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      It is the year 1424, nine years after the martyrdom of Jan Hus for his outspoken challenges to practices of the Catholic Church. This tragic loss sparked his followers to rise up against the powers over them, thrusting off Holy Roman Emperor Sigismund’s tight grip. It has been a long, hard-fought conflict, with the Royalist Catholics leading two anti-Hussite crusades into Bohemia, only to be beaten back.

      Despite their shared goals, there is now in-fighting in Czech lands, creating even more challenges. An offer of the Bohemian crown to Poland was met with interest. Prince Korybut of Lithuania has journeyed to Bohemia in answer to lead the rabble. Yet whether all will embrace his leadership has yet to be known. The longer the Hussite Wars continue, the more fractured the Czech people become.

      They have thus far been held together somewhat by rallying behind General Jan Zizka, who championed their military efforts. However, even as the Third Anti-Hussite Crusade has been thwarted, it came at great cost—the great general lost his vision completely to an errant arrow. In the weeks that followed, he has also fallen ill.

      In the years that have passed since these friends—Pavel, Zdenek, Radek, Stepan, and Lukas—hunted together in the woods of Hradek Kralove without much care in the world, ignorant of the years of war they would face, the battles waged without and within have separated and severed their friendships in ways that none expected. But their trials are only beginning.

      Baron Pavel Krejik, en route to offer his sword to the Hussite cause, has been captured by Ulrich of Rosenberg, the man who murdered his father. His wife, Karin, had been ignorant to this fact, anxiously awaiting her husband’s safe return from battle. Until someone from her past arrives to tell her that Pavel was taken prisoner. Although, to what end, still remains a mystery.

      Patricie of Hradek Kralove and Lord Stepan Dvorak, having found one another under dire circumstances, journeyed back to Hussite-controlled Bohemia. They have professed their love for each other. But just as their paths converged toward matrimony, Stepan left for a mission of great import. Patricie awaits his return, and also her sister’s. Only time will tell if she and Stepan will actually become one in truth.

      Patricie’s sister, Eva, and her husband, Lord Zdenek Ambroz, continue to make a way for themselves in the world, but do not have the one thing they want most—a child. Lady Karin gifted Eva a guard to protect her as she searches for her sister. Additionally, she picked up something along the way. How will Patricie react when they are reunited? Zdenek, having parted from his wife for the sake of supporting his friend, Pavel, has been captured alongside the others. What will become of him?

      Meanwhile, their friend, Lord Radek Miklas, has found his own happily-ever-after with Duke Novak’s daughter, Lady Hana. Though safe for now and enjoying wedded bliss, they seek where their place in the conflict lies. With Radek’s uncertainty about the Hussite movement and Hana’s passionate defense of them, what will they decide?

      Another of the friend group from the days before the conflict in their homeland, Lord Lukas Vitek is still wasting away in a dungeon. He had been coerced years before into taking part in a plot to end Lady Karin’s life. And now he awaits news of his imprisonment term in the light of recent events. He is prepared to languish for his crime, but his family holds out hope that one of their appeals will be heard.

      

      And now, the continuation…and finale…
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            Karin & Pavel

          

        

      

    

    
      Pavel Krejik scanned the forest surrounding him. He had managed to keep himself awake through the night. The gaze of the knight stationed to watch him hovered, heavy and constant. Would there be respite? The camp had proved to be more heavily guarded and provisioned than he would have guessed. Especially for a man in retreat. What, after all, did Ulrich of Rosenberg want? Why had he taken Pavel prisoner?

      Would these next hours be Pavel’s last? He well knew how little regard Ulrich had for life as the monster had snuffed out those of Pavel’s men. Even Zdenek. That thought was almost too painful to attend. So, Pavel pushed it away. It couldn’t be so. Though he had watched Zdenek fall. And Ulrich would not have left anyone alive to report back.

      Now Pavel was here, alone, facing this foe with his unknown, but no doubt nefarious, intentions.

      Of what value could Pavel possibly be to the man? Why, then, had he been kept alive?

      His head bobbed low, but he jerked upright. He refused to lose hold on consciousness. He would not. For, should an opportunity present itself, he must be ready.

      “If you will not sleep, perhaps we might continue.”

      The deep voice grated on Pavel’s every nerve. He cringed and met Ulrich’s gaze. “What is it to you?”

      “I cannot have you bedraggled…and unfit for travel. My men are far too taxed with your care as it is.”

      “Pity.” Pavel looked to the ground. How could the man think Pavel had a care for those guarding him? In fact, he watched for a weak spot in the line of guards taking turns.

      “Come now, Lork Krejik, it is not so bad. If I thought you would accept my hospitality, I might offer you better accommodations. For what there is to be had, at least.” He waved a hand about the treed area around him.

      Pavel fought a sneer, for he did not wish the man to be able to read his every thought. “What is it you want?”

      He had asked this question a number of times in the last however many days. Each time to no avail, but he could still hope…

      “All in good time, Baron. All in good time. There is, however, a bit of a loose end.”

      Pavel jerked his regard toward the man, but kept his lips sealed.

      Ulrich waved a hand, and one of his mercenaries dragged another man into the light.

      Pavel recognized the colors that the Krejik knights bore. It was one of the knights from his castle. Did this mean Ulrich had somehow penetrated the walls and worked harm upon his family? Pavel pulled against his bindings.

      “There now, Lord Krejik, no need to upset yourself.”

      Pavel narrowed his gaze and glared at the beast of a man, barely able to choke out the words. “What did you do?”

      Ulrich chuckled.

      The guard released Pavel’s man and he fell to the ground in a heap, clearly having suffered much at the hands of these mercenaries who were no better than common brigands.

      “‘Tis no matter.” Ulrich gritted his teeth. “I will have my due.”

      What could he mean by that? His due? Had Pavel or the Krejik family somehow wronged him? Is that what brought the man’s ire against him now? And against his father in the year past? Had the man seen to it that Pavel’s…that his son had met with a swift end?

      And what of Karin?

      Pavel couldn’t bear it. He leaned against the oak that had become his prison, his breaths coming fast and hard.

      Ulrich smirked then unsheathed his sword and put a swift end to the already wounded knight.

      Pavel wanted to balk at the barbarism, but he was far too stricken after fear over the possible fate of his family. The death of the men with him had been difficult to watch, this made just one more tally mark against the hulk of a man before him.

      “Nothing? Not so much as a grimace for your knight?”

      Pavel would not give him the satisfaction.

      “Hm…perhaps you have more mettle about you than I thought.”

      Pavel clamped his teeth together as he met the man’s steely gaze. He would not betray his emotions, would not plead for his life, would not even allow that he died inside at the thought of what Ulrich had done or may yet do to his beloved wife and child.

      “So be it.” Ulrich spun and looked toward the wretched guard. “Wake me if he utters a word.”

      The mercenary nodded and settled eyes, devoid of emotion, on Pavel. “Aye, my lord.”

      Pavel shifted farther away, as much as he could. And worked to shove his pain, his heartbreak, and his fear far within himself. Or he might as well give up right now.
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        * * *

      

      Karin gaped as she watched the man standing in front of her. It couldn’t be! How was Tomas here? Alive? It didn’t make sense. None of it.

      If this was truly the man to whom she was once betrothed, she could no longer know what was real and what was imagination. He had died. Quite certainly.

      Perhaps he was some sort of apparition, only a trick of her mind. And, if not, where had he been all this time? All those days and nights that she had mourned him, missed him, grieved for him? Where had he gone? And why?

      Sir Marek walked toward the space between her and the man claiming to be Sir Tomas. “My lady, I will see that this man is questioned. Thoroughly.”

      Karin held up a hand, halting the captain of the castle guard. “No.”

      Her voice trembled. Indeed, everything about her shook. She stepped closer to the man, who appeared older than his years. Had life been so cruel to him? Still, she was pulled, as if a moth to a flame.

      “No, my lady!” Sir Marek moved to intervene, stepping directly into her path.

      Karin waved him off, wishing she had the words to explain, and hoping her eyes said enough.

      He removed himself but did not take his hand off the hilt of his sword. His muscles clenched as if poised to leap into action, prepared to protect his lady.

      That was all the thought Karin could spare for the faithful knight. For everything in her was fixed on the interloper.

      “How is this possible?” she muttered as she took another step. “You…died.” Her voice caught on the last word.

      “Yes, I did…” Tomas’s voice was quiet. Almost too quiet. “Enough for a hundred lifetimes.” There was something eerie about the way he spoke those words.

      Karin closed the gap between them, reaching forth to test the mirage.

      Sir Marek made a sound, but Karin again ignored him and pressed fingertips to the side of Tomas’s face.

      Tomas remained as still as stone, but his skin held warmth. Could it be?

      “Is it you?” Her whispered words were harsh, her heart untrusting.

      “Very much so.” Tomas looked downward, shuttering his eyes and denying her what may lay in them.

      Sir Marek grumbled and shifted, his movements jerking Karin from her reverie.

      Only then did she realize that she still traced the side of Tomas’s features. It was highly improper for her to be touching this man—who was not her husband—in such a way. How could she have lost herself even for a moment? She dropped her hand to her side.

      What would Pavel think? Would he understand?

      Pavel!

      Hadn’t Tomas claimed he bore news of her husband? What was it he had said?

      Karen’s eyes filled, and a tear slipped down her cheek. For Tomas or for Pavel? Even she was not certain.

      Swallowing her trepidation, and a great many other things, she looked into his eyes. “You came to warn me of something? You said you bear news of my husband?”

      Tomas stepped back, shaking his head. Was he, too, entranced by the moment? “Yes.” The word, and his voice, were firm.

      “How…how did you come to know this?” Though many questions swirled in her head, she gave voice to the most immediate.

      “That…is a long story, Lady Karin.”

      Whether or not she wished to hear it, she must.

      “Please,” she said as she moved across the room toward the front of the Great Hall, keeping her back to Tomas.

      She couldn’t let him see how his sudden appearance affected her. Not any more than she already had.

      “Come sit with Sir Marek and me. We would very much like to hear your tale.”

      She closed her eyes and thanked heaven for her return to sanity. All answers would come…in time.

      “Baroness,” another voice came from the direction of the corridor.

      What now?

      A man barreled into the Great Hall, one of her guards trailing.

      “My lord, you must be announced,” came the insistent plea of the guard.

      “I will not be delayed.”

      The voice was familiar. A chill traveled up her spine.

      As the figure came more into the light, her breath caught. And then yet another man she had not anticipated to ever again cross paths with stepped forward–Stepan Dvorak.
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            Patricie & Stepan

          

        

      

    

    
      Patricie strolled down the street of the small village. She’d heard word that Eva sought her and had been directed here. She could hardly hold herself back from the fray that awaited the provisions promised with the coming contingency. At any moment, she would be reunited with her sister. It had been too long since she’d laid eyes upon her precious Eva…and much had happened in that time.

      Stepan had chosen her, had saved her…and had decided to join the Hussite effort.

      Though what that might look like, she wasn’t certain. What would his life be now that he was a nobleman without an inheritance, disowned by his powerful father?

      It mattered not. They had each other.

      That is, she’d thought that was the case…until he left on his errand of great import…or so he said.

      Movement at the edge of the village caught her attention. Yes—two horses bearing riders drew near. It must be them!

      Patricie ran a hand over her plaited hair and could not help the tremor of excitement filling her limbs. How did one contain such excitement in their body?

      How she wished Stepan would be with her to receive her sister. The two most important people in her life…and yet his place beside her was empty.

      Soon enough, the outlines became figures.

      Patricie could hold back no longer, she rushed forward, ignoring any sense of propriety.

      “Patricie,” Eva called out.

      As Patricie neared the large animals, Eva dismounted and gathered her taller, but younger sister to herself.

      “I was so worried I’d never see you again.” Eva’s harsh whisper and thick words told that she spoke from the depths of her heart.

      Patricie blinked, as if that would stop her tears from coming. “I know.”

      Eva leaned back but did not release her hold. “You look well enough. But I am quite certain you have a tale to tell.”

      Patricie nodded, wiping at her face.

      “And I want to hear everything. Each and every detail.”

      Was there a bit of hesitation about Eva? As if she would continue with a statement that negated her words?

      “I have set up a room for you and Sir Zdenek at the inn.” Patricie waved a hand in the direction of the modest structure. “I do not doubt you are much in need of rest.”

      Eva moved toward the man still mounted and nodded. “Aye...as if I haven’t slept in days.”

      The man atop the horse offered a quick smile in her direction. And Patricie noted two things—one, the man was decidedly not Zdenek, and two, he bore a strange bundle in his arms, though he held it rather awkwardly.

      “What is this?” Patricie’s curiosity got the better of her, as did her inability to mind her own speech. Where was her sister’s husband? Beyond that, it wasn’t like her sister to take in a stray dog. Is that what she had done? “And where is Sir Zdenek?”

      Eva bit at her bottom lip and held out her arms toward the man who dropped down from the saddle. “He has gone to join the Hussites…with Lord Krejik. But Lady Karin gave me leave when word had reached us of your disappearance. I was...delayed finding you. And then I found something important I had to attend to.”

      The knight, Patricie could only guess by his bearing and clothing, passed the wriggling mass to Eva.

      Her sister held it more adeptly as she moved toward Patricie once more. “I want you to meet someone.”

      Patricie held her breath. Was it a child? It couldn’t be from Eva’s womb. They hadn’t been apart long enough. How then…

      As Eva neared, she pulled back the top fold of the blanket to reveal a young child’s face.

      The small one’s curious gaze took in everything, flitting here and there, not truly resting on anything.

      “Did you…?” Patricie managed.

      Eva’s eyes softened as they gazed at the small features. “The boy was left at the church in Prague. He needed someone to look after him.” Eva glanced back to her sister. “So, when my path crossed through the city and the nuns spoke to me of it, I agreed.”

      “You…what?” Patricie needed to choose an emotion, but it was difficult with so many swirling within. She glanced at the knight, who simply moved off with the horses.

      “Meet Michal.” Eva adjusted her hold so Patricie might see the child better.

      Patricie pushed past a stunned silence that had enveloped her and reached forth to touch the child’s hand. As the small boy turned, Patricie got a full view of his features.

      She had to catch herself.

      He had a mark on the right side of his head—the mark of the devil.
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        * * *

      

      Nothing could have prepared Stepan for what he found when he entered the Great Hall of the castle upon Pavel’s lands. Lady Karin stood in the middle of the room, while a knight quickly moved into Stepan’s path. But that was not what disturbed him so. It was the other man looking longingly after the lady…the wife of Stepan’s one-time closest friend.

      It brought to mind the sting of the betrayal he’d felt when she’d walked away from him those years ago. Would she cuckhold Pavel in his own demesne? A flare of anger swept through Stepan, so strongly that he was unable to keep it from his features.

      Karin’s eyes widened and her mouth gaped. Surely, she had not expected to be discovered…least of all by him.

      “Sir, you are not to approach the baroness.” The older knight threatened in word and body as he drew his sword and maintained a firm stance.

      Was Stepan truly the one to worry with here? What of the lady of the castle cavorting with a man not her husband? He sensed that pointing this out would not help him.

      Stepan craned his neck and glanced around the knight, but the man matched him move for move, blocking his efforts.

      “What do you seek here?” the man spat out. “By my life and honor, you shall not aggress upon Baroness Krejikova.”

      The other man, standing farther back, stepped closer to Karin…as if preparing to defend her as well. The cad!

      “I seek an audience with the lady. Although I see that she already entertains one.” Stepan ground out the words, making no attempt to disguise his disgust.

      The knight lifted his sword. “I will not have you speak thusly of the lady of this castle.”

      Karin peered around the human barrier, setting a hand to the upper arm of the vile man, pressing him to the side. “Stepan?”

      He grimaced. “You would address me so informally?” Did her sins know no bounds?

      She made a coughing sound as she moved closer. “What are you doing here, Lord Dvorak? I was quite certain—and determined—that I would never lay eyes upon you again. As were you, if I recall.” Her eyes glistened, as if warring emotions threatened to spill over.

      “As I wished it to be. But I come for the sake of your husband,” he pressed out through still clenched teeth. “Though I see much in need is he for eyes upon his property and his wife.” Shooting a glance at the man still behind Karin, Stepan lowered his brows.

      Karin glanced between the stranger and Stepan. “Is that what you think? That I would…betray my husband?”

      Stepan settled into his stance. “Do you deny it?”

      She tossed another look at the man beside her. “I do.”

      Stepan grimaced. “You would dare.”

      “I don’t answer to you.” Karin’s voice was even and yet harsh. She turned to leave, taking long strides in the direction of the stairs. Was she as cowardly as she appeared?

      The man who had trespassed also watched her walk off. But soon after set his gaze upon Stepan, making his own move in that direction. Would he threaten Stepan so?

      Karin whirled. “You cannot possibly imagine that there are things you don’t understand, can you?”

      This was not how he had imagined this would go. It wasn’t as if he had anticipated a warm reception, but that didn’t mean he expected hostility. Though he hadn’t foreseen catching Karin in such a compromising situation.

      “Then perhaps,” Stepan called after her. “You can explain it to me.”

      She set a hard gaze on him, an eyebrow piqued. Did she consider his challenge?

      The knight that had blocked him took another step toward him. “Perhaps it is best you take your leave.”

      “I will do no such thing.” Stepan stood his ground despite the threat the man’s sword made. Would Karin allow this knight to visit harm upon Stepan simply to cover her own sin?

      Karin folded her arms over her chest. “As I will not have you spreading falsehoods about my innocence, I may just well explain how you are wrong.”

      Now there was that fire he knew, the spirit that moved just beneath a serene, carefully controlled surface.

      He guarded his expression. It was best not to give away his thoughts on the matter.

      “This man is but a childhood friend. That is all.”

      Stepan scoffed.

      “And he bears news of my husband.”

      News of Pavel? Had something happened? Stepan squared his shoulders and glared at the man with new eyes. “What is this?”

      The unkempt man’s own muscles tensed beneath a calm exterior, though his control was not as tightly held. There were cracks about his steely expression. Due to feelings he possessed for Karin? “For the sake of the lady’s fine reputation, I will tell you,” the man fairly growled.

      Karin was by her companion’s side in a moment, a hand upon his arm. “No. He does not need to know. He does not deserve to know.”

      “But I will have satisfaction in this,” Stepan said, his words edged with contained rage. How much longer must he play this game?

      The older knight turned to Karin. “Shall I remove this annoyance?”

      She held up a hand. “No. I will not have him spreading lies about that which he does not understand.”

      Stepan held his breath as she drew in air and pressed it out. But he held his tongue better than he did his patience.

      She looked to the other man and bit at her lip before turning to Stepan. Would she lose her hold on her weaker feelings? It seemed as if she might.

      “Baron Krejik is in danger,” the man beside her said, facing Stepan.

      “Tomas…” Karin’s tone held a rebuke.

      “Danger? What say you?” Stepan stepped forward, forgetting about the knight’s sword. The edge of the blade pressed against his chest in the next moment. His heart tightened at the news.

      Pavel? In danger? It couldn’t be.

      Surely, his former friend—and one-time opponent—was capable enough to defend his person.

      “You will maintain your distance,” the older knight grumbled.

      Karin’s eyes misted, but all vestiges of harshness had abandoned her features. “There is much that is not known…and more that I would not tell you.”

      Stepan wanted to shove the sword to the side, but he knew such would be a foolish gesture. The tension in the man’s blade told of a strength remarkable for his years. A strength that would not yield.

      “And now, I bid you…leave me be.” Karin turned yet again.

      “Karin,” Stepan called out, unthinking of his address.

      She spun, strain about the lines of her face.

      “Baroness Krejikova,” he amended, shooting a glance at the knight and the man she’d called Tomas. “I have come to repent of my sins. And to seek absolution.”

      Her brows furrowed as if she did not believe him.

      “I have.” He strained against the weapon at his sternum. “If you would but grant me a few moments, I shall prove it is true.”

      There, a glimmer of hope appeared in her eyes. If it held true, she would give him the time he requested. He knew it.

      The man, Tomas, spoke low to her at a level Stepan could not discern.

      Karin shook her head and exchanged further words.

      The man stepped to the side, glaring at Stepan over his shoulder, but only for a moment.

      Karin moved forward. “Release him, Sir Marek.”

      The knight did not relent.

      “I do not believe he means me any harm.” Karin held her ground and spoke with authority.

      Sir Marek hesitated then dropped his weapon but a few inches. “My lady, I must insist you⁠—”

      “I will insist, sir knight, that you bring Lord Dvorak to the solar.” She glanced about the room at the servants coming and going, preparing the hall for the noon meal. “There are many ears about. More than I would care to have entertain such sensitive news.”

      Sir Marek’s mouth twisted as if he fought his own better judgement. But at last he spoke, “Yes, my lady.”

      Karin whirled again and led the small contingency to the stairs.

      Stepan didn’t know what would come of this exchange, but he was determined he would know the whole of it.

      Just then the door to the Great Hall flew open.

      Karin spun in the direction of the sound as Sir Marek stepped between her and the potential threat.

      A guard entered, rushing to the pair. “Sir Marek, Baroness!”

      She stepped around Sir Marek, who resisted moving. “What is it?”

      “A scout has found a massacre. In the wood. And a man who is barely alive!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Anicka & Lukas

          

        

      

    

    
      Lukas stared at the stark gray walls. They had become almost black over the years. Not that it mattered—it was a wall, all the same. And it had been Lukas’s only companion for quite some time. He’d lost track of just how long he had been confined. Certainly, long enough to have become addled. Still, he refused to give in. There had to be hope. Had to be. It was the only thing that allowed him to retain some semblance of sanity.

      The clinking of keys against each other alerted him that one of the guards drew near. For what purpose? Did the man come to harass Lukas again? How he tired of these games. But it did bring some variety into his miserable life.

      As the guard approached, he said, “Someone wishes to see you.”

      That surprised. He had not had a visitor in some time. What could this mean? Who had come? And why was he being permitted a visit? Though he knew better than to pose any of these questions to this man. The guards only followed orders. They had little power when it came to such matters.

      Lukas rose as the guard slid a key into the lock and turned it. But he did not step closer to the barrier. He dared not. Even in this place, there were rules and accepted practices…and things one did not do.

      The man scoffed as he moved to the side only slightly. Would that permit Lukas to pass out of the cell?

      Either way, what did it matter? Lukas had long since ceased caring about these things, such as asserting himself and demanding better treatment. His will had been bent. But had it been broken? That remained to be seen.

      He gathered himself and stepped out of the cell, brushing a bit too closely to the guard. This particular guard could be belligerent if given any reason to be harsh. Pulling in a breath, Lukas waited for the repercussions of his actions to be visited upon his person.

      Yet they were not. Had the guard sensed that Lukas no longer had a care? Or did he finally tire of taunting?

      Lukas still paused to give the man leeway to step in front and lead him.

      “You know the way.” The gruff voice sounded impatient. As if they had been through this many times.

      Lukas took a long moment to consider it before complying. Though he did worry a delay would be punished, the greater likelihood was that any perceived assertion would be.

      The guard jerked his head in the direction of the stairs farther down the narrow passageway. “You need an engraved invitation?”

      Lukas shook his head and moved onward. Still, he remained leery the man may inflict some form of pain. Though, as the seconds ticked by, the more confident he became that the overbearing guard would not trespass.

      As Lukas neared the top of the stairs, more light filtered into the darkness. The starkness of it made him blink, urging him to turn back. But he did little more than flinch, attempting to keep any evidence of it from his body. He must never show any sign of weakness…nor give any indication that there were vulnerable places the guards had yet to exploit.

      “Move,” the man demanded.

      Perhaps Lukas’s pause had been longer than he’d thought. He moved out of the dungeon and into the corridor.

      More guards awaited him. One nodded to the guard escorting Lukas from the bowels of the castle and he was then flanked on either side, with an additional knight in the lead. These were not men he had seen before. Were these guards better situated than those who had seen to his confinement?

      Without a word, the leader moved toward what Lukas could only guess was the Great Hall. Was that their destination? He had not seen this much of the castle as of yet. But he halted all wishful thinking. He’d girded his hopes too often for his own sanity to remain secure. They likely brought him here to issue another pronouncement upon his sentence. Perhaps his most recent appeal—rather the ones his family insisted on petitioning—had been denied. Just as they all were.

      Wasn’t he beyond caring? Hadn’t he resigned himself to this life? He prayed he had not. For once he gave up hope, all was truly lost.

      It wasn’t as if he didn’t deserve every bit of this punishment. He had committed the crime he was accused of. He’d been a part of the attempt on Lady Karin Bornekova…now Krejikova. He had let the Viscountess sway his better judgment, taking advantage of his devotion to his family—another vulnerability. One that he feared he retained. Not that he could do anything to either protect or support them. It had become quite the opposite. They were taking care of him. As much as they were able.

      The corridor indeed gave way to the Great Hall. Servants bustled about preparing for the evening meal. Many tossed glances in his direction. Did they know who he was? Did they know what he had done?

      He told himself their looks and stares were more due to the guards surrounding him. But as they skittered out of the room as quickly as possible, he could not convince himself it was so.

      “Good day, Lord Vitek.” A larger man stood at a table near the hearth. Was this a man of authority? He dressed as a member of the nobility, but his manner gave hints that he was less refined.

      Lukas faced him and gave a slight bow.

      “You may not know me. But I am Count Joseph Hudek.” The man seemed rather bored with the whole affair. Still, he paused as if Lukas were supposed to respond. But he knew not how.

      After shrugging, he continued, “I have received word about your appeal to the council.”

      Lukas’s eyes widened. He had not been given leave to testify on his own behalf. This could not mean good things. Clenching his teeth, he awaited whatever may come.

      The man waved a hand as if this were but a nuisance, not the words Lukas had prayed over for the last several years. The final say on his future.

      “You have been pardoned.”
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        * * *

      

      Anicka turned the page over and pressed her hand to the words. Settling into her favorite chair offered her some reprieve from an aching neck. Perhaps she leaned over too much. But as the chair squeaked on its joints, she frowned. This was her place of solace, though that did not mean she was invisible. And if Mother should happen upon her…

      She didn’t want to think about that.

      Closing her eyes, she breathed out, trying to relax her shoulders. There was no reason to believe anyone knew where she was. Though she was daft to think so. Everyone knew she spent every free moment in the library. And that’s what she feared.

      But the last she knew, Mother had slipped below stairs to attend to something in the kitchens. Then she intended to oversee the preparations of the hall for the evening meal.

      Anicka shook off her lingering trepidation and scanned the written lines upon the parchment. Then she picked up her quill and set it to the blank space to forward the world created for her characters. Should she put the heroine in peril yet again? What benefit was a story without trouble for those involved? That was real, and raw, and interesting. Not like her life—dull, and boring, and mundane.

      Though as long as she might have these times to escape into her imagination, all would be well. This was where she truly longed to be anyway.

      Poring over her words, the work of her own hands, she continued to write. Before long, she had filled the page with the next happenings—another meeting, by happenstance of course, of her dashing knight and the fair maiden. He was everything a brave, caring suitor should be. And the lady…needed saving.

      “What is this?” a voice rang out from over her shoulder.

      She didn’t need to turn to know it was Mother.

      Anicka tucked the papers to her chest, but it was too late.

      Mother grimaced. She had seen.

      “Are you wasting your time with this nonsense again?” Mother reached for the pieces of parchment, but Anicka jumped up and stepped back before she took hold of them.

      “It is nothing. I only while away the time.” She wanted to reason with Mother, but of what use were her pleas?

      Stepping to her daughter, Mother held out a hand, her face a mask of anger. “Give them to me.”

      Anicka shrank back, crushing the writings to herself. And shook her head.

      “Hand them over, Anicka.” Her mother’s insistent words were hard. There was no hint of compassion about them.

      What could Anicka do but comply? Still, she hesitated.

      Mother’s nostrils flared and her eyes lit. “I will not have you wasting time better spent on developing useful skills.” The woman jabbed a finger toward the papers. “Now give them to me.”

      Anicka frowned. “I do try to work at my sewing and music. But I tire of it.”

      “Yet you find the energy for this.”

      How could Anicka expect her mother to understand? It was hopeless.

      Still, she opened her mouth once more.

      Mother snatched at the papers, tearing several from Anicka’s grip. “You will not defy me.”

      With regret, Anicka loosened her hold and handed the remainder of her work over. “If you would let me read it to you, you might find it diverting.” This was but a blind attempt, one that made Anicka’s heart thump harder. She had never read any of her writings to anyone. Nor could she imagine doing so. To share her heart, her very soul with another. Especially someone who could never understand her work…or her.

      “I am not interested in your flights of fancy.” Mother glared at her. “And you must learn that this is a fruitless endeavor.”

      Would Mother take them and lock them away? Could Anicka plead enough to get them back?

      Mother crossed the room and, without ceremony, threw the precious papers into the fire.

      “No,” Anicka cried, rushing forward.

      Mother blocked the way to the flames. As if there were ever any hope to retrieve them. “Anicka,” the woman warned. “You will hear me.”

      Staring as her story slowly turned to ash, Anicka fought an overwhelming sadness. Letting Mother see that would only make things worse.

      “You spend too much time with your head in a fantasy and not enough on making yourself into a worthy bride. Do you wish to be alone forever, depending on the good graces of your father to survive?”

      Anicka wanted to lower her gaze but could not tear her eyes from the precious words that were vanishing. “No, Mother.” Her voice hitched. Her emotions threatened to press moisture from her eyes. She could fight it. She had to fight it.

      “Then I suggest you mind your domestic skills and quit ‘whiling away your time.’ Your future will be more secure if you can make yourself a tempting offer for a fine lord.” With that, Mother tossed another glance at the fire.

      Nothing remained of the pages—of Anicka’s heart—but soot and ash.

      “Come, then, let us tend to the Great Hall.”

      Anicka drew in a shaky breath, a slight sniffle accompanying her attempt.

      Mother’s eyes were sharp as they jerked to Anicka’s face. “What?”

      “Yes, Mother.” Anicka dragged herself from the hearth and took up step behind her mother.

      But she wondered if she would, in fact, be successful in garnering a good marriage should she even try. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t. Perhaps if she had a prospect, she wouldn’t be so drawn to her stories. Perhaps.

      It mattered not. Her mother would never give her such freedom. Her worth was in what manner of marriage she could make. And without hopes of a husband who might give her such leave…or even hopes of a husband at all, she was left with naught but to obey.

      No matter how it rent her heart in two.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Patricie & Stepan

          

        

      

    

    
      Stepan followed Karin into the solar. He wished he could gain more space from the grousing knight at her side. Sir Marek did not remove his glare from Stepan, except to eye the other man among their company. What had happened before Stepan arrived? For the knight didn’t appear to trust Sir Tomas any more than he trusted Stepan. Sir Marek was a good man, noble in his duty and diligent in his charge to protect his lady.

      And what of the injured man? And the murdered knights? When would they address them? Karin had insisted the village healer be summoned. That she would tend the survivor soon enough.

      As Karin settled into a seat behind the desk, she motioned to Sir Marek. “Please close the door.”

      What was there to be shared? Did it require such privacy?

      Sir Marek obeyed, leaving her side only long enough to do as she bade.

      Stepan’s impatience became a living thing within him, pressing upward until the words came unfiltered. “What is the meaning of this?” He glanced between Karin and Sir Tomas. “Where is Pavel?”

      Karin looked to Sir Tomas as if he should answer. Did the man have such familiarity? Did he now speak for her?

      That did not ease the boiling within Stepan. He opened his mouth once more. “I will not stand by and watch this. But I will know what has happened to Lord Krejik.” Of this, he was determined.

      Sir Marek rejoined Karin and eyed Stepan, his hand once more falling to the hilt of his sword.

      Karin’s brow furrowed. “You will calm yourself, sir knight.”

      She continued to order him about? What madness was this?

      But as he drew in a breath to speak farther, Sir Tomas stepped closer to him, his stance firm and his hands balled into fists. As if he wished to take physical action.

      That, Stepan would not stand for. A man who acted every bit the part of the adulterer would not tutor him on what should be. As Stepan seethed, his chest puffed, and he gripped his own sword hilt.

      “Stop it,” Karin cried as she whirled toward them. “For the love of all that’s holy, stop it.”

      Stepan halted but did not dare remove his hand from his weapon.

      “Lord Dvorak, you will stand down.” Sir Marek’s threat was evident in the gruffness of his voice. “Or you will be removed.”

      That, he did not wish for. He had to know what had become of his friend. Settling back into his heels, Stepan stretched his sword arm, allowing the weapon to fall from his grip. And as he glanced back at his opponent, he noted that Sir Tomas had done likewise.

      “If you two are finished posturing,” Karin said as she set eyes on each of them before her attention fell to Sir Tomas. “I would hear the whole of it.”

      Did this Sir Tomas, then, hold the answers he sought? Had the man seen to it that Pavel was detained? Or otherwise incapacitated? To what end?

      Sir Marek grunted.

      Stepan realized he had tightened his shoulders again and his hand wandered closer to his sword. What madness was this?

      He lifted his hand and forced it to fall to his side.

      Sir Marek nodded and relaxed his stance as well.

      Karin let out a breath and fell into a nearby chair. Only then did Stepan note how worn she seemed and how fragile she presented. She had used every bit of ire she could summon to keep his head leveled. He regretted his actions…or did he? For if she had cuckholded his friend or intended to do so…

      Sir Tomas shifted his footing and watched Karin.

      She leaned back and her gaze landed on Sir Tomas, her eyes intense. “Now, tell me what you know.”

      He looked to Stepan as if to ensure he had the lady’s approval to speak before him. Who did this man think he was?

      Stepan was tempted to assert himself and insist he remain but held back. Such would not likely bode well. Karin allowing him to stay was a gift. He’d best not trespass upon her goodwill.

      “Proceed.” The green in Karin’s eyes sparked.

      Sir Tomas nodded. “As I said before, Pavel has been captured...”

      Stepan’s heart thudded. “Captured?” The word was out before he could stop it.

      Karin eyed him then turned back to Sir Tomas. She, too, seemed to barely restrain emotions lying beneath a thin veneer. Though he wagered that while his was anger, hers was perhaps a far more tender emotion.

      “Baron Krejik is at the mercy of Ulrich of Rosenberg.” Sir Tomas fairly tossed his statement on the table.

      Karin gasped and her hand pressed to her chest. But she gathered herself rather quickly. “How…how do you know this?”

      Again, Sir Tomas’s gaze flitted to Stepan. It was evident the man didn’t trust him…and Stepan was thankful that Karin did. Or at least seemed to. Else why would she allow him to remain?

      A growling sound emitted from deep in Sir Marek’s throat. And the man bristled.

      “Tomas,” Karin’s words softened as she stood once more. She stepped around the table and nearer the man whose title she eschewed for something too familiar.

      It made Stepan rather uncomfortable. But he held his breath in hopes Sir Tomas would reveal the whole of it.

      Karin stopped just short of the man. “I beg you. Tell me what has happened to my husband.”

      Perhaps Stepan had been too hasty in his judgment. For Karin did appear every bit as disturbed as he. Even more so. All may not be as it seemed. Perhaps.

      Sir Tomas cleared his throat and glared briefly at Stepan. “I…was among Ulrich’s men.”

      Karin’s eyes widened. “You? You gave aid to the man who saw my husband’s sire killed?” Her voice gained strength, though her affect told that she was torn.

      Sir Marek unsheathed his sword.

      Karin stopped him with a wave of her hand. “I know that cannot be. Not you, Tomas.”

      She spoke with a tenderness that should be reserved for her husband. It irritated Stepan. Though he still held himself at bay, hoping to gain more details.

      “There is more to say, but I cannot. Not here.”

      Sir Tomas would refuse to divulge the very reasons they should not assume him the enemy?

      Sir Marek stiffened, his shoulders tight.

      Stepan ground his teeth.

      Karin only watched the villainous Sir Tomas. It became clear that she held back a sheen of tears.

      “If he cannot prove himself friend and not foe,” Sir Marek interjected. “Then I shall see him set in the dungeons.” He stepped forward.

      Karin turned, pleading with Sir Marek. “No.”

      The knight was none too pleased by her statement.

      “If I may but have a few moments to speak with you…alone…I will share what more I can.” Sir Tomas’s gaze hardened.

      Never. That must never happen. Could any reasonable person trust these two alone? What with the way the man looked at her?

      Karin hesitated. Then there was some amount of judgment and prudence about her.

      “I think it best you speak now.” Stepan was surprised at the animosity betrayed in his tone.

      “Leave us.” Karin did not look away from Sir Tomas.

      “My lady,” Sir Marek was quick to say, “You cannot mean that⁠—”

      “Leave. Us.” Her words were hard and determined.

      Sir Marek did not move. Neither did Stepan, nor did he intend to.

      “I have been charged with your safety,” Sir Marek stated forthwith.

      Karin turned her gaze to Sir Marek. “Believe me, sir knight, I have nothing to fear from this man.”

      Sir Marek did not appear to believe her. Not in the least.

      “I do not think it fitting for you to entertain this man for any purpose without benefit of an audience.” Stepan hoped his words would speak some sense to her.

      Her eyes flashed once more, only this time they did so as they set upon Stepan. “I will decide what is fitting.” Then she turned toward Sir Marek. “You may remain in the corridor on the chance I require assistance.”

      Then she clenched her jaw. To show strength in her words? Or to keep emotion from spilling out?

      Sir Marek did not move for several moments, then he acquiesced and faced Stepan. “I will see you out, Lord Dvorak.”

      Stepan opened his mouth, prepared to protest, but a leveled glare from Sir Marek bade him think better of it.

      And so, with reluctant steps, he did as requested, and shuffled into the hall with a measure of reluctance. But no farther than the space just beyond the door. He would not.
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        * * *

      

      Patricie looked about the immediate area. Who else might have seen the child’s mark?

      To her relief, she found that those few about them appeared caught up in their own reunions. Gripping her sister’s arm, Patricie steered Eva farther from the mingling crowd…and the many eyes that may turn on them.

      Eva resisted lightly, and her voice radiated frustration and concern. “What is it?”

      Patricie continued tugging her sister without a word. After pulling Eva an appropriate distance for privacy, she halted, turned, and hissed. “Can you not see?”

      Eva jerked her chin upward for a moment, then looked at the child who grabbed for her hair. “See what?”

      Would Eva make this more difficult? Playact as if she didn’t know? Patricie blew out a breath. She didn’t want to draw undue attention, but she reached for Michal all the same, setting fingers on the tender skin. “This mark. How can you pretend it is not so?”

      Eva tucked him closer and lightly bounced the boy as she pressed a kiss to his forehead.

      The small child giggled, then squirmed.

      “What of it?” Eva’s voice hardened. “Does it offend?”

      Patricie jerked back and set hands to her hips. “It is not me you should worry about.”

      Eva’s lips pinched.

      And Patricie regretted her words.

      They stood in silence for several long moments.

      After a while, Eva spoke into the awkwardness. “And…what do you think? Are you afraid of this innocent child?”

      Patricie crossed her arms, would that shield her from Eva’s assumptions. “You know that is not the case.”

      Eva avoided Patricie’s eyes, instead settling her gaze on the boy. “Then what is it you fear? The opinions of others?”

      Patricie loosened the grip of her arms around herself. “It is more. You know what people will say. You can even guess what they might do.”

      Eva’s chin jerked, and the hardened edge of her gaze landed on her sister. “I care not what others think. This babe is alone in the world. He needs me.” She pressed another kiss to the lighter colored curls.

      “That may be…” Patricie didn’t know quite how to finish that sentence. She allowed her own gaze to fall to the child.

      He waved his arms, full of life. And the way he huddled closer to Eva. Was he so attached? Already?

      Patricie softened her gaze. “I just…worry about you.”

      Moisture collected in Eva’s eyes. “I know. But I need you to stand with me.”

      Patricie frowned. Of course she would always be by her sister’s side. No matter the fact that it wouldn’t make any difference. The superstitions of the many would not yield to Patricie’s thoughts on the matter. Of what use was her support in this?

      The guard appeared at Eva’s elbow. “I wondered where you had gotten off to. Remember, Lady, I am charged with your protection until we return.” He glanced between the sisters, a look of concern covering his features.

      Eva looked to her sister. “We were just…discussing some things.”

      The man continued to look at the pair. “Oh?”

      Could this guard guess what Patricie had brought Eva aside to speak about? How could he not? What were his thoughts? Was he prepared to battle harsh words and impossibly strong-headed people? For the sake of a child not of his master’s blood? Would Zdenek? What would he think?

      Patricie had reason to doubt. Would her sister, in the end, have to choose between her husband and Michal? For there was no doubt of her sister’s fierce loyalty to both.

      The guard nodded and stepped away. “I’ll be just here should you need assistance.”

      Patricie’s heart warmed to see her sister so well-tended even in Zdenek’s stead. But an ache filled her at the reminder that she was herself without her beloved. Where had Stepan gone? How did he fare in his quest? She wasn’t certain when he would return for her. Or if he ever would.

      Things between them had become strained after he’d become well enough to walk and make his way about on his own. Perhaps such was only her imagination. Or was she truly worth so little to him? The uncertainty nagged at her. It didn’t help that he delayed their plans to marry.

      “Patricie?”

      She shook her head and looked to Eva. “What?”

      “I asked if you wish to join us for a meal.” Eva’s brow scrunched.

      “Oh.” Patricie paused, considering that for a moment. She would either be with Eva and Michal or avoid any connection with them. Was she so uneasy about the babe’s mark? She had never thought of herself as one who gave credence to such notions. But here she was, doubting herself.

      “Patricie?” The hurt was evident in Eva’s eyes, and the lines of her face deepened. There was more to her question than simply a prompting for an answer. She wanted to know if Patricie would, in fact, stand with her.

      Taking in a deep breath, Patricie extended a hand to her sister. “Of course. Let us get you two something to eat.”

      Eva’s features softened to permit a smile. She grabbed onto Patricie’s hand and fell into step with her sister as they moved toward the inn.
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            Karin & Pavel

          

        

      

    

    
      Karin stared at Tomas across the solar and gripped the table to keep her place. What information did he have that necessitated she be alone with him when he shared it? Were there things that would be difficult for him to share? Perhaps harder for her to hear?

      She blew out a breath, and the tension of the last several moments with it. “What do you know?”

      Tomas watched her. It seemed as if he might see straight to her heart.

      She prayed that the pounding of it within her chest was singularly for Pavel’s safety. Though she could not deny that Tomas’s appearance, while startling, had stirred feelings long believed buried.

      “Tell me,” she beseeched, wishing to no longer give weight to those imaginings.

      “Aye.” He stepped to the table; now it remained the only thing separating them.

      And she prayed he would allow it to continue to do so. For the previous moments had proven her apt to forget herself.

      Pavel. She reminded her wayward thoughts. Her beloved Pavel…had been captured and was likely injured and suffering. She must find a way to reach him and bring him home. Without delay.

      “’Tis not so simple,” Tomas said, his voice calmer than she would have expected.

      “No?” Her breath caught at the way his eyes delved into hers. Was he likewise riveted by memories of what was? Of what could never again be?

      “There is much to tell.” His tone was flat as if in defiance of the emotion in his gaze.

      “I do not think I can reasonably keep my husband’s man at bay for more than a few moments. Nor do I wish to.” The last piece she added for her own reassurance.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “Forgive me,” he said after a few heavier breaths. Then cleared his throat. “I did not expect...” The words trailed.

      She wanted to ask him to finish, but it was not necessary. She knew what plagued him. All too well. “Tell me what you know of my husband.” Yes, perhaps this assertion would place a needed wedge between them. Between what had been and what was no longer. For that was the reality. She had married someone else. And she loved her husband…very much.

      Tomas looked to the floor as if there were something among the rushes to assuage him. “Much has happened since last we were…in each other’s company.”

      She bit at the inside of her lip, willing away the mental images of that last exchange.

      “I…have been to the ends of myself and back again.”

      Her heart fluttered as if it wished to move, in sympathy, toward him. What had he endured? How could she remain so uncaring after what befell him these last years? Yet she must. While she wished desperately to know his story, this was a time to focus…and to take action.

      He drew in a long breath and continued. “Through circumstances best left unsaid, I found myself in the charge of Ulrich of Rosenberg.”

      Had that man tortured Tomas? Had her…friend…been at that monster’s mercy all this time? If so, she might assume he was only whole in body. For sooth, his mind and soul could not have remained thusly intact.

      She allowed but a crack in her exterior. Less permitted really, and more it seeped through, unbidden. “I…cannot imagine what you must have suffered at that man’s hands.”

      Tomas’s brow furrowed. “I was not his prisoner. I was in his service.”

      Her eyes widened. That couldn’t be true! Not Tomas. She took a step back, wishing she had not so easily dismissed her protection. If those horrid words were so, something had greatly changed him. Or had she not ever known him? Perhaps he had become something more twisted than her heart could fathom.

      She halted her whirling thoughts and pinned her mind. Tomas was no villain. And she had nothing to fear from him.

      “I see in your eyes…” He paused, the weight of it nearly stealing Karin’s breath. “It is the very reason I have carried this heavy weight of guilt upon my shoulders.”

      Karin flattened her lips, praying she had regained control of her mask. Could she no longer fit it so well it would not slip? Then again, she had never had cause to use it in Tomas’s presence. That was then…and this was now.

      “By the time I did find relief from my sentence, the conflict for Bohemia had commenced.”

      So he had joined the ranks of Ulrich to gather information for the cause?

      “I…did things I’m not proud of. Things that will haunt me until the day I am released from this life.”

      Though he maintained his hard exterior, she knew him too well. And she saw the pain and regret that flickered in his eyes.

      She wanted to speak into his hurt, to assure him that she understood what a horrendous position he had been put in, surely forced into. But did she?

      “When we…when Ulrich ambushed Baron Krejik, I could not…” He drew in a shaky breath. “I had to help. Somehow.”

      Karin nodded. But she wondered all the same if he had misspoken. How deeply had he burrowed into Ulrich’s ranks?

      She shook her head. It mattered not. Tomas was here before her. And he would help her get her husband back. “Let me gather some of the castle knights. Sir Marek should hear this, be a party to plans we make for Lord Krejik’s rescue.” Karin stepped around the table and moved toward the door.

      Tomas called after her, “He will have to be well with only the details I am willing to provide.”

      Confusion swept over Karin and she stilled.

      Would Tomas protect his own interest that he might rejoin Ulrich? Surely not.

      But it nagged at her, an itch that must be scratched…if he were able to escape and come to her now, what had kept him loyal to Ulrich all this time?

      She couldn’t permit her thoughts to venture there. No, it couldn’t be so. “You will not tell all? For sake of our rescue?”

      “Our?” Tomas’s voice cut through the space. And he stepped to her. “You cannot mean that you intend to join the well-trained knights you will surely send.”

      She squared her shoulders and gained what stiffness she could to her spine. “I assure you, I do.”

      Her words surprised them both. She had not the time to think on her involvement. But in that moment, she knew it was so. Though the Krejik knights—and certainly Sir Marek—would resist her on this, she would be among them in their efforts to free their lord. Of this, she was determined.

      Tomas shook his head, curling his lips. “You cannot. It is not fitting. Nor will I risk you.”

      A flame lit in her belly, licking at the coolness she wished to press around her heart. “You have no say in what I will or will not do.”

      His stance remained as firm, his face impassive. “If you will insist upon such a foolhardy mission, I will not be party to it.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “What do you mean?”

      “You will get nothing further from me. And I will not regret it. Not when it keeps you from following this misguided race into danger.”

      He would further risk her husband’s life? He couldn’t mean that. But as he settled into his stance, she knew it was so. They were, then, at an impasse.

      “Sir Marek,” she called.

      The creaking of the door assured that he had heard…and entered.

      “Yes, my lady?” Ever the dutiful caretaker of his lady.

      “Take Sir Tomas to the dungeon.” Her voice wavered, but she pushed the words out all the same.

      Tomas’s face remained stoic but, again, his eyes betrayed his true emotion. Her words had surprised him.

      “My lady?” Sir Marek said from his position behind her.

      She whirled on him, wanting to rid herself of Tomas’s presence lest she betray her emotions the same as he had. “Now.”

      Sir Marek nodded and stepped around her. Stopping only a couple of paces short of Tomas, he glowered at the man he had long since deemed an intruder. “Do you intend to resist?”

      Karin forced her gaze to remain on the floor. She did not wish to see whatever exchange would happen between the two. As she closed her eyes, the clomp of boots told that they moved out of the solar and down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Pavel awoke to another dawn. One that many of his knights did not get to experience. Because he had failed them. They had been slaughtered—there was no other word for it—by the man who now held him captive. And would do who knew what to Pavel…and his family.

      Yet there was hope. For he did not truly believe that Ulrich had taken hold of Karin and Jaromir. There was reason enough to think that his family remained safe and well-guarded within the walls of the castle. Something deep within, something Pavel could not quite explain, told that Karin was well and whole.

      And he must do everything he could to keep it so. Even if he must pay with his own life, he would not let this mad man get his hands on Karin. No matter what.

      So, he watched. And waited.

      He studied the movements of Ulrich’s mercenaries. There had to be a break in their processes…had to be. And when he found it, he would exploit it.

      As he considered these things, there arose a disturbance about the camp. Men moved here and there, as if with a purpose, no longer idly as they had been. What went on? Did they work to break camp?

      The men charged with his watch kept a wary eye on those around them. And on him. He was tempted to engage them that he might glean some information. Anything might offer insight. Not that he wouldn’t know soon enough.

      For the hundredth time, he tested the tightness of his bindings. Both the rope that held him to the tree and that which bound his ankles. As before, there was not enough give to merit additional effort. Yet.

      He must not give up hope. For just as the guards
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