the western border of Bedburg. Along the way, Baron Ludwig spoke up. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to see Bedburg.”
Heinrich narrowed his eyes and thrust his thumb in the town’s direction. “It’s right over there,” trying only slightly to hide his sarcasm.
Ludwig frowned. “I mean inside the city, Heinrich.”
Heinrich sighed. This was what he’d worried about—a rival lord spying on his land and people. “We can make greater speed here in the open countryside, Ludwig.”
Ludwig grumbled, probably taking offense at not being addressed by his proper title. “Are we in such a rush?” he asked.
Having no answer for that, Heinrich steered his horse toward the city. As he did, Ludwig added insult to injury. “I’ve heard you’ve had quite a Protestant problem here lately. I’d like to see it firsthand.”
They entered Bedburg through the western gate. The two guards at the gate saluted, stiffening a bit at the sight of so many lords. Passing by the guards, Heinrich gritted his teeth to mask his concern. He didn’t want Baron Ludwig to exploit his town by discovering its weaknesses. Hopefully Tomas had been successful in maintaining control over the Protestants and their sympathizers and all would be calm and quiet. No matter how much he disliked his riding guests, he certainly didn’t want to ride them into some sort of religious riot. Not only would that be embarrassing, it would also get back to Archbishop Ernst. 
Heinrich’s incompetence.
Perhaps that is Ludwig’s plan. Using any perceived weakness in my city against me. No need to wage war on Bedburg if he can just get Archbishop Ernst to do it for him. 
Such could cost me my lordship.       
He grew angrier by the minute just thinking about Ludwig’s likely plan. 
Fortunately for Heinrich, Bedburg seemed relatively serene. Apart from the usual beggars ambling up to the group, they saw no preachers espousing the words of Martin Luther or John Calvin, or rebels screaming out “tyrant” or “warmonger.”
Then Heinrich realized why. As he watched peasants duck away as they passed, and merchants quickly wheel their goods in the opposite direction, it hit him: they feared him. In fact, his presence truly terrified them. 
Which made Heinrich smile.
Since becoming lord of Bedburg, he’d worked hard to achieve this goal. He understood well that the most efficient way to rule was through terror: forcing the masses into psychological submission. And now, riding through Bedburg for the first time in a long time, the success of his efforts overjoyed him. As the group rode through town, not a single man, woman, or child made eye contact with him. 
Just to make sure, he slowed his horse, but the result was the same: no one returned his look. And anyone who accidentally did so immediately averted his or her eyes.
Heinrich inhaled deeply, breathing in the pungent scent of mud and horseshit. At any other time the smell would make him gag. But at this moment, watching his town yield unconditionally to his presence, the stink took on the sweet smell of success.
With an uncharacteristic smile, Heinrich turned to his guests. “Shall we now venture into the next village, my lords and lady?”
Ludwig mumbled something under his breath and, for the first time all day, Lucille spoke. 
“The people here seem miserable.” 
Josef just scoffed. “Yes, fine, let’s get going,” he answered Heinrich. “I’ve seen enough here.”
Rounding a bend in the road, they came to the poor district of town, near Bedburg’s church. A small gang was huddled together in the roadway. Heinrich figured them to be just more beggars waiting to harass the rich noblemen. But as Heinrich’s group drew closer, the beggars didn’t disperse. As Heinrich opened his mouth to shout them away, a voice from behind yelled “There he is!” and Heinrich’s blood ran cold. 
They all turned to locate the source of the outcry but couldn’t. All they saw were several people milling about the buildings, but none appeared to be the speaker. 
Then they heard another voice. 
“It’s the bastard who killed the Jacobos!”
Heinrich’s eyes shot upward, to the vaulted roof of a nearby building. A man stood on the roof, shadowed by the slanted tiling. A makeshift bridge of wooden planks and crates connected one building to the next, and the next to the next, creating a ragged rooftop city. 
“He dares show his face here!” the first voice yelled back. Now they could see someone appear from the top of a different roof with an object in his hand. 
“This is my city, you devilish dog!” Heinrich shouted up to him. He felt his ears grow hot as he balled one hand into a fist and pointed the other at the man on the roof. “Get down from there this instant and show yourself!”
But Heinrich’s anger quickly turned to fear when he sensed something rushing toward him. Instinctively raising his arm, he felt a sharp pain jolt his shoulder. 
A hand-sized rock fell to the ground beside Heinrich’s steed, causing the horse to neigh, buck once, then stop dead in its tracks. At the same moment, another man, on another rooftop, hurled a second stone at one of Heinrich’s guards. But at the last minute the guard knocked the projectile out of the air with his iron wristguard. 
“Cowardly heathens!” Heinrich screamed, his injured arm now numb. Thrusting a finger up toward the roof, he yelled, “Get those men and bring them to me!”
Heinrich’s three guards jumped from their steeds and rushed down an alley, looking for a way up the building. Bursting into a house where an old woman began shrieking, they knocked her out of the way and found the stairs. Watching the scene unfold below him, one of the men on the roof scurried across a rickety platform, jumped to another roof, then vanished behind a tapestry of hanging clothes. 
Heinrich seethed, clenching his horse’s mane with his good hand. Turning to the gang of beggars still in front of them, he yelled, “Move out of the damn way, fools!”
But instead of dispersing, the beggars began slowly walking toward Heinrich and his party, looking more like a single, ghostly apparition flowing their way. Hoods hid their faces as they menacingly approached the noblemen’s horses.
Heinrich’s steed, already anxious, whinnied and began backing up, its hooves clomping the ground as the other horses followed. While they retreated, Baran Josef whispered in a frightened tone, “What’s going on here, Lord Franz?” Tightening his grip on the reins, he scooted closer to Lady Lucille. 
Heinrich’s mind raced. He’d been so confident in his superior position that he hadn’t considered an escape route. As their horses continued to retreat, nearing several buildings that would block their escape, Heinrich brought out his pistol, pointing it at the group.
“This is ridiculous, Heinrich!” Ludwig shouted, his voice mixed with rage and fear. “Control your people!”
The gun quivered in Heinrich’s hand. Closing one eye, he aimed at the approaching group—not at a particular target but at the shadowy heart of the mass of dark figures threatening him.
Then yelling came from above. 
All eyes turned toward the rooftops where a guard was now chasing one of the men who’d thrown a rock. The two stumbled over planks and platforms, then Heinrich saw both of them bound over a rickety bridge connecting two buildings. Meanwhile, the hooded gang continued toward Heinrich’s group. Then another shout came from above. 
Heinrich didn’t know where to look. 
Glancing up at the rooftop, he saw a figure trip and lose its balance. It was the man the guard had been chasing. For a moment the man’s foot caught in a roof tile giving the guard enough time to close in. The man put his arms up to fight, but the guard simply reached out and shoved the man forcefully. The heel of the man’s foot briefly hit something before the man tumbled backwards off the edge. Screaming in midair, he crashed to the ground directly in front of Heinrich, the top of his head hitting first before folding into his chest as his neck snapped loudly. 
The crumbled body lay between the approaching group and Heinrich’s noblemen, momentarily freezing everyone in place. Which gave Heinrich time to knock back his matchlock and fire into the crowd, a cloud of smoke wafting up from the gun’s barrel. One of the hooded figures spun around, clutching his shoulder before falling to the ground.
Heinrich dug his heels into his horse and screamed, “Now!” his tone instantly triggering the animal’s flight instinct. The steed reared on its hind legs, lunged over the fallen body and barreled directly into and through the crowd. The rest of Heinrich’s party followed, trampling the man Heinrich had shot as the other hooded pursuers scattered to avoid being thrashed by the frenzied horses.
Once well past the carnage, Heinrich’s horses slowed to a canter, then a trot. 
Huffing and puffing, Baron Josef sputtered, “In all my years, I’ve never seen such rebellion!” Beads of sweat rolled down his fat face while he tried to regain control of his reins. 
Heinrich didn’t speak. His mind was still reeling at the thought of these haughty noblemen describing to Archbishop Ernst what they had just seen:
Heinrich has no control over his people!
He’s more scared of them than they of him!
Bedburg runs wild with cutthroats and insurgents!
When he finally turned to scan his entourage, he was stunned to see Ludwig peering back at him with a wicked smirk on his face. The man wasn’t even trying to hide his satisfaction at seeing Heinrich’s loss of control. 
One man was dead—probably two—and Heinrich still had no idea who his attackers were. But that didn’t bother him. They were probably just Protestants anyway. 
What did bother him was that look on Ludwig’s face. 
Through gritted teeth Heinrich said, “I think we’ve seen enough for today. Let’s head back to House Charmagne.”
Baron Josef and his daughter nodded in agreement.
But Ludwig just smiled. “Nonsense, Heinrich. We still have two more villages to inspect. Lead the way, will you?”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



The Erft River flowed north through the heart of Bedburg, then just past Castle Bedburg it meandered east, away from the city and into the nearby woods. It furnished water for the city’s wells and fish for its food supply. At its densest point, houses and commercial buildings lined both its banks. 
Dieter was walking along the eastern shore of the river, in the same woods where Pastor Hanns Richter had baptized him years before. He finally came upon what he’d been looking for—an old, decrepit canoe, which obviously hadn’t seen use in a long time. When the Protestant forces led by Count Adolf had attacked Bedburg three years earlier, Dieter had remembered seeing many such small vessels floating down the river. It was the best way for messengers to reach other regiments and deliver their orders to Adolf’s army. 
Though many other similar boats dotted the banks of the Erft, he only needed one, and this one—partially hidden beneath low-hanging branches of a large tree—suited his purposes just fine.
For a moment he thought of just getting into the boat and rowing away—leaving Bedburg behind so he could search for his wife. But he tossed that cowardly thought aside. He’d made commitments: he had a son who needed him, and he’d agreed to rescue the stonemason and his family.
It took the better part of an hour for Dieter to find, and then whittle down, two large branches into usable oars. Satisfied with his efforts, he set the oars inside the vessel, then dragged it to the water, pushing it down to test for leaks. He smiled when he saw no water bubble up from the bottom. 
He pulled the boat back out of the water and positioned it on a grassy patch just up the shoreline. After camouflaging it with uprooted shrubs and tree branches, he rode his horse back through the woods to Bedburg’s eastern gate. 
By the time he arrived in Bedburg, it was dark. And typical for the time of year, cold and breezy. After the strenuous work with the boat and oars, the muscles in his hands hurt, almost spasming as he clutched the reins of his horse.
Dismounting near the gate, he huddled in among a group of farmers returning to town to gain entrance without the guards noticing him. Just another weary peasant returning from a hard day of labor, heading for the brothels and taverns. 
Which was exactly where he was headed. On his way to Cristoff’s tavern, he passed the stonemason family’s empty house and thought about them and the others—Martin, Ava, Peter, and Jerome—and wondered how they had all faired in his absence. His journey to speak with former archbishop Gebhard Truchsess in Bonn had taken five days and he hoped all was well back at the Griswold residence.
When he got to the tavern he paused out front to look around, more out of habit than suspicion. Everything appeared normal; no one seemed to be following him. Turning back around, he entered the establishment and was immediately hit with the familiar stench of stale sweat, sour ale, and overpowering humidity. 
He gazed around. Cristoff was in his usual position behind the bar, tending to a few patrons, while the bar wenches hovered around tables crowded with the standard variety of rowdy travelers and workers. The night was just getting underway but, judging from the size of the crowd, Dieter figured it would be a profitable night for both Cristoff and his staff.
Rather than order a drink, he marched directly toward Aellin, whom he saw leaning over a table of men in the corner. With her dark hair flowing, and her bosom squeezed together to offer the men a tantalizing view, she was quite a sight. Dieter approached her from behind, resting his hand lightly on her shoulder. She immediately swatted it away, turning to glare at whomever had the nerve to touch her without permission. 
“Get your hands off me,” she blurted before realizing it was Dieter. He stepped back, raising his hands in surrender.
Her scowl immediately disappeared as she grabbed Dieter and hugged him in a tight embrace. Standing on her tiptoes, she planted a long kiss on his cheek. His face turned almost as red as her lips. 
“You’re the only one I’ll allow to interrupt me without getting my boot up your arse, priest,” she whispered in his ear. Then she turned to the men at the table. “These bastards would probably fancy that, in fact,” she added, grabbing Dieter by the hand and playfully pulling him away, sashaying toward an empty table in the opposite corner.       
“Hey!” shouted one of the men she’d just left. “Where’re you going, beautiful?”
Aellin smirked over her shoulder and stuck out her tongue. “Give me a moment, big boy.” Then she leaned into Dieter. “You can’t be showing up here unannounced like this, priest.”
Dieter didn’t understand. “Excuse me?”
“There’s talk of you rescuing and harboring Protestant fugitives. Is it true?”
Dieter scratched his chin through his beard. “Does it matter?”
Aellin smiled. “I suppose not—the rumors alone are enough to get you in trouble. And me in trouble, too, don’t forget!”
Dieter nodded. “I apologize, Aellin. But I have urgent business.”
Either not hearing him or ignoring him, she stared off in the distance and said, “Even though that bastard did get a good scare today, I reckon.” She looked back at Dieter with a wicked smile. 
“Today? What happened?”
“From what I heard, Heinrich was chaperoning some of his lordling cronies around town.” She leaned in closer. “Actually, I helped set up a roadblock of sorts . . .” Suddenly her face contorted, her eyes glistening. “It got violent. We lost two good men.”
“I’m so sorry.”
Aellin waved her hand in front of her face, to make sure no one saw her emotional moment. “What was it you need to talk about?”
“I need a name. To find a man.”
Aellin waited. “Well?”
“Patric Clauson.”
Aellin paused for a moment, then broke into laughter. Leaning in, this time she kissed Dieter full on the mouth. Dieter’s throat went dry and his skin turned hot. 
“W-what was that—”
“You are a handsome fool, Dieter Nicolaus. I’ll say that much truthfully—a fool of the best kind.”
 
 
 
The inn was near the tavern. Standing in front, Dieter shook his head. When he’d first heard that name, he should have guessed. That’s why Aellin had laughed. The place was just as he remembered it. He went inside. The old innkeeper stood behind the counter, at his usual spot, watching the hearthfire across the room as it flickered and roared.
Nearly a year ago, Dieter and Sybil had entrusted this man with their young son so they could sneak underneath the tunnels for what he now wished they’d never uncovered. 
When he and Sybil eventually returned for their child, Gustav Koehler and his brutes had been waiting for them. A horrible confrontation ensued, outside the very doors of this inn, with many men and women—including Mia, Rowaine’s lover—ending up dead.
It had also been the last night Dieter ever saw his wife. 
And standing here now, it seemed like an eternity ago.
Without looking away from the fire, the old man blankly greeted his guest. “Can I help you?” 
“Claus,” Dieter muttered under his breath.
Still not catching the familiar voice, the old man chuckled. “Ah, I’m caught. Do your worst, knave,” he joked, finally turning around. The muscles on Claus’ neck tightened, his body went rigid. “It’s you,” he said, his voice barely audible.
“You, Claus . . . are Patric Clauson,” Dieter declared.
The old man ignored the remark. “I haven’t seen you in some time, boy,” he said, “though I figure it’s for the best. I’m truly sorry about your child.”
“Don’t worry over that, Claus. Peter is fine.”
Claus smiled, sharp lines forming down his cheeks. “Good. Would you like some tea?”
Dieter shook his head. “No tea tonight.”
“Where did you hear that name?” Claus finally asked.
“That’s not important, my friend. Though it is yours, is it not?”
Claus hesitated, then slowly he nodded. “When I was fighting for the Spanish. My God-given name, though I’ve long since thrown it away. No one calls me that.”
Dieter could guess why. Patric Clauson, as he was once known, had been in the Spanish army. Georg Sieghart had spoken of him. He’d been Georg’s superior. Dieter figured he must have deserted the army and turned sides, now secretly working with the Protestants.
Why else would Gebhard Truchsess have given me his name?
“It may not be important to you, Herr Nicolaus, but I’d like to know who sent you. Otherwise we have no business speaking to each other, I’m afraid,” the old man said.
Dieter nodded. It was a reasonable request, given the circumstances. 
“Gebhard Truchsess gave me your name.”
Claus frowned. “It sounds like the rumors are true. You’re getting far too involved in this whole thing, young man.”
“So I’ve been told.” Dieter sighed. “Can you help me, then?”
“With what?”
Dieter shrugged. “Gebhard is in Bonn. He gave me your name as one of his operatives in Bedburg. He said he couldn’t send help here, but that you would lend me your aid.”
Claus creased his brow, staring hard at Dieter. Dieter recalled watching the old man, back during that terrible confrontation in front of the inn the year before, swinging his firepoker, fighting men half his age. At this moment, Claus’s expression was just as dark and serious as it had been that night.
 “How many people are you holding?” he asked Dieter, his voice low.
“Three. A stonemason, his wife, and their son.”
Claus nodded. Scratching at his white stubble, he said, “Follow me, Herr Nicolaus.”
Dieter followed him behind the counter into a small room sparsely furnished with a bed, a nightstand, a rug, and three candles. Dieter guessed this was Claus’ sleeping quarters. The old man moved the nightstand off the rug, bent down and, holding the corner of the rug, folded it back to reveal a small latch in the floorboards. 
“A secret passage?”
Claus nodded. 
“To where?”
Claus’ knees creaked as he stood back up. “Everywhere in the city, my boy. The underground tunnels of Bedburg. Plenty of room to hide folks, if you know where you’re going.”
Dieter was shocked. He remembered the underground passage beneath the jailhouse, but it had dead-ended under Castle Bedburg where they’d found Odela. Now thinking back, he recalled other smaller pathways snaking out from that main one. 
“It covers the full breadth of the city?” Dieter asked.
“Nearly,” Claus said. “If you’re looking for somewhere to store people, until you figure out where to put them permanently, you may use this passage.”
“But . . . what about you? If anyone sees us using this trapdoor, they’ll know you were part of the conspiracy. You could be tried for treason.”
Claus shrugged. “It doesn’t worry me. I’ve lived this long without dying. I can hopefully make it a few more years.” He smiled. “Are you sure you wouldn’t like some tea?”
Dieter felt like hugging and kissing the kind old man. “Thank you, Claus. You don’t know what this means to me.”
Claus nodded. “I think I do. I was your age once, trying to do good in the world. Not much has changed, eh?” 
Dieter put a hand on Claus’ bony shoulder. “The tyrants still rule the world and wish to bend us to their will. But perhaps this will help our cause.” He smiled. “They can’t destroy us if they can’t find us.”
“I should hope you are right,” Claus said. He rummaged through a drawer in the nightstand, then handed Dieter a folded map. “Here. You won’t get far down there without this. Take it and be on your way.”
 
 
 
Just to be safe, Dieter decided to leave the city through the south gate this time, rather than the eastern one he’d used earlier. And figuring that walking would draw less attention at this time of night than riding out, he led his horse by its reins, hurrying quietly through the dark streets of Bedburg, keeping to the shadows, his hood over his head.
When he got to the poor district of town, he saw a small group huddled around something, sobbing and hugging one another. Then he noticed the two bodies laying inside their circle, covered in white sheets, and realized the group was praying. With a pang of guilt, Dieter was glad he wasn’t wearing his priest’s garb, so the mourners wouldn’t stop him for a prayer. That was the easiest way for him to be discovered. He thought back to his former days, back when he would have stopped whether the people asked him to or not, and whether wearing priest garb or not. Back then, his mission had been to offer aid of a different kind to the people of Bedburg. Now, however, he had to pick his battles. And the one he’d picked at the moment—protecting his son, his friends, and the stonemason and his family—had to be his priority. 
So when he passed the mourners, he simply crossed himself and continued on.
A few streets further, he heard a flurry of hoofbeats in the distance, which was odd at this hour of the night. Quickly, he veered off the road and hid in an alley, turning away as the horsemen neared. Once they’d passed, he looked up and caught a glimpse of them in profile as they turned the corner, their faces briefly illuminated by the moonlight. 
And he gasped.
He recognized one of them, the one leading the pack. 
It was Ulrich, the infamous torturer of Bedburg.
And they were riding toward the southern gate, the place he’d been heading. 
And while that gate opened into the general countryside, from which they could go literally anywhere, something in Dieter’s gut told him he knew their destination. 
His heart began to race. He quickly mounted his horse. It no longer mattered whether he was recognized; all that mattered now was getting there before they did. 
He galloped back to the eastern gate, then blazed straight through it. 
Other than some shouts from the guards, no one tried to stop him. Once in the countryside, he dug his heels deep into his horse, gritted his teeth, and raced for a shortcut he knew to the Griswold estate. When he reached the top of the hill overlooking the house, he stopped and scanned the area. 
And saw his worst fear. 
Clouds of dirt billowed in the air from hooves approaching from the distance. Ulrich’s group was definitely heading straight for the Griswold estate from the other direction. Dieter tightened his grip on the reins, whistled to his horse, and flew down the hill. When he reached the house, Jerome Penderwick was standing at the door, his beady little face alert and alarmed. 
“Rally the group!” Dieter shouted, jumping from his steed. He waved his hand in the air, “We have pursuers! Hurry!”
Jerome yelped as he ran back into the house. Within seconds the quiet estate was bustling with activity: Martin roused the stonemason and his family. Ava grabbed Peter in her arms. There was no time for packing. Within minutes they were out the backdoor, fleeing toward Bedburg—Martin and Ava with Peter on one horse; Jerome, William, Wilhem, and Mary on foot; Dieter on his horse guarding the rear.
“Head for the woods!” Dieter shouted to them all. 
William Edmond called back to him. “What’s going on, priest?”
“Bedburg’s jailer and his men are coming. We only have a few minutes’ advantage. If we can make it to the woods, we might be safe.”
William growled, “Make sure my family is safe, priest. All I wish is for Wilhelm and Mary to be safe.”
Dieter nodded, his mind grasping for a plan. “Our best chance will be to split up,” he said.
When they’d reached the edge of the woods, he looked back over his shoulder and saw Ulrich’s group arriving at the house in a cloud of dust. It would take only a few moments for their pursuers to realize they’d escaped. And the woods would be the first place they’d look.
He sighed and dismounted. It was time to take action. Everything up to this moment, since he’d decided to help the Protestants, had led him to this. 
 Dieter held out his reins. “Take my horse,” Dieter told him.
“What are you doing?” William asked, his voice in a panic. Hesitantly he took the halter. “And my wife and son?” 
“I will personally lead them to safety, I promise you.” He eyed the rest of his group. “Take Jerome with you,” he told William. “Just follow Ava and Martin’s horse to Bedburg. Then split up and go in through different entrances.” 
He reached into his tunic and produced the map Claus had given him. Handing it to Martin, he asked, “Do you know Claus’ inn?”
“Of course,” Martin replied, wheeling his horse around and snatching the map.
“Go there and tell him I sent you. There are tunnels beneath Bedburg and that is a map for them. Claus will help you.” 
Dieter turned to Ava. “Give me Peter,” he said gently.
Ava hugged the child tightly, tears trickling down her cheeks. 
“I promise I will protect him. He is my son. Just do as I say. You both must ride without distraction. There is no time to argue!” 
Ava sniffled. “Dieter . . .” she trailed off, hesitating before handing young Peter to him.
Cradling the boy softly against his chest, Dieter looked to William and Jerome standing by his horse, and Ava and Martin mounted on the other. “When you get to the tunnels, if you haven’t split up already, do so then. Go different directions.” 
Turning to William and Jerome, he added, “There’s a ladder beneath the jailhouse that lets out near the back of the building. Do you understand? Find the jailhouse on the map, follow the tunnels to it, then exit there.”
William nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Turning to Martin and Ava, he said, “And you two must exit the tunnel beneath Castle Bedburg. No one will think to look there for you, under their noses. Then the three of you will meet up at William’s abandoned house near Cristoff’s inn. All right, everyone?”
Everyone nodded. 
“You all know your parts?” he repeated, his heart pounding.
“What will you do with my son and wife?” William asked.
“I will lead them away from here, to safety. It’s what you want, yes? When I find you, I’ll let you know where they are.”
William pecked Mary on the lips, then grabbed his son’s strong shoulder, his face a mask of conflict—fear, sadness, anger. He turned to Dieter. “Thank you,” was all he could whisper, then he mounted the horse and helped Jerome up behind him.
Immediately Dieter herded Wilhelm and Mary toward the woods, while Martin and Ava trotted off toward Bedburg, followed by William and Jerome a few horse lengths behind.
 
 
 
It took Dieter a long while to find the boat. They were now deep in the woods. Not knowing his way, especially in the darkness, he’d finally recognized the peculiar curve in the river, then the large tree under which he’d hidden the canoe. 
He could no longer hear the hoofbeats from the rest of his group—William and Jerome on Dieter’s horse, Martin and Ava on the other. The only sounds now were some far-off crickets and the occasional rustling of a small animal or rodent. Dieter only hoped that such relative quiet meant that he and Wilhelm and Mary were out of danger.
“Come with us,” Mary said, while her son helped her get into the boat. 
Dieter shook his head. He looked down at his son’s beautiful face. “I have my boy to take care of. But I promise I will not abandon your husband or my friends.”
“Where will we go?” Wilhelm asked, pushing the boat into the water while his mother held onto the sides for balance.
Dieter had been planning that for a long while—even before he’d readied the canoe by the river.
“You’re going to row north then east. The Erft eventually collides with the Rhine near Düsseldorf. You should be able to find safe passage from a larger boat there. Then you must travel the Rhine to the Waal River. That will take you to Amsterdam.” 
Mary looked frightened, but her son, though just sixteen, looked determined. “How long will that take us?” 
Dieter shrugged. “All the way to Amsterdam? You have few supplies, so you’ll need to stop frequently. But you shouldn’t have to fear being chased, not along the river. I would guess several weeks, Wilhelm. Can you do that?”
Wilhelm nodded assuredly, smiling at his mother. “Absolutely.” 
“There’s somewhere beyond Amsterdam that I’d like to send you—somewhere you’ll be safe,” Dieter said. “Acquire passage to Norfolk, in the East Anglia region of England. When you get there, ask the people at the docks where Reeve Clarence Bailey’s shire is. You’ll find refuge there and can start your lives anew. That’s where I will send your husband.”
“What’s in Norfolk?” Wilhelm asked.
Dieter clenched his jaw. “It was my wife’s dream to take root there—to start a new life. Her name was Sybil Nicolaus.”
“I didn’t know you’d been married . . .” Mary started to say.
A rustling in the bushes startled them. Definitely not a rodent. Dieter spun around, gripping Peter tightly. Wilhelm grabbed one of the oars and took a position in front of his mother in the canoe.
“Who’s there?” Dieter called out.
A man emerged from the bushes, his hands held high in surrender.
Dieter furrowed his brow. This was the strangest-dressed man he’d ever seen, with fur pelts for a tunic reaching to his knees, and fuzzy boots. His arms were sleeveless, covered in blue circular tattoos, as was his face. He looked like a druid, or perhaps a wild Welshman. 
Dieter eyed the man. 
“Who in God’s name are you?” Dieter demanded.
The man smiled, showing yellow teeth. “Not in God’s name, my friend, but in the name of the spirits. That is how I’ve found you, after all.”
Dieter cocked his head. “What?”
“I must have found you in my dreams.”
Perplexed, Dieter said, “There’s no time for this. What is it you want?” The man was clearly mad.
“My lord wishes to kill me and, needless to say, I wish to escape that fate. I came upon this forest to hide, waiting for the changing of the guards at Bedburg’s gate so I could sneak in, remove a horse, and flee. But so far I have not seen the chance. So I have waited. Then I came upon this canoe. Did you know there are canoes scattered all across this place? Strange.”
“Please hurry with your answer, we have no time for this,” Dieter said, glancing over at Mary and Wilhelm.
“Of course. Well, when I happened on this lovely boat, with its newly-whittled oars and freshly-cut brush trying to hide it, I deduced that someone would likely return soon for it. And, well, waterways are even safer than land roads, in my estimation, but going it alone seemed a bit frivolous. So I chanced to wait. At least through the night, to see who might claim it. And . . . lo and behold!” 
Dieter was shaking his head at this fanciful story. “And your name?”
“Salvatore.”
“Well it’s not going to happen, Salvatore.”
“And why is that? I am unarmed, I come in peace, and there’s plenty of room on the boat.”
“I don’t trust you,” Dieter replied, looking again at Wilhelm and Mary, who seemed as bewildered as he, though no longer in fear. 
“You say you’re unarmed?” Wilhelm yelled to him.
Salvatore smiled. “Unarmed, yes, my lord. But don’t be fooled—these arms are strong! They’ll be a welcome addition to your rowing crew!”
Dieter hadn’t thought of that. Mary likely couldn’t row for much more than occasional spurts. This lunatic could at least shorten the time it would take them to reach their destination. He raised his brow at Mary and Wilhelm. “It’s up to you, my friends.”
Salvatore clasped his hands together and went to his knees to beg.
“Get off your knees, man,” Wilhelm scoffed. Turning to Dieter, he said, “You’ve wasted enough time here already. We’ll take the poor savage. If he tries anything, I’ll kill him.”
And Dieter didn’t doubt that. He was a strong young man, like his father, and absolutely determined. 
“In the meantime, go find my father and send him to us, priest,” Wilhelm said, speaking with authority beyond his years. Dieter had every expectation that the young man would become a fine member of society, with a bright future. He just needed a chance to get away from the chaos of Bedburg. 
Dieter nodded. “I will do just that, my friend. Good luck. And I promise to reunite you with your father”—then looking at Mary—“and husband.”
Wilhelm stepped into the canoe, swaying back and forth to gain his balance. He sat in front of his mother and waved the strange fellow over. The man climbed in behind Mary. 
Dieter pushed the boat to give it a start. As he watched it float slowly away, Wilhelm turned back to him. “Thank you for everything, Dieter Nicolaus,” he called out. 
“We won’t forget you.”
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The following morning Hugo was in Bedburg before the sun rose. Ordered by Heinrich to oversee what was happening in the city, he didn’t much like what he saw. 
The townsfolk were on edge. Near the church, a group of citizens—most holding candles—marched alongside a horse-drawn cart carrying the bodies of two men wrapped in white sheets. As the procession made its way down the street, the man leading the procession shouted, “Two more innocents killed by our tyrannical lord!” 
Others lined the street to watch the solemn parade, celebrating the lives of their lost comrades while simultaneously displaying their unabashed hatred for Lord Heinrich Franz. 
Watching the spectacle, Hugo knew that someone needed to stop it. It was a direct affront to Heinrich’s rule, which, if allowed to go on, would soon poison the entire city. 
This was how rebellions were born and rulers deposed.
He stopped to ask a grief-stricken woman how the men had died. She described Heinrich Franz riding through town with his noblemen and picking off innocent townspeople for sport, ruthless savage that he was.
Hugo knew Heinrich was not a good man. But he couldn’t believe he’d been so cavalier, so obvious, as the woman described. Even Heinrich had more nuance than that. 
He also knew that the whole reason for that tour with the noblemen had been so Heinrich could simply show them the city, and specifically the villages being exchanged for the marriage.
At the far end of the street Commander Tomas Reiner stood with his hands crossed over his chest. He looked both bitter and sad. Ten soldiers were positioned behind him, stiff and unmoving. When the procession got within yards of him, he stepped forward. 
“This march must end now,” Tomas told the leader. “You’ve had your say—and you’re lucky I don’t arrest you all. I hesitate doing so only because you are grieving.”
Members of the procession began shouting for the leader to proceed. Then, realizing the futility of that, they turned the cart around and headed for the church to consecrate the burials. 
At the top of the hill, Bishop Balthasar was already waiting in front of the church, watching the procession come his way. When it got about halfway there, the bishop spoke out.
“You can’t bring that cart any further.”
The man leading the group yelled back up to him, “And why is that, Your Grace?”
“Because the cemetery you plan to bury your friends in is a holy site. For Christians, of the True faith. It is not a site for heretical vagabonds.”
The man in front blew out his candle and turned around to his following. “Did you hear that? The bishop says our brothers here are not good enough to be buried in his holy graveyard!”
“Blasphemy!” another man cried out.
“An outrage of the highest order!” a woman shouted.
The leader turned back toward the bishop. “What would God say to you for what you’re doing? You’re supporting a despot and maniac!”
“I’m doing no such thing,” Balthasar said calmly. “But I won’t have this sacred land sullied by the arrival of common vagrants and bandits. You must take your fallen elsewhere.”
“Where will we go?” asked the man.
“There’s a graveyard just past the north gate, outside Bedburg.”
Which brought an even larger rumbling from the crowd. 
“He won’t even let us bury our brothers in the city!”

“I can’t believe it!”
By this time, Tomas and his soldiers had closed in behind the procession. 
“Believe it,” Tomas shouted. “This fiasco is over, dammit! Disperse from the church or I’ll be forced to take drastic measures.” To emphasize his point, he flicked his wrist and his soldiers instantly loaded their rifles with a flurry.
“They’re going to shoot us if we don’t comply!” the man screamed, trying to rile the crowd. And it was working.
In an instant, Tomas was in the man’s face with his pistol drawn. Speaking in a low, menacing voice, he said, “This is your last warning, Herr Anthony. I won’t ask again.” He cocked the gun. Suddenly the man was not so brave. He gulped, then nodded before leading the procession back down the hill.
As they headed away, Tomas turned to the onlookers still milling about, ordering them to disperse and go about their day. But Hugo could sense that the tense situation, though temporarily disrupted, was far from over. The place was still rife with seething anger, like a dark storm cloud ready to burst.       
As Hugo headed for the jailhouse, he could feel trouble in the air.
These people have not given up. In fact, quite the opposite. 
 
 
 
Watching from a distance, Hugo observed two men in chains being dragged by five soldiers. The chained prisoners were filthy, as if they’d been rolling around in a sewer. One was a big and broad-shouldered; the other small and jittery with bulging, terrified eyes. 
Last among the soldiers was Ulrich.
Hugo approached him as the group proceeded toward the jail. “What’s going on here?”
“We’ve been looking for these two all night,” replied Ulrich, still walking. “Found them in the tunnels underneath the jail.”
“Who are they?”
“The stonemason Heinrich’s been blithering about. And some other strange, beady-eyed little fellow.”
“They were underground you say? Below the jail?”
Ulrich, clearly tired and impatient, stopped to face Hugo. “That’s what I said, Hugo. It seems they had some help—aiming to get to the tunnel entrance at the back of the jailhouse. Little did they know, I patched that up months ago.” With a smirk, he continued walking, catching up to the rest of the group.
“What will you do to them?” Hugo asked, hurrying behind him.
The jailer shrugged. “What I do best, Hugo. If you’d like to review what I taught you those months ago, feel free to join me and watch.”
Hugo’s shoulders slumped. He hated what Ulrich did but realized it was likely the only way to get information in this Godforsaken city. So, reluctantly, he followed Ulrich inside the dark prison.
 
 



Jerome Penderwick shrieked in agony, turning away as the thumbscrew tore through the nail of his big toe, blood flowing freely and pooling under his right foot. 
Hugo turned away. Standing outside the cell, he’d been watching through the bars. Ulrich chuckled. 
“What’s so funny?” Hugo asked.
“He doesn’t stutter when he screams. Odd, but amusing.” 
Hugo shook his head and closed his eyes.
Pointing at the thumbnail, Ulrich glanced up at Hugo. “You remember how this thing works, don’t you? Care to give it a try?” 
Hugo’s eyes caught a glimpse of the bloody floor and he felt like he might be sick. Turning away again, he muttered, “I’m fine, Ulrich, just . . . get on with it, will you?”
Ulrich grinned, causing the evil-looking scar on his face to wiggle. “This is something we don’t want to rush into, son,” the torturer replied, the smile on his face widening. Then he turned back to his prisoner and the smile vanished. “Let’s try this again, Mister P-P-Penderwick,” he said, mimicking the surgeon.
“G-g-go to hell, you animal,” the poor man groaned.
Ulrich slapped him across the face hard, drawing a wince and sharp cry. 
“You’ve said that already,” Ulrich told him. “I’m going to need fresh words from you if you want to get out of here alive.” He reached down for the thumbnail, then dramatically paused, asking casually, “When did you come to Bedburg, and whom did you come with? Are you a Protestant spy?”
The interrogation had been going on for nearly an hour, while William Edmond sat in the adjacent cell, waiting his turn. Hugo knew that positioning the other man so close had been intentional. Unnerving him—“vicarious torture”—was how Hugo saw it. Soften the bigger man up a bit before the torturer’s attention turned to him. 
Jerome defiantly shook his head. The left side of his face, red and puffy, had already started to form heavy bruising, his left eye swollen almost shut. 
“I’m not a Pr-Pro-Protestant,” the man cried out. “I don’t know their p-p-plans, so s-s-stop asking.”
Ulrich turned back to Hugo. “Perhaps I should remove the rest of his teeth. He’s only got about four left anyway.” Ulrich snickered. “Maybe that would stop the stuttering. What do you think?”
Hugo’s stomach knotted. “I think you’re a devil, Ulrich,” he said softly.
Ulrich’s mouth fell open, feigning surprise. “You wound me deeply, Hugo.” Turning back to Jerome, he said, “Answer the first part of the question. When did you come here, and with whom?”
Jerome stayed quiet for a long moment. When Ulrich reached back down toward the thumbscrew, Jerome cleared his throat. “I came here m-m-months ago, aboard the L-L-Lion’s Pride. I came with Rowaine Donnelly, Daxton W-Wallace, and S-Sybil Nicolaus.”
Hearing his sister’s name, Hugo’s heart fluttered. “What did you want with Sybil Nicolaus?” he asked. “Why was she part of that crew?”
“S-she was to be our g-g-guide in Bedburg. R-Rowaine sought to f-f-find her father and her m-mother’s killer.” 
Leaving the thumbscrew in place, Ulrich reached instead for his rusty pliers, then tapped them on his chin. “I know Dieter Nicolaus was part of that group as well. Last year, when that skirmish broke out at the inn with Gustav Koehler and his men? I saw Dieter Nicolaus there with the rest of your group. I know the whole lot of you has been operating in secret. Where is he?”
Jerome shrugged. “H-he wouldn’t tell me. He left with t-the s-s-stonemason’s family.”
Hugo heard footsteps coming down the stairs from the jail’s lobby. A moment later Karstan Hase appeared from around the corner. Hugo clenched his jaw and tightened his fists, staring daggers at Karstan. “What are you doing here?” Hugo demanded.
Hugo knew Karstan was responsible for that first raid on Dieter’s group at the Achterberg estate. Karstan had never been loyal to Dieter, but the boy had been loyal to Hugo at a point in time, in fact they’d been best friends. Until Karstan stole Ava away.
He narrowed his eyes on his ex-best friend.
Perhaps he’s jealous that Ava was stolen from him, too. And why he wants to catch her so badly. Revenge.
Karstan pushed past Hugo. “Move, Hue.” He joined Ulrich in the cell. “I see my intelligence was correct,” he said to Ulrich. “You have your men.”
Has Ulrich replaced me as his apprentice with Karstan?
Ulrich frowned at the boy. “Not all of them. You almost have your freedom—but not until you help me round up the rest.” 
Karstan sighed, his head drooping.
Now Hugo understood. 
Karstan doesn’t want to be here any more than I. He’s helping Ulrich to somehow gain his freedom. But from what?
“Were you the one following my carriage on horseback, Karstan?” Hugo asked.
Karstan turned. “When you were spying on Ava at your childhood estate? Yes, that was me.”
“Why are you helping Ulrich?” Hugo asked, as the jailer looked up and smiled.
“Your sister and her husband got me arrested,” Karstan said. “They separated me from Ava. She tried to pilfer one of their purses and was caught by the red-headed bitch. But it was the pretty boy that accused me of the thievery—Martin. And the guards went along with it. Ava didn’t help me. So once I’ve helped uncover those traitors, Ulrich will let me leave in peace.”
Hugo had no idea what Karstan was talking about. “So you don’t love Ava, then?”
Karstan scoffed. “That cold bitch? Are you insane? Look at the grief she’s caused all of us. No, I don’t love her, Hugo. She’s more trouble than she’s worth, and there are plenty of prettier girls out there.”
Jerome let out a blood-curdling scream as Ulrich cleanly tore off the man’s right thumbnail with the pliers, quickly forcing Hugo and Karstan back to the matter at hand. While the man blubbered, Ulrich slapped him lightly, bending down to examine his face. He shook his head. “This one’s gone,” he said, letting go of the man’s chin as he passed out.       Setting the pliers back in his toolbox, Ulrich stood, then walked past Karstan.
“Let’s see what the other one has to say.”
 
 
 
William Edmond was strapped to a chair in the adjoining cell. Hugo was shocked at how calm and collected he appeared to be. No perspiration, no shaking, no trying to escape his bindings. The man clearly knew something, something that somehow kept him sane and in control. And Ulrich saw that too. 
“What are you hiding from us, mason?” he asked.
William shrugged. “I have nothing to hide or offer you, punisher. This is all a mistake. I am not a Protestant.”
“But you planned to fight on their behalf and that’s why you’re here, Herr Edmond. Balthasar Schreib said as much. Your confession to the bishop put you here. How does that make you feel?”
William flexed the muscle of his jaw. He hadn’t known the bishop had betrayed his confession, putting him and his family in such danger. But he quickly collected himself. “I’m indifferent to the entire situation. I would expect nothing less from a Jesuit. But I’m not fighting on behalf of the Protestants. That’s where you’re mistaken.”
Ulrich cocked his head. “Then who are you fighting for?”
“I’m not fighting for anyone. Just against oppression and cruelty, like any decent man would. You can break me, but you cannot destroy my spirit. It lives on with my family.”
Ulrich twitched, suddenly realizing something. He muttered under his breath, “And every minute we keep you here, the further your family gets from Bedburg . . .”
William stared ahead, unmoved. 
Karstan chimed in. “Should I arrange a search party? I’m sure we could find them.”
Ulrich waved off the young man. “I’m sure that’s exactly what Herr Edmond wants from us—to send troops on a wild chase through the countryside. No, Karstan, they’re far from here by now, and only getting farther.”
“You’re not as stupid as you look,” William shot back.
Hugo bit his lip, expecting an outburst from Ulrich. Instead, the torturer just smirked. “I appreciate that,” he chuckled. 
Hugo didn’t know why Ulrich was being so . . . respectful of this prisoner. Nothing like his behavior with the other one. It still amazed Hugo how Ulrich could turn his sadism on and off like a switch—one minute inflicting incredible pain, the next thanking the man for his insult. 
“What are you waiting for?” Karstan asked Ulrich. “Should I bring you your tools?” 
The torturer shrugged. “I don’t think we’ll learn anything from this one that we won’t learn easier from the one next door.”
“Are you sure?” Karstan asked.
Ulrich turned to William. “Do you know where Dieter Nicolaus is?”
William shook his head.
“Even though he took your family?”
“I forced him to take my family,” William said, shifting in his seat. “And told him not to tell me where they were.”
He’s lying, Hugo thought, noticing the big man’s changed demeanor, how his body tensed. How could Ulrich not see that?
But he saw no reason to give up the man. 
Though Karstan did. “I don’t believe you,” he said. “You’re saying you were prepared to never see your family again? That’s not . . .” he turned to Ulrich. “How can that be?”
William answered for the torturer. “You wouldn’t understand, boy. Do you have a family? A man will do the unimaginable to ensure his family’s safety. We had fair warning from Dieter Nicolaus that you were on your way. It was simply a matter of survival. Save me or my family? The choice is . . . no choice at all.”
Ulrich nodded. “Well said, Herr Edmond.” 
But Karstan shook his head. “Do something to him, Ulrich. I don’t believe this nonsense.” He jabbed his finger into the man’s thick chest. “This man knew where he was going. The priest must have planned where they’d meet—don’t you see that? He didn’t go underground to get caught . . . he went there to escape!”
William stared at Karstan’s finger. “Despite these straps, boy, point that finger in my chest again and I’ll bite it off.”
Ulrich chuckled. “Quiet, Karstan. Even if you’re correct, I can’t see myself breaking a determined family man like this. And don’t try to tell me what to do. Remember who holds your freedom . . .”
Karstan grunted and Hugo couldn’t help but smile. 
“Besides,” Ulrich added, “like I said, we can find out where they were going through Jerome Penderwick over there.” He nodded at William. “Thank you for your time, Herr Edmond. I’m sorry it had to be this way.”
William nodded. “You’re just doing your job.”
As Ulrich passed Hugo on his way back to Jerome’s cell, Hugo touched his arm and leaned in. “Why were you so . . . kind to him?”
Ulrich sighed. “William Edmond built the walls around Bedburg, son. When the Protestants first attacked years ago, who do you think manned the city’s defense by erecting a makeshift palisade? That man helped defend the city more than any soldier. He also built my house. Do you understand?”
Hugo’s cheeks grew hot. He looked away, then nodded. He understood. And now he felt even worse about himself. Humiliating a hero of the city.
What kind of man have I become?
Looking around at the chipped walls of the jailhouse, the grimy, blood-spattered stones and walls, the swollen misshapen face of Jerome Penderwick, it suddenly hit Hugo. 
We are the villains here. 
It was the first time he’d seen himself that way. When he’d been running through the streets of Bedburg thieving, he hadn’t seen that as evil, just desperate. When he’d traveled to Trier and Tomas had ordered the deaths of all those people, he’d excused himself as not knowing about it in advance, that he would have tried preventing it if he’d known. Even when he killed Severin, shoving him off the cliff, there’d been good reason: the man had murdered his friend Klemens. And even with that rationalization, he’d still begun feeling tormented about killing him as the months went by. An evil person would never feel that.
But now . . . now he had no excuses. He worked for Heinrich Franz, as his emissary and regent. A man who just today had killed two people for no reason, without remorse.
And here he now stood, watching the torture of two more men, not caring about them in the least, wanting just answers. 
I’ve become Ulrich. 
Worse still, I’ve become Heinrich.
He wandered from the cell in a foggy haze, his mind reeling over his epiphany. “Where are you going?” he heard someone say. 
“I-I don’t . . .” shaking his head, he began climbing the stairs to the lobby, then remembered something. 
“I’m going to House Charmagne,” he said, turning back down toward the cells. “I nearly forgot. The wedding is tonight.”
“The wedding?” Karstan asked. “Between whom?”
Hugo ignored him, looking over at Ulrich. “Remember to be there tonight, Ulrich. Heinrich wants you to bring five men with you.”
Ulrich waved him away, now busy working on Jerome, who’d just woken up. 
As Hugo stepped outside the stinking jailhouse, the last thing he heard were the horrific, spine-chilling howls of evil crushing innocence.



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



Sybil sat outside Claire and Leon Durand’s house, hands folded on her lap. It was midday and a relatively warm afternoon in the shire. Claire sat in a chair on the other side of the patio, cradling Rose. Sybil turned and gave her a tired smile.
Daxton Wallace walked up to the porch dressed in his best leathers, like he was going out pirating. When he reached Sybil, he stepped out of the way to reveal two figures behind him, a middle-aged woman and a toddler.
“This is Kaitlin Baker and her daughter, Maybelle,” he told Sybil. 
Kaitlin was frail looking, with sunken cheeks and a large forehead. Her daughter looked much like her, but with squinty blue eyes that had a hard time focusing on Sybil. Hiding behind her mother, she had her arms wrapped around the woman’s thighs.
Kaitlin put her hand on her daughter’s head. “Thank you for seeing us, Madam Diviner,” she began, bowing her head. 
“It’s my pleasure, Frau Baker,” Sybil said warmly, smiling. “What ails you?”
“It is my daughter, May,” Kaitlin said, running her hand through Maybelle’s light-blonde hair. “She may not look it, but she’s sick. She’s had a cough and leaky eyes for days and complains her eyesight is getting worse. Things she once saw like a hawk she describes now as blurry.” The woman’s eyes grew wet as she spoke.
Sybil leaned forward in her chair and gazed at the little girl, motioning for her to come forward. With a little coaxing, the girl released her grip from her mother’s thighs and nervously stepped forward. Her big eyes stared at Sybil like pools of water, unblinking, a deep frown set on her face.
“Am I blurry to you now, Miss May?” Sybil asked gently.
The little girl slowly nodded. “Yes, Sacred One.”
“Please, you can call me Beele,” Sybil said.
That brought a tentative, gap-toothed grin from the girl. 
Sybil returned the smile, then looked up at Kaitlin. “Her eyes don’t appear particularly wet, madam.”
“It comes and goes.”
“Is it typically worse at any certain time of the day?”
Kaitlin nodded. “During night, ma’am.”
Sybil nodded, stroking her chin. She turned to Daxton. “Go inside and get me a handful of bilberries, please.”
“Right away, ma’am,” he sighed, his tone less than enthusiastic. A moment later, he returned, handing Sybil a small pouch.
Sybil asked the little girl, “Have you ever had bilberries, May?” 
The girl shook her head. 
“They’re a fruit—not too tart, but not too sweet, either. You should like them.”
The girl’s mother looked puzzled. “How will eating berries help my girl’s sight, madam?”
Sybil weighed the pouch in her hand. “They are very good at fighting infections and restoring humors. They can cure bowel problems and poor circulation. I’m hoping that with better circulation young May’s eyesight will improve.” Sybil had learned this from the local herbalist. Although she was just repeating what the medicine-maker had told her, Sybil’s words seemed to carry considerably more “spiritual” weight lately, given her new public image as the Pale Diviner. She handed the pouch to Kaitlin. As the little girl took it, Sybil told her mother, “Take just three or four a day, so she isn’t over-sugared. And if they don’t seem to help in a week, come back and we can try something a bit more bold.” 
Kaitlin smiled and curtsied to Sybil, then Daxton. “Thank you very much, my lady and lord,” she said, walking off holding her daughter’s hand.
Over the next hour, a half dozen more people—all patiently waiting just down the hill—were brought up one by one by Daxton for Sybil to tend to. After a while, Rowaine appeared at the doorway. “Is that the last of them?” she asked, walking onto to the porch with a slight limp. She cursed when she saw even more people congregating down the hill where a new line was forming. “God be damned, this is never-ending.”
Sybil sighed. “How are our supplies doing, Dax?” 
“We’re running rather thin on your pine bark tinctures and berries. We’ll have to fetch more from the market soon. I could go about it in the morning. But you should have enough to last a few more visitors, depending on what ails them.”
“Right,” Sybil said, waving her hand. “Send up the next one, please.”
Ever since the “Rowaine Miracle,” word had spread quickly of Sybil’s magic touch. By the time she’d returned from King’s Lynn with Georg and Daxton—after securing Reeve Bailey’s shipment via Corvin Carradine—townsfolk had begun camping near Claire’s house, waiting for the miracle-worker to cast her magic. At first Sybil had been baffled, not sure how she could possibly help all these sickly folk. But she soon grew accustomed to—even enjoying—her new duties. 
This was now how she started her days: sitting on Claire’s porch helping those in need. It gave her purpose, though sometimes she did feel a bit of a fraud. The truth was she had no idea whether any of her recommendations really worked. She knew she wasn’t a healer, though the countryfolk obviously thought otherwise, treating her like a saint. 
It was all so totally foreign to Sybil—being admired and idolized. And she knew she couldn’t let it go to her head. In fact, she’d already instructed Rowaine to stop her at the first sign of either sounding ridiculous or taking herself too seriously.
But for now, she’d accepted her new role as the shire’s Pale Diviner. 
And she was fortunate to have the rest of her group there supporting her. Rowaine bought the goods from the marketplace and, though she knew little about the items she purchased, she had at least spent time traveling with the surgeon, Jerome Penderwick, so had some knowledge of medicine and remedies. But not much.
And Daxton was her presenter and peace-keeper, directing each person to her in an organized fashion while keeping any disruption around the house to a minimum.
Georg was the only one not much involved, spending most of his time away from the house working on his tavern. Since Reeve Bailey had given him the go-ahead to build, granting him his license, he’d gotten started straight away. He’d made Claire’s husband, Leon, his chief architect—the same role he’d played when Dieter’s church was built—and on most days five to ten other farmers would come around to help. 
Daxton was once again walking up to the porch, but this time with a different look on his face. “Look who I found,” he said in a low voice, stepping aside to show the person behind him.
Sybil’s cheeks flushed and her heart fluttered.
The dashingly handsome young captain of the Silver Sun, Corvin Carradine, smiled back at her.
 
 
 
“Guy Ericsson was found dead yesterday,” Corvin began, his face solemn. They were in Claire’s living room—Corvin, Sybil, Daxton, Georg, and Rowaine—the women seated, the men standing by the door. “In King’s Lynn, under . . . suspicious circumstances. Floating near the docks. At first, they suspected suicide, until they recovered the body and found his boots filled with rocks.” 
Daxton let out an awkward chuckle. “Someone wanted to make it look like suicide, but failed to puncture his lungs, so he floated up despite his weighted feet.” He turned to Rowaine, surprised to see the color had left her face. “Are you okay, Row?” 
She closed her eyes. “I’m fine. Just makes me think of Dominic, is all.” 
Dominic had been Rowaine’s shipmate, a sweet boy who—after a savage sexual assault—had jumped ship, killing himself. Rowaine had dispatched the boy’s attacker, the captain of the ship at the time, with a commensurate level of her own savagery.
“Don’t do that to yourself,” Daxton told her.
Georg returned to the subject at hand, asking Corvin, “Do you have any idea who killed him?” 
Corvin nodded. “Mysterious death, body in the water . . . I have an inkling. Actually, there were a great many people who likely wanted him dead, but none more than the Hanseatic League. He betrayed them and they do not take that lightly.”
“So it was proved he was stealing from the League?” Sybil asked.
Corvin sucked in his breath. “Proved is a strong word, my lady. ‘Highly suggested’ might be a better way of putting it.”
“And might you have been the one to ‘highly suggest’ such a thing?” Georg asked, crossing his arms over his chest.
“I told you that was my plan, didn’t I?” 
Georg nodded. “And why have you come here to tell us?”
“Well . . . Guy’s death brings up some pertinent issues facing the League’s work in King’s Lynn.” He angled his head. “Specifically, that we currently have no replacement.”
“Why should we care about that?” Sybil asked. “That man tried to have us arrested and killed. Traitor or not, he was still an arm of the Hanseatic League.”
“Do you mind what happens to Reeve Bailey’s textile exports, my lady?” Corvin asked Sybil.
“Of course,” Georg interjected from the doorway. “Without those goods arriving in Germany, Bailey could revoke my building license and cancel my tavern.”
“Then you’ll want the merchandise to arrive where it’s supposed to. And without a shipping man in King’s Lynn”—Corvin shrugged nonchalantly—“who knows where the goods may end up.”
“Again,” Sybil said, her voice rising, “why are you telling us in particular? To scare us? To blackmail?” 
Georg stepped forward. “Yes. What’s your game here?”
Corvin threw his hands out wide. “No, no, nothing like that, my friends. I assure you, I come as an ally.”
“Then out with it, man,” Daxton said, nudging his chin toward Georg. “Before we set this big fellow here on you.”
“I am here to offer my services—”
Everyone in the room groaned, then began grumbling. 
Corvin waved the group quiet. “It’s nothing shifty, my friends!” He pointed to Georg. “I am here to offer this man a position in King’s Lynn. Under the express permission of the Hanseatic League . . . as their formal representative. We wish for Georg Sieghart to be our new shipping representative there.”
Georg raised his eyebrows, pointing to himself. “Me?”
“How do they even know who he is?” Sybil asked.
“He has no experience doing anything like that,” Daxton added. “And what about his tavern?”
Joining with the others, Georg asked, “You’re asking me to be a smuggler?”
“We are a reputable organization, Herr Sieghart,” Corvin replied. “I wouldn’t call you a petty smuggler.”
“I didn’t call myself petty . . .” Georg mumbled.
“You would be in charge of overseeing all goods imported and exported to our warehouse. In return, you’ll have every trade route and secret associate of the League at your disposal. It’s a lucrative position, my friend. One you should not take lightly.”
Sybil stood from her chair. “But why Georg? What has he done to gain the League’s favor?”
Corvin smiled. “I personally spoke with the higher authorities, my lady, on his behalf.” He offered her a little bow.
“You trust me enough to give me such responsibility?” Georg scoffed. “You’re either stupid or mad.”
Clearly, the conversation was not going the way Corvin had hoped. Nervous now, he said to Georg, “I trust you, yes, and in turn the League trusts you. It’s as simple as that. And because they hold me responsible for Guy’s death, I must be the one to find a suitable replacement.”
“And if I say no?”
Corvin’s eyes stared deeply into Georg’s. “Don’t say no, Georg.”
Georg looked at the man for a moment, then asked, “Why not?”
Corvin sighed, scratching his cheek. He opened his mouth to speak, then hesitated. After a pause, his words just spewed out in one long breath. “Because the League knows I’m down here proposing my nomination to you, and if you decline they’ll know I’ve told you too much, and people aren’t supposed to know too much about our affairs.” He inhaled slowly, then exhaled, adding, “Now do you see?”
Sybil stepped toward Corvin. “Are you saying our lives are in danger if Georg says no?” 
“I’m saying . . . yes, that is a possibility.” Another long pause followed, no one wanting to speak first. So Corvin continued, turning back to Georg. “Look, you were the one who voted against having me killed when you, and she, and your carpenter friend here, first boarded the Silver Sun.”
“Captain, not ‘carpenter friend,’” Daxton corrected him.
“My apologies,” Corvin said, glancing over at Daxton before continuing with Georg. “I respect a man who does something like that, especially when the alternative is so much easier. You chose to trust me, or at least you chose to see how far my trust would take you. And I admire that. It’s the kind of resolve we wish to see in our associates.”
Georg pressed on. “What makes you think I won’t steal from you?”
“I don’t see it in your character,” Corvin said with a smirk. “And besides, you’ve just learned Guy’s fate . . .”
“Georg,” Sybil said, “you’re not actually considering this, are you?” 
“Father,” Rowaine added, “I think it’s a bad idea.”
Georg held his hands up to both women. “It could benefit us all,” he pointed out, “and the whole shire. This may be exactly how to gain the people’s trust!”
“If all goes smoothly, you’ll be a wealthy man,” Corvin said, trying to sweeten the offer.
“But imagine the people you’ll be dealing with,” Sybil said. “Thieves, highwaymen, bandits.” 
“I’ve dealt with worse,” Georg reminded her. “You forget, I fought for the Spanish.”
Corvin nodded. “My job will be to make sure you interact with the least number of undesirables as possible. I will also be captaining the Silver Sun, of course.”
“What about the tavern?” Rowaine asked. “I thought that was your dream.”
Georg snorted. “It’s a means to an end, Cat.” He smiled. “I can do just as much drinking in King’s Lynn as I can here.”
“And you can make a lot more money while doing it,” said Corvin. 
With the seed now planted and watered, it was clear which way Georg was leaning.
But Sybil wasn’t finished. “So you’re just going to give up on the alehouse? After all we’ve been through to get that damned license?”
“Of course not, Beele. I’ll promote Leon from chief architect to master builder. Claire will love that. It can be my way of thanking them for allowing us to live here, like heathens, for so long.”
Everyone thought about it for a while, until Georg finally spoke. 
“I accept your offer, Herr Carradine. When do they want me?”
Corvin smiled. “Immediately, my good man. Your first task is to join me in King’s Lynn to oversee the shipping of Reeve Bailey’s textiles. Along with some other merchandise.”
 
 
 
Once Georg was gone, activity at Claire and Leon’s estate slowed considerably, though there was still much to be done. Sybil continued with her divine consultations, Daxton took on the head carpenter position for the ongoing tavern construction, Leon Durand managed the project, and Rowaine slowly began re-training her legs, though her back remained quite sore. Sybil’s theory was that when Rowaine was initially injured, the bullet had pinched something in her back or spine, paralyzing her, and the fall from her bed had unstrained the pinched nerve and fixed her legs. But she still needed to exercise her legs after not using them for so long. 
A few days later, Georg returned to Strangers Shire looking much different. Gone were his rugged beard and long hair. Except for some pockmarks and facial scars—which he’d vaguely attributed to his “rough-and-tumble” time in the Spanish army—his face was now smooth and his scalp close-cropped. The only thing still bearing witness to the “old” Georg were his clothes—grimy and ragged, more the attire of a beggar or wild man than that of the new shipping representative of King’s Lynn. 
And he’d returned with a large advance of money—enough to complete his tavern.
“Unfortunately,” Georg told his comrades, “I won’t be here to see it finished. And neither will you, Daxton.”
“What are you raving about?” Daxon asked. “Has that city deranged you so quickly?”
Georg shook his head. “I’m going to need another boat to ship the goods to Germany—through Amsterdam and down the Rhine. I’d like to use the Lion’s Pride.”
Rowaine stepped forward. “It’s not yours to use.”
Georg frowned at his daughter. “I know that, Cat . . .”
Daxton put his arm around Rowaine. “Come now, Row, don’t take your anger out on your poor old father.” He smiled. “I was getting bored of building that damn tavern anyway.”
“Then I’m coming with you,” Rowaine answered, gazing around at the faces in the room. “I’ve been cooped up here for far too long. I miss the sea.” 
Daxton nodded, then thought of something. “Does that mean you’ll want to be captain again?”
Rowaine smiled, shaking her head. “I’ll never be captain of the Pride again, Dax. That is your job now.”
Sybil joined in. “I’d like to go with you too, then.”
Which stopped the conversation cold. 
After a moment, Georg, Daxton, and Rowaine all shook their heads in unison. Sybil’s mouth fell open. “And why not?” she asked.
“We need someone here to look after our enterprises, Beele,” Georg said. “Don’t you see?” He motioned out to the countryside beyond.
Sybil eyed the group suspiciously. “Did you all plan this?” she asked.
Georg shook his head. Raising three fingers, he ticked off the reasons: “We could count on you to oversee the building of the tavern. Second, you’d be close to Claire so we’d have a place to stay when we return.” And with a small grin, he said the third. “And of course you get to continue spiritually uplifting your followers in the shire.”
“Grow the legend,” Daxton added with wider grin.
“Your job will be more important than any of our’s, Beele,” Rowaine added.
But it certainly didn’t feel that way to Sybil. She turned away, disappointment in her eyes. Yet in the end, she had to agree with Georg’ assessment. 
She’d do much more good staying than going. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



It would be a misty, gloomy night at House Charmagne. The winter winds blew bits of grass across the courtyard, while leaves swirled outside Heinrich Franz’s window. Standing in his room by the windowsill, watching the fog seep through the last remnants of daylight, Heinrich tapped his feet as he waited for his guests to arrive. 
The first carriage pulled in just as the sky darkened. He couldn’t make out who was inside from up high in his room. All he could see was the orange glow of the lanterns atop the carriage, growing brighter as it drew closer to his mansion’s front door. 
Heinrich turned toward his mirror. He straightened his cuffs and smoothed out the wrinkles of his black jacket. Clearing his throat, he took a deep breath, then headed downstairs to his guests. 
Hugo and Rolf were standing at the foot of the stairs, their hands clasped behind their backs. Both were dressed in dapper attire. When they saw him appear at the top of the stairs, they both smiled up at him. He didn’t return the smile. He had too much on his mind—chaos, swirling inside him like the leaves outside.
“Where’s the madman?” Heinrich asked as he descended the stairs.
Rolf frowned. “Don’t worry about Salvatore, my lord. This is your day.”
“Yes,” Heinrich agreed, “and I want to make sure it isn’t disrupted by an insane man’s schemes. Where is he?”
“Gone.”
Heinrich narrowed his eyes at the bearded old man. Rolf seemed a bit more hunched than usual, more slow-moving of late. Age had definitely caught up with him, physically at least, since his brain still seemed sharp. 
“What do you mean?” he asked. “Where did he go?”
“Escaped—dashed out in the night, last evening it appears.”
Hugo nodded. “Didn’t want to be part of your illustrious wedding, apparently.” He smiled, trying to lighten the mood.
“Who let that happen?” Heinrich growled.
Just then, three loud knocks cracked against the oak doors in the foyer. Beauregard, the butler, dressed in his most splendid celebratory garb, opened the door, bowing to the new arrivals—Baron Ludwig von Bergheim and his assistant, Hedda, the first to arrive. 
Heinrich had not planned a large ceremony. The wedding would take place behind closed doors—literally—as per his wish. Lady Lucille Engel had had no objection to that.
He wanted to get the wedding over with so he could go about his business of terrorizing Protestants and punishing the rebels.       
Beauregard led Ludwig and Hedda down the red-carpeted hallway to the dining room. From the shadows of the walkway, Heinrich watched. As usual, Hedda held a large book under her arm, though the rest of her appearance had decidedly changed. With her curly hair hanging loosely over her bare shoulders, she wore a gown so lavish it looked more like she was the one getting married. Heinrich felt a slight animal tingle pulse through his body as he eyed the young woman. 
“Shall we present you to your guests?” Rolf asked from behind Heinrich, startling him. 
Heinrich shook his head. “Not until the rest of them arrive.” He wanted to judge their dispositions from afar, when they were unaware of being watched. 
A few minutes later, more guests arrived. This time, Tomas Reiner and Bishop Balthasar Schreib. 
Balthasar was dressed for tradition, ceremony, and significance. He wore his finest black cassock, with a purple sash denoting his position in the diocese, a fuschia skullcap, and a pectoral hanging from his neck. Shivering when he entered the house, he rubbed his hands together as his eyes darted around the room. He didn’t notice Heinrich watching him from the shadows.
Tomas Reiner wore a uniform of stiff leather and dark boots, with armbands and lapel pins denoting his military position. With his blond hair oiled back and trimmed, he looked like a regal nobleman. He surveyed the interior of the house with an eye of suspicion, as if the walls were cursed. As Beauregard led them into the dining room, Heinrich made a mental note to pay particular attention to Tomas and his generally suspicious nature.
Next to arrive were the crown jewels of the occasion, lord and lady from Erftstadt. Baron Josef Witten von Erftstadt wore a too-tight lavender tunic with a cloak that swept the ground. His white beard was braided. His daughter, Lady Lucille, looked stiff and uncomfortable in a puffy white dress that clung tightly against her body and accentuated her abundant curves. She wore no veil, but one wasn’t required because no formal ceremony was scheduled. Clearly trying to alleviate her discomfort, her father held his hand to the small of her back as he gently led her down the hallway. 
The last to arrive was Ulrich, the most underdressed participant of the bunch. Not owning a decent suit, he wore a plain tunic, waistcoat, and out-of-style jacket. At least he’d left his blood-soaked apron at home. He was surrounded by an entourage of five armored soldiers, their weapons visible but sheathed.
In all, it took slightly over an hour for the short list of guests to arrive. At the sight of Ulrich and his men entering, Heinrich emerged from his shadowy alcove and approached them. 
To Ulrich, he said in a low voice, “Keep your guards outside of the dining room, but close at hand.”
Ulrich eyed him curiously. “Will they be needed, my lord?”
Heinrich shook his head. “I shan’t think so. Just a precaution.”
Ulrich bowed. “Of course.”
Beauregard escorted the jailer and his soldiers down the hallway, their armor clanking and creaking while Heinrich discreetly followed ten paces back. Once everyone but Heinrich was in the dining area, Rolf did the honors—announcing his host’s arrival as Heinrich stepped through the entranceway.
“May I present to you the lord of Bedburg, Heinrich Franz, a true friend to the diocese of Cologne,” Rolf declared, dramatically sweeping his hand around to complete the unnecessary introduction. 
Heinrich made his grand entrance, stepping in with open arms, warmly smiling in his most regal way, while his guests—all seated around the long, formal dining table—pretended to be happy to see him. Flipping the hem of his coat away, Heinrich then took his seat at the head of the table, slowly eyeing each guest with a tight smile and nod of the head. 
To his left sat Baron Ludwig, with Hedda next to him, followed by Commander Tomas. To his right sat Baron Josef, followed by Lady Lucille across from Hedda, and Ulrich across from Tomas. And seated at the foot of the table was Bishop Balthasar, with two chairs left empty on both side of him. 
The plan was to conduct business before pleasure. Specifically, they’d proceed first with the necessary paperwork, followed by a large feast, and ending with dance and drinks. Then Heinrich and Lucille would disappear for their private consummation ceremony.
“Thank you all for coming,” Heinrich began. Wiggling his white-gloved fingers, he said, “I know you’re all busy people, so shall we begin?”
Some nodded, some didn’t.
As the first order of business, Bishop Balthasar pulled out several pages from his cassock and stood. He laid them out on the table, pushing them forward for all to see. 
“This first agreement,” he announced, touching the page closest to him, “will be signed by both the groom and the bride’s guardian, Baron Josef Witten von Erftstadt. It agrees that, in exchange for his daughter’s hand in marriage, the barony of Erftstadt will receive the land titles of three hamlets from Bedburg: Kirdorf, Oppendorf, and Millendorf. 
“The ownership of all three villages—and all estates and properties in said villages—will thus be transferred upon the legal union of the bride and groom. Conversely, the agreement is null and void if said matrimony does not take place.” He looked around the table. “Is that understood?”
Baron Josef nodded, as did Heinrich. The page was then sent down the table, person by person, until it reached Heinrich. At the same time, Beauregard appeared at the dining room door with a jar of ink and fountain pen, which he set down next to Heinrich. Heinrich pretended to quickly read the document—which wasn’t necessary since he’d personally prepared it—then with a flourish signed it at the bottom. After blowing his signature dry, he handed the document and pen to Baron Josef, who likewise skimmed through it, then signed it. Setting the pen down, he turned to his daughter and, with a kind smile, gently squeezed her shoulder. But she did not reciprocate her father’s smile. Instead, she pursed her lips with a display of icy indifference.
Clearing his throat, Balthasar continued. “The second agreement . . . will be signed by both the groom and the bride’s warden, Baron Ludwig Koehler von Bergheim. It states that, upon the groom’s marriage to the warden’s charge, Lucille Engel von Erftstadt, a single seat on the parliament of the Free Imperial City of Cologne, currently belonging to the city of Bedburg, will be forfeited to the barony of Bergheim. Thusly, upon the transfer of ownership of the parliamentary seat, the baron of Bergheim may do whatever he wishes with said seat—whether filling it himself or with a delegate. Is that understood?”
After both Baron Ludwig and Heinrich nodded, Balthasar repeated the process of sliding the page down the table for everyone to witness. While it made its way down the line, Hedda continued furiously scrawling in her book, apparently transcribing the bishop’s every word, including his description of the contents of the papers. 
Once Heinrich signed it, he handed it to Baron Ludwig on his left who, with lips moving, appeared to read each word to himself before signing it. Then he looked up at Heinrich with a wicked smile.
As soon as Baron Ludwig laid down his pen, Balthasar cleared his throat again. “Having witnessed the signatures of both agreements, under God, there is one final agreement that must now be executed in order to validate the two agreements just signed. This final document—to be signed by both groom and bride—outlines the legal rights of both parties, under God, and finalizes their union of matrimony.” With a fatherly smile, he passed the remaining page down the line. 
By the time it got to the head of the table, something had clouded Heinrich’s eyes. Momentarily lost in thought, he stared down at the paper as if not sure what it was, then glanced up at everyone before quickly regaining his senses. With an odd smile, he looked back down at the document, then signed it and passed it to Baron Josef who handed it to his daughter.
An awkward silence followed as Lady Lucille, leaving the paper on the table in front of her, gazed at it for what seemed like an eternity. For a full minute the only audible sounds were the whirling wind outside brushing tiny tree limbs against the windowpanes. Finally, Lucille picked up the pen and, bending over to sign, allowed a tear to slide down her cheek onto the page, before brushing it aside and signing the agreement. 
Almost immediately the crowd broke into subdued applause. Then all eyes returned to Balthasar.
“As God’s witness,” he pronounced to all, holding his hands together, “I declare the both of you—Heinrich Franz and Lucille Engel—husband and wife.”
Muted cheers erupted from the audience, then quickly died down as Heinrich smiled and held up his arms.
“Now then . . . let’s begin the feast, shall we?” 
 
 
 
And what a feast it was, a truly lavish affair. Beauregard began it with platters piled high with meat pies filled with duck and lamb set in front of each guest. Then came the garlic potatoes, and snails from France, and oysters, and other fine delicacies—some from the continent, some from the far reaches of the world. Bowls overflowed with exotic fruit in rainbow colors along with dishes of tantalizing pastries and glossy cakes, plus barrels of ale and casks of wine imported from the finest sources throughout Europe.
Everyone ate to their heart’s content, with the exception of one: Lady Lucille Engel. The new bride ate like a dainty child, poking at her food, glancing distractedly off in the distance, ignoring the whispered encouragements of her father. 
She was simply unable to fake delight. And was clearly depressed by the whole affair—the feast, the loud conversation, but most of all, her marriage to Lord Heinrich Franz of Bedburg.
As everyone but she enjoyed the food and festivities, Heinrich eyed his new bride severely. Truthfully, he wasn’t at all upset witnessing her obvious misery. In fact, since he basically felt the same as she did about the marriage, seeing her distress seemed to somewhat alleviate his own gloom. He felt no personal animosity toward the woman. It was just that he hated all nobles and people of high birth. But for the time being he would play the role of the happy groom for his audience, conversing exuberantly and feigning giddy satisfaction.       
When most of the food and drink and desserts had been consumed, the festivities and energy level began to wane. Conversations got quieter as the guests began leaning back in their chairs, their eyes glazed, their bellies full. 
When the time was right, Heinrich, with his white gloves still spotless, slowly stood from his chair and spread out his arms. “I thank you all for joining me on this joyous occasion,” he announced, drawing sleepy smiles from his guests, except of course from Lady Lucille, who still refused to look his way.
Heinrich leaned over the table, resting his gloved hands on it for balance. “I have great plans for Bedburg,” he told the group. “With this holy union I’m hoping we can accomplish much for our respective territories, as well as for the electorate of Cologne.” He reached over and grabbed a half-filled glass, then raised it to the air. 
“I’d like to present a toast,” he said, waiting for everyone to grudgingly refill glasses and mugs. He closed his eyes and pursed his lips, as if deep in thought, then opened them suddenly, completing his toast. “To new alliances formed, abundant wealth for us all, and new journeys beyond the pale.”
The guests mumbled back, then raised their glasses and downed their drinks in unison. 
Heinrich didn’t sit. Instead, he slowly ambled over toward Baron Ludwig, stubbing his foot against the table leg as he walked, as if drunk, and cursing about it under his breath. Then he quickly looked up and smiled.
Not really knowing what to make of it all, everyone politely chuckled back.
He then stood directly behind Ludwig and placed his left hand on the baron’s shoulder, squeezing gently in a friendly manner, chuckling along with everyone else. Awkwardly, Ludwig turned to see Heinrich behind him, then politely smiled up at him as Heinrich’s hand disappeared behind his back. 
“Unfortunately,” Heinrich announced, his smile disappearing and his voice suddenly dripping with darkness, “you are not invited on my new journey.” In one swift, fluid motion he plunged a dagger into the flesh between Baron Ludwig’s neck and right shoulder. As the baron shrieked, Heinrich slid the blade cleanly through cartilage and bone as blood shot up like a geyser, showering the baron’s face and turning Heinrich’s white gloves red. As Ludwig’s shriek turned into a blood-curdling scream, Heinrich quickly silenced him by angling the blade in a strong lateral motion across the man’s throat, nearly decapitating him. 
The entire maneuver occurred so quickly, so unexpectedly, that everyone at the table seemed frozen. As the baron’s eyes and mouth gaped open, his body began thrashing involuntarily before slumping forward as the skin-flap of his neck hung open and slapped down with a moist squishing sound onto the food-laden tablecloth. 
Blood began pulsing out in rivulets, pooling around the remaining plates of meat and fruit. Heinrich casually withdrew his dagger and gazed lethally across the table at Baron Josef, just as the frozen faces around the table suddenly roared back to life in a blur. Baron Josef was the first to react, jumping to his feet and knocking over his chair as Heinrich, with a smooth but powerful flick of his wrist, flung his knife across the table at him. 
With a sickening thud, like the hollow sound of a punctured watermelon, the dagger’s blade thumped into the old man’s round belly, stopping only when the handle edges blocked its path from full penetration. More surprised than in pain yet, the old man wobbled for a moment, then futilely grabbed at his stomach for the dagger handle. His daughter howled, both hands reaching for the sides of her face while the remaining guests leapt from their seats.
As the lethal shock to his system began taking hold, Josef managed to pull the blade out, which only exacerbated the bloodflow. He then fumbled across the table in a clumsy attempt to reach Heinrich. By this time, however, Heinrich had the pistol he’d hidden in the back of his waistband aimed squarely at the old man’s face.
“You aren’t invited, either,” Heinrich whispered to him before pulling the trigger. The point-blank shot made a small, clean hole directly through Baron Josef’s left eye, but the exit wound was neither small nor clean, exploding away most of the rear half of his head and showering Lady Lucille with bits of her father’s skull and gray matter.
As Josef’s body collapsed to the table—scattering dishes, food, and drinks, Heinrich reached down and took the dagger from the man’s lifeless hand.
At which point Lucille fainted, sliding off her chair and onto the floor. 
Tomas was the closest to Heinrich, but with no weapon seemed as surprised at the turn of events as were the two dead men on the table. Heinrich swung around to face him, gun in one hand, knife in the other. Stepping back, he gave Tomas no choice. “Don’t even think about it, Tomas!” he ordered, as Tomas wisely raised his hands to the sky.
Heinrich then looked down the table to Ulrich, yelling, “Now, Ulrich!” The jailer, also wild-eyed over what was happening, hesitated for an instant before obeying his lord by emitting an ear-splitting whistle. The dining room doors burst open and Ulrich’s five guards rushed in with weapons drawn. But even Ulrich’s professional soldiers were taken aback by the scene before them. One of them, upon seeing the nearly-severed head of Baron Ludwig resting across from the half-missing skull of Baron Josef, turned and vomited on the floor.
Focusing back on Tomas, Heinrich said, “Step back, Tomas!” Tomas, seeing the rage and bloodlust in Heinrich’s eyes, did as he was told, giving Heinrich time to turn his attention, and pistol, to Bishop Balthasar. 
The bishop was standing, still frozen in shock, the large dark stain around his crotch bearing witness to the fact that he’d very recently pissed himself. With hands trembling, he feebly tried to raise them, saying, “God will damn you for this, you devil!”
“God has damned me my entire life, bishop,” Heinrich retorted. “Was it you?” 
“Was . . . what me? You’re making no sense! Stop this madness!” 
“Did you conspire with these noble bastards?”
All Bishop Balthasar could do was shake his head, his chins jiggling. 
Heinrich then aimed his gun at his old friend and mentor, Rolf Anders, who, even staring death in the face, seemed the calmest of the bunch. 
“You must think this through, Heinrich. I am on your side,” he said in a low tone.
“Shut your mouth, traitor!” Heinrich screamed. “You’re under arrest for conspiracy, you old toad!” 
“Conspiracy of what?” Rolf asked. “I have done nothing wrong.” 
Heinrich waved his gun to one of Ulrich’s guards, motioning for him to take Rolf away. The guard grabbed Rolf by the arms. 
“For conspiracy to commit treason,” Heinrich told him. “For colluding with Baron Ludwig to overthrow me!”
Struggling with the guard, Rolf was too old to offer much resistance, though he kept trying anyway. “I did no such thing!” he yelled to Heinrich. “I’ve been your mentor—no, your friend—since you were a boy, Heinrich. Think this through!”
Then Hugo spoke, for the first time since the bloodbath began, tears streaming down his face. “Heinrich, my lord, please! Rolf is innocent!” 
“Shut your mouth, Hugo! No one is innocent!” 
Heinrich turned his dagger and pistol back to Tomas. Thumbing back the gun’s matchlock, he said, “I know you’ve been conspiring with Balthasar, Tomas. I trusted you, but now you want me dead. All I ask is why?”
Tomas’s reply was dry, though defeated. “I’ve never conspired against you, Heinrich.”
Heinrich shook his head. “I’ve spied you speaking with Balthasar on multiple occasions. Don’t lie to me!”
“The only thing I’ve ever spoken with Bishop Balthasar about was God, my lord. I swear.”
Heinrich scoffed. “That’s not good enough,” he said, moving the barrel of his gun within inches of Tomas’ face. Tomas closed his eyes.
“Wait, wait!” shouted Hugo. “Don’t kill him, Heinrich, please!”
“Why in God’s name shouldn’t I?”
“Because you need him! After all this, you’ll need a garrison commander who the people trust. Tomas is loved by the people. You’ll need someone to protect you!”
“You think I can ever trust this man again? If so, you’re more naïve than I thought, boy.”
Hugo continued trying to reason with the man. “If your plan is to take Bergheim and Erftstadt . . . then you’ll need an army—and a man to lead it, a man the people trust to lead them. Tomas is that man!”
Heinrich thought for a moment, his jaw clenched. Then he growled and slowly lowered his pistol. Which seemed to slightly ease the tension in the room.
“There is no try, Hugo,” Heinrich told the boy. “Bergheim and Erftstadt are mine. The agreements were signed. There were no names mentioned in the agreements! I made certain of that. Just ‘baronies’ and ‘territories.’ I now own the parliament seat and the three villages. And the woman.”
As Rolf was being led away by the guard, he turned back to Heinrich. “If you think it’ll be that easy to take those cities, you are foolish,” he said. The guard stopped in the doorway as Rolf continued. “After massacring the barons, you think the townsfolk will just let you come in and take their lordships?” 
Heinrich eyed the old man with disgust. Waving his gun, he said, “Ulrich, take this old fool to the jailhouse and lock him away. Take the girl, Hedda, too, but leave her ledger. I’d like to see what the bitch was writing.” Motioning to Tomas, he told Ulrich, “And bring this bastard with you, too. If I have to look at that blond, handsome face for a minute longer, I’ll detach it from its neck.”
Ulrich nodded vigorously. Apparently even the hardened torturer wasn’t about to cross a man crazed enough to commit such carnage without warning. He accompanied his guards out with their prisoners: Hedda, Rolf, and Tomas. 
Besides Heinrich, Bishop Balthasar and Hugo were the only two still standing. A moan sounded from the other side of the table as Lady Lucille began awakening from her faint. Ironically—given the purpose of the evening—Heinrich had completely forgotten about her. 
“Beauregard!” Heinrich called out, as the butler dashed in from the doorway. He peered around the room, taking in the mayhem, though he didn’t seem nearly as shocked as he should.
Turning to Beauregard, Heinrich said, “Take that hag and lock her in the cellar with the wolves.”
“With the wolves, my lord?” the butler asked, arching an eyebrow.
Heinrich sighed. “Not with the wolves, dammit. Next to them.” Then a cruel grin formed on his face as an idea came to him. “And when you’re done with that, take her father’s body and feed it to the hounds. That should cap off her night, eh?”
Beauregard’s eyes glanced over the table again, at the two men slumped across from each other. “Which one’s the father?” he asked.
“The fat one, without the head,” Heinrich said. 
“You’ll excuse me, sir, but they’re both nearly missing their heads . . .”
Impatiently, Heinrich pointed to what was left of Baron Josef.
“Right away, my lord,” Beauregard said. He grabbed Lady Lucille by the hair and started dragging her out of the room, waking her further from her daze, her wails echoing down the hall.
“Balthasar,” Heinrich said, his eyes landing on the shivering, piss-stained bishop. “Scurry out of my house before I kill you. Walk back to Bedburg and think about your future—our future.”
“Walk, my lord? But look”—he pointed at the window, now foggy with small droplets running down it—“it’s started to rain.”
Heinrich arched his eyebrows. “Would you rather die?” he asked flatly. His adrenaline and rage were gone. Suddenly, he was exhausted, full, and drunk.
Balthasar didn’t wait for more conversation. He fled the house as fast as his boots would take him, leaving wet boot tracks of urine behind.
Heinrich’s gaze finally landed on Hugo. The boy was pale, wide-eyed, and trembling. “Hugo, my boy,” Heinrich said, his voice now back to its fatherly, stern tone, “you’d better be right about Tomas. But for now, I won’t ask you twice. Get out of my sight. I need to think.”
Hugo wanted to say something. Dried tears streaked his face. But seeing Heinrich’s face slowly turn from fatherly to furious, he thought better of it and bolted from the room.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



Dark thoughts plagued Dieter as he watched the eastern ramparts of Bedburg’s city wall. He was hidden in the woods, where he’d been all night. After seeing off Wilhelm, Mary, and Salvatore, he’d stayed at the riverside to ponder his future. He knew the city would be far too chaotic for him to return any time soon. 
But eventually he would have to go back, to meet up with William, Jerome, Martin, and Ava at the stonemason’s old home. He’d agreed to meet them there, at the very least to let William Edmond know where his family was. 
Dieter sat on an overturned tree trunk, bouncing Peter on his knee. The toddler gave him a strange look, as if to say, I’m not a one-year-old anymore, father—you don’t have to smother me like this. But Dieter wasn’t ready to let go of his son yet. He feared that if he did, even for an instant, the boy would evaporate into thin air and he’d never see him again. It was what seemed to happen to everyone close to him. So why should it be any different with his son?
As the first glimmer of sunlight peeked up from the horizon, he knew it was time to act, but he couldn’t seem to get moving. Glancing back at the river, he was tempted to just float down its smooth, rippling surface and be rid of Bedburg forever. 
The only thing in the world still important to him was right here with him.
So why go back?
His jaw tensed as he shook the thought from his head. 
Because I can’t be a coward. I’ve made promises. People are depending on me. 
He thought back to the sermons he used to give at Bedburg’s church. Even then, he’d never had the kind of responsibilities facing him now. It was almost too much to bear.
He stared down at the top of Peter’s head. 
He doesn’t deserve this . . .
Then, cradling his son in the crook of his arm, he stood. The air was already thick and hot on his forehead. It seemed to take every ounce of effort to move forward, but somehow he did. At the edge of the woods, he gazed off at the city of Bedburg as if seeing it for the first time. He squinted. The eastern tower looked strangely calm. No one was entering or exiting, which was either a blessing or a terrible omen. 
But either way, it wasn’t normal.
Maybe today was some holiday he’d forgotten about. At this hour of the morning, laborers and farmhands should have been crossing that gate in droves. 
Where is everyone?
Then he noticed something even stranger: no guards in the tower. 
But though troubling, it was also fortuitous. The perfect opportunity for him to re-enter the city unnoticed. Unfortunately, he also thought of what else entering could mean: that once in, he might never get out again. 
He took a deep breath and willed his legs to move. They heeded his call, so he pulled up his hood and exited the woods, quickly heading straight for the gate two hundred yards ahead. Halfway there, he stopped. Second thoughts began clouding his decision. Glancing back to the woods, he wondered if this was the right thing to do. 
Then he looked down into his son’s eyes and saw his answer. 
He proceeded on to the gate. 
As he approached it, he realized his earlier observation had been correct. There was no sign of any guards. The city was completely undefended, at least from this entry point. 
The thought angered him. Why wasn’t Bedburg defending itself? If he’d had an army with him, he could have taken the entire city right then and there. 
Stepping through the entryway arches into Bedburg proper, he found the streets deserted. He walked down the main thoroughfare, his head swiveling from side to side. Suddenly the fear he’d stifled bubbled to the surface. He felt sweaty, almost dizzy. He wasn’t sure which was worse: expecting guards to pop out any moment to arrest him, or walking down empty streets that shouldn’t be empty. 
Not far from the stonemason’s house he finally saw the first signs of activity. Two men burst out the doors of Cristoff’s tavern and began stumbling down the street, clearly drunk, their arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders.
Tucking Peter in close, he jogged to catch up with them. 
“Excuse me! Gentlemen!” he called out.
One of them swung around with his fists up. When he saw Dieter standing there, one arm missing, the other holding a child, the man blinked through glazed eyes several times, then lowered his fists. “W-what’s it you want, man?” he stuttered, trying hard to focus on Dieter. “You’re gon’ make us late!”
Dieter cocked his head to the side. “Late, my friend? For what?”
The man smiled a toothy grin at his friend. “Looks like we got another one been livin’ under a tree here,” he said, taking a step back and stumbling over himself, almost falling. “Can ‘ye believe it, Marcus? I say, this is why this place’s gon’ to shit, it is.” He thrust a wobbly finger in Dieter’s direction. “All these un-uniformed . . . uninformed knaves!”
Dieter sighed. He allowed the drunk to berate him for a moment longer before finally saying, “If you’ll just tell me what’s going on . . .”
“You haven’t heard?” the man spat to the side, barely missing his friend’s shoe. “There’s gon’ be an execution!” 
Dieter’s heart dropped. He stepped away from the two drunks. The man who’d spoken to him slapped his friend on the back, then began pulling him along as the two stumbled away. Dieter turned, walking fast toward the stonemason’s house, his heart pounding, his throat feeling like sandpaper. 
As he approached the house, it too looked unusually quiet. When he reached the front door, he gently pushed and it creaked open.
Immediately, he could tell the place was empty. 
Horrible thoughts flooded his mind. 
Where’s Martin and Ava? And William and Jerome? They should all be here by now!
Then, like a lightening bolt, the connection hit him: the empty house with what the drunk had just told him. 
“There’s gon’ be an execution!” 
Holding Peter tightly, he shot out of the house and took off running. Through alleys, down small streets, around curves, using every short cut he knew, to the town square.
The closer he got, the more people there were. And all heading in the same direction. Everyone knew. The news had been spread. 
Which could mean only one thing: someone was sending a message to the city.
Watch these people die. Know that the next could be you. Or your family. Or any rebellious protestor or follower.
And that kind of message could come from just one person: Heinrich Franz, the only one with both the motive and power—the motive to send such a message and the power to bring everyone together like this on such short notice.
As he passed groups of people, he began hearing the murmurs and whispers.       
“I hear he massacred them all,” said someone. But when Dieter spun around to inquire, whoever said it was gone. He caught more bits of conversation. 
“Murdered them in their sleep, is what I’ve been told.” 
“That Heinrich Franz is one cold bastard.”
Frustrated, he touched a woman’s shoulder with his stump. “Excuse me, Frau . . .”
The woman turned. It was Aellin from the tavern. Her black hair was damp with sweat, the curls plastered to her shoulders, like she’d run all the way from the tavern. Dieter smiled at the familiar face. 
“Ah, Aellin! Nice to see you.”
But for once, she didn’t smile back. “Under the circumstances, priest, I think not.”
“What’s going on?”
“So . . . so much, it seems. You haven’t heard? Where’ve you been?”
Dieter frowned. “Please, just . . .” he started.
“There’s an execution underway—”
“So I’ve heard,” he said. “But what’s happened? I hear just bits and pieces, of deaths and massacres . . .”
“Heinrich Franz killed his rivals last night, at House Charmagne. The word is he invited them over for a feast and slaughtered them.”
“Who? What rivals?” Dieter asked.
Aellin shrugged. “No one knows.”
“Then how can you know it’s true?”
Aellin stared at him as if he were a simpleton. “Because it’s Heinrich Franz, Dieter.”
Dieter paused, then nodded. “True enough.” 
Aellin began to walk away, but Dieter kept by her side as they both walked toward the square.
“This isn’t anything the young pup should see, you know,” Aellin said, nudging her chin toward Peter.
“I have nowhere to leave him—nowhere safe.”
Aellin shrugged and turned away. She was done talking. Near the square the crowds grew denser and Dieter, looking to his side, realized he’d been separated from Aellin. As he made his way through throngs of people, a million thoughts raced through his mind. Nothing Heinrich might do, or had done, would shock him. After the man’s earlier actions in Bedburg, while he was chief investigator, and then again during his triumphant witch-hunt in Trier, no level of violence or viciousness from the man would surprise him. In fact, in its diabolical way, everything Heinrich had done, and was doing, made complete sense. 
He aches for power. But as a recluse he wants to rule from afar, behind closed doors, free from retaliation—from that dark, Gothic castle he calls home. 
But what is his true goal? Power for power’s sake? Or something more? Is there a master plan beyond just power and mayhem?
Dieter stood on his tiptoes to peer over the crowd. There, in the center of the square, he saw the familiar, ominous scaffold. On it, two nooses hung from two poles and two people were positioned behind each, their hands tied behind their backs, their faces hooded.
And there was Ulrich, standing between them. 
Where is Heinrich Franz, the great lord of Bedburg? If this is his doing, he should be here!
Then Dieter remembered that Heinrich hadn’t been at the last hanging either. 
Perhaps he’s given his trusty torturer Ulrich absolute authority over the city.
And perhaps I can use that against the both of them . . .
The hoods came off. 
Dieter let out a stifled gasp and his knees buckled. If he hadn’t been holding Peter, he would have fallen over. 
Standing helplessly behind either noose was William Edmond and Jerome Penderwick—William, upright and stoic; Jerome, frightened and trembling.
Ulrich looked out at the crowd and began the spectacle. 
“For any of you wishing to cause a commotion—that ends here!” he bellowed, stepping forward. Slowly, he fastened the nooses around each neck while he continued speaking. 
“From here on out, any notions of revolution or uprisings will be dealt with swiftly and surely. Heinrich Franz has seen enough madness. And while he sincerely wishes for these executions to stop, they won’t until all Protestant insurgents have been found, or have fled the city.”
Jerome whimpered as Ulrich tightened the rope around his neck. His beady, bulging eyes took in the crowd. Somber and conflicted—unsure whether to silently acquiesce to, or be terrified by, what was happening. 
Things are out of control here. Fear is pervasive. These hangings, once entertaining for the masses, no longer are. The citizens have had enough. If this proceeds, Heinrich Franz has made a tactical mistake.
Dieter wanted nothing more than to step forward and offer himself in place of the stonemason and surgeon. 
After all, isn’t it me they are after?
But then he glanced down at Peter. Stepping forward would mean more than just his own end. 
Who will raise my boy? Sybil is gone. Aellin? No. Claus? No. And Martin and Ava are nowhere to be found. 
But if I do nothing, I’m the worst kind of coward. I will have done nothing for these people who were my friends, who relied on me. And what of William Edmond’s family? I promised them, swore an oath to rescue, shelter, and protect anyone who came to my door . . . Protestant, rebel, or other innocent.
Instead, I stand here sick with fear.
“Do you have any parting words before you meet your maker, Herr Penderwick?” Ulrich asked the shivering surgeon. 
For a long moment, the man was silent. Then his quivering stopped and the fear on his face was gone. He looked up, clenching his jaw, and began speaking in a shaky voice:      
“Do not d-d-despair, friends! My d-death is but one muh-muh-minor setback! Do w-what—”
Ulrich shoved him off the scaffold and the man dropped, his neck snapping in midsentence.
The crowd collectively gasped. Many cried out, a few fainted. 
“His muttering was taking too long,” Ulrich scowled to himself, now re-focusing his attention on William. 
The grumbling from the crowd grew louder. This was no witch-burning. The rules had changed and the rulers had clearly lost their people’s support. 
“This is cold-blooded murder!” Dieter screamed before realizing what he was doing. Immediately, the crowd’s eyes turned toward him. He’d made a grave mistake. His rage had overtaken his better judgment. Watching that poor doctor die, for no reason . . . it tore Dieter’s heart apart.
But Ulrich ignored the outburst and looked at the stonemason, “And you, master mason? What do you have to say?”
William glowered back at the torturer, his eyes piercing through the man, so strongly that Ulrich actually looked away. A small victory, but something that would not be forgotten by the crowd or the historians who would later retell this sad, but defining, chapter of Bedburg.
“To my family, Mary and Wilhelm,” William spoke to the crowd, “if you can hear me . . . I say to live on. I love you both more than life itself. God will take my soul and we will all one day be united in Heaven.” Surprisingly, Ulrich let him continue. “I cannot be sad about that. I am only sad that I shall never again gaze upon your mortal faces.”
Ulrich put his hands on William’s shoulders for the final push, but as he hesitated, William gazed out at the sea of worried, horrified, weeping faces, and said firmly, “To all of you, know that this is but a fleeting moment! History will happen. And rest assured that Bedburg will be its battleground!”
Then he looked to the sky, his voice taking on an unworldly resonance.
“Resist. The. Iron. Fist!” he shouted, as Ulrich shoved him off the edge.
And while his body dangled, his battle cry seemed to stay in the air, reverberating throughout the land. 
Something had most definitely changed.
And as William’s final message spread—remembered and repeated by the masses—the phrase was whispered and re-whispered. Every time a man was recruited for the cause, every time the cause was pursued, every time people gathered to seek justice and freedom, a new anthem was born. 
From the simple mason who’d built the walls around the city.
From the man who’d been friend and family to all. 
From the brave and peaceful warrior who’d died for the cause.
The battle cry of an unstoppable movement.
Resist the Iron Fist.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Hugo sat on the bed of his small room in House Charmagne, alone. Two weeks had passed since the violent events in the dining room below, followed the next morning by the hanging of Jerome Penderwick and William Edmond in Bedburg’s town square. 
It was clear to everyone that Heinrich Franz was making a major vie for power around the territory. And the townsfolk of Bedburg were frightened.
Of more concern, a rising resistance had begun to take shape. Highway banditry was noticeably increasing around the city as Heinrich repossessed farms and estates from landowners unable to pay his steep taxes. Thievery and robbery had also reached new heights, along with a much higher murder rate. 
And with much of the upheaval traceable to Heinrich’s reign of terror, it was no surprise that most of the victims were Catholics. 
Hugo ran his hand over the small carved horse he’d kept ever since he was a little boy. His sister Sybil had given it to him many years ago. Looking at the rough edges of its peg legs, and its soulless black dots for eyes, brought back a rush of memories. Peaceful times, living with his father and sister. Fearful times, when Tomas Reiner came to steal him away. And sad times, watching his father falsely accused of despicable crimes. 
He was just a small boy when his life had been turned upside down, plunging him from the heights of a beautiful family childhood to the depths of misery and despair in the blink of an eye. His father tried, convicted, and brutally executed as the Werewolf of Bedburg. His family home abandoned, then reclaimed by Lord Werner and the county. His sister gone. 
One day he hadn’t a care in the world; the next day basic survival defined his entire existence. Still just a child, he was driven to the life of a beggar, rummaging around Priest’s Circle and Tanner Row.       
And then he met Karstan Hase and Ava Hahn and everything changed. He found a new family. They too were beggars and orphans, living on the fringes of society, which only brought them even closer. Three fast friends. Then they joined with another young scrounger named Daniel Granger, whose sharp mind and lofty ambitions helped give them a purpose. And with the addition of another lost lad, a lanky boy named Severin, the Vagabond Five was born. 
For years they found success stealing from the rich, until Daniel got caught. Once he was gone, Severin took the lead, becoming more malicious, more dangerous, more careless. And the gang’s downward spiral quickly snowballed.
Then one day Hugo spied his best friend Karstan kissing Ava, the woman Hugo considered his soul mate. And once again Hugo’s world shattered. From that day on, he would never again trust Karstan. The affable, jolly, fat boy Hugo had once called his best friend became his enemy—and more like Severin, a truly dangerous force, a man to watch out for. 
And now it seemed Karstan had become an operative of Ulrich, a position Hugo had once held. Hugo surmised that Karstan, apparently jailed for a crime he didn’t commit, must have been offered freedom by the torturer in exchange for doing his bidding. At least everything pointed in that direction: Karstan had sounded the alarm when Dieter Nicolaus and his group were hiding in Martin Achterberg’s family estate, forcing them to flee. And Karstan had also orchestrated the raid on Hugo’s family estate after following Hugo and spotting Dieter and his company there. 
And since the hangings of Jerome and William two weeks ago, Dieter’s group had fallen quiet. Apparently, the deaths of the surgeon and stonemason had weakened the group’s bonds. Dieter had gone missing, as had two of his followers that most concerned Hugo: Ava Hahn and Martin Achterberg. Ever since seeing those two embrace, Hugo’s hatred for them had only intensified. 
Sighing, Hugo laid his toy horse down on the bedstand. He’d done enough reminiscing and wallowing. It was now time for action. With Heinrich Franz absent and Bedburg in turmoil, the time was right for Hugo to resume his role as the city’s temporary man of authority. Because Heinrich was the only person who could stop him, and he wasn’t around . . . 
He hopped from his bed, put on his coat, and headed out to the courtyard where he found Felix. 
“Please bring the carriage around,” he told the driver. “We’re off to the Bedburg jailhouse.”
 
 
 
Standing in the lobby of the decrepit jail, Hugo thought back to the interrogation of Jerome Penderwick several weeks back, shortly before the doctor met his unfortunate demise. As he’d watched Ulrich torture the man, he’d learned much about his friend-turned-nemesis, Karstan Hase. Most of all, that Karstan was apprenticing for Ulrich, but not for any love toward Ava, but rather to gain his freedom. 
Perhaps he’d learn even more about the man here. 
Looking around at the stone walls he pondered how most everything bad about the city seemed to always trace back to this horrible place. Hugo’s thoughts were interrupted when Ulrich appeared at the top of the stairs, a lighted torch in his hand. Looking down at him, Ulrich said, “What is it you want, Hugo? No one has told me of your coming. And since you seem to be such an important presence around these parts nowadays, I find that a bit odd.” 
Hugo couldn’t tell whether he was being sarcastic or threatening. 
“I’d like to speak with your prisoners,” Hugo said.
“Which ones? We’re like a revolving door, this jailhouse. Old guests always vacating, making room for the new.” The torturer smiled, the lines of his scar highlighted by the orange glow of the torchlight.
Staring up at Ulrich reminded Hugo of something else about the man: how shocked he’d seemed when Heinrich had gone on his slaughtering spree the night of the wedding. Judging from Ulrich’s expression that night, it was plain to Hugo that the torturer had not been complicit in that. 
“You seem to have fallen into your position as Heinrich’s subordinate rather easily, Ulrich,” Hugo taunted his former master. “Despite how obviously shocked you were at his excessive display of violence that night.”
Ulrich’s smile twisted away. “You’re one to talk, boy. You seem to follow in the man’s shadows wherever he goes.”
Hugo sighed. “I suppose we all walk in the shadows of Heinrich Franz . . .”
Ulrich nodded. “I suppose so.”
“But I’m not here for that, Ulrich. May I speak with Rolf Anders? He’s old, I know he can’t be doing well, and likely won’t last long.”
Descending the stairs, Ulrich said, “You’d be surprised at what that man is capable of.” As he walked toward the cells, he added, “You don’t give the man enough credit. You clearly don’t know where he’s come from or been.”
Hugo followed Ulrich past the first room at the bottom of the stairs. Glancing inside, he saw a girl in the corner of a cell, Hedda, Baron Ludwig’s bespectacled scribe. She seemed so small and helpless, her knees pulled up against her chest.
“How’s the girl getting on?” Hugo asked, motioning toward her as he passed. 
“She’s squirrelly but stout. I don’t think I’ll learn much from her.”
“What could you possibly want to learn from her?”
Ulrich shrugged. “It’s Heinrich’s idea. To learn as much about Bergheim as he can from her. He seems to think she’s the secret to it all, the answer to his political and military problems. So far, I’m not seeing that.”
“If she has nothing to give, will you kill her?”
Ulrich shrugged again, indifferently. “That’s up to Heinrich. If up to me, no. But, as you know, it’s not.” 
They continued down the dark hallway, Ulrich waving his torch around, until they came to one of the last cells. Ulrich pointed inside. “There’s the old man. I can give you five minutes with him.”
“I appreciate it, Ulrich,” Hugo said sincerely. 
The torturer nodded and walked back the way he’d come.
Grasping the bars, Hugo leaned in as far as he could. “Rolf, can you hear me?”
There was movement in the far corner of the cell. Then Rolf’s face appeared from the shadows. He looked like he’d aged ten years in the two weeks he’d been there. His white beard was filthy, the lines of his face deeper and longer. 
“Ah, Hugo my boy, what brings you to my humble abode?”
Hugo’s eyes lit up at Rolf’s light attitude. “I wanted to see how you were, Rolf, how you’re being treated.”
Rolf let out a throaty chuckle, shuffling in closer toward the bars. When he got within a few feet, a rattling noise told Hugo that the old man had reached his limit from his chains. 
“It’s a jail, Hugo,” Rolf said with a shrug. “Where the truth goes to die. But I’m well enough. And how are you, my boy?”
Hugo shrugged. “Heinrich is gone again, so at least that’s a relief.” 
Rolf smiled kindly. “Do you remember when I told you to rule with love, not fear? Do you see why, now? Do you see what fear has done to that man’s soul?” 
Frowning, Hugo nodded. “I do, Rolf. And I promise I will heed your words if given the chance.” 
“Do not heed what I say, Hugo, but what you think is right!”
A long pause followed. Hugo heard clanking from other cells. Apparently the place was full, given the recent increase in banditry and thievery overtaking Bedburg. 
“I suspect Heinrich has gone to Cologne?” Rolf finally asked.
Hugo nodded. “Though I don’t know why.”
“For support, of course,” Rolf explained. “After what he’s done, he now needs Archbishop Ernst’s help to get him out of his predicament. He’s always been one to act first and think later.”
“Why does he need support?”
“He’s surrounded by enemies—at least in his mind. And while that once may have been merely delusional on his part, his actions have now made that a reality. By killing Baron Ludwig and Baron Josef, he’s created enemies close to his borders. If he wishes to take those cities and become their lord, he’s going to need help. He doesn’t have enough support from Tomas Reiner’s garrison alone. Perhaps he hopes to raise a fyrd and get aid from the freemen of the county.”
“And where is Tomas Reiner?”
Rolf smirked. “In here somewhere.” He looked out past Hugo toward the other cells. “Though I assume he’ll be released shortly, once Ulrich is convinced of his innocence. They used to be friends, you know.”
Hugo thought back to his journey in the mountains near Trier, when Tomas had executed their traveling companions. That had been Ulrich’s idea. “Yes . . .” Hugo said, trailing off. “I’m aware.”
Another lengthy silence ensued. Staring at Rolf, at his dirty face and beard, at his unsteady gait and undeserved condition, Hugo’s eyes filled with tears. “Is there any way I can help you, Rolf? I wish I had the authority to release you, but I don’t think Heinrich trusts anyone anymore . . . even in his absence.”
Rolf reached out, his skeletal hand a foot from the bars. Hugo extended his arm through the bars, holding the old man’s frail hand tightly. “There’s nothing you can do for me here, Hugo. You know I did not betray Heinrich Franz. I am completely innocent of that charge. I helped raise that man from boyhood. My only offense is not stopping his dangerous actions when I could have. And now it is too late.” 
He stared intently at Hugo. “The only thing I wish for you is that you do not return here. Do not come back, do not see me again. Forget me and live your life.”
A raspy cough erupted from Rolf’s throat, spewing yellow and black phlegm from his mouth, spittle dribbling down his beard. His health was clearly giving out and it was all almost too much for Hugo to bear. “I can’t promise that,” Hugo said. “I’m going to do everything in my power to see you released. I owe you that much, Rolf.”
“You owe me nothing and you’ll do no such thing,” Rolf replied with surprising strength. “I’m going to die here. Heinrich will forget me. He sees me as a threat. It would show weakness for him to release me now. All I ask is that you do the same. Forget me.”
As a tear trickled down Hugo’s cheek, he heard hurried footsteps approaching—Ulrich coming down the hallway with a second set of boots close behind. 
Tightening his grip over Rolf’s hand, Hugo whispered, “I won’t forget you, Rolf, but I’ll do as you wish—”
The door at the end of the hall burst open and Ulrich stormed through, followed by Karstan Hase. Hugo released his hold of Rolf and stepped back, startled. 
Hugo eyed Karston coldly. “What are you doing here, Karstan?”
Ulrich walked past Hugo, Karstan following, pushing Hugo aside. “I’m here to speak with my new prisoner, Hue. It’s none of your concern.”
“Your new prisoner?” Hugo asked, as Ulrich and Karstan marched into the next room of cells. Hugo watched Karstan stare into a cell, wrapping his hands around his belly and giving the prisoner a cruel smile. Hugo noted that Karstan had bulked up considerably, going from soft and round to hard and muscled. Almost a bigger version of Severin. 
Karstan glanced back at Hugo, proudly nudging his chin toward the cell he was in front of. “Yes. Brought ‘em in just the other day,” Karstan said. “And we just got some welcome news, too, which I’d like to relay.”
Hugo squinted to see who was in the cell. When recognition hit, his eyes widened in disbelief. Like staring at the past. He glanced around at the other cells.
Could this even be the same cell?
Off in the shadows of the cell stood Ava Hahn, shivering, her dark eyes darting from Karstan to Hugo.
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In the two weeks since Georg left for his position as the Hanseatic League’s representative in King’s Lynn, there’d been lots of activity in Strangers Shire. Their sleepy little village—once hidden within the huge countryside of Norfolk county, one of the largest counties in all of England—was definitely coming to life. 
Daxton and Rowaine had gone with Georg, to make sure the first shipment of goods to Amsterdam and Germany arrived without any delays or mishaps. They knew the shire’s growth depended on Reeve Bailey’s textiles making it to their destination safely. 
And with them gone, Sybil was alone and friendless, though she did manage to keep herself quite busy. Besides her daily mornings on Claire’s porch playing the shire’s miracle-worker—doling out prayers and medicines to soothe the local townfolk’s woes, she also participated in many of the other activities going on in and around the now-bustling shire. 
Under Leon Durand’s command, the church was nearly complete, so Leon had begun working on Georg’s tavern. As an added bonus, Leon had been given a fifty-percent stake in the pub in appreciation for all he and his wife had done for Sybil, Georg, Rowaine, and Daxton, so his motivation was high to complete it.
Elsewhere in town, farmers had begun felling trees for both lumber and to create more arable land around the shire’s peripheries. Other farmers had quickly changed careers, at least temporarily, and were now builders, setting up foundations for structures that would surround the church and tavern. 
They were even building Sybil her very own home—she wasn’t sure whether that was out of generosity, or just because Leon and Claire were sick of her staying with them. But either way, it was exciting. 
And close to the river, a pressing-and-fulling factory was under construction, to complete the entire textile process so there’d be no need to travel to Norwich—the capital of Norfolk county—nearly twenty miles away. Next to that factory a granary was being built, along with sheds and barns for the growing population of livestock and cattle.
In short, the little village of Strangers Shire was turning into a proper town.
With Reeve Clarence Bailey becoming the biggest proponent of the building efforts. He’d borrowed huge sums of money from the Jews in Norwich to get his projects completed, and everyone knew that the success and future of everything—the new homes, the factories, the farming projects, the shops, and the welfare of all the shire’s residents—hinged on the success of Georg, Daxton, and Rowaine’s shipping excursions.
Sybil, of course, had become an important person in town. She was a leading figure in the shire’s expansion efforts, many attributing the town’s exponential growth to her mere presence. And among the many hats she wore was that of Town Meeting Organizer. So on a cold, sunny day—when the wind blew hard enough to hurt Sybil’s face—she organized a town meeting to discuss the creation of a local fleece fair, so the people wouldn’t have to travel to Norwich’s marketplace to trade. 
As usual, Reeve Bailey was skeptical of the proposal, nervous that the powers-that-be in Norwich would smite their efforts. 
And he was partly right. 
A barrister from a prestigious guild in Norwich visited the shire to explain that the law required town fairs to be at least twenty miles apart from one another, and that Strangers Shire was not that far away from Norwich. 
“A town fair this close to Norwich,” the little, white-haired man said in front of the large audience congregated in the town hall, “would be detrimental to Norwich, stealing business from it. Do you really want to anger the citizens of the capital city of this entire region? Powerful neighbors with the power to crush you?”
From the back of the room, Sybil stroked her chin, listening intently to the little man trying to do everything he could to ensure that the shire’s town fair never saw the light of day.
Meanwhile, Reeve Bailey seemed frightened and conflicted. On the one hand, he had invested large sums of money in Strangers Shire and knew a town fair would greatly benefit the area. But he also knew that the last thing the village needed was to start a conflict with the shire’s most prominent neighbor. Norwich already had too much of a presence in their community, with unwanted lawmen and patrollers regularly spying on them. 
Just as the reeve was about to adjourn the meeting and quash the town fair, a man from the back of the room stood up.
“I have an idea that might benefit us all,” the voice called out, as the audience turned to see who had spoken.
To Sybil’s surprise, it was Corvin Carradine.
What is he doing here? 
She hadn’t seen him since he’d whisked Georg off to King’s Lynn weeks earlier.
Corvin’s eyes swept across the room, stopping at Sybil. Flashing her a warm smile, she involuntarily blushed. A man sitting next to Corvin then stood up. He wore a frilly white wig and the robes of a judge, and was holding a large book. Clearing his throat, he opened the book and said, “This village, Strangers Shire, is exactly eighteen miles from Norwich, correct?”
The audience collectively nodded, though they had no idea what the precise distance was.
Tracing his finger on a page of his book, he looked up. “So if we organize our town fair . . . two miles further, would that not suffice?” 
The lawyer standing at the podium sputtered. “Well . . . while it’s possible to do such a thing . . . I suppose . . . it would surely be in poor taste.” He looked around at the crowd. “Using such an obvious loophole”—saying the word as if he’d just smelled something rotten—“would guarantee the ire from the lords and ladies of Norwich. They would not hesitate to crush—”
“But what if a tax were offered to those lords and ladies?” Corvin proposed. “To appease them, in exchange for our not seeking out their customers and traders, and for allowing our town fair to stand?” He smiled. “We could offer them a small percentage of each sale. That way, we get our fair, and Norwich gets paid. Everyone wins.”
A few people grumbled, but most nodded in assent. 
“It would be a start,” one man agreed, addressing the ones still grumbling about giving any of their hard-earned money to Norwich’s greedy nobles.
“Besides,” Corvin added, looking over at Reeve Bailey, “I’m sure you will be paying back your moneylenders, correct? Likely the very nobles in Norwich who would be benefiting from these new taxes!”
All eyes turned to the small reeve, who reluctantly nodded. “Eventually, yes . . . though I was hoping for more time, so we could grow our fair first.” 
“If our fair is to be small and non-inclusive,” one farmer called out, “where would we get the buyers and traders? How could we hope to find success if we can’t draw from the people of Norwich?”
Corvin smiled. “Luckily, Strangers Shire has a built-in attraction—one that’s removed from fleeces or goods or accessories of any kind.”
The crowd was puzzled, shaking their heads, looking to one another. Corvin glanced at Sybil with a knowing smile and suddenly she realized his point.
“What do you speak of?” Bailey asked with a dubious frown.
Corvin opened his arms toward Sybil. “Our very own sorceress.” As everyone turned to follow his direction, a loud chorus of chatter broke out among the group. 
“Nearly everyone this side of England has heard of the Pale Diviner by now,” Corvin explained. “I’ve made sure of that,” he said, winking at Sybil who turned away, wishing she could be anywhere but there right then. 
A man called out from the crowd. “People will come from all over if promised an audience with the Pale Diviner!” 
“Yes,” agreed Corvin’s barrister friend standing next to him with the big book. He gave the crowd a wolfish smile. “And, Reeve Bailey, you could charge for each meeting with the soothsayer!”
The reeve stared at Sybil. Everyone stared at Sybil. Slowly she began shaking her head. This whole Pale Diviner nonsense had gone too far. She’d told Rowaine, Daxton, and Georg as much already—how she thought she was doing more harm than good and had grown tired of offering these poor people false prophesies and proclamations. It was never supposed to be a long-term affair. Now here Corvin was stoking the flames, promoting her fame throughout the countryside. She had never considered charging for her services, just the opposite. She had merely wished to offer the needy and desperate a sense of hope.
“What do you say, Sybil Nicolaus?” Reeve Bailey asked from the front of the room. “Are you comfortable wooing the people to our fair?”
With all eyes on her, she opened her mouth to speak, but her throat was too dry to push out the words. Debating whether to just leave, she didn’t want to disappoint all these friends and neighbors now staring at her with their own need for hope. 
Placing her hands in her lap, in a quiet voice she said, “I’ll do it.”
The meeting hall erupted in cheers. People leapt from their seats, pumping their fists and throwing hats in the air. Some embraced. This was going to massively increase their livelihoods and give their growing shire a real future.
The barrister from Norwich walked away from the podium, defeated, and left the shire without uttering another word, his thoughts no doubt on the grim task of announcing his failed mission to his superiors. 
In the midst of all the chaos, Corvin had managed to inch his way beside Sybil. He put his hand on her shoulder and she jumped. “My apologies,” he said, his voice smooth, like melted chocolate on Sybil’s tongue. She tried to turn away to hide her embarrassment, but Corvin’s touch had aroused her. Instead, she turned toward the fleeing barrister and noted, “I doubt that will be the last time we see that man.”
Corvin ignored her comment. “Let’s celebrate, my dear. This has been a decisive victory for the shire.” He pulled her closer. She could feel his breath on the nape of her neck. Weakly, she tried to change the subject. “Who is your barrister friend?”
Frowning, Corvin glanced at the man he’d brought to speak on his behalf, the one with the white wig and big book. “Just a man I hired from a guild in the League.” He turned back to Sybil. “But enough about him . . .”
“I . . . I don’t have my own house,” she stuttered. “I have no private residence—”
“That’s perfectly fine, my dear,” Corvin purred. “There are empty stables all over the shire . . .”
He was a full head taller than she, with a most alluring smile. And though Sybil didn’t trust a single hair on his body, that didn’t quell her attraction for him. If anything, it made him even more irresistible.
She hadn’t made love in many long months. She felt her forehead begin to perspire, her breathing growing rapid and heavy. Corvin held her close, his chest pressed against hers and suddenly everyone around them seemed to melt away. He ran a finger down the side of her neck and Sybil momentarily stopped breathing, goose-pimples shooting across her shoulders and down her arms. As he dipped his head toward her, his eyes closed and his lips parted slightly. Craning her neck up to him, she found his mouth and fused together for a long blinding moment of passion as time seemed to stand still. 
Finally he pulled away and smiled at her, rubbing his nose against hers. “Come on,” he whispered like honey, “let’s find somewhere more . . . secluded.”
She allowed him to take her hand and lead her away from the crowd and meeting hall. But it was as though she wasn’t there, like her spirit had departed and she was watching herself from above. Hand-in-hand, she felt like a ragdoll, powerless, though not unwilling.
They quickly found a stable nearby in the midst of construction and, once inside, Corvin slammed the heavy door and, but for a few strands of light seeping through a seam of one wall, darkness overtook them. Corvin gently pushed Sybil against a half-built horse stall and slipped down the top of her dress. As he began caressing her breasts, she let out a soft whimper, feeling as if she were in a trance, her eyes wet and dewy. 
But the moment began to melt away as his groping grew rougher. When his hand slid between her legs, the trance abruptly ended. She stared at Corvin, part confused, part angry. Then she realized why. The vision of Johannes von Bergheim was staring back at her—the young nobleman who had first defiled her not so long ago. Johannes had looked at her the same way Corvin was now. Her eyes narrowed and her face flashed with rage. “Stay away from me,” she commanded, her tone cold and dead, as she covered her breasts with her hands.
And surprisingly Corvin obeyed, immediately ending his advance. Raising his hands in surrender, he took a step back. And suddenly his face was nothing like Johannes’. The man standing before her looked sincere, contrite, respectful, hurt. 
Perhaps he’s not the monster that Johannes was after all . . . or like most men. Maybe there is a good man here that truly loves me. But I can’t love him back . . .
Oh, Dieter, I’m so sorry!
Then, just as she felt her resistance waning, a loud voice broke the moment. 
“Where’s Sybil Nicolaus?” it called out. “I need to speak with her, right away!” 
It was a familiar voice. 
Sybil’s heart began racing. Quickly, she tied the top of her dress back over her bare shoulders and rushed past Corvin, nearly pushing him out of the way. Peering outside the barn door she saw Daxton Wallace with Rowaine at his side, marching down the road toward the meeting hall, calling out to passersby, asking them if they knew where Sybil was. Surrounding the two were several people she’d never seen before.
Turning back to Corvin, she whispered, “You stay here and be quiet. Or I’ll tell them you hurt me. Do you understand?”
Corvin gulped and nodded.
Once Daxton, Rowaine, and their entourage were a safe distance from the barn, Sybil walked out and called to Daxton, “Here I am, Daxton. I was just tending to a friend’s horse.”
Daxton spun around and smiled widely, throwing out his arms. Sybil jogged over to him, accepting his embrace and his peck on the cheek. Then Daxton pulled away and examined her. “Are you all right, Beele? You seem flushed.”
She shook her head. “I’m fine.” Then turning to the people around them, “Who are these people?’
“Our new friends,” he said with a grin. He pointed at a small man dressed in little more than rags and furs, with strange blue drawings on his face and arms. “This is Salvatore.” Then motioning to a stocky little woman, “And this is Mary and her son, Wilhelm.” 
The tall young man standing next to the woman smiled at Sybil. “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” Wilhelm said. “We’ve heard so much about you on our travels.”
Sybil cocked her head. “You have?”
Mary nodded profusely. “From your friends.”
Salvatore, the strange-looking one, stepped forward and stared directly into Sybil’s eyes. “You are the sacred Pale Diviner?” When Sybil nodded meekly, he said, “I must pick your brain and learn from your spiritual prowess, my lady.”
Sybil surveyed the group and beamed. “It’s a good thing I’m having my own house built, because we’d surely never all fit in Claire and Leon’s!” 
She took Mary by the arm and began walking, the rest of the group following behind. “Come, come,” she said to the slightly frightened woman. “It’s been so dull here. Please, tell me all about your adventures, and how you came to find this land of the Strangers . . .”
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Following the slaughter at House Charmagne, Heinrich Franz went on vacation. He sensed he might be losing his grip on his power and authority and figured some time away might help him get re-grounded. That was his excuse anyway. His real reason for leaving Bedburg was more direct: he needed allies. 
He had planned to kill the two barons, Ludwig and Josef, but when they’d arrived that night, he hadn’t been sure if he would go through with it. He hadn’t killed anyone—directly, by his own hand—in a long while. 
Fortunately, the killings came easily and naturally to him. He thought back to that magnificent, sexually-charged tingle that had rippled through his body at the moment he stabbed the dagger into Baron Ludwig’s shoulder; the coppery-tasting gusher of blood splashing on his face; the thick liquid pulsing across the table in all directions. 
It had truly been a moment to cherish.
How he had loathed that snide, arrogant fool. As far back as Trier, when Heinrich had pretended to be Lord Inquisitor Adalbert, he’d formed a general dislike for Ludwig. And over time, the baron’s exaggerated self-image of importance and superiority had turned Heinrich’s dislike into outright hatred. Usually, Heinrich reserved such hatred for only a select few, casting off most others with simple indifference. For instance, he had no strong feelings about the witches and warlocks he helped burn in Trier—they were just numbers to him. Nor had he particularly despised Peter Griswold before executing him as the Werewolf of Bedburg—he’d simply needed a scapegoat to carry out Archbishop Ernst’s message. 
But Baron Ludwig was different. Heinrich couldn’t pinpoint why he hated the man so; it was just something that grew and festered with time. And once Ludwig finally sat at the table that night, Heinrich knew it would be his last supper. 
On the other hand, his killing of Baron Josef had been something else entirely—nothing personal, just a means to an end. The truth was, Heinrich simply couldn’t bear giving away his hard-earned land to a man he didn’t know. And though he hardly recognized the names of the villages he was supposed to be giving up, that still didn’t change the degree to which Heinrich abhorred the sense of entitlement that all high-born folk expected to receive.
He had also worried about the two barons for strategic reasons. They seemed to have become friends, more than mere acquaintances. And for Heinrich, that just wouldn’t do. He couldn’t be surrounded by powerful men who might collude with each other against him. Despite having no evidence to back that up, it was always better to be safe than sorry. 
Heinrich smiled to himself as he reminisced about Lady Lucille that night, her precious expression of abject horror when her father’s brains and skull had splattered across her face. If only he could commission a painting of that wondrous moment so he could relive it at will.
With both barons gone, and the ink of their signatures still fresh on the wedding agreements, Heinrich’s position had improved greatly. He was still a married man—wedded to a Catholic wife—as Archbishop Ernst had wanted. But now he had two fewer potential enemies at his borders. And he could now take their lordships for himself, vastly spreading his influence. More importantly, with both Bergheim and Erftstadt under his control, he would be lord of the entire county.       
And earn a new title: Count Heinrich Franz.
He liked the sound of that, grinning at the thought. 
Before all that though, he had decided to travel to Cologne to discuss with Archbishop Ernst his next course of action, gauging Ernst’s reaction to his new proposals, which he assumed would be accepting.
He also wanted to discuss his future in Bedburg. After killing the barons, he needed to make sure he was still in good standing with the rest of the nobility—that a powerful man like Lord Alvin, or a Godly man like Bishop Balthasar, wouldn’t try to steal away his power or status. 
Which was why he had invited Ulrich, Commander Tomas, and Bishop Balthasar to his wedding that night. They represented the three most influential people in the city and, thus, the most likely ones to potentially scheme against him. So he had needed to graphically illustrate to them what they were up against, that no one could keep secrets from Heinrich Franz. 
And he was confident his plan had worked, noting the genuine fear on their faces that night despite their attempts to hide it. 
It was a shame he’d had to arrest Rolf, but the old weasel had clearly outlived his welcome and worth. After all, it had been Rolf who had invited that madman, Salvatore, to his home. Then, when the lunatic’s attempt to poison Heinrich had failed, Rolf had allowed him to escape! As long as Heinrich ruled, there was simply no room for such treasonous incompetence. 
Isn’t it strange how the people closest to you are the quickest to stick the knife in your back?

 
 
 
Ernst of Bavaria, the current archbishop of Cologne, had been born to the powerful Wittelsbach family. The youngest of three sons, he had been groomed for leadership and nobility his entire life. Usually, these were just the things Heinrich hated in a person, but not in the case of Ernst. 
The oldest brother of the family, William, had become a powerful politician and the Duke of Bavaria. The next brother in line, Ferdinand, was a military man. But Ernst had instead chosen the ecclesiastic path. Perhaps it was because of that that Heinrich had always felt a sense of connection—as a man of God, Ernst was beyond Heinrich’s reach, beyond the reach of mere mortals. 
But whatever the psychological reasons, over the years Heinrich had grown quite fond of the archbishop. First, he admired the fact that Ernst was a man of action, like Heinrich. Second, he was tall and handsome with the commanding presence of a born leader—which Heinrich liked to think, in certain respects, he shared with the man. 
Heinrich wasn’t jealous of the man. To the contrary, he simply wanted what the archbishop had, to be a part of his inner circle. Although the more he thought about it, the more he wondered if maybe there was something more he wanted than just friendship and admiration. 
Late in the afternoon, Archbishop Ernst’s courier came to gather Heinrich from the foyer of the castle. As usual, Heinrich had been kept waiting for hours. Apparently, there had been other matters that Ernst needed to take care of first. 
A bit nervous, Heinrich followed the courier down the long hallway leading to Ernst’s favorite conference room. Along the way, he examined the battlefield paintings and tapestries on the walls. As they approached the conference room, a small sheen of sweat formed on Heinrich’s upper lip and mustache.
The courier pushed open the doors, then made the formal announcement of Heinrich’s arrival. Archbishop Ernst stood next to the window, his back to Heinrich, his hands clasped at his waist. When he turned around, Heinrich’s smile vanished. The archbishop’s expression was grim, his frown pronounced, the skin around his eyes and lips tight.
It was an expression new to Heinrich. One that frightened him.
Could I have misread the situation this badly?
“Heinrich,” the archbishop said in a stern voice. 
“Your Grace,” Heinrich answered, bowing his head. 
Ernst motioned for him to sit in the chair facing his desk, which he did. Trying to appear calm, Heinrich couldn’t stop his right knee from jiggling, exposing his apprehension. For a long while, the archbishop remained quiet, standing there with a gaze that penetrated Heinrich like a spear. Then he slowly walked to his desk and sat, still not speaking. 
Say something, dammit! 
But the silence continued, the archbishop’s eyes never leaving Heinrich’s.
He’s enjoying this. Me suffering. Oh, how I covet that! 
Another full minute of excruciating quiet went by before the archbishop, steepling his fingers in front of him, finally spoke. 
“You’ve doomed us,” he said, his tone deathly final.
Heinrich’s eyes bulged. His mind reeled. “P-pardon, Your Grace?”
Ernst pounded his fist on the table, sending Heinrich’s pulse racing. 
“What were you thinking?” Ernst demanded. “Killing those two barons?”
Heinrich tried to speak but couldn’t.
“You can’t just go killing everyone you disagree with, you damn fool!” Ernst shook his head and looked down at the table. “I knew it was a terrible idea electing you as lord. I should have seen that it would reflect poorly on me.”
Heinrich’s heart sunk. “B-but . . . I did what you asked . . .” he said meekly.
The archbishop threw his head back in disgust. “What I asked? I never asked you to kill anyone! Especially not your neighbors!”
“I married that woman . . . a Catholic woman . . .”
“And killed her father!”
“They were planning my doom, Your Grace!” The instant his words flew out of his mouth, Heinrich heard how pathetically hollow they sounded. 
Then another long moment of silence, the archbishop staring at Heinrich, blinking slowly. “Can you prove that?” he asked. 
Heinrich hesitated, then gently shook his head, his shoulders drooping.
Waving an angry hand, Ernst bellowed, “I’ve had to deal with this catastrophe all day, and more. Why have you even come here?” Then thinking more about it, he added, “It’s a good thing you have, so I can show the people the target of their ire.”
Heinrich gulped. “I was hoping you’d be happy. That’s all I wanted, Your Grace, to please you.”
Ernst joined his hands on top of the table, then shook his head. “You could have done nothing more to make me less pleased, Heinrich, you foolish, foolish man. Was it your plan to just take their cities and call them your own?”
“It had crossed my mind.”
“With no forethought into how you might do that?” Ernst shook his head again. “Imagine all the noblemen in Bedburg, vying for your position, scheming against you—”
Heinrich nodded. “I have. It is easy to imagine . . .”
“And now imagine twice that many people in cities you’ve never even stepped foot in doing the same! For every Baron Ludwig you kill, three more noblemen will replace him willing to fight for his power and position! You’ve completely fractured the infrastructures of Bergheim and Erftstadt. Where I once had stable allies in place in those cities, I now have”—he threw his hands up in the air, flustered—“I don’t even know what I now have! Madness! Chaos!” 
He squinted at Heinrich. “And for all we know, whoever rises to the top of the heap now may not even be Catholic!” In a lower voice, he said, “And all this because of your . . . your . . . insane paranoia!”
Heinrich was tired of being berated. His fear and self-pity were quickly morphing into something dangerous. It made him feel like a child again, his mother chastising him, beating him, for every small mishap. Clearing his throat, he sat up straight and spoke. 
“Give me an army and I’ll march into Bergheim and Erftstadt and establish peace,” he said. “You have my word, Your Grace. I will win you back your cities.”
The archbishop was shaking his head again, this time with eyes closed, as if Heinrich were an idiot to even consider that. “You don’t understand the situation, Heinrich.”
From outside the room, a familiar voice called out. “Uncle? Uncle!”
At the sound of the voice, Ernst looked up, then hurried to finish his conversation with Heinrich. “I don’t have the authority to do such a thing—”
“Of course you do!” Heinrich retorted. 
The voice outside was now shouting, getting closer. “Uncle!” But Heinrich ignored it, trying to make his point before he lost the archbishop’s attention. 
“You’re the Prince-Elector and Archbishop of Cologne, for God’s sake! One of the most powerful men in the Holy Roman Empire!” he told Ernst.
The door to the conference room burst open and a young man with a slight resemblance to Ernst stepped into the room. Heinrich recognized him. Ernst’s nephew Ferdinand.
Before the nephew crossed the room, Ernst leaned toward Heinrich. “My constituents don’t trust me with that much authority, Heinrich. Not after I let your debacle take place. Now, I would never win the votes in parliament to award me an army.”
Heinrich scoffed. It had been Archbishop Ernst himself who had set up the parliament to begin with—to help streamline and better organize Cologne. And now he was telling Heinrich that his own creation would betray him? Heinrich made a mental note of that irony, vowing never to do anything so foolish, never to create something that could diminish, even eliminate, his own power in his own cities. 
Heinrich switched to another tact. “I have two seats in Cologne’s parliament that I’ve never been present to use. I can use my votes!”
By now Ferdinand was standing at the edge of the desk near his uncle. Smirking, he said, “While an amusing gesture Heinrich, it would not be nearly adequate.”
Furrowing his brow, Heinrich stared at Ernst’s young nephew. 
I’d give anything to run my blade across that arrogant pup’s thin neck.
Then he turned back to Ernst, his expression pleading.
The archbishop sighed. “Unfortunately, my nephew is correct. I’m growing old, Heinrich—”
“You’re the best man to ever step foot in Cologne,” Heinrich blurted, then blushed.
Ferdinand smirked. “Oh, isn’t he adorable when he fawns, uncle?”
Heinrich stared daggers at the young man, as Ernst closed his eyes. Whatever the archbishop was preparing to say would be difficult.
“In light of what has transpired within the last few weeks,” Ernst began, “I have decided it would be best if I stepped down from the archbishopric for a time . . . at least until things have calmed a bit here.”
Heinrich was dumbfounded. Leaning forward, he said, “You’ve been forced to retire? By whom, the pope?”
Ernst chuckled. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. I’d just like to see how my nephew can handle things. I will be watching intently, but from the peripheries.”
Heinrich studied Ernst’s expression. He looked tired, defeated. But he still didn’t believe what the archbishop was telling him. Ernst was not a man to give up so easily—not unless forced to. And Heinrich could tell that the archbishop did not want this.
Could this really all be . . . my doing?
Suddenly Heinrich felt like crying. He hadn’t wept in a long time, not since witnessing Odela burn at the stake in Trier. But now was not the time to show weakness or vulnerability. While he could do that in front of Ernst, a man he trusted completely, he certainly would never do it in front of his toadish nephew. 
“Tell me what I can do,” he asked Ernst in a harsh whisper. “Tell me how I can change your fate, Your Grace. I’ll do anything.”
“Come now, uncle, let’s go,” Ferdinand interrupted. “We have a meeting with those sugar sellers. I think I’ve brokered a deal, but it still needs your signature.”
Archbishop Ernst stood. He eyed his nephew, then turned back to Heinrich. “You said you thought Baron Ludwig von Bergheim and Baron Josef von Erftstadt were colluding against you, to steal your authority?”
Heinrich nodded quickly.
“Then prove it,” Ernst said with finality. Thrusting his finger in Heinrich’s direction, he added, “Find me proof that they were a danger to the Empire—that they wanted to destroy Christendom as we know it, and maybe I can help you.”
The task seemed impossible. Now Heinrich’s face shared the same look of defeat. His cheeks sagged and his mouth fell open. But as Archbishop Ernst began to walk away, Heinrich regained his vigor. 
“I’ll do it,” he called out. “You have my word, Your Grace! I promise I’ll make this right!”
From across the room, Ernst turned to face Heinrich. “Good,” he said, then his face turned dark. “But until you do, don’t dare show your face here again.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



Dieter sat on the cold stone curb, his knees bent, his feet slightly hanging over the edge of the muddy sewer floor. He tried to keep his boots dry, but his present living conditions made that next to impossible. He bounced Peter on his knee, trying to keep the child calm, holding him close to his chest with his good arm. The nub of his other arm was buried beneath his dirty tunic to stave off the freezing chill. A few slivers of moonlight provided their only light.
“When can we leave here, papa?” Peter asked. “It stinks and I’m cold.”
Dieter sighed. He looked left and right, where the tunnels continued in both directions into darkness so complete it looked like black curtains had been drawn. That, and the perpetual drip, drip, drip of rainwater and sewage leaking from above, kept Dieter edgy, uncomfortable, and scared.
His voice cracked. “Soon, son. Soon.” Though he didn’t know if that was true. 
He felt like a coward, hiding away in his underground labyrinth of wet pathways and filthy tunnels. The place was a city under the city, offering nothing good—just nauseating refuse, sickness, and death. He worried for his son’s health; if they didn’t leave soon, Peter could easily catch something and never recover.
And if anything happened to Peter . . . his life would be pointless.
But as scary as it was down here, he was even more fearful of showing his face aboveground. That, too, would put his son in jeopardy as surely as a deadly disease. 
He no longer knew whom to trust. He was relieved that he’d helped Mary and Wilhelm to escape the city, but heartbroken about William and Jerome’s capture and executions. Especially since he’d been the one to direct them on their fateful journey—instructing them to use Claus’ underground entrance and exit at the tunnel’s secret outlet under the jail. Of course he had no way of knowing that the jailhouse opening had been paved over. Still, in his mind he was directly responsible for their deaths.
I should have told William to go with his family. Instead, he ended up a helpless decoy. He didn’t know the extent of Heinrich Franz’s evilness—that the man would stop at nothing to get his way. I should have warned him better, emphasized the danger. 
The only consolation had been the cityfolk’s reaction to the public executions. The resistance movement was growing, due in no small part to William’s now-notorious final words: Resist the iron fist.
Despite the people’s understandable fear of Heinrich Franz, William’s death had pushed them one step closer to the realization that the city was theirs. And that their only, and best, defense against such a ruthless, amoral ruler was to band together. 
But Dieter knew his limits. He was no orator, nor a born leader. He didn’t possess the fiery rhetoric of his predecessors, such as Pastor Hanns Richter. If he had such skills, he’d be able to rally the townspeople to his cause. A cause that was no longer a Protestant-Catholic fight, or power grab for land. This was a battle for freedom and life itself. 
The revolution had definitely started, but it would have to proceed without Dieter. His personal situation was dire: Martin and Ava were both missing, ever since the executions of William and Jerome two weeks ago. And so he was literally alone—save for his thoughts and his child. And now living in the cavernous depths of Bedburg’s underground tunnels. 
The cold, hard truth was that Dieter was in no position to lead anything, much less a revolution.
But the people needed nudging. They needed someone who could help them see that they were indeed active, capable masters of their own destinies. 
Hearing footsteps coming from the darkness, he tensed. He knew he was cornered. Even with Claus’ map in hand, he’d been afraid he’d get lost in the underground maze, so had kept close to this end of the tunnel where at least there was some light. But it also gave him nowhere to run. 
He moved farther into the shadows, trying to hide as best he could, his hand over his son’s mouth.
As the figure stepped into the dim light, Dieter sighed with relief. It was Claus, carrying a tray of food scraps with two cups. 
“Priest?” Claus called out to the darkness. When Dieter emerged from the shadows, Claus nearly dropped the tray. Grinning broadly, the old man said, “I’ve brought you both some food, leftovers from Aellin’s tavern.”
“Your generosity is much appreciated, Patric.” 
Ever since Dieter had learned Claus’ real name, and that he was Gebhard Truchsess’ secret middleman in Bedburg, he’d refused to call Claus by anything other than his true name. Which of course irritated Claus to no end. But as long as they weren’t in public, the old man seemed to tolerate it. 
“While I was there,” Claus said, “I saw something. Something you should see.”
Dieter took a hard piece of bread from the tray, split it in two, and gave the bigger piece to his son. Biting into his half, he asked with his mouth full, “What did you see?”
“You should see for yourself.” Claus looked around, eyeing the decrepit conditions. “And you should get you and your child out of this cesspool.”
“Can I trust you?” Dieter dared to ask. “You aren’t setting me up to be captured?”
Dieter figured that even if Claus didn’t respond, he’d be able to read the look on his face. The old man was simply too honest to keep a secret. But Claus just frowned. 
“You need fresh air so you don’t go mad. I assure you there’s no one there looking for you.” Then he cracked a smile and took a quick sniff. “Although when you step into public, smelling as you do, you might attract the wrong sort of attention.”
Dieter nodded but didn’t smile. There was just nothing happy to smile about, even staring into the warm, kind eyes of Claus.
“I can tell you this,” Claus said with a wink and twitch of the nose, “Aellin won’t get near you.” 
He waved Dieter onward. “Come now, just take ten minutes to see what I mean. You’re lacking in company down here, and God knows I can’t stay here much longer before I succumb to some mystery disease.” Somberly, he added, “Your son can’t, either.”
Dieter nodded and rose from the curb. Following Claus down the tunnel with his son in tow, his eyes darted everywhere. A few minutes later, they came to the small ladder that led back up to Claus’ secret trapdoor. 
Nudging Peter up the ladder ahead of him, as soon as they stepped into the warm lobby of Claus’ inn, the boy immediately ran to the fireplace, happily rubbing his hands in front of the flames to warm himself. Meanwhile, Dieter changed into a fresh set of clothing that Claus provided. 
“They might be a bit small,” the old man said, “but they’re better than what you’ve got. Will you have a spot of tea before you go?”
Dieter was finally able to offer a thin smile as he shook his head. He looked over at his son, now curled up next to the fire. Reading his mind, the old man said, “Grandfather Claus will watch the boy.” 
Which unfortunately made Dieter flash back to the last time he’d entrusted his son with Claus at the inn. The result had been unspeakable violence right outside the inn’s front door—a vicious battle that brought the loss of his arm, the death of Rowaine’s lover, Mia, and the loss of his precious wife Sybil, whom he never saw again and was presumed dead from the witch burning in Trier.
Reading Dieter’s thoughts, Claus smiled reassuringly, “Don’t worry, everything will be fine. Just don’t be too long.”
Dieter left the inn and headed straight for the tavern, his hood pulled over his head. As usual, he kept to the shadows, though this time it wasn’t necessary as the streets were deserted. When he got to the tavern, he stepped in and quickly moved away from the front door to avoid attention. From beneath his hood, his eyes swept the room. 
Why couldn’t the melodramatic old man just tell me what I’m supposed to be looking for . . .
Then he spotted it. In the corner of the room a man sat by himself, leaning over a mug, his shoulders sagging. Dieter walked up behind the man just as Aellin came up beside him. Grabbing his hand, she whispered, “He came in a little while ago.”
“Alone?” Dieter asked, squeezing her fingers. 
Aellin frowned and nodded. Then she pinched her nose and leaned her head back. “Jesus, priest, you smell like death died twice.”
Ignoring her, Dieter walked around the man’s table to face him. 
Martin Achterberg looked up from his mug, his mouth parting in shock. He looked just as he had two weeks earlier: square-faced, scruffy chin, curly hair. 
“Dieter!” Martin nearly shouted. Then he looked conspiratorially over his shoulders and leaned in, motioning for Dieter to sit. 
“Where have you been?” Dieter asked, his voice stern and cold. He sat down across from him and waited. 
Martin drained his ale, his eyes taking on a faraway sadness. “She’s gone, Dieter.” Tears welled in his eyes. “They took Ava.”
“Who did?” Dieter asked. 
Martin shrugged.
“And how? You two were on the same horse. Why are you here?”
Martin toyed with his mug, refusing to look Dieter in the eye.      
“Martin? Say something.”
“I’m ashamed,” he blurted, his head bent low. 
 Dieter waited.
Finally Martin looked up. “We were going to leave, Dieter,” shame filling his eyes. “Ava and I . . . we were going to quit this awful place.”
Dieter quelled a stab of anger that melted into pity. The young man was clearly grieving. And it made sense. Martin and Ava were both young and had each gone through difficult times—one, branded a criminal his entire life and his family murdered; the other, an actual criminal for most of her life and an orphan.
But they’d found each other, wallowing in misery together. Of course they wanted to leave Bedburg and start a new life. Any such couple would.
“I understand,” Dieter said softly. 
“You’re not . . . angry with me?”
Dieter gave him a sad smile. “How could I be, my friend? I’d be lying if I said the same thought hadn’t crossed my mind as well, many times.”
“But you’ve never acted on it . . .”
“Neither did you, apparently, or you wouldn’t be sitting here.” 
Martin sighed. “We were stopped at the west gate. Jerome and William made it through the southern gate to Claus’ inn. I assume they went underground, but I have no idea how they were caught.”
“And how were you caught?”
“We were recognized at the gate. Karstan was waiting for us.” 
Dieter swore under his breath. 
“They took Ava, and I escaped,” Martin said, looking away toward the bar.
Dieter raised one eyebrow as he watched Martin. He dropped the subject and instead said, “Do you still want to help?”
Smiling, Martin nodded. “I want to resist the iron fist.”
“Where are they holding Ava?”
“In the jailhouse, I assume.”
Dieter immediately began thinking of ways he could bargain with Ulrich. After all, he did have a history with the man, a tenuous one at best, but a history nonetheless.
Maybe there’s something I can give him in exchange for Ava . . . something more valuable than one poor girl.
“Come on,” Dieter said, rising from the table. “I’ve been here too long. People are starting to look this way.”
“Where are we going?”
“I’ll introduce you to my new home,” Dieter said. 
They headed back to the inn for Peter before taking the plunge into the darkness.
 
 
 
Fortunately, old man Claus couldn’t bear the thought of young Peter staying in those nasty tunnels, so he’d insisted that Martin, Dieter, and Peter spend the night at the inn. Naturally he wouldn’t hear of them paying for their rooms.
Dieter slept like the dead. He hadn’t had a decent night’s sleep in weeks. He awoke early, immediately aware that the bed next to him was empty. Panicking that Peter was gone, he looked down to realize that his son was safely asleep beside him. 
So it was Martin who had left. But why and where? 
He got up, stretched his aching joints, and looked out the window. The sky was dark purple and heavy, the sun still an hour from rising. Moving quietly so Peter could continue sleeping, he latched the door and made his way downstairs, finding Claus sitting at the front desk, chipper and humming to himself. 
Sitting at the small table near the desk, Dieter asked, “Don’t you ever sleep?”
Claus just shrugged.
“What’s your secret?”
Claus furrowed his bushy white brow. “My secret?”
“I come down the stairs to the sound of you humming, rummaging around your desk, already starting your day with a jump. How do you do it?”
Claus smiled broadly, reaching for his cup. “Tea,” he said.
Dieter chuckled, shaking his head. Claus brought a mug over for Dieter and sat down next to him. Slowly crossing one leg over the other and leaning back, the old man looked very grandfatherly. 
“The secret to happiness is in the eye, or should I say the mind, of the beholder, my friend,” he told Dieter. “I’ve discovered that if I act happy and give the outward appearance of happiness long enough . . . it eventually comes true.” He smiled kindly at Dieter, who returned the gesture.
“You’re a wise man,” Dieter said, sipping his tea. 
Claus raised a finger and shook his head. “I’m old—big difference there, Dieter,” he chuckled. “But I have learned a thing or two in my day. Tell me, what makes you happy?”
Dieter thought about that for a moment. It had been a long time since the subject of happiness had crossed his mind. Lately, it seemed hopelessly far away, out of reach. He realized he hadn’t been truly happy since Sybil. When he lost her, everything changed from happiness to survival—keeping his child safe, trying to stay alive in this deadly place.
“My son, and the memory of my wife,” he said finally. “The only two things that have ever given me happiness.”
“Ah, love and the memory of love,” Claus repeated. “Two of the universal paths to happiness. Complicated, yet essential.” The old man slowly helped himself up from his chair, sighing as his bones crackled. 
Dieter stared at the man as he walked away. Claus was old and weary, showing signs that his days were few—his balding head sprouting dark patches of aging skin, his pace slowing, his back hunched.       
“One day I would like you to tell me about yourself, Claus—where you’ve been and what you’ve done,” Dieter said fondly.
Claus turned, chuckling as he feigned surprise. “Me? Now that would be a dull story!” 
“Somehow I doubt it . . .” Dieter mumbled, thinking back to what he did know about the man, how he’d fought in the Spanish army and had been Georg Sieghart’s superior officer. 
But he left the military. Through choice or betrayal? And how did he end up here, as one of former archbishop Gebhard Truchsess’s top intelligence aides? From soldier, to spy, to innkeeper? Quite the life.
Without warning, Martin barreled through the front door, shaking Dieter from his thoughts. Waving a small, wrinkled piece of paper in his hand, he eyed both men and smiled. 
“We received a new note this morning,” he said, almost out of breath.
Dieter pursed his lips, thinking out loud. “The first one since Jerome and William’s capture and executions . . .”
Martin nodded. “Someone still wishes to help us.”
Sighing, then draining his tea, Dieter stood up. Holding out his hand for the note, he said, “We could certainly use all the help we could get.” 
As Dieter read the paper, Claus said, “Well?” 
Dieter sighed. “It’s from the illustrious ‘Mord’ again. This time, marking Cristoff Krüger—the barkeep—as the next target.”
“He’s a Protestant infiltrator?” Martin asked, surprised. 
Dieter shrugged. “Seems like everyone at that tavern is affiliated with the Protestant uprising in some way or other these days—”
“More like everyone in general,” Claus added. “The rebellion is gaining favor among the masses. I see it in the way people carry themselves—whispering, shaking hands out in the open. Much different than before.”
“Heinrich Franz is losing his grip over them,” Martin said.
“Then let’s loosen his hold even more,” said Dieter.
After arranging for Peter to stay again with Claus, he and Martin left for the inn. 
 
 
 
Approaching the tavern from a side alley, they hid behind a fruit-cart. Dieter peeked over the cart to watch the mostly-empty road that led to the tavern. Dawn was just breaking. A few people came and went from the tavern, mostly discarding buckets of vomit and piss from the night before, or drying out ale-soaked rugs.
Dieter saw no military or other guards in sight.
“Let’s hurry before we’re too late,” Dieter said, quickly crossing the street, hoping they weren’t walking into a trap. He trusted Martin, but he’d also learned not to trust anyone totally. 
When he entered the tavern he didn’t bother hiding his face. But once inside, he suddenly felt self-conscious and pulled his hood back over his head before stepping to the bar. 
Even at the early hour, two regulars sat at the counter, their heads drooling over their ale. Cristoff was cleaning off mugs with a rag, looking nonchalant as usual. 
His world is about to drastically change.
Dieter rested his arms on the bar, then whistled for Cristoff. The short man waddled over with a disgruntled look.
“My apologies for the rudeness,” Dieter said in a low voice.
Cristoff frowned. He had deep bags under his eyes, probably from staying awake into the wee hours of the morning for most of his life. 
“Usually it’s only the whores that are whistled to, priest . . . not the owner of the tavern.”
“We come with urgent news,” Dieter began. 
A loud crash shook the room, startling everyone but the two bar patrons at the counter. Upstairs, doors creaked open as people poked their heads out to see what the commotion was. Glancing over their shoulders, both Martin and Dieter’s eyes went wide. 
Three armed men entered the tavern, immediately stepping to both sides of the door as a fourth man entered.
We’re too late!
Ulrich stood in the doorway. 
The universally feared torturer and jailer swiveled his neck slowly, scanning from one side to the other. No one spoke as he slowly marched to the center of the room.
Dieter’s heart pounded. Casually, he turned back toward the bar while trying to pull his hood tighter around his head. Martin did the same. Cristoff gave Dieter and Martin a scornful look, as if it was their fault for the intrusion, before he finally looked up and addressed Ulrich. 
“Can I help you, Herr Ulrich?” he said, feigning calmness.
Ulrich’s gruff voice rang out. “Yes, barkeep, I’m here to arrest a certain person . . .” he trailed off as he stomped toward the bar. “Ah!” he called out suddenly. “There she is!”
She? 
“Aellin Brandt!” Ulrich barked, now looking up the staircase. “You are under arrest for treason, for conspiring to rebel against the lordship of Bedburg. Please step down here.”
Turning to his left, Dieter looked up the stairs, keeping his face hidden. Aellin stood at the top of the stairs, her curly black hair in a bun. Her face flashed pure terror as she gripped the staircase railing with both hands. Dieter could tell by her eyes that she was considering making a run for it.
But to where? Out a window? 
Please don’t run, Aellin . . . 
While Aellin remained frozen, Ulrich bounded up the stairs, more quickly than a man his size should have been able to do, and grabbed her by the shoulders. Aellin writhed from his grip, as Ulrich roughly pulled her down the staircase and out the door, his men quickly following.
“This is madness!” she screamed, her voice trailing off as they took her away. “I’ve done nothing wrong!” she yelled down the quiet street of a still-waking Bedburg. 
Dieter considered what had just happened. Then realized something was wrong.
He reached into his tunic and found the crumpled note.
The message was wrong. 
“Dammit,” Cristoff said, pounding his fist on the bar top. “She’s my best earner!” Then he returned to his chores like it was just another day. Glancing over at Dieter, he returned to their earlier conversation. “What urgent news did you have for me?”
Dieter was still staring at the message in his hand. Then he realized something he hadn’t noticed before. He got up quickly, pulling Martin along with him, and returned to Claus’ inn. There, he retrieved one of the earlier notes they’d received. 
And noticed it immediately.
The handwriting was different. Noticeably. 
Especially the curved lines of the signature, since it—Mord—was the only word found in both notes, and thus easy to compare.
“These notes were written by two different people,” he said, looking up at Claus and Martin.
“We’ve been compromised.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



“I’m not in love with you, Hugo. I never was.”
Ava’s words hit him like a spear through the heart. Even locked in a cell, her tone was anything but submissive. Undeterred by her surroundings, the woman’s words were unkind, combative, defiant. Hugo could barely speak, his face twisted. “B-but, when we were younger . . . in the Vagabond Five . . .” 
With knees drawn up to her chest and her arms across her legs, Ava sat back against the wall of the cell and shook her head without emotion. 
“I never thought of you like that,” she said. “We were good friends, nothing more. I’m sorry if you think I led you on . . .”
That’s exactly what you did! he wanted to shout. But Ulrich and Karstan were in the next room and he didn’t want them to hear him grovel.
Shifting from heartbroken to angry, he squinted at her. “You’re heartless, Ava. You played us against each other—Severin, Karstan, me.”
She scoffed. “You’re delusional, Hue. I never did any such thing! If anything, I tried to keep us all together, even when things began falling apart.”
“So you never loved Karstan, either?” 
Ava shook her head. “Of course not. That was a moment of weakness. I had just been freed of this place—”
“By me.”
She sighed, ignoring the comment. “I wasn’t in my right mind.”
“You still aren’t,” Hugo spat. “You wouldn’t know a good man if he stood right before you.” 
With a bemused look, Ava said, “Is that what you are, then? A good man?” She blew out a breath. “Any man who follows so closely in the shadows of that evil, despicable investigator—”
“Lord,” Hugo interjected. “He’s called Lord Heinrich Franz.”
“For God’s sake, he killed your father! How can you ever trust a man who’s done such terrible things?” 
“And he’s been more like a father to me than anyone else—including Peter Griswold,” Hugo blurted out, surprising himself at publicly voicing such disrespect for his own father. It was as if the words weren’t his, like hearing someone else speak them.
Ava shook her head sadly, “He has you on a leash, Hugo. A puppy dog yipping at his every command. If you don’t see that, then you’re beyond help.”
“You don’t know anything, foolish girl.”
“And that’s always been your problem,” Ava shot back. “You always know more than everyone else, you’ve got all the answers. Well Hugo, have you seen the city recently? Does it look like Lord Heinrich is doing a good job of keeping Bedburg peaceful?” 
“We’re in a war,” Hugo muttered, his confidence waning. 
“The Cologne War ended three years ago! That wicked man is stirring up trouble that shouldn’t even exist. Darkness follows everything Heinrich Franz touches—including you.”
Hugo shook his head violently, trying to shake off Ava’s words. But the truth was, her points were strong and sensible. Bedburg was indeed in an uproar. The two sides, the Protestants and Catholics, hated each other more than ever. And there was no denying that all the latest upheaval was traceable to Heinrich’s recent actions, not the least of which were the murders of barons Ludwig and Josef—two of the wealthiest, most influential men in the county. With no thought of possible ramifications. Solely on a whim.
But Hugo’s doubts had to remain private. His survival depended on it. He certainly couldn’t confess them to this foolish girl. So he stayed quiet and just stared at her. Which wasn’t hard to do. Even in her filthy clothes, even in this grimy prison cell, she was still beautiful.
But she wasn’t done destroying him. “Martin is twice the man you’ll ever be, Hugo,” she said as he stared, her words crashing his world to pieces. 
Gritting his teeth, he gripped the bars tightly, his knuckles turning white. Yet all he could say was, “You don’t mean it.”
With a rueful look, Ava answered quietly, “I do. You’ve turned into something I could never have dreamed of.”
He inhaled, then let it out. “And I thought I knew you, too, Ava. But I couldn’t have been more wrong. You’re just like every other girl . . .” 
Hearing his words come out, he realized how silly they sounded, like a wounded schoolboy.
Ava narrowed her eyes. “While you do Heinrich’s bidding, Martin works to help people. Helping your sister’s husband. When they rescued me from the streets of Bedburg, I realized something about myself.” 
Placing her hands on the cold floor for support, she slowly stood. “I never belonged with you, Hugo—the whole lot of you: Karstan, Severin, Daniel. We were fooling ourselves, just bringing misery to regular people, the same folk I’m now trying to help.” She looked away. “I suppose I’m trying to redeem myself for the terrible things I’ve done, before I leave this awful city.” 
She turned back to him, stepping toward the bars, gazing into his eyes. “Unfortunately, I think you’re beyond redemption,” she said, and Hugo snapped.
“Say it again, you cold bitch,” he snarled, his face coiled like a rabid dog.
And she did. 
Leaning in even closer, she whispered, “You’re beyond redemption.”
“I’ll kill you!” Hugo yelled, his arm darting between the bars, catching a handful of hair and yanking her forward. As her face smashed into the metal rods, her nose cracked and she screamed, blood spurting everywhere. Gagging, she sunk to the floor as a shout came from down the hall. 
“That’s enough!” yelled Ulrich, rushing over with Karstan steps behind. Grabbing Hugo by the shoulders, the jailer pulled him away as Ava quietly wept, her hands covering her bloody face. 
“Jesus, Hue,” said Karstan, eyeing the sobbing woman. “Why’d you do that?”
Hugo thrashed in Ulrich’s arms, breaking the big man’s grip and dashing down the hall and up the stairs. 
 
 
 
A few hours later, Hugo was back in the comfort and safety of House Charmagne. Though exhausted, both physically and emotionally, he’d at least calmed down a bit. He’d never been that angry and it scared him. 
Am I starting to take after Heinrich?
Being around so much death at the hands of Heinrich, Ulrich, and even Tomas Reiner, he knew he was unraveling, becoming desensitized to the violence. Thinking back, he could even pinpoint when it had started: that day he’d pushed Severin off the cliff—how easy it had been for him to do that, feeling virtually no remorse.
Perhaps I am being blinded by Heinrich. What has he truly ever done for me? Given me a false sense of importance by making me his “liaison” or “emissary” or “regent” while he’s away? Is that really anything?
The mansion’s butler, Beauregard, broke into his thoughts, approaching him in the hallway with a letter.
“A message from Cologne, young master,” Beauregard said, before scurrying off.
Opening the envelope, Hugo sighed then read the short note.
 
Hugo,


You are the only person I can trust with the contents of this letter. Keep this information close to you. 
 I am indisposed in Cologne, trying to win back favor from Archbishop Ernst. Prior to his death, I believe Ludwig Koehler was attempting to conspire against our interests in Bedburg. 
Help me find proof of that! 
Go to the jail and free Tomas. Tell him to ready the garrison, that battle may be imminent. I fear the battleground will be Bedburg.
Do not trust anyone. I shall return shortly. Until then, I trust you to watch over our enterprises.
~HF
 
Ignoring his doubts from just moments earlier, Hugo smiled at the last two words of the letter. 
“. . . our enterprises.” 
A sign that Heinrich really did trust him? Though it left far more questions than answers. 
Who will take over Ludwig’s sword now that he’s fallen?
If “battle may be imminent,” where will these enemies come from?
And how do I prepare for that? I’ve never been in a war. 
Can I truly turn to Tomas for advice? 
Folding the letter back into its envelope, he tucked it away in his tunic. Then a thought struck him. He walked down the hallway to the stairs leading to the cellar and dungeon. As he descended the steps, he pinched his nose to avoid the foul odor. When he reached the bottom, the air was cold and damp. Tightening his tunic against the chill, he grabbed a lit torch from the wall and, once his eyes adjusted, headed for the cages. 
Heinrich’s wolves frightened him. He still didn’t understand why the man kept such feral beasts as “pets.” One of many things about Heinrich that made no sense.
In the corner of the room, Lady Lucille Engel sat curled up, hiding her face between her knees. Hugo called out, “Lady?”
Slowly, the woman lifted her head. Her face was dirty, her blonde hair greasy and plastered to her scalp. She hadn’t bathed since her father’s death weeks earlier, still wearing the wedding gown she’d had on that night, though the once lavish dress was now torn and covered in blood. 
Yet through all the ugliness around her, for the first time Hugo noticed how attractive she was. Despite being in her early thirties, almost twice Hugo’s age, her body was lithe and her cheeks slightly sunken in a sultry way. 
As Hugo approached, she squirmed backward toward the wall. He stopped, putting his hands out in a calming gesture. “I’m not here to hurt you, my lady.”
“I’m not a lady any longer,” she groaned. “Since you killed my father . . . I lost that title.”
“I’m sorry, Frau Engel. I did not know that was going to happen.”
Lucille snorted. “You expect me to believe that?”
“Heinrich is a very impulsive man.”
Tilting her head, she squinted up at him. “That’s what you call your murderous, vile lord? Impulsive?”
Hugo looked down without responding.
A moment later, Lucille said, “I’m sorry, I . . . please don’t shut down. I haven’t spoken to anyone in weeks. How long have I been locked away here?”
Hugo looked up, feeling pity for the former noblewoman. Heinrich had done a heartless thing. Hugo looked over into the wolves’ cage, noticing the dark blotches of dried blood smeared everywhere. Not content with simply murdering the woman’s father, Heinrich had fed the man’s body to the animals while she’d been forced to watch. It was yet another thing Hugo could not comprehend about his mentor: the need to torture someone after already winning.
He turned back to her. “Would you like to talk, then?”
Lucille gave an almost imperceptible nod. In contrast to her huge presence on the night of the wedding dinner, as she now huddled in the corner she looked so very small, a mere shell of her former self. Hugo’s pity intensified. He stepped forward, moving very slowly so as not to alarm her. When he was three feet away he sat down on the cold hard floor across from her, laying the torch beside him, then resting his hands in his lap.
Lucille studied him for a long time. It seemed to go on forever until, feeling unsettled, Hugo had to look away, crossing his feet and toying with his boots. When he glanced back up, Lucille had a strange smile on her face.
“You are a peculiar young man, Hugo Griswold.”
He tilted his head. “How so?”
“For some reason, I feel that I can trust you. I’ve been wrong before, mind you”—her head nudging toward the stairs, referring to Heinrich—“but I’m usually right about these things. Can I trust you?”
Hugo nodded dumbly, feeling like he was trapped under some sort of spell. He gazed into her eyes—amber in color, large and inviting. He glanced downward, to the top of her dress, to the clearly-defined curvature of her tight corset around her abundant chest. Catching him staring, she smiled. Embarrassed, he immediately looked away.
“Do you think you could do me a favor, Hugo?” she asked softly.
He again nodded, trance-like. Then he chuckled. “As long as it’s not to break you out of here . . .”
“Of course not,” she said. “Do you think you could get me a fresh dress? Surely your master has clean clothes for his many female guests . . .”
Hugo’s head swiveled left to right before responding. “He doesn’t really have any female guests.”
Lucille put a finger to her chin. “I find that odd. And what about you?”
“Yes, I suppose it is odd.”
With a twinkle in her eye, she clarified, “I meant, what about your female guests.”
Hugo stammered. “I-I, n-no, no.”
She giggled, an angelic sound that stirred Hugo. He couldn’t take his eyes off her, his mind utterly blank. 
“Was there a reason you came down to speak with me, Hugo? Or were you just lonely?” She paused, then, “Like me?”
Suddenly he couldn’t recall why he’d come down. To ask her something? Then he remembered.
“Oh, yes,” he said, trying to regain a more serious tone. “Do you have any idea who would attack Bedburg? I mean, if you were your father—”
“My father’s dead,” Lucille said flatly. “Your master made sure of that.”
“R-right, my apologies. But, if you were in his predicament—”
“If you’re asking whether or not my father was planning something egregious against your city, you’re asking the wrong person. My father never involved me with talk of battle and war. I’m sure he figured I wouldn’t understand, or care.”
“And . . . do you?”
“Do I what?”
“Care or understand battle and war.”
Lucille shrugged. “I understand its necessity. But no, I don’t care for it at all. You men and your weapons and strategies and barbaric nature . . . it’s really quite dull.” 
“And what kind of things do you fancy?” Hugo asked.
“Clean clothes,” Lucille said with a wry smile. 
He let out a nervous laugh and again toyed with his boot. “O-of course, my apologies. Let me see what I can do . . .”
He stood, reaching down for the still-flaming torch on the ground. Looking into his eyes, Lucille said, “You don’t seem like a terrible person, Hugo. Unlike your master.” 
“You mean your husband,” Hugo retorted, immediately regretting his words.
But Lucille took the jab in stride. “Heinrich Franz will never be my husband. To me, he’ll never be anything more than a murderer.” 
“And what about me?” Hugo asked.
She tilted her head, mulling the question over. “I’m not sure yet what I think of you, Hugo Griswold,” she replied. “Only time will tell . . .”
His heart began racing as Lucille waved him off. 
“Now go, I beg of you. Please find me that fresh dress.”
Hugo nodded then hurried away. As he headed up the stairs, he imagined Lucille watching him from behind, increasing the pace of his pounding heart. When he reached the top, he closed and locked the door behind him, then leaned back against it, sighed, and sunk down to the floor. 
He was no longer thinking of Ava. In fact, she was the furthest thing from his mind. 
But a woman had taken over his thoughts. 
And he was feeling something powerful.
Immensely more powerful than anything he’d ever felt.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



Sybil quickly grew fond of the newest members of Strangers Shire—her guests, Mary, Wilhelm, and Salvatore.
Mary and Wilhem were a very close mother and son. Wilhelm’s kindness and support for his mother reminded Sybil of a younger Dieter. It seemed everything reminded her of Dieter these days, now that he’d been missing for so very long and was likely dead. Wilhelm was also physically similar to Dieter, both lean and tall, with handsome faces and brown, short-cropped beards.       
And Salvatore, the tattooed druid who spoke in unintelligible riddles, was unlike anyone Sybil had ever met. Though his words held more flare than substance, he seemed a kind man. And when he explained that he was a benandanti—a “spirit wanderer”—Sybil couldn’t help wondering if maybe he might be more suited as the village’s soothsayer than she was.
Mary spent most of her time either preoccupied with Claire and her child, Rose, or working with her fabrics. Since she was already well versed in threading wool, she was a fast study in textile-making, staying indoors most days, head bowed, hardly uttering a word, working her distaff.
Sybil found Wilhelm sitting on the grass behind Claire’s house, working with his dyes. His new responsibilities included extracting the natural reds, oranges, and browns from unused tree bark and other plant parts, and he seemed to relish his work. Sybil watched over his shoulder as he mixed a bucket of color. Next to it was another bucket filled with clear liquid. 
“Where did you learn to do that?” Sybil asked, startling him. 
He stopped stirring and, without turning, submerged his hand into the bucket of clear liquid. “I was apprentice to a man in my hometown,” he said, dabbling a few drops of the colored dye onto the knuckles of the hand he’d just dipped into the clear liquid. Sybil was mesmerized. He then reached down to a flint stone laying beside him and sparked it against some wood pieces, creating a small flame. Quickly, he touched the hand he’d dabbled the dye onto across the tiny fire, and it exploded over his hand into a bright blue flame. 
Sybil gasped, but Wilhelm seemed unperturbed, closely studying his flaming hand. The fire seemed to curl around the red dots on his knuckles. Then he shook his wrist in a quick, practiced motion, and the fire was instantly gone, leaving his hand apparently unburned.
“By God!” Sybil exclaimed, covering her mouth. “What did you just do?”
Wilhelm chuckled. “Seeing how flammable the dyestuff is. This solution”—he nudged his chin toward the colored dye bucket—“must be more flame retardant before I apply it to the textiles. That way, the resulting fabric will be, too.”
Sybil cocked her head to the side. “How does your hand not burn?”
With another light laugh Wilhelm explained. “The clear liquid is alcohol and water. The water is drawn to my skin, conducting the heat away from my hand, while the alcohol keeps the flame lit.”
Sybil was amazed. “And you can recreate that?”
Wilhelm nodded. “I can’t keep it going for long, or else the water will evaporate and my skin will be the only surface underneath the fire . . . but yes, I can recreate it. Why do you ask?”
Sybil just shook her head. “When Daxton called your family the ‘stonemasons,’ what did he mean? Stonemasonry has nothing to do with what you’re doing here.” 
Wilhelm sighed, slumping his shoulders. “My father was a master stonemason, but I was never passionate about that, so I became a dyemaker. At first he disapproved, thought it a foolish endeavor, until he realized I was earning almost as much as he was. Then he became supportive.”
Sybil smiled. “Is that why your mother is so downcast? Because your father is not here?” she asked, as diplomatically as possible. From the bits and pieces she’d heard about Wilhelm’s father, she surmised he was either dead or missing. She walked around and sat beside the young man on the grass.
Wilhelm nodded without looking up. “Father is missing. He helped us escape, but I worry he didn’t make it out alive, though I don’t have the heart to tell mother that. It would crush her. I just pray for the best.”
“You’re a good son,” said Sybil, causing Wilhelm to finally turn to her. “When you’re in a foreign place like this, it’s definitely best to keep hope alive. If you’re a worshiper, direct your questions to God.” 
Sybil had her own feelings about God but thought it best to keep them to herself. It would do no good to dishearten this nice young man.
“I appreciate that, Frau Sybil,” Wilhelm said, “and I believe our rescuer would agree with you. Prayer is best in situations such as these.” He smiled sadly. “Who knows, my father could come walking down that road any day now.”
Sybil nodded. “Yes, don’t lose hope. It could just be that it takes your father longer to get here than it did you and your mother.”
“Aye,” Wilhelm agreed, “thanks to meeting Daxton, Georg, and Rowaine in Amsterdam, we were lucky to get here so quickly.” Wilhelm smiled, as if thinking back to when he and his mother had first met their rescuers. “We’d been instructed by our original rescuer to seek a ship to Norfolk, from Amsterdam, then go to a shire lorded by a reeve named Clarence Bailey. But at first, no one knew where that was . . . until ‘the Pale Diviner’ was mentioned.”
Sybil’s face reddened, blushing at the speed with which her new reputation had apparently circulated. Changing the subject, she asked, “You sought refuge here from persecution, you’ve said?”
Wilhelm nodded. “The Lion’s Pride happened to be at the right place at the right time.”
As it had turned out, Daxton, Georg, and Rowaine had just finished transporting their first batch of goods belonging to Reeve Bailey to Amsterdam when they’d run into Wilhelm, Mary, and Salvatore. From there, the textile shipment would continue down the waterways to Germany and ultimately to Cologne. The archbishop in Cologne would never know that his best clothing shipments had come illegally from England. 
And since Wilhelm, Mary, and Salvatore were seeking passage from Amsterdam to the same harbor in England that the Lion’s Pride crew was headed, it had seemed like divine intervention when they’d crossed paths. Especially when it turned out that, not only were they all headed for the same port, but for the very same shire as well.
“I don’t believe in coincidences,” Sybil said. “So keep your prayers alive, just like I’m sure your father is doing right now.”
Wilhelm smiled. “It certainly is what our liberator would have sought from us—to keep praying. He was a priest, after all.”
Sybil nodded slowly, then furrowed her brow. “The man who originally rescued you was a priest?”
Wilhelm grinned. “Well, a former priest, I suppose. But everyone still called him that and treated him as one. I think once you’ve lived that life, you never truly escape it.”
Sybil was quiet for a moment. Then, as she watched Wilhelm stir his dye, her adrenaline began to pump. Clearing her throat, she asked, “Where was it you said you escaped from, Wilhelm, before arriving in Amsterdam? Your hometown?”
“A place called Bedburg, madam. A small city in Germany.”
It couldn’t be him.
With her heart racing, she said, “And the man who rescued you was a priest . . .”
Wilhelm nodded, focusing back on his bucket. “Yes, madam, a one-armed priest,” he said nonchalantly.
One arm? Then clearly it could not have been my two-armed husband.
But she asked the question anyway. “What was this one-armed priest’s name, Wilhelm? The one who rescued you.” 
“Well, I never learned his surname. But his first name was Dieter.” He looked up. “Are you all right, Sybil? You look ill.”
It took several minutes to regain her composure. After lying to Wilhelm that she was fine, she stood up and walked around the grass, gazing out at the countryside, trying to understand how the impossible could be possible. Finally, she sat back down and quietly watched Wilhelm work for a while. 
After a time, she asked, “I hope you don’t take this badly, Wilhelm . . . but what was this man trying to accomplish by saving you?”
Wilhelm scratched his neck, then shrugged. “I’m not sure. I suppose he was simply a good man. We weren’t the first people he’d rescued. He is somewhat of a legendary figure in Bedburg, my lady.”
With a bemused look, Sybil chuckled. Hearing all this now—after so long hearing nothing, after thinking her husband dead—it was all so difficult to process. 
Several minutes passed, then Sybil spoke in almost a whisper. “Legendary? How so, Wilhelm? Please, tell me everything.”
Wilhelm stopped working and looked at her carefully. Clearly, there was more to her questions than simple curiosity. He thought for a moment exactly how to answer her. Finally, he said, “There’s a nasty uprising happening in my homeland, I’m afraid. One side calls it a rebellion, the other a revolution. Dieter is one of the leaders of that revolution.”
He always wanted a calling. Perhaps this is God’s answer to his cries!
Wilhelm tilted his head. “Your demeanor has changed, my lady, if you don’t mind my saying. Why are you so curious about this priest?”
Sybil sighed. “Because, Wilhelm, Dieter Nicolaus is my husband. “And thank you,” she added, leaning over and planting a big wet kiss on his cheek before hurrying off. 
 
 
 
Rowaine was equally ecstatic hearing the news about Dieter.
Lying in bed, nursing her sore back, she jubilantly sat up. “If he’s in danger, we must rescue him!” 
“I agree. We must!” Sybil said, turning to Daxton who’d been eavesdropping in the doorway. “How quickly can we set sail on the Pride?”
Daxton scratched his favorite spot on his bald head. “Er, well, Georg is with the ship in King’s Lynn, preparing it for their next voyage.”
Rowaine nodded. “Father told me he had a huge shipment to arrange, headed for the same place.”
“Amsterdam?” Sybil asked.
Smiling, Rowaine nodded. “And Germany beyond. But if we hurry, I’m sure we could get to King’s Lynn before he sends it off.”
Sybil’s mind was still reeling, thinking of seeing Dieter again. “I can be ready by nightfall,” she said, unconsciously clenching and relaxing her fists. “I have little to pack.”
“We could make it there within a day if we hurry,” Daxton said. “Perhaps we can catch Georg before he sends the ship off.”
“We?” Sybil asked. She and Rowaine were both staring at him. 
“Of course,” Daxton replied. “Obviously I’m going with you. The rough seas are no place for an excitable, beautiful wom—”
“Don’t even finish that sentence,” Rowaine barked, holding up her hand. Daxton knew enough to heed her warning. Rising from her bed, Rowaine put a hand on Sybil’s shoulder. “I’m joining you as well.”
Sybil smiled sadly. “It will be dangerous . . .”
“More dangerous if you go alone,” Daxton countered. “And besides, even though I passed off the Pride to Georg for our work in King’s Lynn, that was just temporary. I’m still her captain. And you won’t be sailing anywhere without me!”
“Nor me,” Rowaine added.
Daxton spoke with finality. “I can use this opportunity to gather up Darlene and Abigail, my wife and daughter. It’s been far too long since I’ve seen them. I’d like to bring them here so we may settle in Strangers Shire.” 
“And I,” Rowaine said, her eyes growing dark, “still wish to serve justice to my mother’s killer. And now I can resume that quest, with my legs working again.”
Sybil smiled. How could she deny her friends? Especially when their reasoning was so sound? Besides, it was naïve to believe she could rescue Dieter by herself, knowing nothing of the sea or the rivers leading to Bedburg. Then her face grew serious.
“Wilhelm tells me the Protestants are rising up,” she said.
“As they always will, so long as there are any of them left alive,” Daxton added.
Rowaine looked out the room’s single window. “We’d better get ready. We’ve only an hour or so of daylight left.”
So the trio set to work packing their things for their trip to King’s Lynn and, eventually, on to Amsterdam and Germany.
And hopefully their final voyage across the North Sea.
 
 
 
As it turned out, everyone seemed to want to join Sybil on her adventure—despite the dangers. And those dangers would indeed be great: 
First would be the trip up to King’s Lynn to the Lion’s Pride. Then, the sail across the North Sea to Amsterdam. And finally, navigating through the rivers that snaked through Germany to eventually extract Dieter from a war-torn city. 
Yet no one was deterred, each having his or her own agenda: 
Daxton wanted to captain his ship again, and retrieve his wife and daughter.
Rowaine sought vengeance against her mother’s killer, as well as a chance to polish up her navigational skills.
Wilhelm and Mary wanted to rescue their father and husband, William—and if he wasn’t in Bedburg, at least find out where he might be. Plus, they felt a strong kinship and indebtedness to Dieter for all he’d done for them.
And then there was Salvatore, who had found Strangers Shire entirely too dull, and also wished to follow Sybil to learn more of the Pale Diviner’s ways—while staying far away from Heinrich Franz.
And lastly there was Corvin Carradine, who simply thought the adventure sounded exciting. He likely maintained hopeful thoughts of seducing Sybil along the way.
Early next morning, after riding hard all night, when the seven of them arrived at Georg’s dark warehouse in King’s Lynn, he was rolling barrels and placing them onto a cart. 
“Perfect,” he said, once the situation was explained to him. “Then I’m going too.” Within minutes he’d found a local friend who gladly accepted his offer to lease his position as the Hanseatic League’s port representative, pending his eventual return.
As the group stood in the warehouse, ready to load the ship, Georg slapped the side of one of the barrels. “I have plenty of these filled with sugar, headed for Cologne. Apparently it’s another commodity the archbishop would rather buy in secret—for cheap—from rivals across the sea.” 
When the barrels were loaded onto the Pride, the group was shocked to discover that the hold was already crammed with caskets and chests loaded with arquebuses, pistols, spears, and armor. 
“Where is all this headed?” Corvin asked, gesturing to the weapons. 
Daxton bent down to inspect one of the tags. “Let’s see . . . Bergheim, Germany.”
“That’s Bedburg’s neighbor,” Sybil said.
“Seems someone is expecting a war,” Rowaine said.
“I suppose we all should be expecting one,” Daxton said with a smirk, cracking his knuckles. 
An hour later, with the sun just emerging above the horizon, waiting to spring another day, the crew of eight set sail out of King’s Lynn, toward their fate.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
SYBIL
 
 
 



Heinrich sat at the window, staring out into the darkness. He was alone in a small cabinet room in Cologne Cathedral that overlooked the city. Below him, dots of flickering orange light lit the foggy streets in random places, like faraway stars twinkling. 
He’d never much cared for the bustling metropolis, but this was where the power was. Appeasing the city’s masters was the only way for him to get what he wanted. 
And what were his wants?
Originally, to placate and impress Archbishop Ernst, one of the most powerful and influential men in the entire Empire. 
But once Heinrich was given his lordship of Bedburg, his greed and ambition swelled, becoming unstoppable like lava flowing down a volcano. He realized that he was destined for much more than just Bedburg. He needed to grow his lordship, conquer the surrounding cities, and rise in the ranks of nobility.
Yes, rise to the ranks of that same nobility he’d always despised. But he rationalized that it was different in his case because, unlike the noblemen he hated, he had earned his authority—on his merits, not through birthright.
But right at that moment, staring off into the vast expanse of the sleeping city, his wants felt different. As did his emotions.
He’d never known his father, and his mother and brother had both died when he was young—it was irrelevant to him that he may have been the cause of both deaths; all that mattered was how lonely he’d been for so much of his early life. Originally, that void had been filled by Odela Grendel, all those years ago when she took him in after his mother was burned at the stake.
But ever since then—maybe because of the family he never had, maybe because of his fondness for power, or maybe a little of both—he realized that someone else had filled that void. A man. A man he cared for dearly. 
Ernst. 
And he also knew it was far more than just caring. Far more than respect and gratitude for all he’d done for him. No, that tug at his heart, that ache in his soul, was something different. Something much stronger.
Love.
And even if that love wasn’t reciprocated, it still burned with such passion that he knew he must defend the man at all costs.
For it had been Heinrich’s blunders and violent impulses that had caused the archbishop to now face dethroning. This great man—who had fought a war to earn his high position in the Counter-Reformation, who was an unparalleled champion of the Catholic cause in Germany, who had fought his entire life against the teachings of Martin Luther and John Calvin, who had given Heinrich everything, and yes, who had turned Heinrich into a monstrous killer—this great man was now in jeopardy of losing everything because of Heinrich.
Which left Heinrich no choice. He had to ensure that Ernst’s power was restored. That his name was returned to its rightful place of glory. 
This was more than a mere assignment or obligation. 
This was his responsibility. His reason for being. 
To seat Ernst back on his throne. To return him to his proper place of respect. 
For now, and for all of history. 
But he didn’t know how. 
Then, as his eyes swept across the sleeping city before him, he recalled the last words Ernst had spoken to him. 
Prove it.
He’d challenged Heinrich to prove that Ludwig von Bergheim and Josef von Erftstadt had in fact been plotting against Bedburg before their deaths. 
But could he? And was that even true? The two barons could have been totally innocent, never plotting against his lordship or his city. 
Could my thoughts have been delusional? Could my illusions of grandeur have torn me asunder, turned me paranoid, made me do terrible things, all because of my lust for power?
Turning away from the window, his gut told him he’d been right. Those men had been enemies. He just knew it.
But how could he prove it? 
On the desk next to him sat a stack of books. His eyes scanned the titles—a treatise on war, another on politics, another translating the Protestant Bible—apparent favorites of Ernst that he read at his leisure. But the book on top was one Heinrich had brought with him from Bedburg on a whim. It was the ledger from Ludwig Koehler’s scribe and assistant, Hedda. The one he’d confiscated after slaying her lord.
Suddenly he had an idea. He took the ledger from the stack and, sitting down at the desk, opened it. He moved a small candle burning in a dish closer, so he could read more clearly, and began poring over the pages of the book. Some contained numbers and columns and graphs he had no interest in. But others were filled with conversations Hedda had transcribed between Ludwig and the people he did business with.
He began to read the transcriptions. Scooting his chair in closer, he lost track of time. Before he knew it, dawn was approaching. 
Leaning back in his chair he yawned and rubbed his eyes. But just as he was about to close the ledger, a single word on the opened page caught his eye. 
Mord.
Bubbling anger rose as Heinrich’s jaw clenched. He’d seen and heard that word many times since becoming lord of Bedburg. It was an alias, a pseudonym, of an unknown bastard trying to save the Protestants and other rebels from their doomed fate. It had been Ulrich who had first brought the name to his attention, on notes apparently written by the rogue. 
In Heinrich’s efforts to shape his control over the citizens of Bedburg, he’d devised numerous strategies for rooting out non-Catholics. Since his time before becoming the lord of Bedburg, back when he played the role of Chief Inquisitor Adalbert in Trier, Heinrich had acquired a knack for learning secrets circulating his town. And under the authority of Archbishop Ernst, he’d mastered that art, becoming a vicious inquisitor in his own right, in his efforts to help keep his city a Catholic majority. 
And that required names. Names of those to be imprisoned or executed, brought to him in several ways: in hushed tones from concerned Catholics; through confessions with Bishop Balthasar; from backstabbing landowners willing to give up their neighbors in exchange for their land; and from tavern-dwellers and alleyway rumormongers.
But someone—this Mord—had been thwarting those efforts. And to Heinrich’s infuriation, this person was apparently a better schemer than he was, having somehow created a system which figured out in advance who Heinrich would brand as traitor, witch, or Protestant. As a result, too many insurgents were managing to escape the city without facing their deserved punishment.
So Heinrich was very interested in this Mord person.
And by God, Baron Ludwig was actually having a conversation with this bastard!
He continued reading the transcript of that conversation:
 
Mord – Give me what I want and your city will be safe. 
L – What guarantees do I have of your success? It’s my neck in a noose if you fail . . .
M – My superior will reward you handsomely. You don’t even have to take part in the battle.
L – That still doesn’t abate my worries.
M – Allow my lord’s men to settle in Bergheim, Ludwig, and you will soon find yourself a prosperous man. 
L – You promise me Bedburg? 
M – We have no need for Bedburg. Cologne is our final destination—Bedburg is merely a stepping stone.
L - Because you can’t stay hidden in Bergheim forever.
M – Precisely. My lord requires a central base of operation for all of our efforts against Cologne. Once Bedburg has fallen, it will be too late to rid us from the principality—we will be an established power.
L – And once Gebhard has reclaimed his throne . . . (trailed off unintelligibly)
M – Once my lord has Cologne, Bedburg and the districts west of Cologne will be yours, in payment for your allegiance and for sheltering his troops. All we ask is that you open your gates to us and house and feed us while the army builds. 
L – Sounds like an expensive proposition.
M – The rewards will far outweigh the expenditure. My lord promises that.
L – We shall see. I’ll have my answer for you within the fortnight. 
(hands shaken)
 
By the time Heinrich got to the end of the passage, his throat was tight, his lips dry. Flipping quickly through the book, he discovered that passage was the only one with no date attached. And it was clear why: the words spoken were treasonous. Which explained Hedda’s use of letters, rather than full names, except for that initial mention of Mord at the beginning, presumably to reference for the baron which conversation it was. 
In fact, the only reason Heinrich could imagine the baron asking Hedda to transcribe something so incriminating would be to document for “L” what his compensation would be under the agreement in the event of a later dispute. 
Slamming the book shut, Heinrich tried to absorb what he’d just read. 
That bastard Ludwig has indeed been plotting against me!
He’d found it! He had his proof.
Jumping up from his chair, he punched his hands above him in victory. Though it was near morning, and the city—and Ernst—were still sleeping, he was too energized to let this groundbreaking news rest. Grabbing the ledger, he tucked it into his tunic and, wrapping both hands around it, headed up the stairs to the throne room.
 
 
 
Archbishop Ernst was not happy. Emerging from a hallway hunched over and still in his sleeping gown, his eyes were red and half-closed. Rubbing the crust from his eyelids with one hand, he held a candle close to Heinrich’s face with the other.
“What is the meaning of this early intrusion, Heinrich?” When he squinted more closely at the man, he added, “And why are your eyes so big?”
Unable to contain himself, Heinrich smiled broadly and dramatically presented the ledger. “The proof you told me to bring you, Your Grace. I’ve found it.” 
“What the devil are you talking about?”
“In these pages! The proof we’ve been looking for! The proof you asked me to find, to regain your electoral seat.” He shook the ledger for emphasis, proclaiming, “Baron Ludwig Koehler von Bergheim was plotting against me, Your Grace. And against you! He was arranging for the Protestant army to encamp in Bergheim in secret, while they readied themselves to attack Cologne.”
Ernst’s eyes grew wide, all sleepiness gone. He snatched the ledger from Heinrich. “Can it be true?”
Heinrich stepped beside him and opened the book to the correct passage. As Ernst read through it quickly, his face lost all color. 
“God preserve us . . .” he muttered.
“So you see?” Heinrich said, “this is the evidence you need, to take your seat back from your nephew, yes?”
The archbishop nodded slowly, his face blank, his mind working feverishly. He looked up at Heinrich. “Who’s Mord?”
“I’m not sure. At least not yet. But let me worry about that, Your Grace.”
Ernst sighed. Scratching his forehead, then running his fingers through his hair, he said, “This could be disastrous. I . . . I must warn someone—everyone!” 
Cupping a hand to his mouth, Ernst yelled down the hallway for his couriers. Three boys instantly appeared. Ernst quickly directed each one on a different mission and they scurried off as fast as they’d appeared. Then Ernst headed for the door. Before he got there, Heinrich shouted, “M-my lord!” and the archbishop turned back around.
“What about me, Your Grace?” Heinrich asked sheepishly.
Ernst glanced off for a moment and thought, then looked back at Heinrich. 
“Oh, yes, yes, very well, Heinrich. You have your army. Now go defend my city, before it’s taken from us both!”
As soon as Ernst vanished from view, Heinrich smiled wolfishly. Now he had the support he’d wanted. The power to fight against the Protestants, who now it seemed were apparently at his doorstep. 
But you make one mistake, my lord, my love . . . 
Bedburg is my city.
 
 
 
Heinrich’s carriage exited Cologne through its western gate. Ordering his driver to go faster, he regretted that Felix wasn’t driving. But as long as he kept reminding this new coachman to hurry, they’d hopefully still make it back to Bedburg by nightfall. 
As they sped through the countryside, one thought kept swirling through Heinrich’s brain: Who is Mord? He opened the ledger again and re-read the passage between “Mord” and Ludwig. Then he read it again. And again, until his head hurt. 
Perhaps it was that headache, or the steady beat of the sun through the carriage window, that cleared his mind. But whatever it was, when he finally closed the ledger he had his answer.
An operation of this magnitude, storing and hiding an army right under my nose . . . would take a man with a sound military mind. Only a man with that kind of training could control all aspects of such a far-reaching mission. He’d need to know how much food and supplies to bring, how many rifles and horses were necessary, calculate how long to stay in Bergheim.
Very few people knew of my plans to arrest the Protestant rabblerousers. I’ve made sure to keep that information close to me. But there is one man who did know—either directly from me, or from reading Ulrich’s ledger. 
The same man responsible for arresting those people. 
The same man I see going to church everyday—undoubtedly working with the bishop, that sly bastard.
The very man I just ordered to be released in my letter to Hugo. 
The same man who would lead my army. 
Tomas Reiner is Mord!



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



The newest note from “Mord” had named Cristoff Krüger, the tavern owner, as the man needing to be rescued. But it had been Kruger’s top-earning worker, Aellin Brandt, who had actually been arrested for treason. 
Dieter tapped his chin thoughtfully.
He, his son, and Martin were now in a small room that Claus had graciously provided them at his inn. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Dieter had the two “Mord” notes he’d been comparing spread out next to him. Every so often he’d look up from the messages and peek out the curtained window to the street below, crowded with citizens milling about and town guards patrolling. 
Now that it was clear that this latest note had been written by someone other than the “Mord” who had signed the earlier messages, Dieter had to figure out why it had been delivered and why the information in it had been wrong.
Had the misinformation been accidental or intentional? Was this new “Mord” someone trying to help who just happened to have bad information? Or was it someone intentionally trying to mislead? And if so, to what end?
And was this new “Mord” even a person, or something more sinister?
With so many questions, Dieter didn’t know where to begin. Frustrated, he shook his head. Up until this last note, the messages from “Mord” had been his strongest weapon against Heinrich and his tyranny. So he’d never questioned where they came from. As long as they proved truthful and helped, there was no need to. 
But now things were different. He was angry, of course, but more than that he was ashamed. He should have determined the identity of the letter-writer before it had come to this. Because now, not only was his strongest weapon rendered useless, but his strongest ally was gone. Aellin had proved invaluable. She was cunning, aware of everything going on in Bedburg—and what she didn’t know, she had ways of finding out—and had helped him save numerous condemned Protestants and rebels. 
And now Dieter feared for her life. He knew how far Ulrich would go to extract information from the poor girl. And though Aellin was one of the bravest and most loyal women he’d ever known, she was also still human. A person could only be put through so much agony before cracking and revealing secret sources and pertinent intelligence. 
Which made Dieter wonder how much Aellin really knew. And where her true loyalties lay. Did she know, or at least have an idea, who “Mord”—either of them—really was? Did she know where he, Dieter, was now hiding? How long do I have before my position is discovered? And how much did she know about this supposed Protestant rebellion? 
Dieter remembered that Aellin’s friend and co-worker, a redheaded wench named Josephine, had been accused of supporting the Protestants before she’d been killed by Heinrich Franz. And Aellin’s former boss, Lars, the tavern owner before Cristoff, had also been a Protestant backer. Did that mean Aellin’s loyalties were similarly aligned? Or were such past relationships meaningless in determining one’s beliefs? 
As his thoughts drifted from one unanswered question to the next, he considered his next move. He’d become increasingly scared of going outside, especially in the daylight. He didn’t want to put any more people in danger, not to mention his own safety. As his son’s sole means of support, he couldn’t afford to take any more chances. If something were to happen to him now, his boy would have no one: Ava, who’d done her best to act as the boy’s surrogate mother, was now missing; and Claus, as kindly and well-intentioned as he was, was still old and in no condition to care for a young child. 
Dieter sighed. Whatever he did, he had to be careful. 
He looked over at Martin who was sitting on the floor on the far side of the room watching Peter walk in circles to make himself dizzy, as young boys do. When the toddler finally tumbled innocently to the ground, giggling, both Dieter and Martin shared a pained grin. 
“What do you think about all this?” Dieter asked Martin. “Do you have any suggestions? You know Heinrich Franz and Bedburg as well as I do.”
Martin’s mouth turned down. “I feel just as lost as you, Dieter. I don’t know what to do. We certainly can’t trust the notes anymore, and if we can’t trust them, what do we have?”
“So you’re saying Heinrich has won?” 
Martin shook his head. “As long as you remain free and alive, I do not believe all is lost. You give hope to the townspeople—the marginalized, the restless, the rebellious.”
“I’m not sure that’s true any longer,” Dieter said, peeking out the window again. 
“I do. People still see you as a beacon of faith and trust, even if they must say so in whispers. I daresay you’re more accepted than the lord of Bedburg.”
Dieter hadn’t really thought of things that way, so Martin’s words gave him a glimmer of hope. “Do you have any idea who could be compromising our letters and giving us false information?”
Martin shook his head, still watching Peter on the ground. 
A light knock came at the door. Dieter and Martin exchanged a look, then Dieter quietly got up and hid behind the door. “Yes?” Martin called out, cracking the door enough to peer out. 
It was Claus with a young woman beside him. She was petite and pretty, and wore large spectacles. In Claus’s hand was a tray of food: more stale bread, cheese, and warm ale. Handing the tray to the girl, Claus smiled then walked away, leaving the girl to bring the tray into the room. As she entered, and Dieter registered who it was, his eyes widened. It was Hedda, Gustav Koehler’s former secretary and scribe.
She set the food tray on the bed, smiling down at Peter who stood up and attacked the food like a rabid wolf.
“What’s the meaning of this, woman?” Dieter asked, walking out from behind the door. “What are you doing here?”
Hedda turned toward him. She seemed to have aged a great deal since Dieter last saw her. It hadn’t been that long ago, less than a year, outside this very inn, the night of the fateful battle between Gustav’s men and Rowaine’s pirate crew, when Dieter’s wife, Sybil, was taken from him. Although that deadly confrontation had been triggered when it appeared young Peter was in jeopardy, it turned out to be a ruse. Gustav had used Peter as bait to capture and escape with Sybil instead. 
Which then of course led to Sybil burning at the stake, or so Dieter thought. 
So Dieter had plenty of reason to despise Hedda. She’d not only aided Gustav, she’d also been complicit in what eventually led to the loss of his wife.
“I come bearing good news,” Hedda said, glancing at Dieter, then looking away when she saw his expression of utter disgust. Turning to Martin, she said, “I’m here to help.” 
“Say your piece and be gone,” Dieter told her.
Martin exchanged a hard look with Dieter. Although Martin had also been in that battle with Gustav at the inn, for whatever reason he was more forgiving of this girl. “We can take whatever help we can get, Dieter.”
Dieter didn’t reply, his gaze fixed on Hedda.
“I come from Bergheim,” she said. “Following my Lord Ludwig’s murder, I was thrown into Bedburg’s jailhouse, then released a few days ago and sought refuge in Bergheim, where I thought it to be safe.”
“I hope that place burns to the ground,” Dieter mumbled, “just like my church in Norfolk.” 
That had been another evil perpetrated by Gustav, the burning of Dieter’s church. 
Hedda sighed. “I’m sure it will, in due time, with or without my help. Because of what’s headed there.”
Martin cocked his head. “What do you mean?”
Hedda pushed her spectacles up the bridge of her nose. “An army is building in Bergheim, in secret. Their goal is a military coup to take Bedburg and the surrounding cities, and eventually Cologne itself.”
If the goal is to take Cologne, there can only be one man leading such a company.
“Gebhard?” Dieter asked, his body tensing.
Hedda furrowed her brow. “Yes, priest, the former archbishop of Cologne has returned to take back what he believes is his rightful, God-sent office.”
“What happened to Bonn? When I visited there, it looked like he was garnering troops at that location.”
Hedda shook her head. “He was garnering support. But Bonn was never a serious contender for his garrison. It’s too close to Cologne and he feared being discovered by Ernst.”
“How is Bergheim any different?”
“With my lord killed,” Hedda said, “Bergheim is in turmoil. Gebhard has smartly used that as an opportunity to rouse the troops. He’s found support from the squabbling nobility. Even they can put their differences aside when it comes to battling a common enemy—a lordkiller, no less. So with monetary and political support from Bergheim, Erftstadt, Bonn, Kerpen, and other regions, plus military support from his bishopric in France, he’s about ready to move on Bedburg.”
Dieter mulled that over for a few moments. Finally, he said, “Why are you telling us this? What reason do you have to help me?”
“No reason other than Gebhard wishing me to.”
“So you’re a Protestant now?”
“No. I share sympathies with the nobles of Bergheim. It is my home. Any man capable of slaughtering two powerful barons over dinner is truly mad. And cannot go unpunished. If he is not stopped, Heinrich Franz will only grow more powerful. As I’ve said, we all now share a common enemy.”
“Gebhard wishes to take Bedburg from Heinrich,” Dieter mused, “so that he can eventually move on Cologne and Archbishop Ernst.” Then he shook his head. “But I still don’t understand my place in all this.”
“Gebhard wanted to forewarn you of his coming. He’ll need support from the citizens of Bedburg and he believes you can marshal that support. He only wishes your ear and allegiance.”
“My only allegiance is to God,” Dieter retorted. “No man has my oath.” Then, softening a bit, he added, “But I will assist Gebhard. After all, he introduced me to Patric Clauson, who before then I knew only as ‘old man Claus.’”
Hedda smirked. 
From the far side of the room, Martin asked, “Now that Ludwig is dead, who is slated to become lord of Bergheim?”
The woman shrugged. “It’s unclear. We’ll see how the dust settles once Gebhard’s campaign plays out. But currently there are plenty of shrewd and wealthy noblemen vying for the position. With both of Ludwig’s sons dead, there is no issue of inheritance.”
“I foresee a bloody future for Bergheim,” Dieter said quietly.
Hedda nodded, adding, “I see a bloody future for the entire principality of Cologne, priest.” 
“When should we expect Gebhard to make his move on Bedburg?” Dieter asked.
“He plans to march two days hence.”
“Does he have any specific instructions for me? I am rather limited in my ability to step outside this inn, much less rally support for him.”
“He trusts you will know what to do when the time comes. Just keep your ears open and when he does arrive, try to sway the citizenry to his cause.” She looked over at Martin but continued talking to Dieter. “And if your hands are tied,” she nudged her chin toward Martin, “perhaps you can use this one to relay the message to the townsfolk.”
Hearing that, Martin’s first impression was one of alarm, his eyes involuntarily widening. But after considering it for a moment, he slowly nodded his approval. “I can do that—”
Dieter cut him off. “You’ve done quite enough,” he said, closing that option. “I suspect your face is now as recognizable as my own, since it’s well known that you travel by my side.”
Martin frowned. “Please, Dieter. I’d like something to do, something to distract me from Ava . . .” His voice trailed off. 
Hearing mention of Ava, Hedda perked up. “Ava Hahn?” 
Martin jolted to attention. 
“She’s in the jailhouse,” Hedda told him. “Before I was released, a big round man brought her in as a prisoner.”
Dieter glanced at Martin, then turned back to Hedda. “Tell Gebhard of my acquiescence. But also warn him I will do all I can to prevent a bloodbath in Bedburg. This town has seen too much of that already.” 
“Some things never change,” Hedda replied. 
She and Dieter exchanged a long stare and awkward silence. Finally, she gave him a curt nod and walked to the door. Before exiting she turned back to him. 
“Try to stay alive,” she said before shutting the door behind her.
Dieter sighed, then nodded to the closed door.
As Hedda’s footsteps faded down the hall, Martin and Dieter quietly digested the new information.
Martin broke the silence. “Can we trust her?” 
Dieter walked to the window and peered out between the curtains. “I see no reason why Ulrich would release her unless he thought her useless. Though I can’t say for sure.”
“Ulrich could have forced her to spy,” Martin said. 
Dieter turned from the window. “How did she find us? Unless you told her?”
“Absolutely not!”
Dieter considered that for a moment. “Then how else could she have found us unless she actually had gone to Bergheim and received word from Gebhard about my seeking out Claus.” Raising his eyebrows at Martin, he added, “Remember, the Catholics here still don’t know of Claus’ sympathies for the Protestants, that he secretly provides them sanctuary.”
Martin leaned back against the wall. “I suppose you’re right,” he said. “Then what do we do? I feel so trapped in this damned place.”
Dieter stared at his son for a few moments, watching him examine a piece of cheese, then peek out at the two men through the holes of one of the slices. The thought of again leaving Peter suddenly overwhelmed him. 
Then he got a strange look in his eyes, as if a major decision had been made.
Turning to Martin, he said, “You say you want to help?”
Martin nodded enthusiastically.
“Then I will have you deliver a message to Ulrich.” 
Martin was intrigued. “Saying?”
“Explaining the terms of my surrender.”
Martin’s mouth fell open.
“By the Blessed Virgin, what are you talking about?”
“They will kill Aellin and Ava, Martin,” Dieter explained. “I can’t have that on my conscience. Those two have been invaluable to our cause. Should they die, our entire operation could crumble—”
“It certainly will crumble if you’re gone, Dieter. You’re speaking nonsense! I never expected to hear you say you’re willing to lay down and die—”
“I never said I was—”
“You’re throwing your life away—practically putting Ulrich’s noose around your neck for him! They’ll never let you leave that jail.” Martin shot Dieter a look of anger and sadness, the corners of his eyes welling with tears.
“I have a plan, Martin, but I must make sure Aellin and Ava are safe, first. When that is done, I want you to marry Ava. Be a good husband, as I wished I could have been. Have children. They are the most important thing you will ever achieve, our only true legacy.”
A flood of memories suddenly washed over Dieter: he and Sybil in Ulrich’s jailhouse. Georg Sieghart rescuing them. And how Dieter had promised Georg that he’d do the same thing with Sybil that he was now asking of Martin. 
But Martin was still bewildered. As he watched Dieter get lost in his thoughts, he began inhaling and exhaling loudly, his fists clenching. When he saw Dieter calmly smile to himself, he couldn’t take it any longer. 
“You’re talking like you’re already dead!” Martin yelled. 
Breaking his trance, Dieter gave Martin a kind smile. “I’m tired of this fighting, Martin.”
The young man thrust a finger out. “You’re being selfish, Dieter.”
Dieter’s eyebrows rose. “How do you mean?”
Martin walked behind Peter on the bed and silently pointed down at him, signaling his answer. 
Understanding his point, Dieter said, “You and Ava will oversee my child, if you would . . .”
“Of course! But . . .”
Finishing his sentence, Dieter added, “. . . for a time.” 
Martin still didn’t understand. “Dieter, please! Minutes ago you were ruminating over not going outside for fear you’d orphan this fine young man here,” he pleaded, nodding to Peter. “And now you suddenly want to surrender and face summary execution! Have you gone mad? What has changed in those few minutes?”
“Hedda’s message,” Dieter answered quickly, emphatically. “Now that I know Gebhard will be here in two days, the best chances my son has for a ‘living’ father is to surrender and wait, rather than keep hiding and face certain death by any guard on the street!” 
Dieter walked over to Martin and placed his hand on his shoulder. “Plus, my surrender will ensure that Ava and Aellin will be free.”
Martin closed his eyes tightly, trying to accept this new reality.
“So all I’m asking is for you to watch over my boy for a time,” Dieter repeated. “I don’t plan on dying. At least not in the foreseeable future. I will turn myself in so that the Catholics are relaxed. Then once Heinrich has me in custody—”
“He’ll kill you.” 
Dieter shook his head. “No, not at first. He will use Ulrich on me. He needs information, about the rebellion. But more importantly, my surrender will end his need to continue his searches and seizures, his reign of terror. It’s me he wants, Martin. And once he has that, he’ll put down his guard.” Dieter looked off somewhere unseen. “He’ll have Ulrich work on me for what I know.” Looking back at Martin, he added, “And surely I can outlast two days of that. And by then, Gebhard will be here.”
Martin still looked bewildered.
“Don’t you see?” Dieter continued. “As long as Heinrich is caught unawares, Gebhard will crush him! With both Heinrich and Ulrich focused on me, they will be blind to what’s happening around them. I have every confidence that Gebhard will save me once he takes control of the city.”
“That’s your brilliant scheme?” Martin scoffed. “Relying on Gebhard? The man responsible for the Cologne War? Do you forget that he once was a Catholic elector? One of the most influential men in the realm? Then only converted for the love of a woman?” 
Martin shook his head in disbelief. “He’s been an archbishop, a traitor, an outcast, and now a bishop again. And this is the man you place your trust in?”
Dieter sighed, then shrugged. “I can see no other way to serve both objectives: help Gebhard and free Ava and Aellin. Just please Martin, do this for me. It will benefit everyone.”
Martin wagged his finger, then, exasperated, held his breath for as long as he could before finally exhaling loudly. “If you die because of this, Dieter . . . I’m going to haunt you in the afterlife.”
Dieter smiled kindly. “You shouldn’t be so attached to me, Martin. It’s odd to hear things like that from you.”
“You are one of my only friends—the only person who’s been kind to me.”
“Well, soon you will have one even closer. Elope, marry, have children. And leave here! Are we in agreement?” 
Martin’s shoulders slumped. He held back a sniffle and wiped his nose with the back of his arm. Finally, he nodded. 
“I want to hear the words, Martin. Tell me what you’re going to do.”
Martin sighed, looking up to meet Dieter’s eyes. He seemed strangely guilty—strangely off—about something. “I’m going to offer your terms of surrender: yourself for Ava and Aellin.”
“And then?”
Blushing, Martin could no longer keep eye contact with Dieter’s intensity. “And then I’m going to marry Ava and start a family with her.”
Dieter nodded. “Away from here, Martin. Promise me you’ll leave this dark shadow of the past behind.”        
Still without meeting Dieter’s eyes, Martin bobbed his head slowly. “I promise Dieter. I promise I’ll live the life you wished you could live.”
Dieter smiled back. 
Though he had no reason to.
His fate now rested in the hands of the two most dangerous men he’d ever known. 
Ulrich the Punisher and Lord Heinrich Franz.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
HUGO
 
 
 



Beauregard held up an elegant, blue silk dress he’d found somewhere in the maze of rooms within House Charmagne. Hugo’s eyes lit up. The dress looked strangely familiar.
“That’s the one,” he said, emphatically. He took the garment from Beauregard and, holding it close, paraded down the red carpet toward the cellar as morning sunlight streamed in from the hallway windows. When he got to the stairs at the end of the hall, he was in such a rush to show her his find that he took two steps at a time all the way down. 
Lucille was resting against the cellar wall, eyes closed, a single torch illuminating her grimy face. When she heard the door open and Hugo’s steps down the stairs, her eyes popped open and she turned to look.
Hugo’s hands were behind him, like a little kid hiding a surprise, but his dumb grin gave it away. Lucille couldn’t help but smirk at the foolish, yet earnest, young man’s expression.       
With a flourish and bow, he exposed what he was hiding, presenting the dress to her. 
“Oh, Hugo, it’s perfect,” she cried out, clasping her hands together. “Where did you find it?” she asked, taking his offered hand to rise to her feet. 
She took the garment and gently ran her hand down its seams. 
“My butler,” Hugo replied. “I have no idea who it belonged to, but I think it will be perfect for you.”
“Very much so,” she said, offering a most charming smile. For a long moment, they gazed into each other’s eyes, until the silence became awkward. Finally she glanced away, focusing somewhere toward the ground. “Shall I try it on?”
“Ah, y-yes, of course,” he said, somewhat surprised she hadn’t just waited for him to leave. He turned around to give her privacy, then heard the rustling of cloth and the unclasping of straps. 
“You can turn around now.”
He spun around and was instantly stupefied. 
Lucille stood naked before him. 
His face twitched, his eyes bulged, his body shuddered.
And of course he was speechless.
Standing there like a fool, he just took it all in.
Her shapely body, fair and pale. Her swelling breasts, full with dark nipples hardened in the chilled air. Her blonde hair tumbling past her delicate neck and shoulders. The thin mound of delicate fuzz declaring her womanhood.
Hugo had never seen such a perfect female specimen in his life.
Not knowing what to do with her hands, Lucille smiled modestly, then clasped them tentatively in front of her. Finally she looked away, only slightly embarrassed. 
As Hugo continued mindlessly gazing, she began to walk toward him, slowly, stopping just inches away. She was slightly taller than he, so she gently took his chin and lifted it toward her. Then she leaned in and kissed him.
Hugo sucked in his breath as her warm, tantalizing tongue darted smoothly into his mouth. He was immediately aroused. The kiss soon became much more as she pushed herself forward into him. When his back touched the wall, she moved down his neck, then pulled open his shirt and continued down his chest and stomach. All Hugo could do was breathe deeply, frozen in place. He stared up at the ceiling as she knelt down, opened his pants and took him in her mouth. Clutching a handful of hair, he groaned loudly before losing all control.
It was over quickly. Softly, she dabbed at her lips, then looked up and smiled, motioning for him to lie down beside her. Using the torn and bloodied white wedding gown she’d taken off as a makeshift sheet, they lay together while Lucille stroked his chest. Within minutes she had him ready again, this time mounting him as he lay on his back. Leaning forward so her breasts made teasing, intermittent contact with his chest, she slowly began grinding into him, picking up rhythm while her sultry eyes remained fixed on his. His mind left his body as her animal wetness flowed over him like a wave of solid heat. Her pitch quickened, then grew feverish, and they both climaxed together in a rush of groans and whimpers and grunts.
 When their heavy breathing began to slow, Lucille rolled off and cuddled against him, gently placing his head across her breasts as he drifted off to a beautiful place. The last thing he remembered was marveling over the wonderment of both losing his virginity and finding true love simultaneously.
Unfortunately, he woke up alone.
 
 
 
He was naked.
His mind a hazy recollection of lustful memories, fading quickly like a distant dream. He was still on the floor, the muddled white wedding dress beneath him only partially insulating him from the cold floor. His eyes scanned the room. The new blue dress was gone.
As was Lucille.
What started as a feeling of immense satisfaction quickly soured into confusion, then anger, then panic. He pushed off the ground and hastily pulled on his clothes while his eyes darted back and forth across the room. The torch still flickered on the wall by where they had made love. 
But suddenly that love melted into humiliation. 
How could I have been so stupid, thinking such an unbelievable woman would fall for someone like me? Someone half her age? 
He hurried up the stairs. Running down the red-carpeted hallway, he called out for Beauregard. 
The butler’s head popped out of a sideroom, a baffled look on his face. 
“Young master, what has happened? Your hair! Has there been an incident? Should I call for assistance?”
Hugo impulsively smoothed down his hair, brushed off his wrinkled shirt, then grabbed Beauregard by the shoulders. “Have you seen the Lady Lucille?”
The butler squinted at him. “No, sir. I haven’t. You mean she’s not in the dungeon?”
Hugo groaned, shaking his head. He let go of Beauregard and bolted for the front door which was slightly ajar, throwing it open. The blazing sunlight instantly blinded him. Shielding his eyes, he called for Beauregard to fetch Felix. A few minutes later, the young driver brought the carriage to the front of the house. 
Hugo hopped in and they sped off down the cobblestone road, past rows of trees and statues. 
“Where to, my lord?” Felix asked. 
Hugo yelled over the clop-clop of the horses’ hooves. “Bedburg.”
His eyes surveyed the countryside, searching as far and wide as he could through the carriage window. But Lucille was nowhere. 
As they drove on, his anger started to subside and a different, more-positive thought began to form. Slowly, his mouth curved into a sinister smile. 
Who cares if she escapes?
But then an image of Heinrich replaced that thought and his smile faded. 
He will kill me! 
He put his face in his palms, clenched his eyes shut, gritted his teeth, and violently launched himself backward into the leather seat. 
There was nothing to be done. If he called a search party, his stupidity and humiliation would be known to all. 
So he let his mind return to the less-negative perspective.
Maybe it’s not the worst thing that she escaped . . . before Heinrich killed her anyway. After all she’s already been through . . . the murder of her father . . . and her father-in-law . . .
He tried to slow down his thinking, relax, taking in long steady breaths.
She’s lived through so much chaos and death. Perhaps this is for the best. As long as she doesn’t come back, which I doubt she will. Perhaps someday I could even find her. She was truly magnificent, regardless of her motive. And under different circumstances, who knows . . .
The only thing he regretted was being manipulated. Then again, it had been a most wonderful experience, perhaps the highlight of his short life. There was no denying that. 
What’s done is done.
And suddenly, inexplicably, he had the crazy urge to speak to Ava again. This brief but spectacular experience he’d shared with Lucille had changed him. He was a man now, he’d finally experienced love. And facing Ava in this new light excited him. 
He yelled to Felix, “Take me to the jailhouse!”
He would speak to Ava—though he had no idea what he’d say. Or he would speak to Ulrich, the man most symbolizing the exact opposite of love.
 
 
 
As he neared the jailhouse, he finalized what he would say to Ava. It would not be pretty. He decided she needed to know that he’d found someone else, that she needn’t worry about him fawning over her any longer, and that she could rot in Hell for all he cared. 
He realized that the words—admittedly untrue—sounded somewhat pathetic, but he needed a target for his current hodgepodge of emotions. 
Felix dropped him off near the side of the jail at the stroke of noon. Rounding the corner on the way to the gate, Hugo felt a certain new zest in his step. It was amazing what a good woman’s love could do to a man. When he looked up, he stopped in midstride. Directly in front of the jailhouse gate, on both sides of the street, a spectacle was playing out. He quickly moved into the shadows to watch. 
A small group stood in front of the jail gate—Ulrich in front, and Ava and a popular barwench, Aellin Brandt, behind him. Two guards surrounded the women who clearly were being handled as prisoners. Aellin had her arm around Ava’s shoulder. 
Across the street a much larger group had gathered. Standing in front of a horde of farmers and townsfolk stood Dieter Nicolaus, who was calling out to Ulrich across the road from him.
“I told you I’d be here,” Dieter was saying. 
“And I knew you would,” Ulrich responded. “That’s something I respect about you, Dieter Nicolaus—a man of your word.”
“I don’t need your admiration, torturer.”
From behind Ulrich, Aellin shouted out. “Don’t do this, Dieter!”
Ulrich spun around, ready to backhand the woman, but Ava stepped in between and Ulrich backed off. From that angle Hugo caught a glimpse of Ava’s face, still caked in blotches of dried blood, a large bump below her left eye and a broad bruise covering her entire nose. Hugo felt sick to his stomach knowing those injuries had been at his impulsive hand. 
“It’s too late, my dear,” Dieter called back to Aellin with a wistful smile. Spreading his arms wide, he yelled, “So, Ulrich, will you be good to your word, in front of all these people? You remember our deal, yes?”
Hugo couldn’t imagine what kind of deal this could be. But whatever it was, Dieter was being smart. Making Ulrich announce the terms to everyone around. Clearly this was a deal Dieter wanted. Hugo could only assume it had to be something that, in the coming days, would be spread to every ear in the city. 
“Yourself for Ava Hahn and Aellin Brandt,” Ulrich recited, thrusting his thumb over his shoulder at the women. “In exchange for you, I send these bitches home.” 
Hugo was shocked. Why would Dieter be doing this? What was happening? 
Dieter nodded approval to Ulrich.
“I am a man of my word,” Ulrich announced.
“You may not be good, Ulrich,” Dieter said, “but I believe you speak the truth when you say it.”
From somewhere behind the large crowd of citizens, a voice yelled out, “Unfortunately, it’s not up to him.” 
All eyes turned to see who had spoken. Then the crowd began to part, making room for the speaker to walk through. 
Hugo gasped, as did the crowd, as Lord Heinrich Franz stepped forward, his hands on his hips, smiling broadly.
“Lord Heinrich,” Ulrich muttered from across the street, clearly surprised at his lord’s grand entrance. 
“Actually,” Heinrich beamed, “it’s Count Heinrich, my dear punisher.”
Ulrich scratched the scar on his face, then motioned toward Dieter. “I’ve promised them a trade, Your Grace. A very favorable exchange. If you’ll just come speak with me in private for a moment . . .”
Heinrich held up a gloved hand to silence Ulrich, then shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, Ulrich.” He clapped his hands together, once. Instantly, a flurry of action disrupted the street as guards poured in from all directions. Within seconds Dieter and the citizens were surrounded, while across the street more guards circled Ulrich and the two women.
Heinrich smiled menacingly at the jailer. “You were never given the authority to set any of these prisoners free, Ulrich.” Addressing his guards, he ordered, “Arrest the treasonous priest here and throw those two whores back in their cells.” 
An outcry rose from the peasants, but there were too many guards, so everyone heeded Heinrich’s orders. The guards grabbed Ava and Aellin by the arms. Writhing against her captors, Ava shouted to Ulrich, “You promised, you bastard!” 
At the same time, guards took hold of Dieter, who offered no resistance, his shoulders sinking in defeat. As he was led across the street, his eyes found Hugo in the shadows and locked onto him for a moment before he was pushed forward toward the gate, disappearing into the dark recesses of the jailhouse. 
Heinrich then turned and walked back the way he’d come, never noticing Hugo from a distance. The crowd dispersed, mumbling bits of displeasure but nothing more. Within minutes, only Ulrich was left alone in the street, shaking his head, while Hugo remained out of view along the side of the jailhouse. 
Witnessing what he’d just seen had erased all of Hugo’s earlier thoughts—his wondrous first sexual experience, his anger and humiliation over Lucille, what he’d planned to tell Ava. For an instant he considered just fetching Felix and the carriage and retreating to House Charmagne. But he knew Heinrich would return there as well. And the last thing he wanted right then was to face the man. 
And then a strange thing occurred. Hugo was suddenly overwhelmed with sorrow and shame. Not for himself, but for those he’d just seen—for the two women unceremoniously dragged away; for Dieter who’d just tried to do the honorable thing by exchanging himself for the women; and for Ava, or rather his shame over his selfish plan to torment her over a sexual conquest that was really nothing more than a determined woman’s justifiable manipulation of a weak, inexperienced idiot.
And he knew he had to apologize to Ava—for everything he’d done to her, for treating her so savagely after all she’d been through. So with both reluctance and resolve, he walked from the shadows toward the cold jailhouse.
 
 
 
He was halfway down the second hallway when he heard their conversation. Apparently the prisoners had been jailed in adjoining cells, or at least Ava and Dieter, because he immediately recognized their voices. He stepped quietly past a room with its door cracked open just an inch or so, then stopped when—far enough back so the prisoners couldn’t see him—he could hear their voices more clearly.
“Please, Dieter,” he heard Ava say. “I beg of you . . . don’t be angry with him.”
Dieter sighed. “I’m disappointed, Ava, but I’ve already forgiven him.”
“You have?”
“Yes. If I’m being honest, in my heart . . . I already knew.”
“He did it for me,” Ava said desperately, her voice choking with tears. “He’s a good man, Dieter. You know that.”
“Yes, I do,” Dieter replied, his own voice thick with sadness. 
“It was never his intent to betray you.”
“I know, Ava.” 
Hugo wasn’t sure what they were talking about.
There was a moment of quiet, where the only sound was Ava’s gentle sobs. Then Dieter said, “Tell me how it happened.”
“Are you sure?”
“Please. I’d like to know.”
Ava sniffled, then began. “When Martin and I were captured at the western entrance, he was given an ultimatum for my release. Oh, Dieter, but I do think he loves me.”
“And you?”
“I do. I just wish I could tell him . . .”
Dieter cleared his throat. “Please continue.”
“Somehow the punisher knew that Martin was working with you. He showed me the notes—now that I think on it, it must have been Karstan that stole that first note, the one with the Jacobos mentioned. Remember when he came seeking shelter in our home?”
“I already put that together, my dear,” Dieter said. “That Karstan deceived us.”
“Yes, well, that bastard gave the note to Ulrich. Who showed it to Martin, telling him that if he ever wanted to see me again alive, Martin had to forge new letters. His goal apparently was to send us on a fruitless hunt—”
“Which worked quite handily, fool that I am,” Dieter muttered.
Ava coughed. “By giving the wrong name on the note, Ulrich hoped to drive you out of hiding and capture you in broad daylight. He knew your honor and dignity wouldn’t allow you to let someone suffer a burning if you could possibly save him or her . . .”
“And I fell right into his trap . . .”
Ava sounded confused. “B-but, you weren’t captured. What do you mean?”
“Martin and I were at the tavern when Aellin was captured. Ulrich never saw us.”
“Oh, dear . . .” Ava said, trailing off. “S-so, you see, Martin was told that if he didn’t aid Ulrich in capturing you, I would be tortured and killed. He had no choice, you see?”
“Yes, Ava, I understand now.”
Then they were silent. 
Hugo waited for more but nothing came. Just as he was about to step forward and announce himself, he heard another voice from the room he’d just passed, through the partially open door. 
“We told you not to show your face in Bedburg again if you wanted to live, you stupid whore!” a gruff voice scolded. 
Hugo recognized it. Karstan. 
He inched closer to hear better.
“But instead of leaving town like a good girl,” Karstan chided, “I find you wandering the streets by old man Claus’ inn! I think it’s time for a little lesson, woman.” 
Hugo winced at the sound of a loud slap, then a muffled cry, then garbled words and more whimpering. 
“Hugo?”
He spun around. Peering through her bars down the hall, Ava was staring directly at him. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Locking eyes with her for a moment, wishing he could speak but unable to, he turned and hurried off. As he walked past the door where he’d heard Karstan and the woman, louder and more frantic scuffling and shrieks made him stop. He stepped back and inched open the door. 
Then froze in shock. 
Karstan was on top of a woman, a small figure, her feet kicking wildly, her arms and body writhing, crying out under Karstan’s considerable weight. The big man was holding down the woman’s wrists with one hand, while fumbling with his pants with the other. 
The girl cried out, “Stop it! Get away from m—” as the hand Karstan was using to pull down his pants suddenly slammed across the woman’s face.
Then everything went blank and Hugo saw red. Clenching his teeth so hard he felt they would crack, he instinctively reached around his waist to discover he had no weapon. Glancing back into the hallway, he rushed for the torch hanging from the wall, grabbed it, then raced into the room, kicking the door back with such force the knob embedded itself in the wall. As Karstan looked up and over his shoulder to see what was happening, he had a split-second to make eye contact with Hugo before Hugo shoved the torch, flame-first, into his face. 
The big man shrieked in agony as the fire sizzled into a bright orange cloud across the entire front half of Karstan’s head. The man’s hands instinctively shot up to his face as his body jerked involuntarily in hopeless defense.
When Hugo pulled the torch away, Karstan’s face was unrecognizable. His screams quickly faded as his mouth disappeared into a scorching mound of blackened ooze. Ulrich rushed in just in time to see Hugo plunge the blazing torch back into the melted mass that was once Karstan’s face again and again, until there was nothing left but a dripping blob of twisted, hissing black and pink flesh. Karstan’s body sank to the floor, twitching in its last death throes. 
Hugo, still holding the lit torch in front of him, spun around to Ulrich, who was frozen in place. Pieces of burnt skin smoldered in the flaming bristles of the torch, the stench of cooked fat and hair and flesh overpowering. 
“I’m taking whoever this poor woman is and we’re both leaving here, Ulrich,” Hugo said. 
Ulrich just glared at him, not moving. 
“If you’ve ever cared a stitch about me, Ulrich, you’ll let us pass.”
Ulrich’s hand was at the hilt of his sword, his brow furrowed, his facial scar pulsing. He locked eyes with Hugo for what seemed like forever. Then, abruptly, the tension lifted as Ulrich spread his arms wide, giving Hugo a bemused look before stepping back.
Hugo took the woman by the hand. Her spectacles were bent across her face. She smoothed her dress back down over the lower half of her body, then stood up. 
Turning toward her, Hugo said slowly, “I recognize you . . . you’re . . .”
“Hedda,” the girl said uneasily. She tried to straighten her glasses, then quietly said, “Thank you for rescuing me,” and walked out with Hugo hand-in-hand.
“You’re welcome,” he whispered, passing by Ulrich, who gave the boy a wry smirk.
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With help from Georg’s new connections, Daxton managed to maneuver the Lion’s Pride past the heavily guarded waters of Amsterdam’s harbor, keeping to the southern coast beyond The Hague, then around the Hook of Holland. From there, they traveled deep into the European mainland, through the northern channel of the Waal River, and south down the Rhine. 
After nearly two weeks of negotiating dangerous waters and paying off shifty-eyed patrolmen and bridge-watchers, the Pride had gone as far as it could, docking in Düsseldorf, the capital of North Rhine-Westphalia, just thirty miles north of Cologne. 
Georg paid a handsome fee to hide the Pride among the less-desirable ships in the harbor, so that it wouldn’t be recognized or vandalized. Without its notorious red lion flag flying, it was just another anonymous ship in a harbor of hundreds.
Once docked, Daxton rented a horse then headed back west toward the Netherlands to find his family. He gave the women of the group hugs, firm handshakes for the men, and set off into the sunset on a Thursday. The plan was for Sybil and her companions to travel on to Bedburg, rescue Dieter, then escape the city. They’d all rendezvous back in Düsseldorf within the week, board the Lion’s Pride, and sail back the way they’d come, to freedom and Norfolk and the peace and quiet of Strangers Shire. 
By Saturday evening, Sybil and the rest of her company were closing in on Bedburg. They’d hiked south along the Rhine, staying parallel with the river as it twisted down the countryside, then cut west several miles before Cologne.
As they traveled through the night, feet aching and minds foggy, Sybil began noticing a brown cloud in the distance, growing larger, with hundreds of orange and yellow dots twinkling within it, like stars in the sky. Squinting into the darkness southeast of their position, she realized the dots were moving in a westerly direction from Cologne. 
“Looks like an army,” Georg said, coming up beside her, pointing. “That haziness and spots of light are the dirt of disciplined marchers carrying torches.” 
Rowaine came up beside them and nodded, then bent forward, resting her hands on her knees. Though she’d had time in Norfolk to strengthen her legs, she still wasn’t prepared for such a harrowing trek through the German countryside. But her stubbornness had kept her from complaining despite being the one most in need of rest along the way.
Lifting her head, she said, “They’re headed west, toward Bedburg.”
“Same direction we’re headed, my friends,” Corvin said, bringing up the rear of the group, along with Wilhelm, Mary, and Salvatore. 
“If we could sneak into the astral plane,” Salvatore muttered, nodding to himself, “we could surely outrun them.”
Georg looked out, shielding a hand over one eye and swiveling his head from the nearby hill back toward Bedburg on the horizon, mentally calculating the distance. “No need for your mythical nonsense, warlock. We’ll get there before they do. But we should make haste.”
Salvatore snorted. “I’ll still travel to the army in my dreams when we rest tonight. Perhaps I can slow them down.”
Rowaine glanced out of the corner of her eye at the strange man with the blue tattoos. “Magic or not,” she said, “they’ll be at Bedburg’s doorstep by mid-afternoon tomorrow.”
“Or sooner,” Georg added. 
“Then let’s not tarry,” Sybil said, heading down the hill. 
Everyone followed. 
They walked in silence for hours, up and down hills and around overgrown bends in the road. Eventually, Sybil could smell birch trees and the familiar stench of tanning leather in the air.
“We’re getting close,” she told her entourage.
“What do you suppose they’re doing, Beele?” Wilhelm asked, referring to the army moving westward, a question clearly on everyone’s mind. Because three of their group—Wilhelm, his mother, and Sybil—had once called Bedburg home, seeing an army moving in that direction carried special significance to them.
“God only knows,” Sybil said, shaking her head. “I’ve been gone from Bedburg for too long—I can’t even imagine the tribulations the city has gone through since my escape from there.”
“With Heinrich Franz as lord,” said Mary, “anything’s possible.” 
Several in the group grumbled in agreement.
“If the army is coming from Cologne,” Georg noted, “there are only two possibilities. Either Archbishop Ernst is attacking Bedburg, or defending it.”
“Or,” Rowaine offered, “the army could just be passing by Bedburg, not heading there at all.”
Sybil snickered. “You don’t know Heinrich Franz as I do, Row.” She shook her head. “No . . . that army is clearly bound for Bedburg.”
Sybil’s gloomy prediction quieted the group for a while. 
When they finally reached the far outskirts of Bedburg proper, they passed the northern tip of Peringsmaar Lake, just east of the city, before the farmlands finally gave way to forest. Walking along the edge of the woods, they kept inside the treeline to avoid detection by any scouting parties. 
Passing a short length of river, Wilhelm said, “This is where Dieter sent me and mother off,” pointing down the waterway.
Sybil perked up, interested in any detail about her husband. 
Mary nodded. “He’d somehow gotten a boat, hidden under some canopies. Almost like he’d prophesied our arrival and escape . . .”
“I have no doubt he did,” Salvatore said confidently. “That man had a bright, dazzling aura about him. Much untapped energies in the spiritual arts—even if he doesn’t realize it.”
Sybil was about to retort but felt Rowaine’s hand on her shoulder. Rowaine gently shook her head and Sybil sighed. Let the druid live his dreams. Arguing with insanity was itself insane.
It was deep into the night when they reached the end of the woods. Through a circle of gnarled tree branches, the party surveyed the city wall beyond, watching for movement.
“It looks inviting,” Georg commented. “Strangely calm. . .”
“Though I doubt it will stay that way once word comes of the approaching army,” Sybil whispered.
Corvin smirked. “Shall we warn them?”
After some nervous chuckles, they pushed out into the open countryside toward Bedburg. As they approached, the city walls loomed higher and higher. The iron gate was open, two guards manning the archway, spears ready, checking entering and exiting merchants and farmers as they passed through. Sybil hoped and prayed that their group, dirty and tattered from their long trek, looked like any other group of fieldworkers coming in for the night.
And sure enough, the guards barely took notice before allowing them through without incident. Considering all but Corvin were known fugitives, Sybil was slightly shocked, but pleasantly surprised, at how easy it was to enter. But to the lazy, overworked guards, they were just another set of everyday commoners. Little did they know, Sybil mused to herself, that the seven of them were exactly who the guards were supposed to be guarding against—Protestant sympathizers, Heinrich’s former companions-turned-enemies, the former captain of the Lion’s Pride, and the “Daughter of the Beast.”
The group walked down the street together as a unit—their faces masked in grim determination, their nervousness gone. During their entire two-week journey, they’d carefully planned this arrival, everyone well aware of his or her part in their upcoming play. 
As they proceeded down the road, taking up the whole width of the street, peasants parted to give them room to pass, while town guards gave them no more than scant glances. A few whispers could be heard as passing citizens talked in hushed tones, possibly recognizing one or more of them, especially the three former local residents. 
But no one blocked their passage.
When they arrived at the tavern, they stopped. The familiar raucous sounds of drunken behavior filtered out the pub windows and could be heard long before they got there. 
Georg produced a long dagger from his waistband. Rowaine clicked back the hammers of her hidden pistols. Wilhelm took off his backpack and, kneeling near the tavern door, began rummaging for his equipment, Mary beside him. Salvatore’s yellow eyes opened wide as he clenched his fists and took on the look of a blue-tattooed, rabid animal. Corvin stood inches away, cracking his knuckles then shaking them at his sides. Sybil took a position near the back, waiting. 
They all looked to Sybil for their signal. 
She nodded once.
Georg shoved the door open and was the first to enter, followed by Rowaine. Not a single eye from the drunken patrons moved to the door. Then Salvatore walked in and his strange appearance did garner a few peeks. But it wasn’t until Corvin stormed in, jumped onto the closest tabletop, and kicked over a mug of ale, that the group got the packed crowd’s immediate attention.
Cristoff, tending bar, cut off his conversation. “Hey!” he shouted, “you’re going to pay for that!” pointing to the shards of mug scattered about. “And get off the table, man! Have you no manners?”
The invading group ignored him. 
Georg and Rowaine surrounded the table Corvin stood on, dagger and pistols in hand, though not yet pointed at anyone. 
“Citizens of Bedburg!” Corvin bellowed, throwing his arms up in triumph. “I come to you as a citizen of the world! A nomadic traveler from many miles away. I come to you as a man, much as yourselves”—his hands sweeping across the room—“as a man . . . who has been wronged.” 
A few heads tilted. Everyone, despite their inebriation, was listening. 
Who was this man? How had he been wronged? Why was he standing on the table?
After a momentary pause, Corvin continued. 
“Whether you know it or not, each and every one of you in this room has been wronged. Damaged. Beaten. And only one person is responsible for causing so much grief, a single entity who has harmed all of Bedburg so dastardly.” 
Several patrons began losing interest, grumbling and shooing away the blowhard. Unfazed, Corvin got to his moment of truth. 
“I speak, of course, of the evil, cruel, bastard . . . Heinrich Franz.”
That stopped everyone, the actual mention of the man’s name. Some literally sucked in their breath. Probably not in years had anyone had the nerve, the courage, the foolhardiness, to publicly denounce the former chief investigator of Bedburg who was now lord and count of the entire region.
Either this man was very reckless, very heroic, or had a death-wish. But either way, Corvin had everyone’s undivided attention.
“There isn’t a single one of us who has not been affected by Heinrich Franz’s carnage. As chief investigator of the city, he rounded up countless innocents and burned them at the stake. There was nothing we could do then. And was he punished?” 
“No . . .” someone muttered.
“No!” Corvin emphasized. “He was rewarded!” He threw up his hands, his brows forming a straight, angry line. “And as lord of the city, his crimes have only multiplied. Yet he works under the guise of absolute authority. Any person he sees as a threat to that power, he kills”—running his finger across his throat—“not because he has any God-given authority, but because he is… fearful!” 
He waited before speaking his next line, eyeing as many in the crowd individually as he could. Then he spoke it loudly and clearly. 
“I stand before you today to tell you that Heinrich Franz is a coward!”
“Yes!” a man dared to yell. A few others nodded with him.
“He has killed our friends; he has chased our brothers out of the city; he has raped our sisters. He believes he controls Bedburg. But . . . could Bedburg run without us?”
Now the crowd was engaged, heads shaking, grumbles growing louder. Corvin bent his knees slightly, taking on a battle-ready pose. 
“Even now, he has an army of reprobates descending upon us, upon this city!”
Corvin didn’t know if that was true but it was good theatrics. Several in the crowd gasped at the news of the supposed incoming invasion.
“You see, my friends, Heinrich Franz believes we will bend to his will . . . he believes his power is absolute and infallible. He thinks he is untouchable. He did so when he butchered Peter Stubbe—do you remember him?”
A few nodded slowly, unsure where the speech was going. One man got up to leave, apparently bored, but was quickly seated by Rowaine’s pistol.
“Yes, Peter Stubbe. An innocent farmer and stalwart citizen of Bedburg—murdered for his beliefs. Wrongly labeled the Werewolf of Bedburg, it was proved that Heinrich conspired with the bishop and that Peter Stubbe was in fact innocent. But did the murders stop?”
“No!” a man yelled, shaking his fist. “They got worse!”
Others joined in, nodding and growling.
“Indeed, my friend! It. Got. Worse! And that is because Heinrich Franz is a tyrant, a despot hellbent on the destruction of morality and honor. He kills because he fears what people will do to him, what people think of him! And the killings go on, the days get worse, and Bedburg sinks into Hell.”
“But he’s our lord!” a man cried out. “What could we possibly do? You just said it. He has the army!”
Corvin offered a thin smile. “I’m glad you asked, my friend. Because that is the true reason I have come here today.”
“Who are you?” someone asked. “I’ve never seen you in my life.” 
Corvin tightened his hands into fists. “I am just a man who has been pushed to the brink of my conscience. I am a man who is tired of Heinrich Franz’s deplorable deeds. I am just like every one of you.” He pointed to a few faces. “And I’m here with friends—people you may recognize, who have been persecuted without mercy by that devil.” 
Standing back to his full height, Corvin punched a fist into his open palm. “You see, my friends, Heinrich Franz believes he is above the Almighty. He thinks he can do any evil he wishes. But Heinrich Franz is not above the laws of God!”
Behind the bar, Cristoff crossed himself. “Amen,” he said in a low voice.
“And I have come with someone to rally us to God’s cause. Imagine, if you will, a Bedburg that does not answer to a tyrant. Imagine an army that arrives here and finds it has no lord to serve. What would happen? I’ll tell you. That army will crumble. For even if Heinrich has many men at his disposal to carry out his foul deeds, the citizens of Bedburg are legion! We hold the ultimate authority—God’s authority—because the city cannot exist without us.” He looked from face to face. “But it can and must exist without Heinrich Franz.”
People were excited now, leaning forward in their seats, standing, talking to one another with an energy absent just minutes before. 
As if an afterthought, Corvin added: “And we will exist without Heinrich Franz. I promise you that.”
One man pounded his fist on the table and snarled. Another punched his mug of ale into the air, yelling obscenities. The mob was loud and angry. But Corvin wasn’t nearly finished. 
Raising his hands in the air, he said, “The alleged Werewolf of Bedburg—an innocent man named Peter Stubbe—his soul lives on through his offspring. And I don’t mean his son, who you all know as Hugo Griswold . . . I mean through his daughter.”
A collective gasp could be heard as hands covered mouths. 
“Yes, the Daughter of the Beast has returned to Bedburg!” Corvin screamed. “To seek vengeance for her father’s wrongful death! She has returned to serve as the spirit for your loved ones, for the sons you have lost to Heinrich’s battles, for the daughters you have lost at the stakes! Heinrich Franz believes he is above God, but we the citizens will show him otherwise!”
The tavern door shot open. Two guards ran in, spears at the ready. One shouted, “What the devil is going on here?” as Rowaine stepped forward with two pistols aimed at both guards. Georg moved next to her, his dagger out and ready. The crowd collectively held its breath while the four faced off, ready to attack each other.
But Corvin would not be silenced. Reaching a crescendo, he yelled at the top of his lungs, “Citizens of Bedburg, I give you the Daughter of the Beast!” 
He spun around and threw his hands out toward the door, adding, “She has returned to us as the Pale Diviner—God’s holy crusader against tyranny. Our Angel of Resistance!” 
A figure stepped through the doorway. 
The crowd stared in stunned silence, stopped cold by the sight. 
Before them stood a divine creature clearly from another world. A woman in a sleeveless garment, her arms outstretched and ablaze in brilliant orange flames. 
A Norse Goddess from a mythological kingdom.
Without a word, people cleared the way as she slowly raised both flaming arms above her.
“God have mercy!” a man cried, crossing himself. 
“Preserve us, oh Lord!” said another, joining his hands together in prayer. 
“She’s aflame in the Holy Fire!” someone screamed.
Both guards dropped their spears and dashed out of the tavern. 
Showing no pain or expression, Sybil gazed around the room, her pale eyes and intense frown captivating the spectators. 
Her appearance having had its intended affect, with a fluid, well-rehearsed flick of both wrists, the flames were instantly extinguished. Another collective gasp spread through the crowd as she slowly lowered her arms to her sides. 
Her skin appeared unscathed, the only remnant of the spectacle were a few lingering puffs of smoke floating near the ceiling. 
After several long moments of shocked silence, almost as if the crowd was catching its breath, the entire tavern spontaneously burst into cheers. One man fainted. Several others knelt before her like a heavenly deity.
“We will march on Castle Bedburg,” Sybil proclaimed solemnly. “We will find Heinrich Franz, and we will put him through the same gauntlet he has put so many of us through. And you will all join me!”
Once another round of cheers ended, a man said, “B-but, my holy lady, Lord Franz doesn’t stay at Castle Bedburg. He stays at his estate in the countryside.” 
Sybil tried not to act surprised, though she was. With her best mask of spiritual fury firmly etched on her face, she started to respond but before she could, Cristoff shouted from behind the bar: “And what about your husband, my lady? He has been a savior to so many of us.”
The comment broke through Sybil’s mask. Confused, she questioned, “My husband? But . . . he’s alive?”
“Yes, my lady, he’s alive! Thrown in jail just this afternoon. By Heinrich!” 
“With Aellin!” added another. “Poor Aellin!”
Suddenly Mary, who’d been standing outside, popped into the room. “What about my husband? Master stonemason William?” she asked hopefully.
Cristoff frowned. “Dead, I’m afraid, Frau Edmond. Another atrocity of our lord. Hanged two weeks ago.” 
Unable to control her anger, Sybil snarled to the crowd. “Gather your comrades, my friends. Tonight we free those who have been lost to us, their bodies and their souls. And we march upon Heinrich’s country estate to demand justice for all his evil!” 
With that, she turned and stormed out of the tavern, the entire crowd following in her wake. As she exited, she glanced to her side. Wilhelm was kneeling quietly by his backpack, repacking his alcohol mixture, his face streaked with tears at the news he’d just heard through the tavern door. A bittersweet moment for the young man—thrilled knowing his “magical” fire potion had successfully motivated the crowd, yet devastated to learn of his father’s execution.
The mob, more than thirty of them, marched down the dark city streets behind Sybil and her group, gathering more followers as they moved on. By the time they reached the jailhouse they were at least a hundred strong, angry and determined.
Near the jailhouse gate a man was leaning against the side of a carriage.
Ulrich.
At the sight of the approaching mob, he backed away and slapped the side of the coach to send it off. As he turned toward the crowd, two guards rushed to his side. Then, as the crowd grew, the guards saw the Pale Diviner leading the way. By now, everyone had heard of Sybil’s awesome powers and no man was worth facing God’s wrath over—not Ulrich, not even Heinrich Franz. Quickly, the guards scattered, leaving Ulrich by himself. 
But Ulrich feared no one, not even God. Especially not a foolish girl with nothing more than simple parlor tricks at her disposal.       
The torturer stood stoically in front of the gate, barring entrance. Unsheathing his heavy sword, he stared menacingly at Sybil, who returned the look. 
The crowd quieted.
Georg Sieghart came forward and raised his hand to stop the crowd from further action. He had no desire for a bloodbath.
Georg looked at Ulrich. “Remember me?”
Nodding, the jailer’s devilish grin grew wider. “The same man who freed this witch and her husband the first time. I’ll never forget the bruise you gave me. Nor the lashing for allowing those two to escape.”
Georg pulled his long dagger from his belt. It was about half the length of Ulrich’s sword. He spread his arms wide, shifted into an attack position, then took another step forward.
Ulrich snarled and Georg charged. 
The horrific clashing of steel echoed as their weapons met—Ulrich slashing down, Georg bringing his weapon up to block it. 
As their battle got underway, Ulrich’s strength pushed Georg back with each blow of his sword. But Georg was faster—surprisingly swift for a man his size. Deftly, he weaved his long dagger in and out of Ulrich’s defenses in quick succession, nearly catching the torturer off-guard several times. Finally, Ulrich recoiled and swung his blade horizontally, trying to take off Georg’s head. Georg ducked low and stabbed Ulrich in the leg, a shallow thrust that barely drew blood.
Ulrich growled loudly and shot out his bare fist, catching Georg under the chin, snapping his neck back and sending him reeling backward.
“Father!” Rowaine cried, stepping forward and unholstering her guns. But the two combatants were moving too fast. A shot at Ulrich could easily kill Georg instead. 
Ulrich clutched the hilt of his blade with both hands and lunged forward, thrusting the steel toward Georg’s heart. Still stunned from the blow to his chin, Georg managed to focus just in time to bob away from Ulrich’s thrust, then Ulrich tried to backhand him with the sword, but again missed. 
As both men regained their balance, Georg flanked the torturer and stabbed quickly, the tip of his dagger nicking Ulrich’s hip bone, painful but not debilitating. Ulrich cried out, then, teeth clenched, stepped forward into Georg’s guard, grabbing the back of the man’s neck and bringing his sword up, underhanded, for a gut kill.
But Georg was quicker. He jabbed his dagger down, its point cleanly piercing through Ulrich’s wrist and coming out the other side. As the dagger blade remained firmly embedded in Ulrich’s wrist, the jailer’s grip weakened around his sword, causing it to barely puncture Georg’s belly. 
Ulrich tried vainly to force the sword deeper into Georg’s stomach but Georg just grimaced and wrestled it away, stepping back with Ulrich’s blade. Ulrich, now weaponless, lurched his body forward, trying to catch Georg off balance but Georg, blood seeping from his stomach, swept Ulrich’s sword in a quick overhand motion, the tip tearing across Ulrich’s throat as the torturer stepped forward, his momentum adding to the strike. 
Blood and cartilage poured out of Ulrich’s neck as his eyes bulged and his color faded. He fell forward with a heavy thud, Georg’s dagger still protruding from his wrist, and didn’t move.
Georg grunted, then dropped the sword and clutched at his bleeding stomach, going down on one knee as Rowaine rushed to his side. No one came to Ulrich’s aid.
Sybil ran for the gate. Pushing open the jailhouse door, she sped down the stairs, calling out for her husband, “Dieter? Dieter!”
No one responded.
She dashed through the first hall, then barreled down the second. As she passed different jail cells along the way, a small form came forward, clutching the bars of one of the end cells.
“Is that . . . Sybil Griswold?” the shadow asked.
Sybil jumped back in alarm. “Who’s there?”
A small white smile gleamed through the shadows. Though the man looked half dead, Sybil recognized his bearded face. 
“Rolf Anders,” the man began to explain, then with a wistful grin, added, “Former regent of Heinrich’s countryside estate.” Seeing Sybil’s serious expression, he stopped his introduction. 
“Where’s my husband?” Sybil asked, skipping pleasantries.
“Sybil?” another voice called from the next cell. Sybil stepped back to see Ava Hahn standing by her bars. 
“Oh my,” yet another woman yelled. “I hope you brought that damn fiery mermaid with you!” Sybil recognized the voice as Aellin’s, the wench from the tavern who had helped her find Odela many months earlier.
“My, my,” Rolf chuckled. “Quite the reunion.”
Sybil turned back to him. “Please, where’s my husband, old man?”
His smile vanished. “Heinrich Franz left with him less than ten minutes ago. In his carriage. I heard them leave.”
Sybil cursed under her breath. “Where?”
“To House Charmagne, of course.” Rolf seemed to shrink from Sybil’s gaze. “I must warn you, my lady . . . I believe your husband is in dire peril.”
Sybil sighed. She heard footsteps coming down the steps from the lobby. Corvin appeared with keys in his hand, presumably taken from Ulrich.
Once Sybil and Corvin had freed Rolf, Ava, and Aellin, they all hurried for the stairs, then out the jailhouse door into the night. 
When they reached the gate, they stopped abruptly.
Tomas Reiner and nearly fifty soldiers stood between them and the large mass of tavern patrons and townsfolk, blocking their path. Though the mob of citizens was at least twice the size of Reiner’s group, the soldiers had much deadlier weapons, so the crowd kept their distance. 
“I cannot let you pass, I’m afraid,” Tomas declared to everyone. Addressing Sybil’s group trying to leave the jail, he said, “Not you,” then turning to the mob in the street, “nor the rest of you.” 
“Shit,” Sybil muttered. She whispered to Corvin, “Do you have anything to say?”
Corvin cleared his throat, the color in his face draining. Carefully eyeing the swords and rifles of Tomas’ men, he slowly stepped forward. “I s-suppose I can think of something . . .” he whispered, trailing off as he reached the front of the group.
Loud, running footsteps interrupted the moment. A town guardsman, out of breath, ran up to Tomas. “C-Commander, we have trouble!” the man cried, thrusting a thumb behind him.
Tomas shot a dangerous look at the man.
“An army’s reached our southern gate,” the messenger told him. “I don’t know how they got there without warning, but they’re there, my lord. Sure as day.”
The soldiers in Tomas’ ranks began mumbling to one another, relaxing their poised weapons. Suddenly there were more important things to worry about than the peasants in the street or these escaping prisoners. 
Salvatore came up beside Sybil. “It can’t be the army from Cologne . . . they shouldn’t be here for hours. I saw their masses in the spiritworld, they can’t be here before daybreak, at the least.”
Sybil rolled her eyes. As much as she liked Salvatore, she wasn’t going to rely on his “spiritworld” at the moment.
“Dammit,” Tomas spat. To the messenger, he asked, “Can you tell where they come from?”
The soldier shrugged. “Perhaps from Bergheim, my lord.”
Tomas frowned, then looked long and hard at Sybil. Though she may have imagined it, she thought she saw Tomas give her an almost imperceptible nod, before turning to his soldiers. 
“Let’s go, men. Rouse the garrison! We have enemies at our back door!”
And with that, they were gone.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
HEINRICH
 
 
 



“How long have you been working with Tomas, priest?” 
Dieter, sitting across from Heinrich in the carriage, didn’t answer—his face a mask of absolute blankness, no expression, complete indifference, as if he hadn’t heard the question. 
Each stared at the other, both of them gently swaying from side to side as the coach bounced along the country roads outside Bedburg. After a long silence, filled in only by the clopping of hooves along the uneven road and Felix’s occasional shouts to the horses, Heinrich finally looked away. He had no idea what was going through the priest’s mind. 
He sighed and tried again. “I know that Tomas Reiner, my own garrison commander, is ‘Mord’—the writer of the notes your resistance group has been receiving.”
At that, Dieter flinched slightly, a twitch at the corner of his eye, but enough of a tell to make Heinrich notice. 
So he doesn’t know who it is . . .
But even if Dieter didn’t know who had authored the notes, he could still be of value. He was, after all, a recognizable figure in his own right. Some in town even considered him a saint of sorts. A rescuer of the laymen. A Robin Hood figure.
Of course Heinrich didn’t buy any of that. To him, Dieter was just a man thrust into a dangerous situation doing the best he could. 
If it were up to him, knowing what he knows now and where it has gotten him, I doubt he would have agreed to become this champion of the weak.
“When did you first receive Tomas’ messages?” Heinrich asked.
This time Dieter answered. “Months ago,” he said in a low voice. “I don’t remember the exact date.”
Not much, but it was something. Heinrich tried to keep him talking. “I also know that the army at Bedburg’s doorstep belongs to Gebhard von Truchsess,” he told Dieter. “Don’t bother denying it.”
“I don’t.”
“You won’t escape from this,” Heinrich said. 
Dieter gazed into Heinrich’s eyes. “What do you want with me, Heinrich?” 
“Information. I found out from Hedda’s ledger that Gebhard has an army and had been conspiring with Baron Ludwig before his . . . untimely death.” Jarred by a particularly brutal bump, Heinrich shifted in his seat. “And that is where you come in. I associate with Archbishop Ernst, you see—”
“Yes. It is well known that you are the archbishop’s lackey.”
Heinrich smirked. He was getting under Dieter’s skin. That usually brought results. He continued. “Ernst and Gebhard are dire enemies, have been since the Cologne War broke out. But I’m sure you’re aware of that, too.”
Dieter said nothing.
“With Gebhard being a Calvinist leader, and yourself being such a prominent Protestant in Bedburg, I find it hard to believe you weren’t working together. You seek the same ends, after all.”
“I seek to save people from your viciousness and tyranny. That is all. Gebhard seeks a throne of lies.”
“So you claim that you’re not allies?”
“I sought his help once. He refused me.”
“A shame.”
“I thought the same.”
Heinrich rested one leg over the other, trying to act relaxed, though his mind was awash with many thoughts. 
If that’s true, then my plan could be foiled before it even begins . . . 
No, I doubt this priest would admit to his treason just from my asking.
“I don’t believe you, that you’re not working together,” Heinrich challenged. 
But by now, Dieter had guessed Heinrich’s plan. “If you propose to hold me as bait over the former archbishop,” Dieter said, tilting his head to the side, “I’m afraid you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”
“So it wasn’t your idea to confine yourself to my prison in hopes that Gebhard would rescue you once he took Bedburg?”
“Gebhard wants Bedburg so that he can control more territory around Cologne. That’s always been his goal, as you well know. So, yes, it crossed my mind that if he entered Bedburg, the Protestants you jailed might be freed. But me, personally? I’m not that important to him.”
“I doubt you would abandon your son for such a slim hope at freedom, priest.”
Dieter scowled. “Don’t speak of my son, you devil.”
Heinrich smiled. “I think you were given more of a guarantee than you admit. That if Bedburg fell to his army, you’d be freed.”
Dieter shrugged. “Think what you want. I’m telling you, he won’t go out of his way for me.”
“If you mean he won’t travel all the way out to House Charmagne to free you, then, yes, I agree. He has more important things to focus on.”
“Indeed.”
“Well, I grant you that it was a courageous wager on your part—risking your freedom and life for the lives of your friends. I admire you for that. But it won’t succeed.” Heinrich’s gray eyes darkened. “You may have friends in Bedburg—even in the lowest depths of the dungeons and jails. But where we’re going now, you have no allies.” 
Dieter shrugged again, his mask of indifference on again.
And it riled Heinrich. His plan was to scare Dieter into talking, like he’d done to so many others. But this man was a hard nut to crack. Fearless. Impossible to decipher. Someone who could easily be hiding more tricks up his sleeve. 
“If you think I’m defenseless against Gebhard’s siege,” Heinrich said, “you are mistaken.” 
The carriage began to slow. Dieter leaned toward the coach window and peeled back the curtain, telling Heinrich, “So you plan to fight Gebhard? I am surprised. Here I thought you’d just hand him your seat.”
The sarcasm irritated Heinrich. The man could get under his skin as well. “Archbishop Ernst awarded me an army to fight Gebhard on his behalf,” Heinrich said.
“Congratulations,” Dieter answered, turning away from the window.
Heinrich touched his mustache and thought. 
Who will lead my army if not Tomas Reiner? Since I’m certain he is my betrayer, I must see to his end promptly. But who will that leave in command of his garrison? Perhaps I should send messages to Ernst and his allies. Perhaps Ulrich is worthy for the job.
Both of them pitched forward when the carriage came to an abrupt stop. They’d reached Heinrich’s mansion. Felix opened the coach door for his master and offered his hand. Heinrich waved it off, then stepped out on his own. He stretched deeply and took in the night. It was dark and chilly, only a few stars showing. 
Dieter followed him through the large front door, the warmth from the interior torchlights instantly soothing his chilled bones. Heinrich rubbed his gloved hands together as he led Dieter down the foyer. 
“Where do you want me?” Dieter asked him from behind. 
“By my side, priest,” Heinrich replied without turning around. “I won’t have you leaving my sight.”
Dieter must have figured he’d be locked away, so he wasn’t quite sure what to make of this development. But he knew enough about the man to be suspicious, not grateful. When they entered the dining area, Beauregard was preparing the table with plates and silverware. 
Heinrich snapped his fingers. “Beauregard!”
The butler stopped, standing ramrod straight. 
“Go check on Lady Lucille for me,” Heinrich instructed. “I haven’t heard from her in some time. I’d like to sup with her and my Godly friend here. Perhaps we can come to some mutual agreements.”
“You keep the lady of Bergheim your prisoner?” Dieter asked.
Heinrich frowned. “Prisoner is a harsh word. She’s my … permanent guest,” he smiled, “who happens to be staying in the dungeons. She is my wife, after all, and has little waiting for her back in Bergheim anyway. In truth, the only reason she remains lady of Bergheim, as you put it, is because I’m the baron there.” 
He turned, noticing that Beauregard hadn’t moved. The butler’s stiffness was normal, but his darting eyes weren’t. 
“What are you doing, Beauregard? Did I not give you an order?”
The butler gulped. “Er, I apologize, my lord, b-but . . .”
“Out with it, man.”
“Lady Engel has escaped, my lord.”
Heinrich sucked in a breath, then stepped back. “Impossible! There is no exit from the cellars. And the door was under lock. Do you mean to tell me you—”
“No, my lord!” Beauregard quickly shook his head. “It was not my doing. It was the young master—”
“Hugo?”
Beauregard nodded. “He went to fetch clean clothes for her, and she somehow fled.”       
Without warning, Heinrich began to laugh. Shaking his head, he chuckled, “That young fool!”
Except that meant that now Heinrich would have to find the damnable woman. She certainly was proving to be much higher maintenance than he’d bargained for. Yet still, he couldn’t help laughing at the absurdity of it all. She was as beautiful as Hugo was young and naïve. He’d noticed Hugo’s smitten expression whenever he was around her. So he wasn’t that surprised to learn of the boy’s susceptibility at the hands of a manipulative, wily woman.
Did I not do the same thing with a woman nearly twice my age when I was younger? 
Which made him think of Odela, causing him a sharp pang of heartache that he quickly suppressed. Waving off Beauregard, he said, “It’s no matter. Continue setting the table. I will dine with Dieter alone—”
A noise from above cut off his words. Feet creaking on floorboards upstairs. Skewing his brow, Heinrich turned to the butler. “Who else is in the house?”
The butler shifted his feet uncomfortably. “Er, no one else, my lord, to my knowledge.”
Heinrich glanced at Dieter before turning back to Beauregard and squinting. Then, without a word, he stormed out of the dining room, motioning for Dieter to follow. When they reached the stairs, Heinrich began climbing them lightly, making sure not to sound any squeaky floorboards. At the top of the steps he heard the same sound again, this time closer, behind the first closed door. He reached for his knife and crept down the hall, whispering back to Dieter, “Stay here. And don’t let me lose sight of you, or I’ll take off your ear.” 
He walked quietly to the closed door, putting his ear against it. He heard a soft conversation. 
“. . . that one might be too late . . .” a female voice said. Though definitely not Lady Lucille, it did sound familiar—the nuance and tone—but he couldn’t quite place it. 
“. . . I must try . . .” a male voice replied. That one he definitely recognized. He shoved open the door, startling the two inside. The woman was sitting on the edge of the bed and let out a yip before putting her hand to her mouth. Hugo, leaning over the small desk in the room, quickly straightened up when Heinrich burst in. 
“You!” Heinrich said, low and menacingly, pointing to Hedda. “What in Jesus’ name are you doing here with my emissary?” 
Hedda stammered, but couldn’t speak. She tried adjusting her skewed glasses but with little success. 
Hugo held out his hands. “H-Heinrich, I can explain.”
Heinrich’s face was bright red. He yelled at Hugo. “You realize this woman has been fostering the alliance between Gebhard and Baron Ludwig, don’t you?”
The young man turned to Hedda with a look of surprise, as he moved in front of the desk.
“I was just the transcriber, Hugo!” Hedda pleaded. “It’s not true!”
“Before we deal with her,” Heinrich said, sheathing his dagger, “I have more pressing issues. I need your advice on something, Hugo.”
Hugo inched awkwardly forward from the desk. “M-my advice, my lord?” Hugo asked, his expression off somehow.
Heinrich nodded slowly, noticing the young man’s peculiar stance. “Yes, on how to deal with Tomas Reiner. I’ve uncovered the truth about his treachery and . . .” he trailed off, watching Hugo’s confused reaction. “Ah, I’ll explain it all over supper. Come now—and expect retribution for what you did with Lady Lucille, boy.”
Motioning to Hedda, Heinrich said, “We’ll lock this one in here until we’ve feasted. We can decide what to do with her then. Where did you find her, anyway? Ah, it’s no matter.” He waved off his question and turned to leave.
That’s when he noticed that Hedda, too, was acting strangely, glancing repeatedly at Hugo, who was still in front of the desk, unsure and shaky, his hands clasped behind his back.
Scratching his cheek, Heinrich’s eyes swept from Hedda to Hugo, then back again. He walked up to Hugo and stood a foot away, expecting him to glance down or back away. Instead, the young man uncharacteristically stood his ground.
Heinrich’s face twisted into a snarl. He put his hand on Hugo’s shoulder and said, “Get out of the way, boy. What on earth are you doing h—”
He stopped speaking. He stared behind Hugo at the desk, where a small piece of parchment had been scribbled on. Next to it was a jar of ink and a pen. He reached over and bent down, squinting. He studied the paper, but his eyes weren’t what they used to be so he moved in closer . . .
Then he gasped. His heart sank to his stomach, and every hair on his body began to tingle. He vision blurred, he felt faint. He stared at the unfinished note:
 
Dieter Nicolaus— 
 
~ Mord
 
He gently picked up the paper. With his mouth open, unable to speak, he faced Hugo.
I treated him like one of my own! 
No! Why couldn’t it have been Tomas?

Hugo wouldn’t meet Heinrich’s eyes. He stared at the ground, clenching his jaw, sucking in his cheeks. Then without a word, Heinrich turned and left the room—dazed, dizzy, heartbroken. 
The ultimate betrayal.
Dieter was still waiting at the end of the hall. “What happened?
Heinrich thrust the paper at Dieter. “Congratulations,” he muttered. “It seems you have friends in higher places than I ever imagined . . .”
He limped past Dieter while Dieter took in the note. Shocked, Dieter rushed after Heinrich down the hall, nearly running into him when the man stopped abruptly. Then Dieter saw that familiar, horrible look in Heinrich’s eyes. The beast within.
Ripping out the dagger from behind his back, it all suddenly became clear to Heinrich. The fate he’d planned for Tomas must now be bestowed on Hugo. He had no choice. He marched back down the hallway toward the door he’d just exited, shaking his head, his face a mix of pain, sorrow, and rage. 
But this time, Dieter ran after him. “W-wait, Heinrich, think about this!” He grabbed the man’s arm as Heinrich reached for the door. Heinrich spun around and punched Dieter in the face, dropping him to the ground with a bloody nose. 
Throwing open the door again, he stepped inside, his dagger raised. Hugo and Hedda were on the bed together, embracing. 
“No!” Hedda cried.
Hugo jumped to his feet and pushed Hedda behind him, his eyes steely and dark. He held his breath as Heinrich loomed over him with the dagger, so close that Heinrich could see the dagger’s reflection in the young man’s eyes. As Heinrich prepared to strike, his vision blurred and he paused his attack. He looked at the brave, frightened young man—his protégé—one last time. Then . . . a glimpse of something clicked in his mind. 
Looking over Hugo’s shoulder, on the shelf next to the bed, he saw a shape that sucked the fury from his soul. He looked back at Hugo, confused. 
“W-where did you get that?” he muttered, eyeing the toy on the shelf. 
A doll, carved from wood, yellow and brown, with little black dots for eyes.
A horse.
Hugo spun around, confused. “That doll?”
Heinrich nodded numbly. The arm holding the dagger dropped to his side. Hugo reached over the bed and took the wooden horse. With a faint smile, he said, “My sister carved it for me when I was a babe . . . It’s the only innocent memory I have of her.”
Memories rushed back to Heinrich, his past, shadows he’d tried to obliterate . . .
His older brother, Oscar. Standing on the side of the riverbank. Watching him climb the slippery rocks—balancing like a court jester. 
“Please, don’t tell her, Oscar!” little eight-year-old Heinrich had cried after being exposed in his mother’s gown. “What do you want?”
“You know what I want!” Oscar had said.
What Oscar had wanted that day was a toy that Heinrich’s father—not Hugo’s sister—had carved for him. The only memory Heinrich had of his father, a man he’d never known. 
A wooden horse. With little black dots for eyes.
Heinrich had always kept it with him, wherever he went.
Until he met Odela Grendel, the woman who had stolen his heart. He’d impregnated her, a feat he thought impossible at the time due to Odela’s advanced age. And when the baby was born and Odela had disappeared with the infant, so too had Heinrich’s childhood doll . . .
The same horse that Hugo now had in his hand. 
Dieter was now standing between him and Hugo, shouting something at him. But Heinrich’s face felt numb, his ears deaf. He stared over Dieter’s shoulder into Hugo’s scared eyes.
I treated him like my own.
Because . . . he is my own.
Dumbfounded, Heinrich turned and walked out of the room. 
Shutting the door behind him, he locked it from the outside, leaving Dieter, Hugo, and Hedda inside. 
Then like a ghost he walked through the hall and down the stairs. 
At the bottom, Beauregard stood, waiting. The butler started to speak, but saw Heinrich’s expression and said nothing. 
Then Heinrich heard it before Beauregard could tell him. 
Voices. Shouting. Outside.
An angry mob. 
Or an army.
Turning to the window, Beauregard whispered to Heinrich in a shaky voice. 
“W-we have . . . visitors, my lord. Many, many visitors.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
DIETER
 
 
 



Dieter studied the confused look on Hugo’s face. The boy still had no idea what had just happened. Heinrich, poised to kill, suddenly retreating with an expression Hugo had never seen on the man.
It had taken Dieter but an instant to recognize that expression on Heinrich’s face—from anger and betrayal when first seeing the “Mord” note, to shock then confusion, and finally emotional overload when the truth finally dawned on him. The man went from bloodthirsty rage to paternal despair in seconds, all from something he’d seen on the shelf.
It had been a truth Dieter had known for a long while. But it was never his place to divulge it to Hugo. Not only was he not family, but he had also promised his wife that he’d never tell her brother the truth. In fact, he had been with Sybil when she’d first discovered her brother’s true bloodline. 
But that truth had just now almost cost Hugo his life. And no secret was worth that.
Hugo was still holding the carved horse, seemingly in a daze. Dieter put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. He was still trembling. And that’s what he looked like to Dieter at that moment—a terrified twelve-year-old boy, trying to make sense of what he’d just seen. Gone was the prideful arrogance he’d carried around with him under Heinrich’s wing. 
Dieter looked down at the wooden horse in Hugo’s hand. “Tell me about the toy, Hugo.” His voice was calm and reassuring, his hand still on the boy’s shoulder. 
“What just happened?” Hedda wondered aloud, baffled that Hugo was still alive and breathing. She swiveled from Hugo to Dieter, but both men’s eyes were locked on each other as if she weren’t there.
“Sybil made it for me when I was a child,” Hugo said quietly.
“Did you ever see your sister carving it? Or working on it?”
Narrowing his eyes, Hugo thought for a moment. Then he shook his head slowly. “Not that I remember, no.”
Dieter dipped his eyes away from Hugo and inhaled sharply. And as delicately as he could, he told him.
“Hugo. I . . . don’t think Sybil made that doll for you. I’m sorry to tell you this. I think she just wanted you to believe that. Trying be a good, protective sister to her new brother.”
Puzzled, Hugo asked, “Why does that matter?” 
Dieter walked to the edge of the bed and sat. He leaned forward and joined his hands in front of him, staring up at Hugo. “Because I think that doll belonged to Heinrich Franz. When . . . he was a child.”
“That’s impossible!” Hugo exclaimed. “I didn’t even know Heinrich when I was a child or when he was . . .” Suddenly his words trailed off as the realization slowly hit him. 
Dieter said nothing, letting Hugo put the pieces together himself. Minutes earlier, when Hugo had been staring death in the face, he’d been incapable of rational thought. Now, however, he was much calmer and could think through Dieter’s words and Heinrich’s actions, and follow where they led. 
Finally, he looked into Dieter’s eyes with a knowing expression. 
Dieter only nodded. Then, after a long moment passed, he said quietly, “I swore an oath to Sybil not to tell you . . . I’m not family, and she wanted to be the one to inform you, when and if the time was right. If ever. I actually believe she may have thought it best to allow you to live your entire life without knowing such pain.” 
Speaking from his heart, he tried to reassure the boy. “Believe me, Hugo, when I say that she was only trying to protect you. From a life of pain, and shame, and confusion. She was only doing what she thought was right. But now that she’s gone—”
“Then let me hear it from you, Dieter. Say the words.”
Staring at the ground, he did. “Heinrich Franz is your father.”
The boy showed no reaction, the statement just confirming what he’d already figured out. But as he gazed around the room in a disoriented haze, something Dieter just said suddenly registered on him. He looked at Dieter.
“What did you just mean, ‘now that she’s gone’?”
Dieter frowned. “You know what I meant, now that she’s dead . . . in Trier.”
“What are you talking about?”
Dieter furrowed his brow.
Hugo shook his head. “Sybil isn’t dead. My sist—your wife—is very much alive!”
“What in God’s name do you mean?”
Hugo gave Dieter a puzzled look. “Haven’t you heard the rumors around town, the stories, about the ‘Daughter of the Beast’?” 
“Of course I have. But that’s all they are—rumors.” 
Hugo shook his head. “It was an act of God, no doubt. Surely, she should have burned to death at the stake in Trier. But she didn’t! When the hood was lifted . . . an old woman had taken her place. An old woman died that day, Dieter, not Sybil. I assure you. And while I don’t know where my sister is . . . I do know she did not die on the stake in Trier.” 
Dieter was speechless. He coughed, trying to compose himself. He sat back on the bed with a heavy thud. “All this time . . .” 
Hugo was still thinking back to that day in Trier. He looked up at the ceiling, recalling a distant detail. “And when that old crone burned, screaming like a white-haired banshee, Heinrich seemed very upset. He was dressed as Lord Inquisitor Adalbert at the time, but he raced from the pulpit when that woman died. I always wondered why . . .”
And because Dieter had more pieces of that puzzle than Hugo did, he quickly put them together. Looking at the boy, he spoke softly. “Hearing your description of Heinrich’s reaction that day, Hugo, I’m convinced that that woman you speak of—that white-haired banshee—was likely your mother. Your biological mother at least. Her name was Odela Grendel, Heinrich’s lover when they were younger. They had a child—you—and Odela stole you from Heinrich when she learned of his murderous ways. She was terrified for your safety, so she took you to a family that she came upon during her blind travels. 
“A family that had just buried their own stillborn babe. The Griswold family—your family, Hugo—Peter, Sybil, and the woman you were told was your mother, who died shortly after her baby’s stillbirth.”
Hugo stared at Dieter, tears glistening his eyes. “Peter . . . Sybil . . . mother . . . they weren’t my real blood?”
Dieter’s face hardened. “No, Hugo, they were better than blood, they were your family. Peter was your father and Sybil was your sister. Don’t ever forget that. ‘Family’ is who loves and raises you. Peter Griswold raised you to be the man you’ve become. Peter Griswold was a fine, wonderful soul, whom you should be proud to call your father. He was the namesake for my very own son—”
The mention of his son Peter stopped Dieter cold. He choked up, feeling guilty that—what with Heinrich’s ferocious rampage and Hugo’s last-minute reprieve from death—he’d almost forgotten about his own precious child. 
Will I ever see you again? God! Please let me see my son!
But the overload of information was unraveling Hugo’s emotions. “He ‘raised me to be the man I’ve become’?” Hugo bellowed, throwing up his hands. “Just look at what I’ve become, Dieter. A killer! An operative for a monster!”
The outburst took Dieter by surprise. After seeing how close Hugo and Heinrich had become—virtually “mentor-protégé”—he never imagined hearing Hugo describe his master as a monster. Maybe he’d been misreading Hugo all along. Which made him think of something else. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the note Heinrich had handed him. 
 
Dieter Nicolaus— 
 
~ Mord
 
Yes, the handwriting was the same as on all the earlier ones. 
Hugo had been writing the warning messages!
By God! 
“Why did you do it?” Dieter asked, showing him the note. 
Hugo shrugged. He glanced at Hedda, still huddled in the corner, quietly observing the spectacle playing out between the two men. She tilted her head, as if wondering the same thing as Dieter.
Hugo exhaled loudly. “After Trier, I became wary of all the killing I’d borne witness to. On the way to that Godforsaken city, I befriended a minstrel, Klemens, and his dog . . . Mord. That minstrel died, thanks to me—I did terrible things in Trier, Dieter, and I felt I had to atone for those sins.” Hugo spoke slowly, deliberately, measuring his words as if he’d never truly understood his own motivation until now. 
“My first act of atonement was helping the people of Bedburg. When I came back here, I decided Bedburg was my home—my rightful place. I had been so curious to see the outside world. Yet once I found it to be so cruel and unforgiving, I no longer wanted a part in it.” He gave Dieter a tight smile. “And when you took the mantle as the champion of the people, it was mere coincidence. I had planned to help the next natural leader, using my new position by Heinrich’s side. But I never expected that person to be you, Dieter. Though I was very proud that it was you, and knew Sybil would be pleased, too.”
Dieter’s face reddened.
Pointing to Hedda in the corner, Hugo said, “I’d met Hedda briefly in Trier, when she was working for Baron Ludwig and while I was operating under Heinrich’s directive. There, we formulated a rough scheme, yes?” 
Hedda nodded, leaning back against the wall and stretching out her legs. “Hugo was a natural-born renegade,” she added, “having grown up on the streets of Bedburg. So while he worked under Heinrich and gained his trust, he had a near-constant flow of information coming to him. And he relayed that information to two people, via those anonymous letters—me and you.” 
Dieter ran his hand through his stubbly beard. “So you learned of future Protestant targets straight from Heinrich’s mouth?” he asked.
Hugo shook his head. “Not entirely. Also from Ulrich’s ledger, and from Tomas, who was usually the one ordered to make the arrests. And even from Bishop Balthasar.” He smirked, somewhat proud of himself. “For claiming to be so discreet, Heinrich really wasn’t too guarded or cautious about his secrets.”
Dieter thought back to the carriage ride he’d just shared with Heinrich. “So you two put this army together, then? The one Heinrich spoke to me about—Gebhard Truchsess’ army?”
Hedda and Hugo looked at each other, then both shook their heads. 
“Gebhard had always planned to attack Cologne,” Hugo said. “He’s been planning it for nearly a decade.”
Hedda smiled. “We just . . . nudged him in a certain direction.”
Dieter chuckled, shaking his head. This young man and woman—Hugo was five years his junior, Hedda nearly his own age—were much sharper than he’d ever imagined. “You nudged him toward Bedburg?”
Hugo shrugged. “We hoped he’d want to take a town close to Cologne, especially if he had help.” 
Hugo spoke without arrogance or pride—in an honest, humble tone Dieter hadn’t seen in the boy before. He’d always assumed Hugo took after his biological father, that he’d let power go to his head. Now he realized how wrong he’d been. Another question came to him. 
“And what about Tomas? Why do you think Heinrich was so sure he was ‘Mord’?”
Hugo scratched the back of his neck. 
“At one point or other, Heinrich suspected everyone of betraying him. His rampant paranoia has become notorious. I reckon he thought that, because Tomas was a military man and garrison commander, he must have opened the gates for Gebhard, possibly set up the supply lines. And since Tomas met with Bishop Balthasar, there was more reason to suspect he’d colluded with the priest.”
“It sounds to me that Heinrich Franz’s paranoia has traveled to the edges of delusion,” Dieter said, drawing smiles from both Hugo and Hedda. 
“I’m sure he seems perfectly sane in his own mind,” Hedda commented.
“As do most, my dear,” Dieter added. “I doubt anyone crazy has ever thought they were.”
Hugo smiled, then continued explaining Tomas. “Like myself, maybe even more so, Tomas has become very repentant of late. Especially since his actions at Trier. I believe remorse and regret have greatly affected him. He’s now married with a beautiful baby boy. He gives penitence at the church at least three times a week. That’s what he so often meets with Bishop Balthasar for.”
After a long silence, as each of them considered the significance of their conversation, Dieter finally said, “You’re a very brave young man, Hugo. I just wanted you to know that. It takes a strong will to do what you have done.”
Hugo sighed, waving Dieter off. “You would have done the same, had you been in my position. I just did what I thought was right.”
“But that’s the point, isn’t it, Hugo?” said Hedda. “Not everyone would do what’s right. I must agree with the priest here.” She stood and slowly walked to the bed where Hugo sat, sitting next to him in silence.
A loud boom broke the quiet. Dieter spun around. The noise got louder. Hugo stood and ran to the window, Hedda and Dieter following.
They stared down at the courtyard in shock.
“Where did they all come from?” Hedda mumbled.
“Lots of them,” said Hugo.
A huge crowd had gathered in the courtyard. They were rowdy, loud. Some looked angry, others drunk.
“How did they get in?” Dieter wondered.
“They must have broken down the front gate . . .”
As the chorus of shouting and yelling grew louder, so did the mob’s actions. Arms swung wildly in the air, some holding pitchforks, others torches, still others waving swords and axes.
This was no military force, and not a part of Tomas’ garrison. 
This was a peasant army. This was an uprising.
This was a revolution.
Dieter smiled to himself. This was exactly what he’d been fighting for all this time. While two armies squared off against each other back in Bedburg proper, out here in the darkness of the countryside was where the real passion burned. The power of the people! The honest dedication of the masses to the worthiest of causes: fighting tyranny and injustice. Agitated peasants and farmers and common folk, joining together, throwing aside their differences, to fight the common enemy—the evil that was Heinrich Franz.
Dieter put a hand on Hugo’s shoulder, causing him to flinch. “You must continue to be brave, Hugo,” he said in a solemn voice. “For all our sakes.”
Hugo held his breath as he watched the scene below intensify. There was so much to think about, so much at stake. How Heinrich would react. How Bedburg’s army would react. Whether these angry citizens had any chance against professional soldiers. It was all so overwhelming.
“I don’t know if I can, Dieter,” Hugo replied. “I think I might have used up all my bravery. I’m so tired . . . and not the person people think I am.”
“That’s the beauty of it, Hugo. You can reinvent yourself when this is done.”
Hugo winced again, recalling something from the distant past. “Severin said something like that, right before . . . Trier,” he muttered to himself.
“Who?”
“Never mind.” Hugo brushed off the thought.
“Regardless,” Dieter continued, “you must remember that you have a responsibility to these people. They may be drunk with rage and drunk with liquor. But either way, they need a leader. They are loud because they must be. That’s the only way they will be heard. But it will take a brave man, someone quiet and observant, to be their guide. And that must be you, Hugo!”
“I rather think they’re here for your sake, Dieter,” Hugo said.
Dieter looked down and smiled. “My time is done with these people, Hugo. I’ve led them as far as I could—beyond the gates of Hell itself. But only you can bring them out, back to the land of the living.”
“Why are you saying such things, Dieter? You’re scaring me.”
He was saying those things because of what he saw. Down in the courtyard. 
Her. He was sure it was.
Sybil. 
Standing near the front of the crowd, managing the anger and emotions of the mob with a masterful display. Then he saw others he recognized.
Georg Sieghart and Martin Achterberg and Ava holding Peter! 
Praise the Lord! Peter is safe. 
“It’s okay to be frightened, Hugo,” Dieter said quietly. Then he pointed. “Don’t you see her? Down there, your sister?”
After a moment, Hugo’s face lit up. “By God, there she is!”
“Do you see how she is the only quiet one? Gauging the reactions, deciding her next move? That is because she is like you, Hugo. You come from the same stock.”
Hugo didn’t respond. He just kept watching the scene below. 
“You do!” Dieter continued. “You were raised together, in the same household, by the same father. Do you see the fear in her eyes? In her posture? But she refuses to back down despite that fear. Only a foolish person is not frightened in the face of adversity, Hugo. Your sister is no fool! It’s better to be courageous and scared than arrogant and cocksure. Your sister understands that, clear as day.” 
He paused and turned Hugo around by his shoulder to face him. “Do you understand?”
Hugo narrowed his eyes, then nodded once, firmly. Locking eyes with Dieter, he asked, “If you’ve led your flock as far as you can take them . . . what will you do now, Dieter?”
“He’ll come with me. That’s what he’ll do.”
The voice pierced the room, harsh and abrupt. 
Heinrich Franz stood in the doorway, frowning at his three prisoners.
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In the chilly night air, Sybil stood in the courtyard of House Charmagne, surrounded by her friends and allies. The large enclosure was bordered by the unmanned gatehouse they’d just passed through, dark rows of trees on both sides, and the mansion and its entry doors directly in front of them.
Sybil had managed to get her ragtag mob this far thanks to the help of her friends and a few pyrotechnic tricks. The crowd believed her to be something she was not. Yes, she’d put on a farce. But it was a necessary means to a righteous end. 
At Sybil’s sign, the group of about thirty-odd peasants and farmers headed forward. Georg, clutching his bandaged stomach, limped beside Wilhelm, his arm slung over the young man’s shoulder for support. Mary, Martin, and Ava followed behind them, Ava holding a scared Peter Sieghart close to her chest, trying to hide his small head from all the activity around them. Corvin walked on one side of Sybil, Rowaine on the other—Rowaine’s eyes continually roving between the house, the crowd, and their surroundings, looking for signs of danger. Salvatore was off somewhere by the trees, inspecting one of them for something. 
The peasants approached the mansion’s large oak doors, adorned with snarling wolf handles, and began banging with whatever they had: fists, feet, hammers, hoes, swords, axes. The doors were strong and high, but not reinforced for prolonged battery. They would fall. It was just a matter of time. 
As the peasants’ shouting and cursing grew louder, Sybil looked around. Far in the distance, off by the horizon, she could see the first signs of smoke and orange flames rising from the walls of Bedburg. The battle for the city had begun—Bishop Gebhard’s company pitted against Tomas Reiner’s garrison.
Sybil knew that the group’s energy and enthusiasm wouldn’t last. As the obstacles before them mounted, they’d begin to waver, their passion wane. Soon they’d grow tired of beating on these thick wooden doors. They’d been awed by Corvin’s masterful oratory and Sybil’s intense, blazing display. They’d been angered by years of abuse from their lords, especially the resident of this manor, Heinrich Franz. And they’d been incensed at the news that their savior, Dieter Nicolaus, had been captured.
But these were not trained, disciplined military men. They were farmhands and landowners and merchants. Once they took stock of their position this far from home, in the midst of strangers, with their lives at stake, their support would quickly ebb. Sybil knew that, and so did her collaborators. A few of the peasants had already begun grumbling in hushed tones, glancing over their shoulders at Sybil and her company. 
Leaning close to Rowaine, Sybil asked, “Do you believe there’s a way to hurry this up? That door must fall, soon!”
“We don’t have the tools for a proper siege, Beele,” Georg said, grimacing while keeping the pressure on his bandage. “We must work with what we have.”
“The doors will fall, Beele,” Rowaine said reassuringly. “I promise.”
Sybil studied the progress the peasants had made. Parts of the surface were beginning to splinter, albeit barely. Wilhelm gently took Georg’s arm off his shoulder and walked up to the front. Addressing the men beating on the doors, he shouted, “Attack the sides! Near the hinges!” Turning back to his comrades, he shrugged with a weak smile. “My father worked on such structures all his life. The doors may not be stone, but the concept’s the same: the center is reinforced, but the surrounding foundation is not. If we can damage the doorframe, it should fall faster.”
With some additional instruction from Georg and Wilhelm, the mob began aiming their strikes along the doors’ edges, especially the corners where the right angles met. The change in focus had an immediate impact. 
Within minutes, the doorframes began crumbling against the weight of the attackers. They struck high and low, thumping and smashing with their crude tools.
Salvatore turned from the tree he was inspecting and yelled, “We could craft a battering ram from one of these tree trunks.”
But Wilhelm shook his head. “It would take too long to fashion a ram, Herr Salvatore. And it won’t be necessary,” he said, “look!”
The first hole was now visible in the upper corner of the right door. The attackers focused on that area, people falling over each other as they pulled and banged away. A few yelled deep-bellied hoorahs as they worked to fell the rest of the door. 
Sybil joined her hands in a prayer-like gesture. “It’s going to work,” she said softly.
Two minutes later, the hole had widened. A low orange glow seeped through, bathing the peasants in warm light. They kicked and prodded and pulled on the fractured structure, until the hole was finally big enough for a few arms to stick through. Georg ran up, pushing some of the others aside, grunting when his wounded belly bumped up against them. With his jaw clenched and the veins on his neck pulsing, he reached inside the door and lifted something heavy away from the back of it. When it dropped to the ground with a loud thump,
he and the crowd roared. It was the heavy beam crossing the doorway to block entry. With it gone, a hard shove pushed the damaged portal wide open as everyone stepped back, suddenly falling quiet at what they saw waiting for them inside. 
At the far end of the long, red-carpeted hallway, halfway up a massive staircase, Heinrich Franz faced them. Standing beside him was Dieter, grimacing, his hands apparently tied behind his back, Heinrich’s arm wrapped tightly around his neck. In Heinrich’s other hand was a dagger, pressed firmly against Dieter’s throat. A few steps below them, Beauregard, the butler, stood in his pristine suit, his stiff-backed posture perfect. Cradled against his shoulder was a large arquebus pointed directly at the front doors. One step up from the butler, in arm’s reach, an iron weapons stand was filled with several more rifles at the ready.
Sybil stepped through the broken door, followed by Georg and Wilhelm and the rest of her friends. Fearlessly, she stared straight ahead at the men and their weapons on the stairs, while the rest of her mob clamored through the splintered doorway, filling up all available space in the large entryway. Once everyone was inside, she began walking toward the staircase. Georg, Rowaine, and Wilhelm took up positions alongside her, while the rest of her group—Aellin, Ava with Peter, Martin, and Wilhelm’s mother Mary—formed a second row immediately behind them.
As they proceeded forward, the crowd followed.
“Halt, fiends!” Beauregard barked as the crowd ignored his words and continued moving forward behind Sybil. The butler fired his weapon, aiming past the leaders, and a man in the crowd dropped, clutching his chest.
“Anthony!” another peasant shouted, rushing to his fallen friend. Kneeling beside him, the friend touched the dead man’s chest, his fingers coming away with slick blood from the man’s fatal wound. Looking up, the man seethed. “You killed Bedburg’s best blacksmith!” he shouted.
Beauregard had already discarded his arquebus and was reaching for another.
“And he won’t be the only one to meet a grisly end if you don’t cease your advance at once,” Heinrich growled. 
The fatal gunshot had stopped the mob. Sybil’s heart sank as she surveyed the bleak situation, swiveling from her terrified husband up on the stairs to the nervous peasants around her. She knew she was quickly losing the crowd’s momentum. Seeing one of their own die, they had no real, personal vendetta against the count, other than a common dislike for the man. 
So while the main crowd stayed in place, grumbling, Sybil took two more steps forward, her body reacting before her brain could. Her friends moved forward with her, bravely facing their enemy together. 
At the sight of the seven adults standing before him, banded together in two tight rows, something in Heinrich’s manner changed. The faces he saw had all been his victims—actual recipients, directly or indirectly, of his cruel reign of terror. And their steadfast look of determination shifted his own expression from one of smug assurance to anxious uncertainty. 
Noting the subtle shift of confidence in the man’s face, Sybil shouted, “Hand over my husband, you monster!” which quieted the jittery crowd behind her. Yet again she began to walk forward. She was now less than twenty paces from the foot of the stairs, stopping only at the click of Beauregard’s weapon being cocked. 
“Beele, don’t!” Dieter shouted, sweat pouring down his face. 
She froze and held her hands out to stop her group from continuing. Gazing into her husbands terrified eyes, she saw him look from person to person around her. And she understood his fear. It wasn’t for his own safety, but rather for the lives of his loved ones.
For his wife. 
His son. 
And Georg—the man who had rescued him so many times. 
And Rowaine—the captain who’d ferried him and Sybil from Gustav’s grasp. 
And Mary and Wilhelm—the family he’d helped escape, having failed to rescue their husband. 
And Martin and Ava—his closest friends and accomplices during all these months of helping the Protestants.
So for Dieter’s sake—for his peace of mind that his loved ones would not die in front of him—Sybil remained where she was, though it took every ounce of strength to do so. 
“What is it you want, Heinrich?” she called out. 
The count of Bedburg spoke matter-of-factly. “You’re all going to turn around and leave, or I will kill your champion.”
Sybil surveyed the room, trying to figure out her next move. As she panned the area above the stairs, her mouth fell open, though she quickly closed it to hide her surprise. Staring down at her from a corner of a balcony railing, partially hidden from view, were her brother Hugo and that bespectacled scribe, Hedda. 
What in God’s name were they doing there?
Then she remembered the gossip she’d heard. That while she’d been away at Norfolk, Hugo had become an accomplice of Heinrich Franz. She hadn’t believed it, thinking it nothing more than stupid rumors. She could never imagine her little brother having anything to do with such a vile man.
But now the cold, hard truth was staring down at her. And it broke her heart.
When she looked up again, Hugo and the woman were gone.
“If you come any closer, his blood will be on your hands,” Heinrich yelled, his blade so tightly pressed against Dieter’s throat that a small trickle of red began to run down his neck. Dieter winced as Heinrich, in a low voice, called down to his butler. “Is everything ready?”
“Yes, my lord,” Beauregard replied without lowering his weapon or breaking eye contact with Sybil and the crowd.
The situation seemed to be at a stalemate. Until something amazing happened. Whether it was good besting evil, or just the downtrodden finally reaching their breaking point, suddenly the mood of the crowd seemed to shift. Something deep within the hearts of all these good people—hard-working folk all victimized by this tyrant—seemed to rise to the surface, melting away fear and uncertainty. It started when a brave voice in the crowd spoke up.
“Every man and woman here has been affected by the deeds of Heinrich Franz!” the voice shouted. “Think of your families and friends.” 
It was a farmer, holding a hand shovel. Looking over at another stocky peasant across from him, he said, “Jonathan Meier, your cousin the tailor was swept away in a land dispute that wasn’t of his making.”
And that started it. 
The man he’d just spoken to slumped his shoulders and replied, “He lost his hand and his livelihood over nothing . . .”
Then another, further back in the crowd, yelled, “Cristoff Krüger, you lost your mistress Josephine, your employer Lars, and nearly your most valuable employee, Aellin.” 
Then Dieter joined in from the staircase. “Stephen Burmack, Oliver Thorpe, Dietrich Simonson . . . everyone here! Not a one of you has been free from this man’s whims.” 
“Quiet your tongues, all of you!” Heinrich ordered, thrusting his elbow into Dieter’s side. In a wordless gasp, Dieter went down on one knee. Sybil clenched her fists but didn’t move. 
“That’s enough of this traitorous rhetoric!” Heinrich yelled at the mob. “If you value your lives, and this man’s, you’ll quit this place at once! Otherwise I’ll see that you’re all hanged—”
“Your executioner is dead, Heinrich,” Georg called out, standing next to Sybil. 
“There will always be men willing to dislodge the heads of traitors, Herr Sieghart,” Heinrich responded.
“You are the traitor to Bedburg, Heinrich Franz!” Wilhelm screamed, thrusting a trembling finger up the stairs. “We make the city operate, while you reap the rewards of our toil! My father died at your executioner’s hand, and for what? For nothing more than a rumor that he was a man against you!” 
This got everyone even more enflamed. Wilhelm was one of their own, a local laborer. 
Heinrich snarled. “Your father sought to bring Catholicism to its knees, boy.”
“You have no proof of that!” 
Dieter rose unsteadily, refusing to be silenced. “Heinrich is a man who acts without evidence or morality. Do not fear the coward who is afraid himself . . .”
Another punch deflated him. He doubled over and gurgled as Heinrich pulled up with his forearm against Dieter’s neck, choking him silent. Dieter began frothing and writhing. 
“Stop it, you’re killing him!” Sybil screamed, tears welling in her eyes. 
“Something I should have done a long time ago. If I had, perhaps I wouldn’t be in this predicament,” the count said, as the crowd once again began to advance. 
“That’s enough!” Heinrich screamed, his voice more fearful than confident. “Not another step forward, or your savior dies!” 
And with that, Heinrich let out a loud, piercing whistle, silencing the mob. Seconds later, a strange pitter-patter could be heard from somewhere on the second floor. Before the crowd had time to make sense of it, the first black shapes emerged. Wolves, six of them, snarling, began to descend the stairs and surround Heinrich, Dieter, and Beauregard. With teeth bared and the low buzz of their growls vibrating in their chests, they appeared feral and ready to kill. When they got to the foot of the stairs, Heinrich snapped his fingers and the wolves instantly reared back on their haunches and sat at full attention, their yellow teeth dripping with saliva, anxiously waiting for their attack command.
“Dear God,” Georg muttered, taking several steps back, as did everyone else. It was the first time Sybil had ever seen fear on the big man’s face. Which only frustrated her more. The crowd was retreating, the tide changing, their cause weakening. Without thinking, she spontaneously yelled out, “I will forfeit my family estate to the man who brings me Heinrich Franz’s head!”
Heinrich let out a short burst of laughter. “You can’t give what doesn’t belong to you, witch!”
“I can once you’re dead, you devil,” she replied, narrowing her eyes. “Then it rightfully reverts back to me.” It was enough to stop the crowd’s retreat. 
Then Martin then stepped forward. “I, too, will give my family estate of Achterberg to anyone who kills that man.” The rumblings of the crowd increased. 
“You’re all mad!” Heinrich bellowed.
Then Wilhelm raised his hand. “Let us give this vile man what he tried to sneak on the citizens of Bedburg! My house of Edmond for his head!” 
Heinrich pulled Dieter in close and poised his dagger by his jugular, but it had no effect. The mob charged forward. Beauregard let off another shot from his second rifle, this one striking Wilhelm in the leg. The dyemaker clutched the wound and fell forward, his mother rushing to his side.
Heinrich growled then snapped his fingers again. The wolves all rose, fully re-energized, ready to attack. Then everything happened so fast, Sybil would hardly be able to recount the exact sequence of events later. As the snarling wolves descended upon the peasants, a flash moved to the front of the group.
Salvatore the benandanti stood bravely between the crowd and animals, calm and happy. As the wolves surrounded the man for the kill, Salvatore’s arms flew up in a flurry, like he were conjuring a spell, and he let out a whistle, much higher-pitched than Heinrich’s, bringing everyone’s hands to their ears. 
Instantly, the wolves stopped in their tracks, mid-charge, sliding down on all fours, staring submissively up at Salvatore, their purple tongues lolling to the sides.
Everyone stood stunned, except of course Salvatore who merely smiled and gave a curt nod to his audience.
Dieter took this divinely auspicious moment to shout, “My friends, do not fear the man with hate in his heart!”
With his last line of defense neutralized, Heinrich raised his leg and, with a swift and powerful kick to Beauregard’s back, sent the butler careening down the staircase. His gun fired wildly in the air as his head slammed hard into the railing, crumbling him into an unconscious, bleeding heap at the foot of the stairs. 
Immediately, several peasants ran past the still-docile wolves to the unconscious butler, pummeling the man’s skull into an unrecognizable mass of bone and gray matter with their crude farming tools and makeshift weapons—showing no mercy for the man who moments earlier had killed one of their own for no reason. Meanwhile, the rest of the mob, led by Sybil and her friends, walked around the bloody scene toward Heinrich and Dieter who had now ascended to the top of the landing.
Taking one last look at the angry group approaching, Heinrich shouted, “I warned you all!” 
And Dieter locked eyes with Sybil, a calm, gentle smile on his face. It was a smile that told her not to worry. 
That he was at peace.
That he had done all he set out to do: revolutionize the townsfolk of Bedburg, and lay eyes on his beloved wife and son.
Sybil felt tears stinging her eyes. She reached out her hand, willing herself to touch Dieter’s hand one last time, even though he was far from her grasp. 
Then, with a swift and precise slash, Heinrich dragged his dagger across Dieter’s throat and threw him down the stairs into the onslaught. Blood spurted everywhere, spraying across the wall and stairway. Bouncing helplessly down the stairs, Dieter’s hands still tied behind him, his body twisted and jerked before coming to rest near Sybil’s feet. 
“NO!” Sybil shrieked, dropping to her knees. She let out a bloodcurdling scream that could be heard in the heavens, as the crowd looked on in stunned horror. 
Georg, Rowaine, and Wilhelm raced to comfort the dying man, kneeling beside Sybil. But Dieter’s eyes were already still and lifeless, his blood pooling under him and spilling down the remaining steps. 
And with that, the crowd went wild, forging up the stairs, around and over their fallen hero and his mourning loved ones, to dispense justice upon his murderer. 
But Heinrich was gone.
 
 
 
As the crowd pushed its way up the stairs, too many bodies bottlenecked their advance, giving Heinrich enough time to escape down the hall. When he came to the room that he’d locked Hugo and Hedda in, he kicked open the door. 
No one was there. 
Slamming the door shut, he ran to the window and looked out. The shouting and pounding of feet got louder down the hall. He lifted the window up and a cool breeze swept across his face. Jumping over the windowsill, he rolled onto the roof, then crawled to the edge, just as the first peasants burst into the room. 
Cristoff, the tavern owner, immediately ran to the open window. He poked his head out to see which way Heinrich had gone. Glancing to the side, he spotted Heinrich slinking away and turned back to tell his comrades. But he never got the chance. A shot rang out from Heinrich’s pistol, catching the left side of Cristoff’s forehead, slumping him across the windowsill as his head dropped forward. Martin and two others ran to his aid, pulling his body back inside. At the sight of the dark, bloody dot above his left eye, Martin roared, then leapt out the window, hitting the roof in a run and following the crumbling roof plates that Heinrich had left in his wake.
When Heinrich reached the far end of the roof, away from the window’s line of sight, he scooted his toes to the edge and peered down at the fifteen-foot drop to the ground. A carriage was parked not far from the drop, its driver, Felix, keeping the horses in line with his whip as they neighed and snorted. Heinrich glanced back over his shoulder as Martin rounded the corner, approaching as fast as he could on the unsteady roof tiles. Turning onto his hands and knees, Heinrich lowered his legs slowly over the side of the roof, gripping the roof’s edge tightly with his fingers. He inhaled deeply, then pushed off with a gasp, his body plummeting to the ground for what felt like eons. 
Hitting the ground hard on his feet, he felt a crunch of pain through his ankles and shins. He hobbled toward the carriage, which had already begun rolling away under Felix’s direction. 
As Martin neared the edge of the roof where Heinrich had dropped from, he reached to the back of his belt and pulled out his only weapon, a dagger. Watching Heinrich half-limp, half-run to the carriage, Martin cocked his arm back and flung the knife as hard as he could as Heinrich reached for the carriage’s side door.
The dagger punched into the side of the carriage, two inches from Heinrich’s head. Martin cursed as he watched Heinrich and the coach disappear into the misty fog. 
 
 
 
All was quiet inside the carriage, a welcome respite from the madness outside. Dark curtains covered the windows rendering the interior black as night. Shuddering off his adrenaline, Heinrich closed his eyes and leaned back against the seat. After several deep breaths, he began to smirk. 
He’d made it.
“Hello, father,” a voice said, shattering his quiet.
His eyes shot open, staring across the carriage into the darkness. As he squinted and his eyes acclimated, two figures took shape.
Hugo and Hedda, sitting across from him. 
Baffled, he sat up in his seat, his eyes moving from Hugo to Hedda, then back to Hugo. 
“Hello, son,”
he said, feigning calm. “I’m glad to see you came to your senses about this entire ordeal,” he said, shaking his head.
“Yes, father, I have come to my senses.”
Heinrich nodded. Then both were quiet. 
Hugo noticed his father’s hand slowly slipping around behind his back. They locked eyes for a moment—the young man’s big and brown, his father’s narrow and gray. Then, while his father’s expression remained pathologically serene, Hugo saw the glint of steel. But the younger man was quicker—and well-trained by Ulrich. He lunged forward with his own dagger as Heinrich’s knife, still bloody from its work on Dieter, swung around just as the carriage hit a bump, sending both men to the carriage floor.
“Hugo!” Hedda cried, watching helplessly as Heinrich’s knife arced from the side, aiming for Hugo’s intestines. But Hugo’s left arm shot out at the last second, catching Heinrich’s wrist, as his right hand plunged his own dagger into the right side of Heinrich’s chest. 
Heinrich gasped, then pushed his own weapon forward, stabbing Hugo in the side, before reeling back and howling like one of his wild wolves. Hugo pulled out his blade and thrust it back in, this time catching Heinrich in the stomach. 
Between clenched teeth, blood began oozing from Heinrich’s mouth. Suddenly realizing he was fading fast, his expression shifted from unbridled rage to the grim reality that he was losing strength. His dagger dropped from his hand. But Hugo’s fury was relentless. Fighting back his own pain, he struck Heinrich a third time, this time piercing his father’s black heart. 
At the moment of contact, Heinrich’s eyes seemed to brighten in amazement, staying fixed on Hugo’s, until his mind recognized the battle was over and his eyelids began to flutter. Then his body shuddered one last time before the beast took his final breath and was no more.
Hugo slumped in his seat, trembling, blinking uncontrollably, breathing heavily. At the next bump in the road, he lurched to his side and Hedda reached over to him. “You’re hurt!”
He wanted to be strong, especially at this pivotal moment, but he was dizzy. Suddenly, he couldn’t breath, his heart pounding in his ears. He reached for the seat for support and as Hedda screamed, he crumbled to the floor.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
 
 
 



The battle raged on at Bedburg. From atop the southern ramparts of the city, Commander Tomas Reiner directed his men, waving his sword in one direction or the other to indicate which way they should go. 
A small group of Protestants had dashed through the gate into the city, taking refuge in a shadowy alcove. Tomas’ men—devout Catholics with fury in their eyes—had surrounded them. Tomas watched as the religious warriors butchered each other, until it was impossible to distinguish one side from the other.
With grim resolve Tomas followed as the gory scene unfolded, so absorbed he almost forgot to pay attention to what was happening right in front of him. Two Protestant soldiers had cleared the ramparts, jumped onto the balcony from the other side of the wall, and dispatched an unsuspecting Catholic soldier with an axe. 
Tomas’ only warning came when someone called out his name. At the last second, he looked up as the man with the axe, his eyes red-rimmed and savage, reached back to throw it. Tomas ducked and the axe flew over his head, but just barely.
Tomas gritted his teeth and charged the man, shoving his long blade up into the man’s stomach. Yanking down hard, he split open his flesh, his entrails dangling out his belly. The man howled as he tried to reach down and gather his guts but Tomas kicked him in the side and he flew over the rampart ledge.
Another soldier approached Tomas, but faltered when he saw his friend fly off the ledge. Tomas took the opportunity to lunge, raising his blade high. The man shrank back with his own blade up, ready to parry. But Tomas shifted the downward angle of his attack and came in sideways, stabbing into the man’s left armpit and piercing his heart.
Tomas soon realized that most of the men he faced weren’t soldiers. At least not professionals. They were laymen roused by the ambitions of Gebhard Truchsess, who promised them fortunes and wealth if they backed him. But they hadn’t expected to meet such fierce resistance. 
Gebhard had lied to them about Bedburg’s able defenses. Tomas was a born military man. Even when he wasn’t acting as a bodyguard or escort, he’d always maintained his fighting prowess by practicing in the dueling rings. And his garrison consisted of like-minded men, not peaceful farmers or traders, but practiced killers raised and trained at war and carnage. 
Tomas and his men were truly a force to be reckoned with—as the dead Protestants who’d just tried to attack him had come to find out too late.
Suddenly a trio of attackers appeared. They glanced at one another, apparently deciding which one would step up to Tomas’ flashing blade. When none did, Tomas decided for them. Stepping into the guard of one man, he easily sliced down the man’s chest, causing his two friends to turn and run as Tomas screamed, “Cowards!” 
Then another approached, swinging his sword wildly toward Tomas. As the two parried, the man’s comrade knelt down and began rummaging through the pockets of a dead soldier. Suddenly Tomas’ eyes went wide when the comrade came up aiming a pistol at him. A deafening boom went off and Tomas wondered where he’d been hit. But then the man aiming the gun fell to the ground, clutching his chest. Glancing back, Tomas saw a Catholic soldier had come to his aid and gave him a curt nod of thanks.
Turning back to the man he’d been parrying with, who seemed temporarily frozen by the gunshot to his friend, Tomas lunged with dangerous precision, skewering him under the ribs. Before the man fell, Tomas stabbed him twice more in rapid succession, killing him before he hit the ground.
Somewhat out of breath, Tomas returned his gaze to the battle down by the southern gate. With a sigh of relief, he saw that his men had successfully fended off the Protestants, sending them to a hasty retreat, though many were cut down as they attempted to flee back out the southern gate. 
Tomas looked further down the battlefield, to the green plains beyond the walls of Bedburg. Though he’d successfully staved off the first round of attacks from Gebhard’s Calvinist army, they were still gathering in force down the hill from Bedburg, wheeling in cannons, to ready another assault. 
This was not what Tomas wanted to see. Once Gebhard realized his army had nearly twice as many soldiers as Tomas’ Catholic garrison, he would order a full assault. Tomas knew he couldn’t meet such an attack head on. He could only act defensively. It would be suicide to send his men directly out against the much larger Protestant army. Eventually his forces would be overwhelmed and scatter. 
If something didn’t happen soon to change the landscape of the battle, Tomas feared he would lose the city.       
And this was only the first hour of conflict.
 
 
 
As night wore on, Tomas had his dead and wounded taken away to the church to prevent the enemy from knowing his mounting casualties. Bishop Balthasar was overseeing the rescue efforts with help from his priests and nuns, preparing the dead for burial, giving last rites to those mortally wounded, offering first aid to the lightly wounded, and offering water and soup to those beleaguered with dehydration and famine. 
Near the southern ramparts, Tomas met with several of his top captains to discuss battle strategy. 
“Gebhard’s first charge failed,” one captain commented. “I doubt we’ll see much of him for the rest of the night.”
An older, gray-haired captain disagreed. “If he realizes his superior numbers, he’ll strike again. This time without retreating at the first sign of defeat.”
The two men looked at Tomas, who nodded. “I agree with Herr Germaine,” he said, referring to the older captain. “While we still have room to move, we must retaliate quickly.”
He had a small map of the city in front of him, rocks weighing down various parts against the wind. Different sized rocks also signified the location of Gebhard’s and Tomas’ armies. 
From a few paces back, Lord Alvin looked on. “How do we do that?” he asked. Though not a battle commander, he did hold a significant amount of land in Bedburg, earning him a place at the strategy table.
Tomas moved a pebble beside the large rock that denoted Gebhard’s main force. 
“We flank them,” he said, “by moving two small groups out from the eastern and western gates and circling around Gebhard’s lines.”
“If they’re seen, they’ll be surrounded and slaughtered,” Germaine said, frowning. 
“That’s why we send them now, while they still have the cover of night,” Tomas replied. 
Germaine crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t know if we can afford to send out such troops. That would seriously reduce our forces inside the city walls.” 
“As long as Gebhard remains oblivious to our numbers, we should be fine,” Tomas said. 
“And how long do you think he’ll remain oblivious?” the young captain asked.
Tomas sighed. “The forces I’m considering sending won’t be footsoldiers. They will be cavalry. Skirmishers. It will be a lightning attack. Strike, then retreat—just enough to scare them, give them pause.”
Lord Alvin smiled. “I like that. Why didn’t you say that to begin with, Tomas? It’s a worthy plan.”
“I still don’t know if it will help us . . . in the long term,” Germaine said. 
Tomas frowned at his most experienced captain. He didn’t want to argue with the man. The quickest way to lose morale was for soldiers to see their superiors bickering. But Tomas pressed on. 
“If I die on this battlefield, Captain Germaine, you’ll be the one to take my place. And when that happens, you’re free to lead the army as you wish. But until then, what I’ve described is the plan. At the very least, it will buy us time.”
“Buy us time for what?” Lord Alvin asked. 
“For me to think of our next plan,” Tomas said, frowning again. “Now, who will lead the charge?”
When no one spoke up, Captain Germaine sighed. “To make sure it goes without mishap, I will.”
Tomas smiled, resting his hand on Germaine’s shoulder. “Your loyalty and fearlessness is unfaltering, captain. I promise you your deeds will be remembered.” 
 
 
 
Late into the night, Tomas sent his men out the eastern and western gates. The soldiers he chose were specialized for this type of covert operation. Riding into the countryside on steeds with padded hooves and no steel to clank, they moved with stealth and precision. 
Germaine led the group from the eastern gate. If all went well, the two groups would move from Bedburg, forming the outline of a heart around Gebhard’s army and attack from the rear. Once they’d frightened the Protestant camps and killed a few men, maybe even captured a captain or two, they’d quickly flee into the night and return to Bedburg by dawn. 
Tomas wasn’t expecting a major victory here, just something to reinvigorate his outnumbered forces and cause the enemy concern. 
An hour after the men parted Bedburg, he heard the first cries of battle. 
Clenching his teeth, he watched the horizon and saw smoke rising from the sound of guns, and the ringing out of steel-on-steel. But steel-on-steel was not what he wanted to hear. That meant swords clashing and the plan had been that his men would not engage in close-quarters combat.
As the next hour passed and the sounds of shouting and battle continued, Tomas grew more nervous. Two hours later, the cavalry returned to Bedburg and a soldier approached Tomas with a battle report. 
“Captain Germaine is dead. The western attackers went unnoticed and hit Gebhard’s flank hard, but they were waiting for our eastern attack. Germaine was one of the first to fall, and when he did, it demoralized his men. We had to escape before we were massacred, sir.”
Tomas cursed under his breath. He’d forgotten that Bedburg was home to numerous Protestant sympathizers and turncoats. Clearly, Gebhard had gotten advance word of his battle plans. 
He’d just lost his most experienced commander, and the morning had just begun.
How will I explain that to the men? That I sent Germaine to his death, even though he disagreed with my plan? I’ll face deserters, that much is certain . . .
Tomas paced the rampart, close to where he’d stood during Gebhard’s first charge. But before he had time to consider his dilemma, cannonfire rang out. 
Gebhard’s forces were attacking again.
 
 
 
Depleted and exhausted, Tomas’ sword felt like an iron weight in his hand. His eyes could barely stay open. Covered in the blood of his enemies, he and his men had been fighting with valor and courage for three hours now. 
The sun now fully illuminated the bloody battlefield. Between his nighttime fiasco and the morning’s battle, he’d lost nearly three hundred men, either dead or incapacitated. A third of his force. They couldn’t go on much longer.
Lord Alvin had recommended Tomas forfeit the city to Gebhard—opining that it was a lost cause. But Tomas had pushed the fat lord aside and gone on to personally lead his troops. 
Now he was in the thickest part of the fight, fending for his life, fighting back-to-back with his fellow soldiers. He’d charged the ground troops with twenty men, trying to defend this side of the gate, but was now down to six. They’d fought hard, but as he blinked sweat and blood from his eyes, he glanced over his shoulder and saw another comrade fall, this time from a spear to the neck. 
Taking a step back, he almost tripped over a fallen comrade. Instead, he crashed into the city wall, dropping his sword and sinking to his knees in total exhaustion. The scene around him got fuzzy, the sun stifling. He could not go on. He was resigned to his death. 
Then came the sound of angels. Or at least something unworldly.
At first he thought he was staring up at the sun, or God. But as the image slipped back into focus, he saw the face of the young captain whose name he’d forgotten, smiling down at him jubilantly. As the young soldier helped Tomas up, he exclaimed, “It’s a miracle, my lord! God has sent us his favor!”
Tomas blinked and his mouth opened, but nothing came out, his throat too parched. 
Guessing his question, the young captain explained. “Reinforcements have come from Cologne. Archbishop Ernst’s nephew, Ferdinand, leads the charge. Bedburg is saved, my lord!” 
Tomas coughed and laughed at the same time. 
Then his blinking slowed, the face before him blurred out, and he fell backward into blissful unconsciousness.
 
 
 
Upon Ferdinand’s arrival, Gebhard Truchsess von Waldburg, former archbishop of Cologne, current bishop of Strasbourg, France, was forced to retreat. 
Bedburg’s new savior shared the same name as his predecessor, his uncle Ferdinand, who had saved Bedburg from destruction back in 1589 during Count Adolf’s attack. 
And once again, Gebhard was foiled by his nemesis, Archbishop Ernst, this time for the last time.
Upon realizing that his army was sandwiched between the hearty defenders of Bedburg and the fresh army from Cologne, Gebhard abandoned all promises he’d made to his subordinates—of wealth and land—and fled. In fact, he’d been one of the few to make it away safely from the battle. Most everyone else was butchered or captured. 
With his conquest for Cologne foiled yet again, Gebhard disappeared from Germany as quickly as possible—in shame. He returned to France, never to engage in another campaign as his name was high on the list of dangerous Protestants to watch out for. 
By the time Ferdinand came to the rescue, Tomas had lost five hundred soldiers, half of Bedburg’s entire garrison. Of those still alive, many were put up inside the city’s church. Others received accommodations wherever there was room: at Claus’ inn, the jailhouse, the tavern, and the houses of other obliging citizens. 
It would take many months for the city to recover from Gebhard’s vicious assault. 
But, much to Archbishop Ernst’s satisfaction, Bergheim and Bedburg were safe. 
Which meant his bishopric was safe as well. 
 
 
 
On the night of that final battle, there was no celebratory feast. Too many people had died, too many were still recovering, and no one was sure if the battle for Bedburg was truly over. 
There was, however, one ceremony that night.
A large contingent of peasants arrived in the city at dusk, bringing with them a cart carrying the bodies of three men: Anthony the blacksmith, Cristoff the tavern owner, and Dieter Nicolaus the revolutionary. 
The procession was led by none other than Sybil Nicolaus, a woman feared as the Daughter of the Beast, lauded as the Pale Diviner, and loved by the masses for her honesty and never-ending battles against tyranny. In the months since Dieter had been helping the Protestant refugees and sympathizers, her name had become legend in its own right. 
Cradling her son Peter in her arms, she marched solemnly through the streets of Bedburg where she faced both frightened and awed gazes. No one tried to stop the ceremony, despite the fact that she was known to have supported the very people that Tomas and Bedburg had just fought.
Until they reached the church. 
When they did, and the wounded men surrounding the hill stared at the fiery woman with both fear and admiration in their eyes, Bishop Balthasar came out and stood in front of the church.
Unknown to Sybil, an almost identical scene had occurred in that very spot not long before—when two Protestants had been killed by Heinrich and their burials at the church had been denied.
And once again, Balthasar repeated his last rebuke. 
“You cannot enter the church with those blasphemers.” 
Then he pointed a lumpy finger toward Sybil. “And I won’t have a witch entering my holy house! There is a public cemetery just outside the gates of Bedburg. Take your procession there, if you wish.”
But this time Balthasar did not have the support of Tomas or his garrison, as the commander was off being treated for his wounds. Also, one of the men in the cart was a much-loved figure to all—no doubt more respected than the bishop himself.
“Dieter Nicolaus was a staunch supporter and citizen of Bedburg,” Sybil announced, fighting back tears. “My husband only sought to do what he believed to be right for the city. He fought against tyranny and oppression. He has done more for God than you could ever hope to achieve, bishop.”
Balthasar brought his hand to his mouth. “You’d dare disrespect me in front of a house of God? I shan’t condone this heresy, especially coming from the lips of a known witch and blasphemer!”
“You forget, bishop, that Dieter was once a man of the cloth belonging to this very congregation. He has a right to be given prayers.”
“Before his sacrilegious and impious actions caused him to be excommunicated!”
A few peasants in the group grumbled, but none louder than Georg and Rowaine. Having heard enough, the big man and his daughter stepped forward. 
“Heinrich Franz is dead, bishop,” Georg said, putting his hands on his hips. “And Tomas is injured.” 
“You have no one to defend you,” Rowaine added. “So step aside.”
Then Sybil spoke. “Unless you plan to condemn all of our souls for eternity,” she said, gesturing to all the peasants behind her. 
Balthasar’s lips twitched. Seemingly on the verge of an outburst, Sybil offered a compromise. “I don’t plan to bury him here, beside your revered saints and tomes,” she said. “But he deserves to be consecrated, so his journey beyond this place can be blessed . . . so that he may arrive safely to his new home in Norfolk—where he will be buried.”
With a show of great reluctance, Bishop Balthasar moved aside, allowing Sybil and her company to enter the church.
Inside, the ceremony was bittersweet. The people who had faced persecution from their lords every day, the people who had lived in the darkness of evil for so long, all prayed and wept and gave thanks for Dieter Nicolaus, their savior and champion. The man thereafter known to all as the Martyr of Bedburg.



EPILOGUE
 
 
1595 (Two Years Later)
 
 
 



Awaiting his guests, Prince-Provost Ferdinand of Bavaria sat behind his lavish oak desk, moving papers and signing letters in one of his many decorated conference rooms at Cologne Cathedral. 
He’d recently taken over most of his uncle’s ecclesiastical and secular affairs, acquiring everything Archbishop Ernst had worked for with the exception of his title. All in all, Ernst’s twelve-year reign as one of the Holy Roman Empire’s most powerful men had been exceedingly trying. Following the near-loss of the three territories of Bedburg, Bergheim, and Erftstadt, as well as nearly losing Cologne in the surprise attack by the hated reformer Gebhard von Truchsess, the archbishop’s blunders had forced him into early retirement. 
And now Ferdinand, his eighteen-year-old nephew, was in charge—a situation not particularly endorsed by many of the region’s other powerful players. For not only was Ferdinand young and inexperienced, he was also callous and hellbent. While most of the other six electorates of the Empire were striving for peace treaties—and actually offering mercy and forgiveness to many of their opponents—Ferdinand remained on a warpath against all Protestant rebels. He’d already expanded the witch-hunts and overseen many new executions. 
And soon, whenever his uncle died, his power and influence would become even greater, covering huge sections of the country—Bonn, Berchtesgaden, Cologne, Hildesheim, Münster, and Liège.
But what was done was done. Ferdinand was Ernst’s replacement and there was little to be done about it. He had appropriate family ties and it was now too late for an election. Ernst had seen to that, using his considerable influence to ensure that the power remained in the family. Some suggested that, since the Protestants were so strongly opposed to just this sort of blatant nepotism, Ernst had intentionally acted as he had to thumb his nose at them.
On this day, Bishop Ferdinand had formally invited two couples to his chambers to discuss their obedience to the Church and to make sure he could still trust them. 
His usher escorted in the first two, formally announcing them. 
“The lord and lady of Bedburg, Your Excellency,” the guard proclaimed.
The young man, about Ferdinand’s age, entered the room, limping slightly, accompanied by a timid woman with large spectacles. Ferdinand stood and, shuffling out from behind his desk, held his hand out, palm down. The couple bowed, then kissed the young bishop’s ring. 
A few seconds later, the guard ushered in the second couple.
“Your Excellency, the baron and baroness of Bergheim,” he announced, then took a position near Ferdinand’s desk. 
A fair-haired, thin woman stood beside an elderly man who may have been her grandfather, her arm wrapped around the man’s waist. They too approached the bishop and kissed his ring, though the older gentleman had trouble bowing.
Ferdinand motioned for both couples to join him at the table on the other side of the room. “Please,” he said, leading the way. He sat at the head and, when everyone was seated, joined his hands together. “Now, please remind me of your names, my lords and ladies. So that my scribe here might not forget who you are.” 
He well knew their names, having specifically ordered their presence. But in his immature mind, this formality elevated his status as a man too important to remember such trivia.
“I am Hugo Griswold, lord of Bedburg,” the younger man said, “and this is my wife, Lady Hedda Griswold.” He smiled and turned to the other couple across the table from him. “Though I did not expect to see such . . . familiar faces, Your Excellency.”
The older man returned the smile, then cleared his scratchy throat. “And I am Baron Rolf Anders, and this is my wife, Lady Lucille Engel von Erftstadt und Bergheim.”
“Superb,” Ferdinand said, parting his hands. Wasting no time, he leaned over and read from a parchment in front of him. “It is my understanding that, two years prior, all of you took part in the events surrounding the traitor Gebhard von Truchsess in and around Bedburg and Bergheim. Is that correct?”
The four nodded hesitantly. 
“And you each acted on the side of the True faith,” he said, smiling. “With the exception of . . .” He looked up and pointed to Lady Lucille. “. . . you.”
The blonde heiress inhaled deeply but her elderly husband spoke quickly on her behalf. “Originally, Lucille sought to marry into a Catholic union. With the former lord of Bedburg, Heinrich Franz. In order to expand and solidify the Catholic’s reach, Your Excellency,” Rolf said, clearly trying to minimize the young bishop’s implication.
“But,” Ferdinand continued, “when that marriage was”—he tilted his head, searching for the right word—“nullified . . . did you not flee Bedburg and take refuge with the enemy? Gebhard von Truchsess?”
Rolf started to answer, but Ferdinand held up a finger. “I’d like to hear it from the lady, if you will.”
Lucille stammered, then took in another breath and composed herself. 
“I was taken prisoner before my marriage to Heinrich Franz,” she explained. “Locked in his dungeon after he killed my father and my warden. It was only from . . . fortunate circumstances”—she glanced at Hugo—“that I was able to escape. And although I did flee to Bergheim, my home, I had no way of knowing Gebhard’s army was entrenched there.”
Ferdinand frowned. “As lady of Bergheim . . . I find that hard to believe. How could you not know that Gebhard had taken your city?” 
“It’s God’s truth,” Lucille replied. “I was imprisoned—how was I to know? Though once I reached Bergheim and advised Gebhard of my predicament, I will not lie, he offered me sanctuary.”
“So you assumed Gebhard would win the city? You wagered against Catholicism? Against God?” 
Lucille shook her head. “I was in no position to deny him, Your Excellency. Though I was pleased to learn of his defeat,” she lied.
For several seconds, Ferdinand studied her. Then, changing the subject, he asked, “And how long after your ‘escape’ did you give birth?”
Lucille’s face flushed red. She looked down at the tabletop and opened her mouth, but no words came. When Ferdinand’s gaze stayed on her, she managed to finally say, “I gave birth to my son eight and a half months after my escape.”
Ferdinand scribbled something on the paper. Without looking up, he said, “And your son is Heinrich Franz’s charge, of course?”
When Lucille hesitated, Ferdinand looked back up at her. But once again, Rolf intervened. 
“The lady and I had a brief dalliance prior to our wedding arrangement, my liege,” he explained, his tone contrite. “I am not proud of it and have repented my sin. But we were married and the child was birthed within wedlock. Our boy, Odelus Griswold Anders, was baptized a Catholic Christian! And Lucille has always maintained good Catholic standing.” The old man smiled proudly, flashing small, yellow teeth. 
When Ferdinand’s eyes returned to his paper, Rolf’s smile vanished as he glanced over at Hugo.
Ferdinand frowned. “I would have thought it impossible, given your advanced age, to birth such a child. And he is without defects?” he asked.
Rolf nodded. “He is one of God’s miracles, in fine health, Your Excellency.”
“And you, Lord Hugo.” 
Taken by surprise, Hugo’s gaze quickly turned from Rolf to Ferdinand. 
Ferdinand continued. “You were once Heinrich Franz’s deputy and emissary. How did you meet your lady?”
Smiling at Hedda, he answered, “Hedda was Lord Ludwig von Bergheim’s scribe, Your Excellency. I met her during a visit to Bergheim on behalf of Heinrich. We now have two beautiful children: a boy and girl.”
Ferdinand couldn’t have cared less about Hugo’s offspring. He considered Hugo’s last answer. “Let me see . . . this woman”—pointing to Hedda—“was under the employment of this woman’s warden?” he asked, pointing to Lucille. 
Hugo nodded. 
“My,” said the bishop, his smile not pleasant. “How very closely linked it seems your two houses are.” 
Rolf had had enough, though he continued to use a respectful tone. “To tell the truth, Your Excellency, Heinrich Franz was playing us all for fools. I can assure you, no one here is aggrieved by his death. We are all aware that he nearly brought both our cities to ruin. And more.”
“Indeed, old man,” Ferdinand sneered, his voice rising. “He nearly brought much more than just ruin to your cities. He nearly cost my uncle his electoral seat. Do you know what would have happened had Gebhard taken Cologne? If a Calvinist were to have taken that seat again?” He pushed his chair away from the table.
Rolf knew better than to speak. Ferdinand was much too young and volatile. 
The young bishop raged on. “We may have had a Protestant majority in the electorate! The papacy would have been doomed! That foolish bastard nearly single-handedly destroyed the very foundation of Catholicism in Germany.” He stopped to catch his breath, slowing himself down. “You four do understand that, don’t you?”
They all dutifully nodded. 
“We are all glad Heinrich Franz is dead, Your Excellency,” Hugo said.
Ferdinand’s smile was hardly a friendly one. “As the newly-appointed lord of Bedburg and successor to his role . . . I’m sure you are,” he told Hugo. He folded his hands in front of him again. “I can trust your houses will continue to stay true to Catholic principles then?”
More dutiful nods. 
Ferdinand arched his brow in a feeble attempt at maturity. “After taking over for my uncle, I need to make sure I can trust my neighboring territories.”
The four kept nodding.
“Good,” Ferdinand said, standing up. “Then I will have you join together to make reparations for Heinrich’s ill-conceived actions. You will further your pursuit of Protestant rebels and expand your investigations of witches in the area.” He eyed each of them one-by-one. “Leave no stone unturned, find my enemies, and destroy them. Can I trust you to do that?”
The four of them glanced at one another before again nodding, though less vigorously than before. 
And with that, they were dismissed. 
As the two couples walked back down the massive hallway, Hugo turned to Rolf and smiled. “Rolf, you old dog,” he said quietly, “how did you find this beautiful woman? I thought you for dead!”
The old man was suddenly in high spirits. Shuffling along the marble floor, he explained. “When your sister came to Bedburg looking for Dieter, she helped me escape the jailhouse. I fled Bedburg, knowing I couldn’t return to House Charmagne—that Heinrich would have my skin. I’ve since heard that Charmagne is haunted now, replete with apparitions of ghostly hounds. And that the spirit of Heinrich Franz drifts through the halls.” 
He chuckled for a moment. “So I went to our southern neighbors, managed to escape the battle, and found this lovely woman once Gebhard fled.”
Addressing Hugo, Lucille tenderly put her hand on Rolf’s shoulder. “Your uncle is a good man. As heiress-apparent of Bergheim following my father and Heinrich’s deaths, I refused to settle with any of the suitors that approached me. Rolf is a softer, kinder man.”
Hugo reddened slightly. He didn’t correct Lucille’s statement about Rolf being his uncle, which he most assuredly was not. What lies the old man had been telling her! Nevertheless, Hugo was happy Rolf had found joy—the old man had been like a father to him when he’d needed it most. 
Rolf raised a finger. “I’m also a fair politician and spokesman, as well, if I do say. Especially given my rather . . . sorted background.”
Hugo grinned. “That much is true, I suppose.”
They all chuckled as they reached the end of the hall. Two guards opened the doors and they were ferried into another room, this one leading to the cathedral’s front doors. 
“Now it’s your turn to tell us,” Rolf said, turning to Hugo and Hedda. “How you two came to find each other? Is yours an example of this mythical thing called love?”
Hugo laughed, then nodded, smiling warmly at Hedda, whose eyes twinkled.
“Hugo helped me escape Bedburg’s jail as well,” Hedda said. “Since the entire city knew he’d killed Heinrich, his reputation preceded him and Lord Alvin didn’t stand a chance competing with him for the lordship,” she said proudly.
Rolf arched his brow at Hugo. “Though I’m happy for you, I am somewhat surprised you could take such a position given your youth.” Then he thought more about that and chuckled. “Though I dare say we just witnessed how youth and inexperience can mean nothing when it comes to positions of power.”
They all smiled at that.
Hedda then continued. “Anyway, that’s where I came in,” she said with a sly smile. “Helping this ‘young and inexperienced’ man navigate his way into his new lordship.” She kissed Hugo on the cheek. “I have long understood the ways of politics, given my day-to-day assistance working with Ludwig. So I’d say this young man was most fortunate to have my talents at his disposal.” Hugo grinned, grabbing her around waist.
“Ah! Besides being a mother of two, she’s also quite humble,” Rolf joked. 
“With a third on the way,” Hedda added, rubbing her stomach.
“Congratulations,” Rolf said. “You two have been busy!”
Then Hugo faced Rolf, his expression turning serious. “I would like to visit your son some day, Rolf, if that might be possible. Our children could become friends.”
Lucille and Rolf both knew there was more to the suggestion than mere friendship. The birth of Lucille’s son—exactly eight and one-half months following her escape from Bedburg—certainly raised questions of paternity. Especially when Rolf’s advancing age and infirmities made the probability of bedroom follies less likely. 
Rolf smiled knowingly. “You need only say the word, young master,” he said with full sincerity. “Bergheim’s doors are always open to you and your lovely wife.”
When they pushed out the cathedral’s double-doors, the warm sunshine greeted them with a rush of hope and happiness. As they stood at the top of the church steps, side-by-side, looking out over the vast German countryside, Hedda chuckled to herself. 
“What?” Hugo asked.
“I was just thinking of the unexpected surprises life brings,” she answered. “Consider this . . . if it weren’t for the vilest of the vile, the four of us would never have ended up together with our loved ones here.”
“How so?” Lucille asked.
“Well . . . Rolf and I were both rescued from Heinrich’s jail, and you and Hugo from Heinrich’s House Charmagne.”
They all took in the view, pondering the irony of it all.
“So,” Rolf finally said, “I suppose in a twisted sort of way, we all owe the Devil his due and a bit of a thank you.”
As they headed down the stairs to their new lives, Hugo put his arm around Hedda.       
“Though I’ll still never toast the bastard,” he mumbled. 
 
 
 
In a little town in Norfolk called Strangers Shire, Sybil sat in her chair on Claire’s patio, fidgeting with her fingers. Though she had her own house now, she preferred spending time here, near her best friend. In the front yard, little Rose and Peter played in the grass as young children do, without a care in the world. They chased bugs, and laughed, and fell over each other and giggled. It gave Sybil such joy to watch them play like that. Her promise long ago to Claire, that her son and Claire’s daughter would be best friends, had become a reality. 
Seated across from her, Claire also watched the children. Looking over at Sybil and her twitchy hands, she said, “You must calm down, Beele. Your nervousness makes me nervous.”
Sybil sighed. “I know, I know. But what do you think she’ll be like? Kind, as I’ve heard? Or mean, because I’m not English?”
Claire snickered, setting her thread and distaff in her lap. “We are called Strangers for a reason, dear girl! And besides, weren’t you the one who once said, ‘I’ve known enough nobles to know what they’re all like’ or something to that effect?” 
Sybil took a deep breath, which didn’t help much, then gazed out at the town she now called home. It certainly looked different from when she’d first seen it. It now had two proper granaries, a smithy, a tavern, a tannery, several tailor shops and textile factories, and of course the church. 
Truly a flourishing village. 
People milled about, darting from building to building, to and from workshops, sweeping roadways, laying down drapes, doing all the busy things that growing towns do. 
Down the roadway, Sybil saw Rowaine and Aellin walking toward them, holding hands. A few minutes later, when the two reached the porch, greetings and kisses were exchanged, then Aellin curtsied and went inside. Rowaine held out a jar of something which she presented to Sybil. 
“From my father . . . he says it’s the best batch the tavern brews, made just for special occasions like this.”
Sybil took the jar and smiled, setting it down by her chair. “Thank Georg for me.” 
Rowaine rolled her eyes. “I doubt I’ll be seeing much of him now that he’s got that damn harlot to rummage around the sheets with.”
“Row!” Sybil scolded. “You should be happy that your father is happy. After all, you’ve found delight of your own,” she added, referring to Aellin inside.
Rowaine nodded. “I know, I know.” She turned and, like Sybil and Claire, stared out to where the children played and to the bustling town beyond. After a time, she said, “My, how Daxton would love to see this, how much this place has changed.”
Sybil smiled warmly. Not a sad smile—Daxton wasn’t dead, just in a different place. Upon his return to Norfolk, he’d relocated with his family to King’s Lynn, taking over Georg’s job as the Hanseatic League’s representative so he could remain close to the sea. He still captained the Lion’s Pride, though now, instead of a pirate ship, it was officially a trading vessel. And he still sent a portion of his proceeds—a generous amount—back to the shire each month, which had definitely contributed to the town’s growth and prosperity. 
Sybil said, “Yes, it is quite a sight to see. Dax would indeed enjoy knowing how much he’s helped make it what it is.”
The three women drifted off into their own thoughts for a while, until Martin and Ava came running around the side of the house, clearly excited. Ava held her new one-year-old child in her arms. The boy already had Martin’s curly hair.
“They’re here, they’re here!” Ava announced with contagious enthusiasm. “The first procession just arrived on the other side of town!”
Sybil clasped her hands and said a silent prayer. Then she asked, “S-Should we go to them?”
“No, no,” Martin said, waving his hands. “They’re making their way here. Believe it or not, Reeve Bailey is directing their parade to you, rather than to his own house. I think even he is a bit overwhelmed this time!”
They all laughed, nervously. 
Ava saw Peter and Rose playing and, with love in her eyes, shook her head. “I can’t wait until little Ezra is old enough to play with Rose and my godson!”
Sybil took Ava by the hand and smiled. Following Dieter’s death, she’d asked Ava and Martin to become Peter’s godparents. It had filled a hole in their hearts, until of course the birth of their own child, which had raised everyone’s spirits. 
Sybil finally rose from her chair and began pacing the patio. 
“Christ Almighty,” Claire told her. “Could you please stop that?” She gestured down the hill to where a man with blue tattoos was sitting next to another young man on a bench, their foreheads almost touching. “We already have one madman in this town. We certainly don’t need a madwoman.” The “madman” she was referring to was of course Salvatore, the benandanti, who apparently was performing his “gift” on the bench down the road. As the town’s new resident soothsayer, he regularly had twenty or more citizens seeking him out each day to be “healed” or to have their dreams realized. 
As for the other members of Sybil’s close-knit group, Wilhelm and his mother had settled in the heart of town, where Wilhelm made and sold his dyes to several local textile factories and tailors. He and Mary shared one of the largest estates in the shire, and both were constantly harried by suitors seeking a stake in their wealth—though neither had the time nor want for such frivolities, at least now. Mary still grieved for her husband William and Wilhelm was simply too busy for affairs of the heart or flesh.
And Corvin Carradine had gone missing at sea a few months back during a routine supply run to Amsterdam and no one knew if he was dead or alive. 
Suddenly, the first line of emblazoned chariots and carriages appeared in the distance. Two lines of impeccably attired soldiers lined both sides of their route. A few minutes later the procession stopped at the foot of the hill. Nearly every citizen had come out to witness the spectacle. Guards now surrounded the main carriage, spears and arquebuses at the ready. 
Sybil froze as her heart pounded so hard she could hear her pulse in her ears. Unable to contain herself any longer, she rushed down the porch, out past the front yard to greet her guest.
A royal squire in white gloves hurried out from another of the carriages to open the coach door for the guest of honor, delicately helping her out of the carriage. 
Her hair was reddish-gold, the color of the sun at autumn sunset. Her skin was white and immaculate, her lips and nose thin. She was indeed a handsome woman with a regal aura befitting her station. She walked gracefully, confidently, from the carriage steps, escorted by the squire, as the townsfolk caught sight of her and gasped, then kneeled. 
Sybil bowed her head in respect, then noticed that everyone was kneeling but her son Peter. Rushing over, she grabbed his arm and gently pushed him to the grass, then kneeled beside him.       
When the guest and her guard were several yards from Sybil, the squire spoke the formal introduction, though of course none was needed. 
“May I present to you the monarch of the House of Tudor, and savior to the people. First of her name, Her Majesty The Queen, Elizabeth!”
The Queen of England smiled warmly at Sybil, then wobbled a thin, long finger toward her, urging her to stand. She spoke in a surprisingly jovial tone. 
“It’s my understanding that this place is named after me,” she announced with a slight smirk. 
A few patters of nervous laughter sounded from the crowd, as they rose from their knees to better watch the proceedings. 
Suddenly realizing the Queen was directing her comment to her, Sybil nodded—a bit too vigorously, since her words weren’t coming at the moment. Finally, she found her voice. “Indeed, Your Majesty. This is the home of Elizabeth’s Strangers, named such for the remarkable kindness Your Majesty has bestowed upon political and religious refugees of all creeds.”
A small smile crept across the Queen’s lips. “And with whom do I converse?”
Sybil stuttered. With her mouth open, she pointed dumbly at her own face. Elizabeth chuckled brightly, causing everyone else to do likewise.
“My n-name’s Sybil, ma’am. Sybil Griswold.”
Elizabeth clapped her gloved hands. “Ah, just the person I was hoping for.”
Sybil could only blush.
The Queen whispered to her squire, though loud enough to be heard. “I thought she was a German girl?”
The squire nodded back, speaking something indiscernible. 
Elizabeth furrowed her brow at Sybil, who nodded and said, “I am, ma’am, a German refugee. But I sought sanctuary here, with my family”—she nudged her chin toward her son—“and was given shelter thanks to your tolerance and kindness.”
“And you speak English! I do say, I had not expected that.”
Sybil smiled. “I’m still learning, Your Majesty.”
Elizabeth took a step toward Sybil so they were eye to eye. Then, much to her amazement, the Queen took Sybil’s arm. 
“I’ve come to give my gratitude to the woman who fought so hard against our enemies in Germany, my dear. And, besides, it’s been some time since I’ve seen the countryside of Norfolk and I was due a visit.” 
She started to lead Sybil by the arm away from the house. Immediately, a contingent of guards took positions around them, but the Queen waved them off. 
As they walked on, Elizabeth said, “I also wish to give my heartfelt sympathy to you at having lost your husband in the battle. It is such a terrible thing, war.”
Sybil nodded, literally touching shoulders with the most powerful woman on earth. 
“He would have loved to hear you say that, ma’am,” Sybil replied softly.
“And now, you must tell me how you came to be known as the Pale Diviner. Oh, what a magnificent title that is! And, please, leave no secrets untold. I want to learn all about you, Sybil Griswold, and how anguished Pope Clement was at the loss of his leading archbishop, and how Ernst must have squealed! And please leave no detail unsaid, my dear girl . . .”
Sybil chuckled lightly. “I’ll try, ma’am.”
As they strolled along arm-in-arm, enjoying a fine day in the English countryside—two very different symbols of hope and goodness, doing their best in difficult times—only faint parts of their conversation could be heard.
“It all started one day by the church when I was picking apples for the homeless, and Dieter walked into my life . . .”
 
 
 
 
THE END



Fact Versus Fiction
 
 
 
 
 





I took a bit more creative liberties with this novel than with the two previous installments of the trilogy. That said, the story was still inspired by many actual historical events occurring in late 16th century Europe.
The Hanseatic League was a real and powerful organization in Europe, formed to help protect traders and merchants from tyrannical laws and despots, although its influence had greatly diminished by the time this story begins in 1592.
Of course Queen Elizabeth was real, as were the Strangers, although I’m not sure if the monarch ever visited the actual refugee community—Elizabeth’s Strangers—that was indeed her namesake (though there was never an actual village called Strangers Shire).
Amsterdam did become one of Europe’s commercial superpowers after the Duke of Parma (Alexander Farnese) sacked Antwerp on behalf of Spain. And when the Protestants fled north after Antwerp’s fall, they forced the Catholics to flee en masse to Cologne and other parts of Germany.
By 1595, Ferdinand of Bavaria—Archbishop Ernst’s nephew—had taken over all secular duties for his uncle, becoming the de facto Archbishop of Cologne. He also orchestrated one of the largest increases in witch-hunts during his reign. 
His uncle, Ernst, retired to Arnsberg, Germany, where he lived until his death in 1612. 
England and Germany were definitely not on friendly terms when my story takes place, mostly because of religious differences. As a result, most trading between them occurred on the sly through neutral regions like Amsterdam.
From 1597 through 1794, Bonn, Germany was the capital of the Electorate of Cologne and the residence of the Archbishops and Prince-electors of Cologne. My story displayed only a small glimpse of what Bonn would become. 
The novel describes the political unrest prevalent in and around Cologne during this time period, resulting in repeated land-grabs, power struggles, and economic uncertainty.
Historians point to many reasons behind these turbulent times, including unfair taxation, public spending, regulation of business, excessive market supervision, and limits on corporate autonomy, to name a few. Of course, right up there at or near the top is (as always) religion.
Lastly, the benandanti were in fact true “spirit wanderers,” regularly persecuted as witches and warlocks, although Salvatore himself was my invention.
Once again thank you all for reading my stories and for your tremendous support! I hope you enjoyed the trilogy. And, who knows, I’ve grown pretty attached to some of these characters, so it’s quite possible that someday they’ll return. ;)
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