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Prologue
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May 1772

Sleepy Hollow, New York

––––––––
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Gold eyes observed her; a beast tracking its prey. Elizabeth van Tassel had thought the tan body was a curved boulder, but the slide of pebbles from the ridge above told her otherwise. She froze, her already labored breath from the half-laced stays now ceasing. She instinctively laid her hand across her protruding abdomen, fingers spreading wide over the buttercream homespun. She held the creature’s gaze, unable to turn her head to determine a place to hide. But there would be no hiding now that it had seen her. They were locked in this moment, gold eyes lazily blinking every now and then while her own grew dry without the luxury to blink. The creature had her and it knew it.

Sweat beaded on her forehead, atop her upper lip. It trickled down her back and past her hips. A sudden gust knocked a loose branch from the tree overhead, nearly catching her shoulder on the way down. She lost her footing and slid down the cluster of rocks behind her. Gasping for breath, palms clutching wet earth and sharp stones, she redirected her gaze to the spot on the ridge above where the gentle sway of greenery revealed the eyes had gone. Somewhere above her, a guttural and rippling growl.

Using a nearby sapling, Elizabeth pulled herself upright. The basket of mushrooms and wild onions lay discarded some ten feet away. The forest could have it. It was about to have her.

She took as deep a breath as her stays allowed, then ran. One arm clenched around the child in her belly while the other pushed aside errant branches and thorny bushes. Her hand stung from the bite and slash of sharp objects. Her skirt caught and she ripped it free, bits of fabric left behind. Somewhere deep in her mind, a passing acknowledgement there might at least be some trace of her left behind when Baltus came looking for her.

Her heart pounded in her temples as spots of gray and black clouded her periphery. A clean snap of a dry and deadened log made her turn in time to catch the creature—a cougar, she was sure of it now, jumping with chilling grace to the branch above her. Their eyes connected once more. Talon-like nails dug into bark like butter, tail flicking with annoyance, eyes narrowing with a confident hiss. 

Elizabeth ran. Baltus had told her something about making a lot of noise should she see any large creatures, but the tightness of the stays and her loss of breath prevented any noise from escaping her lips. She shouldn’t run, but the blazing instinct to get as far away as possible had lit the fire within her and birthed a new rush of energy. 

Her foot rolled over an amorphous rock, sending her flat on her bottom with a dizzying blow to her tailbone that rippled over her belly. The crumbling earth around her gave way and the rock in question tumbled down to the forest floor. Grasping at anything, hands caked with dirt and blood, she slid. Powerless, she clasped her arms over her belly and fought to remain upright so she would not fall upon the child. Flashes of color above, like mixing cream in coffee, as she jostled between jagged rocks and protruding roots. 

Finally she was still, flat on her back with the canopy of the forest swaying above. She was trembling, but her hands remained clasped to her abdomen. A tight, sharp pain shot through her tailbone and into her pelvis. She grit her teeth against it; a vague awareness of rustling bushes. 

The sleek, golden body dove at her. She pressed her eyes shut, curling herself around the child. 

A sharp crack rang out above her, followed by an acerbic scent. The beat of wings above. A great thud to her left; the distant call of voices. She slowly opened her eyes to find the cougar only a few feet away, a smoking hole between the open amber eyes.

She screamed. This time she was sure she could hear herself. It echoed through the forest, bouncing off tree trunks. Pain followed hot as she tried to roll onto her hands and knees. Moving now, she became aware of the wetness between her legs. 

“No, no, no...” She pushed her skirts aside. Blood bloomed vivid on her petticoat and smeared her inner thighs. Her face was wet, tears and sweat blurring her vision. Her shaking hands fumbled to unlace the stays. She ripped them off, then took a gasping breath as if cresting the surface of water. But when her lungs filled with the crisp air, darkness closed in around her.

—
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A gentle, crackling fire and warmth upon her cheek. She dwelled somewhere between dreams and awareness, nuzzling the blanket up around her face. The bed felt harder than usual and with half-consciousness, she shifted to her side. Her eyes snapped open at a stabbing pain below.

There was a fire, but beyond it—a place she didn’t know. She blinked several times, and with great effort, pushed herself up on one elbow. She squinted, unable to discern the room, yet was met with a distinct scent of damp earth and the metallic tang of her own blood.

A pressure against her shoulder caused her to collapse back. The fire was blotted out, replaced with the silhouette of someone. A woman. Long braid over one shoulder, the scent of crushed herbs and fresh earth on her hands.

“Je bent nu veilig,” the woman whispered. You are safe now.

Dry air slipped through Elizabeth’s lips and the woman quickly pressed a horn cup of warm liquid to her lips. She drank without question; letting the unknown, bitter substance slide down her throat and coil in her belly. Her belly—

“Mijn baby?” she croaked. “Baby,” she said again in English.

“Your baby is safe.” 

The silhouette disappeared for a moment as Elizabeth pushed herself upright again. The woman returned, a peaceful bundle wrapped in fur in her arms.

“She is healthy,” the woman said. The fire caught the edge of her face, illuminating high cheekbones, honey-colored eyes, and dark hair shot through with a single white streak at the front.

Elizabeth’s heart dropped for a second before she quickly regained herself. The woman relinquished the baby into her arms.

“You’ve a sprained ankle. Some cuts and bruises, but otherwise I’d say you were lucky my cousin was already tracking the posees.” She sat back on her heels and crossed her arms.

“Posees indeed.” Elizabeth let out a long, trembling breath. And some cat it was.

The baby stirred, the tiny slits of her eyes creasing. She rubbed her cheek against Elizabeth’s shift.

“She wants to drink already,” the woman said.

“Oh!” She half turned, drawing her shift aside and angling the baby to her breast. She felt the woman’s eyes on her, though her face was still cast in shadow. After a few fumbling attempts, the baby finally latched. Elizabeth sighed, relief draining from her in more ways than one. 

The woman had turned to tend a kettle over the fire, the light now fully revealing her face. Elizabeth bit back a gasp. It was the half-Mohican woman who lived in the forest. The woman people in Sleepy Hollow whispered about. 

“Are...are you the one they call witte heks?”

The woman stilled without looking up, then let out a small laugh. “Yes, but I am no witch. You may call me Hulda.”

“Forgive me.” Elizabeth flushed. “I am Elizabeth van Tassel.”

This time Hulda looked up and met her eyes. She smiled. “I know.”

“Ah.” She looked down at her baby. Her daughter. Baltus didn’t even know.

“You are the new tenants at the farm on the edge of the forest, yes? My cousin has gone to tell your husband you are here and safe—and delivered of a baby girl at that.”

“Oh...well...thank you.” She pressed her eyes shut, her mind playing back the game of cat and mouse with the cougar. The moment she and her daughter had almost become prey. 

“Hendrick may still be a boy, but I’d not wager against him in a shooting game. An inch or so to one side and you’d be...well.”

“I daresay.” Elizabeth shuddered. 

Hulda poured the contents of the kettle into the horn cup and passed it to Elizabeth. “More raspberry leaves and chamomile.”

The baby had fallen asleep at her breast. She carefully extracted the child before nestling her upon the pallet of furs. She peered around, her eyes adjusting to the space—the cavern around them.

“Where are we?”

“My home.”

“I know, but—”

“A cave, yes. We are still in the forest.”

“I didn’t know there was a cave.” She marveled at the cathedral of stone around her. The drying herbs strung overhead, the stumps of old trunks that had been fashioned into tables and chairs. Bottles and pots nestled in natural indents serving as shelves. An oak chest stood open, revealing a few well-worn books.

“That’s the point,” Hulda said. “We are at Raven Rock. Well, beneath it, I should say.”

“Oh!” Elizabeth said, eyebrows raising. She’d heard stories of the great rock face shaped like its avian namesake, but had never ventured there. Many didn’t, given the superstitions of witchcraft and evil attached to the place. 

Elizabeth studied the woman; young, perhaps a few years older than herself. Just a woman, no evil or witchcraft here so far as she could tell. “You live here, alone? Have you children? A husband?”

Hulda stifled a laugh. “Surely not.”

“You are not scared here, all alone?”

Hulda tilted her head. “I quite like being alone. And when I don’t, well, my cousin Hendrick and my uncle visit often enough.”

“Aupaumut,” Elizabeth said, pieces of recollection finally fitting together. “The father and son who come to trade in town?”

“Yes, that’s them.”

Elizabeth regarded her for a moment. “I’ve not seen you about the hollow. You are a healer, are you not?” She gestured to the herbs hanging above them.

“Many don’t take kindly to my...skills. And a woman healer at that.” She raised a finger in mock anger. “I leave baskets and parcels at doors, when Hendrick or my uncle tells me if someone has taken ill.”

“I had no idea,” Elizabeth marveled.

Hulda shrugged, almost exasperated. “You wouldn’t.”

Elizabeth bit her tongue. Had she offended the woman? She looked down at her child and stroked her cheek, soft as silk. The rosebud lips puckered. Elizabeth couldn’t help but smile. “Katrina,” she whispered to herself. She frowned then, casting her mind back.

“I don’t remember her birth,” she said suddenly. An unexpected tear rolled down her cheek.

“You were in and out. I suspect the tumble you took brought on labor.” Hulda moved closer. “There was a lot of blood. You will be on a daily regimen of yarrow, Mrs. Van Tassel.” She took a breath, expression grave. “Today could have gone very different for you...”

Elizabeth held Hulda’s dark honey gaze—amber, like the creature, yet she felt no foreboding or malice. Only gratitude. Only tenderness.

“I don’t know how to thank you, Ms. Aupaumut.”

Hulda reached out and touched her thumb to the baby’s forehead. “I require none.”
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Chapter One
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January 1776

Cassel, Landgraviate of Hesse-Cassel

––––––––
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Where cascading waters once descended from the Herkules monument atop the Habichtswald now lay beds of terraced snow. Wandering the Bergpark as he often did after garrison drilling, Wolfram Kaspar von Hultz crunched his way up the slope. The ebbing golden light sparkled off the surface of the snow, appearing much like the white marble he’d seen in the Orangerie on the eastern side of Cassel.

A biting gust from the north collided with him. He turned to shield himself from the brunt of it—the threadbare jacket and gloves were not forgiving this time of year. Though the Landgraf placed much importance on his soldiers, the same could not be said for what the local garrison gave them in return. The gust continued down the slope, the dusting of snow atop the frozen water feature dislodging in a gauzy mist. Wolfram turned his attention back to the peak where the green-hued naked body of Herkules stood guardian over Cassel. Many times Wolfram had wondered what it would be like to see what he saw. From some seventy meters up, facing east toward the Fulda, the expanse of the city must seem like a model in a child’s game. How small and trivial the lives bustling about the city must seem.

The sudden ache from his feet stopped him, and he brushed snow from a rock to sit. He brought one foot up across his knee, sticking his fingers down into the well-worn leather shoe to massage his tender sole. While infrequent, garrison duty and drilling was not his first choice in how to spend his days. But the Landgraf made his money off the backs of men like Wolfram, requiring periodic training since the age of seven, so they might be ready at a moment’s notice to fight someone else’s war. Yet while there was no denying Cassel’s beauty, that beauty came at a cost—and a grave one at that. Every few years, a new war, and more men would disappear from their ploughs to line Landgraf Frederick’s pockets. 

With his back to the wind and kneading his tingling arch, Wolfram could almost feel a small measure of comfort. The brief respite was broken, however, when shouts reverberated off the ridge behind him. He blinked, eyes adjusting to the waning light. Below, a smudged line of torches moved past the edge of the Bergpark. He reluctantly stood and retraced his steps, without ever having reached the Herkules statue.

At a distance, he followed the accruing line of people as they made their way down the main artery of Cassel. He kept his chin dipped down into his scarf, straining to hear the whispers and gossip. The arrival of any sudden news often had such an effect. 

They rounded a corner to an alehouse alight with torches and lanterns. A volley of gasps rang out as an unknown officer shouted for the crowds to make way. There was a bustle by the door, the officer stepping away to reveal part of a broadside. The gold trim on his tricorne caught the light as he sprung atop his horse and galloped away.

“What news?” Wolfram asked no one in particular.

“Conscriptions,” said a gruff voice, its owner unseen.

His heart braced for a brief, icy moment, before he pushed his way closer to the alehouse door. 

The murmurs became a hum in his ears as he read the posted broadside listing the Articles of War for Great Britain. A contract had been made between the English King and the Landgraf for Hesse men to fight in the Americas. There had been some news of the events a world away, and many viewed rebelling against the British Empire a comical folly—like a toddler wishing to battle Herkules himself.

Those who could read the broadside either laughed with drunken cavalier or whispered harsh words before disappearing into the night. This was the moment Wolfram knew would come sooner or later. He’d been a mere sixteen when the Landgraf Frederick’s soldiers were sent to aid Russia against the Turks, but now he was a man of twenty-four. He could not run from the fate of all men, save those too young or old, who had the misfortune of being born in the Landgraviate of Hesse-Cassel. His father could not run. He had done his duty and paid the ultimate price some twenty years prior in the wilderness of the Americas. Could Wolfram do the same? 

There was no doubt in Wolfram’s mind now that his father’s oldest friend, Colonel Johann Rahl, would soon pay him and his mother a visit. The alehouse was not but a few streets over from their rented rooms. Wolfram straightened his jacket and smoothed his hair as he set off home. Johann always inspired that pride of appearance within him; for this officer had seen the world. He had not only escaped death countless times, but he had seemed to thrive on the business of war. 

Wolfram hadn’t seen his “uncle” in nearly four years; the term of endearment having taken hold when Johann had returned from the war his father had not. And since that day, Johann had taken it upon himself to drop into town whenever the duty of the field did not call. It had been Johann who had signed Wolfram up for garrison duty, who had taught him how to properly hold a gun and ride a horse, who had been disappointed when he would not fight the Turks with him. But his mother forbade it. “Let me keep him a few years longer, Johann,” she’d cried in the night when they thought Wolfram was asleep.

—
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Anna von Hultz was in a frenzy. She’d wrapped some old cheese and zwieback in a kerchief and was nearly pushing him out the door as soon as he’d come in.

“Mutter—”

“You’ve heard. You must have heard by now.” She forced his coat back onto his arms.

“If you mean the Landgraf’s new contract—”

“Shh,” she said, pressing a shaking finger to his lips. “Cross the Fulda, then head north. If fortune is on your side, a wagon may take you to Göttingen.” She pressed a book of prayer into his hands.

“Mutter, stop!” 

She looked up, her hazel eyes glossy and red-rimmed. “The garrison will come for you. There is no reason we can give for deferment.”

“And if I run and you’ve been found to have helped me, you’ll be fined or thrown in prison.” His voice held a sharper edge than he’d intended. 

“Johann would never let that happen.”

He exhaled, then slowly sat the kerchief and prayer book on the table as if surrendering his weapons on the field of battle. “In truth, I thought he would be here upon my return.”

“Then why did you come back?” She grasped his arms in a vicelike hold.

“Mutter, we’ve already talked about this. I have a duty—”

“So did your father,” she snapped. “I do not know what I was thinking, allowing Johann to fill your head with ideas of war.”

“And how could I have avoided it?” He grit his teeth, nostrils flaring. “Better I have training from Uncle Johann and the garrison than the boys pulled off their ploughs who know nothing but soil and roots.”

She turned away, aimless for a few moments before sinking into a chair by the fire. Their rented rooms were spartan. His hay-stuffed mattress sat in the corner opposite the hearth, while his mother occupied the single bedroom. The old oak table and chairs sat before the fire, one of the only things they’d been able to bring with them from the old cottage. A single mother and her child, with no family left, had had to move within the city walls. Wolfram barely remembered the farm cottage. His life had always been rented rooms, winding cobblestoned alleys, and endless baskets of other peoples’ clothing for his mother to wash and mend for extra coin.

He knelt by the fire, his gaze falling to his mother’s rough and reddened hands. The wobbling shadows cast by the flames cut her cheekbones, revealing a sallow face and deep-set eyes. Hair more gray than brunette of late. She worried the end of her salted braid between bony fingers.

He pulled her hand from her braid, her fingers ice cold between the warmth of his palms. “Uncle Johann has prepared me for this. And my sign on bounty will be more than enough to get you through the rest of the winter.”

She waved her other hand dismissively. “And what of you?”

Words rose, then choked and eventually dried on his tongue.

She pulled her hand free and brushed it through his hair. “You are so like your father, with his hair like fire and his eyes like forest moss.”

He pressed his eyes shut, let the fire warm one side of his face. She so rarely spoke of his father, Kaspar, that any mention made him wait with bated breath for what she might say next. But she had fallen silent, her hand falling away before he opened his eyes.

“Will you tell me how you met?”

She seemed to start then, and he had surprised even himself with the words that had spilled from his mouth.

“I...We...” She sat back in the chair, blue eyes sliding to the ceiling as if searching for the memory. “We grew up not but a few farms over from each other. It wasn’t until just before he began soldiering that I truly took notice of him, though I suspect he’d taken particular notice of me long before.” She smiled to herself in a way he seldom observed.

“Did you know him well when he went to fight the Jacobites in Scotland?” He prodded the sputtering fire with an iron rod, revealing the glowing coals beneath. He had both distracted her and sated his curiosity.

“Ja,” she said, mouth twisting. “In fact, I thought he was going to propose, but he was full of excitement to tell me he was leaving Cassel.” She shook her head. “After he left, I swore I would not forgive him.”

Wolfram raised an eyebrow.

“I would have gone with him if I could. I wanted to travel, back then. Instead, he left me behind at my mother’s spinning wheel.”

“I take it you forgave him,” Wolfram said, grinning.

“As soon as the first letter arrived.” She was silent for a moment, eyes searching the ceiling once more before she pushed herself to standing. She held up a finger as if asking him to wait before disappearing into her bedroom.

Moments later, she emerged with a small wooden box with carved roses embellishing the lid. He had seen it before, in passing, though his mother often hid it away soon after being discovered. No doubt the news of conscription had changed something within her, allowed her to expose this hidden part of herself with him.

“They’re all here. Through years and wars and miles.” She bit her bottom lip, thin hand stroking the delicately carved flowers. “He made this, you know?”

“He was a woodcarver?”

“Not in trade, no. Had he come from a wealthy family, I’m sure he could have become a proper artist. Such a fine hand he had. Even drew my likeness.”

Sparks moved across his skin at the uncovered details of the father he had never known. His mother knew he was fond of sketching in book margins and ash piles, and yet she had never told him. He clasped his hands together, feeling the bony shape of his own fingers. The hands of his father, perhaps.

“Here,” she said, drawing a brittle sheet of parchment from the box. 

No larger than his hand, the charcoal portrait of his mother was striking. He recognized the shape of the eyes and mouth, but the youthful plumpness in the face and the hair flowing freely over her shoulders was something altogether unexpected. His gaze moved from the parchment, back to her, his lips slightly parted in awe.

“Could have done a portrait of the Landgraf, could he not?”

Wolfram tilted his head and carefully returned the portrait to her box. She rifled through, the dusty scent of old parchment rustling up from within. She drew another piece out, but this time shielded it within her palm as if cupping water. She pulled her lips inward, lines puckering her forehead.

He was about to ask what it was when she met his gaze; her  eyes glassy. “And this.”

She placed within his hands a portrait of himself. Only it was not him, with an unfamiliar curve of the mouth and a slightly longer nose. 

“Your father.” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

The man before him had been rendered to the chest, detailed enough to discern the cut of the uniform and badges. 

“He sent it with a letter from Scotland. He said he’d referenced his likeness using a bucket of rainwater.” 

“Why did you never show me?” He returned the prized portrait to her outstretched hands. 

She placed it back and shut the lid with a soft click, thin hands lingering protectively atop the carved roses. “It was enough that you had lost him. I did not want to confuse you or upset you. So many times I wanted to show you, Wolfram, but it always seemed like reopening a wound time had largely healed.” She bent her head. “I’m sorry. But now you know, and you’ve seen him, before you...”

Wolfram knelt before her and squeezed her knee. “You do not need to apologize, Mutter. I understand.”

She met his gaze with eyes outlined in red. She rubbed her nose with her kerchief and nodded to herself, as if tidying away the memories and the moment.

“In the morning, we will go to the Martinskirche and pray upon the relic.”

“Ja, Mutter,” he said softly. While he had never been particularly religious, his mother was. And he always humored her when she sought comfort from the faith she’d turned to in her years of widowhood. It was the people of the Martinskirche who had helped his mother when the bread had run out and the milk had run dry, though Johann would likely think himself the source of such charity. Both were true, contingent upon the current war.

Later, Wolfram lay awake with a mind full of possibilities. The wilderness of America. The thunder of cannon. An adventure across a great ocean. With anticipation also came fear. He rifled through the well-worn books stacked high beside his mattress; tomes Johann had given him on military history and tactics. He frowned to himself before rolling onto his back. He would find no comfort in those pages tonight, not when it would soon all be made flesh and blood. The inevitable truth as a son of Hesse-Cassel.

—
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The stone edifice of the Martinskirche’s tower rose up against the slate sky, the dome drawing the eye almost at once with its octagonal shape. The last of the morning’s icy rain clung to the sloping roof extending over the nave and trickled down into the street below. Wolfram’s mother linked her arm through his. He led them around a puddle of refuse and followed the low wall surrounding the church until they stood in the mouth of the entrance arch. 

With no sermon under way, they walked freely down the northernmost aisle of three. Their footfalls rang out past the pews dotted with solemn worshippers in prayer and vagrants wishing for a dry place to sleep. Anna von Hultz’s ritual was to first pay her respects to the great marble epitaph of Landgraf Philip and his wife, Christina of Saxony. She bent her head while Wolfram admired the yellow alabaster lions standing guard over the crypt. While he knew he too should bend his head in reverence, he could not take his eyes from the polished carvings and sparkling gold. The talent and workmanship of the artist behind such a monument deserved, in his eyes, just as much veneration as the old Landgraf. Perhaps his father could have created such a work, had he been given the chance.

He remained quiet as his mother took a few steps backward before turning. He trailed her down the nave, peering over her at the relic of the True Cross that lay ahead and beyond that, the towering organ. A few worshippers stood with unmoving patience until their turn came to pray upon a piece of what was believed to be the cross on which Jesus had been crucified. A Catholic holdover from before the Reformation.  

Wolfram stood to the side, hands clasped behind his back, as his mother knelt before the gilt reliquary. It was not but a shard of wood within. It could have been pulled off an old cart for all he, or anyone, knew. He’d never been one for superstition. To believe something unseen. He had a vague belief of some sort of life after death. It had been implanted within him young, when his mother would point to the clouds and tell him his father watched them from above.

“Wolfram!” his mother whispered.

He started and pulled his eyes from the gilt box illuminated by countless candles. His mother motioned him over. The waiting worshippers watched him like a stray dog to a discarded bone and he turned from their accusatory glances to kneel beside his mother. She grasped her hands in his and began to pray for him. She squeezed his fingers in hers, but there was nothing but dread at what was to come. The desperate plea in her whispers—talk of death and everlasting life made his breath catch as sweat suddenly broke out over his skin. His body was simultaneously cold and hot. He was going to leave Cassel. And he may never return.

All at once the cavernous nave seemed to close in around him, the air sucked from the stained-glass windows. He would have stood if she wasn’t already rising. She leaned into him as they stepped away from the relic, though he used her small frame for support as well. Her head was still bent, cheeks slick with tears. Yet all he could feel was guilt—and terror.

—
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Like the return of a triumphant hero, Colonel Johann Rahl stood in the door frame resplendent in a black great coat which he quickly peeled away to reveal his dark blue jacket and polished leather riding boots. Gold braid trimmed his black tricorne and cuffs, and the facings of his jacket shown a brilliant red in striking contrast to gleaming brass buttons depicting the lion of the Landgraf. Light winked off a new medal dangling at his breast and the worn brass hilt of his sword.

“I thought I’d freeze to death in Russia, not on a doorstep in Cassel!” His eyes crinkled at the corners, rippling the white scar that slashed through one eye and brow.

“Uncle Johann!” Wolfram cried, injecting surprised exuberance in his tone. 

“Never feign ignorance with me, mein junge. I’ve known you far too long to be fooled.” He smirked. Wolfram stepped aside and ushered the immaculate officer within. He closed the door behind Johann, catching the tangy scent of alcohol in his wake.

His mother no longer sat by the fire but was now in the arms of the Colonel. As if by divine intervention, the fear had left her eyes as she smiled up at Johann. But it took no effort for his mother to hide her feelings. And surely Johann knew that, for he’d known Wolfram’s mother long before he was born.

She poured them coffee, then set about scouring tins and crocks for leftover morsels. Johann tipped a flask into his cup before concealing it once more within his jacket. He caught Wolfram’s eye and smiled. “Would you like some? Good on a cold night.”

Wolfram grinned and held out his cup.

“I know the Muscovites swear by their vodka, but I could not have made it through those freezing Russian nights without whiskey. Got a taste for it when I was on campaign against the Jacobites in ‘45.”

Wolfram sipped and winced, choosing to forgo informing his uncle that he’d heard that story already. Many times.

“Tell us about Russia, Johann.” His mother sat and laid her hand atop his. Wolfram exchanged a brief, knowing look with his mother. Once he got on his stories, he wouldn’t stop until he was in his cups or slumped in his chair. Sometimes both. But his mother knew that; she was merely trying to steer the Colonel from the true aim of this visit.

Johann had already launched into an account of how Count Orlov had written requesting his help. Of how, before leaving Russia, there had been a grand send-off at the Winter Palace where he had danced with Empress Catherine herself.

“You jest!” Anna shook her head.

“Mein liebe, do you truly think I would concoct stories about the Empress?”

Wolfram and his mother exchanged another look before erupting with laughter.

“All right, all right.” Johann held up his hand in mock authority. “Perhaps I did not dance with her. Perhaps I saw her...at a distance.”

“At a distance,” Wolfram repeated, laughter rising in him again.

Johann downed the rest of his cup and sighed. “When I’m out there, I forget how good it is to be home.”

“You should retire, Johann.” Anna held the edge of the cup to her curling lips. “Find a woman who will have you.”

“Now you jest, mein liebe...Oh! I almost forgot.”

Before Wolfram could ask, Johann had fled out the door, bound for his horse. He returned moments later with what appeared to be a curved scabbard.

“A gift for you, mein junge.”  

Johann placed the weapon in Wolfram’s upturned palms. “A sword?”

He nodded. “Not just any sword. Remove it from its scabbard.” He placed his hands behind his back.

Wolfram slowly drew forth the blade, the hum of metal vibrating against the ivory inland scabbard. The metal curved to a deadly point, like the fang of a wolf. He held the blade to the candlelight to better see the engravings of some foreign tongue. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

“This is no garrison standard issue, no.” Johann stepped forward and ran his finger appreciatively over the flat of the blade. “It’s called a scimitar. I pulled this one from the corpse of a Turkish general. A fierce adversary.”

Wolfram stepped back and began testing its range of motion. “What does it say?”

“A line from their holy book. I had it translated...now let me see...” A line appeared between his brows as he squinted. “Every soul shall taste death.”

His mother shook her head and a chill shot through him. “Remarkable...” He slid the blade back into its scabbard. “Thank you, Uncle.”

Johann nodded slowly, then sat down near the hearth. “You know why I’m here.” 

“We do.” This time it was Anna who spoke, her eyes on the scimitar clasped in Wolfram’s hands. “If you must take him, then take him as your officer. I do not want him with the garrison men—”

“I can speak for myself, Mutter.”

“Sit, mein junge, let me pour you another drink.”

After Wolfram had downed his dram of whiskey, Johann began.

“As I’m sure you know by now, conscriptions will soon begin. The Landgraf has signed a treaty with King George promising men by the thousands to fight the American rebels. Every man is to be treated the same as theirs. Two months’ pay up front. Fifty kreuzers. The British envoy waits in Bremerlehe to receive our force, where we will hopefully sail for England by early March.”

“But it’s almost February,” Wolfram said, hands still clasped around his drained cup.

“Exactly why I will need your quick decision, although I think you and I both know there is not much of a decision to make. Judging from this kerchief here, I can only hope you weren’t trying to leave. You know things don’t end well for deserters.”

Wolfram’s gaze shot to the forgotten rucksack his mother had tried to pack for him the day before.

“It was me,” Anna said before Wolfram could open his mouth. “Johann...”

Johann took her hands in his and kissed them. “It’s time, Anna. If he comes with me now, I can protect him. I will make him my officer, as you’ve requested.”

“Tonight?” Wolfram pushed down the fear swelling in his gut.

“We will get a good rest tonight, then head to the garrison at dawn. I’ll handle your transfer and cover the costs of your commission. I won’t hear another word on it.” He released Anna’s hands.

“An officer? You really think I...”

“Of course, mein junge. The garrison drills have given you the required skills, and from what I’ve taught you over the years, albeit not as much as I would have liked, I know you will be a fine officer. Just like Kaspar.”

Wolfram’s words caught in his throat, and he silently cursed the lack of whiskey in his cup.

“Do not speak his name.” Anna’s voice cut the stillness.

Wolfram’s chest braced against the blow; he hadn’t expected his mother to take offense at the mere mention of his father.

“And why should I not? How could I not? Why should the boy not want to be like his vater?”

Wolfram sat staring down the line of his fate while his mother shook her head.

Johann leaned forward. “I can protect and shield you, if you come with me.”

Anna rubbed her brow.

“It is the way of the world, mein liebe. The Landgraf needs to fill his contract, regardless of the will and desire of the people. All we can do is serve with honor for our countrymen and families.”

“Then give Mutter the fifty kreuzers and arrange for the duration of my pay, save my daily expenses, to be sent to her as well.” He turned to his mother. “I’ll not have you living like this while I’m gone.” He made a vague gesture to their shabby surroundings.

“I’ll make every provision for your mother’s comfort, Wolfram. And the Landgraf’s contract stipulates that the British must pay for yours.”

Hesitant, Wolfram laid his hand upon the scimitar. 

“You promise me you’ll keep him safe, Johann,” Anna began. “Before the Lord, I swear if harm befalls him I will sail across the ocean to kill you myself.”

Johann inclined his head. “I would expect no less.”

“You’ll bring him home,” she said, more of a directive than a question. She then turned to Wolfram. “You’ll come home.”

“Yes, Mutter, I promise,” he said, realizing all too late he’d vowed the impossible. He fixed her soft eyes in his mind before she kissed his forehead. “I carry your kiss with me.”
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Chapter Two
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February 1776

Sleepy Hollow, New York

––––––––
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Hulda woke with the shiver of drying sweat. Her bedding damp and the fire long extinguished by the cutting winter wind. Pale light leaked into the cavern and in the dark of the cave, she could see only the towering man from her dream. The man with hair like polished copper sitting atop a glossy black horse.

Hulda pulled her furs close as she labored from her pallet to the smoldering fire. She blew on the coals, rousing them to glowing life. Six years of this home and her fires had blackened the cave walls like smudges of ancient paintings. The scent of old campfires and earthy dampness was a comfort to her. The cave beneath Raven Rock was as much home to her as the longhouses of her childhood in Shekomeko and Wnakhtukhook to the north, in her father’s land. Here, she felt akin to her mother. The forests of Bohemia had always been in Lada Galuska’s heart, but this land was the home she had chosen when she bore a daughter to Wassamapah Aupaumut of the Mohican people. 

Raven Rock was Hulda’s chosen place; drawn there by some unseen force like a fish in a river’s current.

A new spark came alive in the coals, and she coaxed a weak flame against the wind whistling through the cracks to the outside world. Hulda rubbed her tingling hands together over the flame, patted her face with newly warmed skin. The cavern was rapidly filling with the pale gray light of dawn. There was no point in returning to sleep now, to try to conjure the vision of that towering stranger. Instead, she’d get an early start to forage and check her traps, and by supper hopefully have a fortifying stew. Her stomach rumbled at the thought.

She threw another fur around her shoulders and set about readying herself for the blast of winter wind ready to meet her. It whistled through the cave, yet after a time the whistling seemed to form her name. She slipped her knife from her belt and turned.

“Hulda!” She was certain now it wasn’t the wind.

She kicked dirt over her hard-won flame and pressed her back against the cave wall near the mouth of the exit passage.

“Hulda?” 

She quickly grabbed the form that appeared and found herself holding a slight, bony back against her chest. A knife at the thin neck.

“God’s mercy, Hulda, it’s me.” The small head turned, revealing the whites of the young girl’s eyes.

Hulda quickly released her and slid the knife back into her belt. “Drika?”

Drika, all of twelve years, made a show of straightening her cloak and cap. 

“I’m sorry,” Hulda mumbled. Her dreams had set her far more on edge than she’d realized.

“I need you to come with me,” Drika said, rustling about Hulda’s medicine bag.

“Hands off, kleine muis!” Hulda yanked the bag away from the girl. Her eyes adjusted to the blooming light. “Drika, stop now and tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s Brom—he fell. He took Master Philipse’s new stallion for a ride before the house woke—”

“Dummer Junge,” Hulda cursed in her mother’s tongue. 

Drika dug tiny half-moons into Hulda’s arm. “We need to go now, we’ve tarried long enough! The stallion threw him in the east pasture of the Van Tassel farm.”

She slipped the medicine bag over her shoulder and took Drika’s hand. “What injuries?”

“He cannot move. Maybe his legs...or back. Can you help him?” Drika sniffled as they snaked through the narrow exit passage.

“I need to see him first.” The maw of the cave opened to the naked forest, trunks and branches like gray bones. “Do your parents know you’re here? Or what’s happened to your brother?”

“No,” she said between breaths as they made haste through the sludge of snow, dead leaves, and mud. 

Hulda cursed under her breath.

“I only knew because I heard the stall door open. Mama and Papa were still abed. I went out because I knew Brom had been eyeing that brand new stallion. He always has something to prove, that dwaas.”

“Fool indeed.” They had reached the forest’s edge and stood at the cusp of the northern Van Tassel field. “Be thankful he fell here and not somewhere...less hospitable.”

Drika cupped her hands to her mouth. “Brom! We’re coming!”

Brom van Brunt lay in the dead meadow, the ground trampled but the stallion nowhere to be found. Brom whimpered quietly as Drika and Hulda knelt by his side.

“Drika? How did you know?” he labored, sweat beading on his light brown skin. 

Hulda pulled off one of her furs and placed it over Brom before examining his legs.

“I followed you, dwaas,” Drika said, clearly trying to inject anger into her voice despite the tears betraying her countenance. 

“You’re the dwaas—Ow!” Brom yelped at Hulda’s touch.

“Drika, I need you to brace against him while I roll him on his side.”

“Roll me?!”

Drika nodded, her hands at the ready. Hulda pushed her dark hair from her face, counted to three, then carefully pushed the growing frame of ten-year-old Brom.

He let out a shriek so ear-splitting Drika gasped. 

“With any luck, people will think it’s a fox,” Hulda said dismissively. She had to be so with Drika—with any person looking to her to remedy whatever ill had befallen their friend or loved one. Her mother had taught her to always put the infirmed at ease by pushing away fear lest it rub off on the patient. That skill was an art not all healers could master.

“It’s the bone at the base of his spine, here.” Hulda carefully palpated the area. “And his legs. Both of them.”

“Broken?”

Worse than broken. Likely shattered. It was a marvel the child hadn’t passed out from the pain already. He really must’ve had something to prove.

“Hulda?” Drika said, the siblings exchanging anxious looks.

She assessed the array of herbs in her bag, quickly formulating a plan. “Right. Here’s what we’ll do...” She pulled out tied bundles of Lady’s Mantle, Hyssop, and Valerian. “This will relax you, and if we’re lucky it will put you to sleep long enough for me to move you.”

“Move him where?” Drika said, clasping her brother’s hand.

Hulda glanced about with unease as she crushed the herbs in a horn cup. “The Van Tassel’s. Can you run ahead and tell them—quietly, to expect us? After that, I need you to go home and tell your parents what’s happened.” She produced a small glass bottle of rum and mixed it with the herbs. “The stallion is new, but it’s possible it will find its way home. If you find it has not returned before Master Philipse notices, tell him Brom led the horse to graze in the northernmost field of the estate. It’s too far for him to check immediately and will buy us enough time to find the horse.”

Drika nodded.

“I’m sorry,” Brom sniffed. 

“Listen to Hulda, you dwaas,” Drika said, tone soft despite feigned annoyance. She kissed his perspiring forehead, then stood. “Thank you.” 

“Go now. He’ll be safe here.”

With one last glance at her brother, Drika set off to the Van Tassel homestead. 

The sun had fully risen now, revealing the dark purple bruises blooming on Brom’s legs.

Hulda gently lifted his head and pushed the herbal paste into his mouth. With a slight wince, he swallowed it down. 

Hulda laid her hand against the boy’s cheek and forehead, unsurprised to find heat there. The fever would come upon him soon and he’d be in the throes of it by the setting of the sun. He whimpered again.

“Shh...” Hulda stroked his dark, curly hair. His eyelids began to flutter and after some time, the herbs and pain carried him off.

She carefully scooped the boy into her arms and made her way across the meadow. It would be like carrying a tray of expensive china for a mile.  

The Van Tassel cottage came into view, the chimney merrily spouting smoke. Baltus van Tassel stood silhouetted in the door, then stepped out to meet her as she approached.

“Drika just came by, but didn’t say how he—"

“We must get him inside quickly. He was thrown from a horse.” 

Baltus’s eye grew wide.


“I’ll explain later.” She nodded toward the house.

“Yes, of course.” 


Elizabeth was startled as she served Katrina her morning porridge. Mother and daughter froze, identical lucent blue eyes watching as Hulda entered.

“Lay him there.” Elizabeth motioned to Katrina's small bed in the corner.

Hulda carefully laid the boy down, Baltus helping to arrange his broken legs atop a pillow. She withdrew a pouch of Marigold and the rest of the Valerian from her bag.

“Elizabeth, can you brew these?”

She nodded, wordlessly taking the parcel and setting to her task. By now, little Katrina had also removed herself from the table and was craning her neck to investigate.

“What’s happened to him?” She pushed past Hulda’s legs, her golden hair still plaited from slumber.

“Come away, mijn kind. Let him rest.” Baltus plucked Katrina away and joined his wife by the hearth.

Hulda laid two fingers against the boy’s neck. There had been no blood spilled save a few scratches, but that didn’t necessarily mean he would make a quick recovery. Internal bleeding could take him if fever did not take him first.

“Hulda?” Elizabeth whispered loud enough and waved her over. 

Mrs. Van Tassel pulled a chair out for her and gently pressed her down. “The herbs are steeping. Now tell us what happened to the boy.”

Hulda glanced at Katrina, who seemed to view the whole ordeal with keen interest. Still, at four she would not likely understand the gravity of the situation. Hulda pressed grateful hands against the coffee Elizabeth sat before her, took a restorative sip, then launched into the tale.

Baltus blew out a breath and shook his head. “I heard Frederick Philipse paid nearly one hundred pounds for that stallion.”

“Lord help us if he finds out,” Elizabeth said, glancing upward.

Katrina slid off her father’s lap. “I’ll check on the boy.” Before the adults could protest, she had already crept away.

Elizabeth stopped Baltus from rising. “She knows enough not to wake him.”

“What else do you need to heal him?” Baltus asked.

Hulda twisted her dark hair around her fingers in thought. “His legs shall have to be splinted, but I have not the materials. I need only some sturdy wood. Straight branches will do. But then there’s the matter of his tailbone and the fever that will come...” She sighed and closed her eyes. “I fear this is beyond my skill.”

“I’ll gather your branches and try to find out what’s going on at the manor.”

“Thank you.”

Baltus kissed Elizabeth’s cheek before leaving. Mrs. Van Tassel rose to pour Hulda more coffee.

“Good morning, Hulda. How are you?” she said, with a sudden smile.

Elizabeth van Tassel always knew how to redirect the mood.

“Tense.” She sipped again, looking over to where Katrina sat humming softly by Brom. “How fares your morning?”

“Quiet until now.” She grinned, then checked the kettle of steeping herbs. “It’s ready.”

Hulda emptied her cup, then dipped it into the pot to catch the Marigold and Valerian infusion.

Elizabeth approached her daughter and took her hand. “Let Hulda do her work now, Katrina.”

“Can you fix him?” The little girl looked up at Hulda.

Hulda laid a hand atop her golden head. “I will do my best.”

Elizabeth nodded to Hulda before leading her Katrina away.

Hulda knelt and patted Brom’s cheek. “Brom?”

With a groan, his eyes fluttered open. “What—”

“I need you to drink this.” She lifted his head and began to slowly pour the brew between his parted lips. “Can you hold the cup?”

Brom wiggled the fingers of his right hand, then slowly raised his arm.

“Drink it all up while I look at your legs again.”

The fabric of his threadbare breeches had been ripped, exposing the swelling legs. Like a storm at dusk, blotches of dark blue and purple mottled his skin. Although no bone had punctured his skin, it was stretched tight and hot to the touch.

“Will I lose them?” His eyes were red-rimmed, but his mouth was set in a resolute line.

“Mr. Van Tassel has gone to fetch branches for the splints.”

“If I lose them you might as well leave me for the wolves. I’ll be of no use to the manor. Master Philipse will add my indenture term to Drika’s—”

“Hush, now,” Hulda said, swallowing her fear. The child was well aware of his harsh reality, and it broke her heart. With an African enslaved father and a Dutch indentured mother, Brom and Drika were by law free, yet at Master Philipse’s behest they had been contracted as indentures since birth. There had been no choice. Frederick Philipse was the richest man for hundreds of miles, maybe even the whole of New York colony. A boy with the inability to walk—to work...to the Philipse family he would simply be an investment gone sour.

She pushed the thought from her mind. “No. You won’t lose them and you needn’t talk like that. Do you doubt me so?”

Brom sat the empty cup aside and wiped a hand over his sweaty forehead. “I heard you once saved Mrs. Van Tassel and Katrina from a pack of cougars.”

“I’m not sure cougars travel in packs.” She raised her brows. “And who told you that?”

“Drika,” they said in unison, and shared a small laugh.

“It was one cougar. And my cousin shot it. I simply delivered the baby—Katrina, that is.”

He studied her for a moment before asking, “Are you a witch?” 

Hulda shot him a biting look.

He managed a lopsided grin through his pain. “That’s what they say.”

“I am well aware, Brom Bones.” She crossed her arms.

“Brom Bones?”

“Once you’re healed, you’ll be known by these bones. These strong bones that knit themselves back together all on their own.”

“Bones knit?”

“Something like that,” she said, taking his empty cup.

His face puckered, lanky frame shuddering.

“Papa’s home!” Katrina jumped up to open the door. He braced the door with an extended foot, chestnut hair peeking from around the bundle. 

“Have you some string or strips of leather?”

Elizabeth nodded and dipped into her sewing basket.

“Can I help?” Katrina said, following Hulda and Baltus to the bed.

“If you listen very carefully and move with the gentleness of a feather,” Hulda said.

They knelt and began to fix the branches around the boy’s legs. Brom grunted with the movement. 

“Hold this one in place here while your mama ties it,” Hulda said.

Katrina obediently nodded and affixed her small, pudgy hands onto one of the branches.

“Heard anything at the manor?” Hulda asked Baltus as Elizabeth tied the splints in place.

“Themba and Naomi know what’s afoot. So far it seems Frederick believes Brom has the stallion out grazing.”

A bit of weight fell from Hulda’s shoulders. “Brom, did you see which way the horse ran? Anywhere it might go?” 

“I can’t rightly say as I was being tumbled about, but I think he took off east through the forest.” He grit his teeth as another branch was pushed into place. “We rode well for some time. I think it was a field mouse what scared him...anyway, he’ll probably try to find something to drink.”

Hulda placed a knuckle between her lips, then stood. “Baltus, can you ready your horses? The stallion may find his way to the Nepperhan River.”

“And if we find him and return him, what do we tell the Philipses about Brom?” Baltus asked.

Hulda blew out a breath. “We’ll think of something along the way. Elizabeth, I’ll leave my bag with you. Give him the rest of the Marigold and Valerian. If we have not returned by high noon, grind the Lady’s Mantle and Hyssop into a compress for his legs.”

“You need not worry,” Elizabeth said.

“Lady’s Mantle and Hyssop, Mama.” Katrina pointed at her mother, then turned to Hulda. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t forget.”
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Chapter Three
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February 1776

Hesse-Cassel

––––––––
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Before marching north to the port of Bremerlehe to join the other regiments, they first journeyed by horseback to the medieval fortress of Ziegenhayn. No sooner had Wolfram been officially conscripted into Johann’s regiment and outfitted at the Cassel garrison than Johann revealed their next assignment. To fill out the ranks, Colonel Rahl had been ordered to pull the best men he could find from Ziegenhayn prison. The best being the most able-bodied from a crop of petty thieves and deserters from both Hesse-Cassel and neighboring provinces.

Johann slowed his horse when they came to the fortress’s bridge, old wood stretching over the moat. Wolfram pulled the reins of his horse and looked at Johann with raised brows.

“Tell me again why we must comb through this prison,” Wolfram said, spreading a calming hand over the side of the horse’s neck. It huffed at the scent of droppings from other beasts that had passed through.

Johann frowned and sat up a little straighter. “If it were up to me, we would already be halfway to Bremerlehe, but I have been given a direct order from General von Heister. By last count from the recruiting officers, the Landgraf has not yet filled his promised quota to King George.” His cool gaze slid to Wolfram, mouth flashing a grin. “And we’ve a boat to catch to the Americas.”

“I will leave talk of treaties and quotas to those in power. Far be it from me to advise against it.” Wolfram nodded toward the fortress, where dark clouds hung heavy with winter’s final tumult. “Maybe I judge too harshly—we may yet find a diamond in this dung heap.” 

Johann laughed and Wolfram chided himself for the thoughtless and surprising comment. Such talk would not be tolerated by other officers. He shifted his numbing bottom in the saddle, suddenly realizing that the turn of phrase was more Johann than Wolfram—like an inner part of him had taken control in a random attempt at impressing his uncle. 

“Wolfram?”

He looked up, shaken from his discomfort, to find Johann regarding him with a puckered forehead. 

“Shall we?” 

“Ja, Colonel.”

“Then let’s see how fast that old garrison mare can get across the bridge.” 

Before Wolfram could respond, Johann had dug his heels into the flanks of his mount. The rhythmic sound of beating hooves echoed through the decrepit bridge, sending a bewildered sentry diving against the railing and nearly over the edge.

Wolfram reached down to offer a steadying hand to the sentry before kicking his own horse into motion. Bewildered guards and villagers screamed obscenities and waved their fists. Every man, woman, and child pressed themselves against the rail as Johann raced through as if with the freedom of an open field. Wolfram pressed himself close to his own horse’s neck as he closed in on the bouncing rump of Johann’s mount. 

Wolfram called apologies over his shoulder before they skidded to a halt at the mouth of the fortress gate. The guards grabbed their reins, shouting curses not unlike those uttered on the bridge.

“Guten nachmittag,” Johann said, ignoring their snarls. He dismounted gracefully and handed a sealed note to the nearest guard. “Colonel Rahl on behalf of General von Heister.” He clasped his hands behind his back as the guard cracked the red wax seal. 

A stable boy appeared somewhere near Wolfram’s elbow and promptly took the reins of both horses. Johann turned his gaze upon the battlements, his raised brow no doubt indicating his opinion of the place.

Wolfram thanked the boy with a nod before he led their mounts away. The other guard peered up at Wolfram, his round cheeks blooming red. Wolfram offered a conciliatory smile and inclined his head, sometimes forgetting just how tall he was compared to other men. The man stepped away, wide-eyed, and left his partner to handle the matter.

The guard nearest Johann glanced up from the creased parchment and grunted. He jerked his head across the courtyard and set off without a care of leaving the two men behind. They traipsed through the slosh of frozen mud and shit, a thin layer of frost and hay speckling the surface. It simultaneously squished and crunched beneath his soles, and Wolfram sent a silent thanks to Johann for lending him riding boots for the trip. He glanced at the older man now, his back rigid and body language stiff. While Johann was no stranger to the grit of war camps, being now within the fortress walls had somehow shifted his energy. And when he turned his head at a laborer shouting at another, Wolfram caught a slight wrinkling of the nose in profile. He himself was not overly bothered by the environment, though no one would desire to visit a prison, yet the particular revulsion growing on Johann’s face made Wolfram suddenly giddy with amusement.

“Was?” Johann snapped around as if sensing his thoughts. “With me, Lieutenant. No need to walk like a slave behind his master.”

The guard snorted to himself as he ambled ahead. Wolfram quickly matched Johann’s stride as they passed through the great iron and oak door. After a brief exchange with the soldier on entrance duty, the guard waved them in.

The stone-lined passage was dark and damp, the dank scent of refuse and hundreds of years’ worth of hearth fires wafting from within. The earthy scent of the cold stone and packed dirt floor rose as they descended deeper into the fortress on a steep and curving stair. Wolfram smacked his head on the second step and muttered a curse to himself as he rubbed at the throbbing spot. Johann and the guard had already disappeared into the swallowing darkness below before Wolfram had adjusted his posture to continue.

The stench grew with each footfall until the narrow passage opened into a wide room lit only by a handful of wall torches. The stench of unwashed bodies akin to sour cheese and rank onions, mixed with the scent of stale piss and days-old excrement made Wolfram’s skin crawl. He held a handkerchief to his nose and found Johann doing the same as they reached their destination.

They stood before what had once been, and evidently still was, the fortress dungeon. Bars of rusted, latticed iron stood between them and the unmoving lumps beyond. The guard from the courtyard pushed another awake to take over before hurrying out of the chamber. 

“Let’s get this over with,” Johann said, muffled behind his kerchief. 

The soldier on duty rose with a groan, and with a particular air of annoyance at having been woken from his slumber, yanked a torch for the wall and handed it to Johann. He pulled off another before pushing it into Wolfram’s free hand. 

“Go on then,” the man said, unlocking the cell. He pushed the door open with an echoing creak and moved aside to let them choose.

Inside, no one moved as far as Wolfram could discern. An errant cough, whispers, the rustle of old straw, the scurry of rats. How the Landgraf could desire to put these men in uniforms and call them his best was a reality Wolfram could not comprehend.

“My name is Colonel Johann Rahl.” 

Quiet, save for the shifting of Johann’s boots as he bent to whoosh the torch over their heads. The whites of eyes against skin smudged with dirt unsettled Wolfram with a chill reserved only for stories of apparitions and beasts of folklore.

“This is Lieutenant von Hultz,” Johann said, aiming his torch toward him. “We have come to offer you freedom, regardless of your past indiscretions. The Landgraf of Hesse-Cassel invites able-bodied men to join his army to fight for King George of Great Britain in the Americas.”

Whispers and mutters.

“Those words may not mean much to you. You may have no notion of any of it, so I simply say this: if you wish for freedom, I will grant it. In exchange, you will be sent across the ocean to fight. I make no promises of what life may be like in the coming months, for war is war, but I can assure you—you will have a hell of a better death on a battlefield than dying slowing in this scheißloch covered in lice with rats gnawing at your bones.”

Wolfram stepped through the lumps of men, resisting the urge to scratch beneath his uniform at the mention of lice.

“Lieutenant, inspect these men.”

He froze for a moment, the pungent air closing in on him. The heat of the torch beat against his face, and he squinted his eyes against the bright flames in the abyss. He took a few steps, stooping here and there to get a look at the prisoners gathering on the packed earth floor. He stepped in something wet and slipped, his knee buckling beneath him and crashing to the ground. Only it wasn’t the ground—his kneecap hit the lip of something hard followed by a tipping hot liquid. The piss bucket spilled onto the floor and splashed his trousers, a spray speckling his face and hand. 

“Scheisse!” He retched.

“Composure, Lieutenant,” Johann snapped.

A roar of laughter followed, punctuated by the curses of the prisoners close enough to be hit with the unfortunate wave. 

A hand closed over his arm and yanked him upright. He wiped his face with the handkerchief and swung the torch around, expecting to find Johann, but was instead met with the grubby, boyish face of one of the prisoners. He was a mere head floating in the dark below Wolfram’s shoulder, face smudged with dirt beyond recognition save the yellowed smile and light eyes. The shape of his lumpy head was made clear by a skull devoid of hair. Scabs crusted his crown, the evidence of a hasty shave by a blunted razor. A few meager brown plugs had already begun to sprout back or had been missed altogether. 

“Thank you,” Wolfram sputtered, prying his eyes from the state of the man.

“Your eyes aren’t adjusted,” the young man said, his voice surprisingly cheerful. “Us cave dwellers been in these depths long enough to know man from piss bucket to rat and shit bucket.”

Wolfram grunted an acknowledgment as he continued to wipe himself off.

“You’ll have to be doused with the rest of the prisoners,” Johann said, an
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